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Introduction 
 
It is a well-known fact that Buddhism is uniquely different from other religions, 
relying on the fact that the former is enriched with various techniques of meditation. 
Meditation plays an important role in Buddhism for it is widely considered as a highly 
important factor for liberation. In general, there are two kinds of Buddhist meditation, 
namely samathabhavanā and vipassanabhavanā. The first type of meditation refers to 
meditation which brings the calmness of mind, while the second is known as insight 
meditation which when practiced produces proper insight into the nature of things. It 
is this latter type of meditation which is reckoned by Buddhists as being genuine 
Buddhist meditation, for besides directly leading to liberation, it has been discovered 
by the Buddha only.  

Not all types of meditation are easy to practise. Among the two kinds of 
Buddhist meditation, the development of samatha or calmness very often needs one to 
be in particular places in order to be successful in it. When samathabhavanā is 
practiced, it leads to the higher mental absorptions (jhānā). However, in order to 
attain jhānā, one needs to be in a quiet place free from uproar and noise. This is 
important for sound is said to be an obstruction to achieving jhānā (saddakaṇṭakā 
jhānā).1 That is probably the reason why while urging his disciples to develop mental 
absorptions the Buddha generally instructs them to go to solitary lodgings, root of 
forest trees, mountains, charnel grounds, etc.2  With this in mind, it is practically more 
difficult for those who are involved in a lot of activities to develop calmness 
meditation.  

Different from samathabhavanā, the practice of insight meditation is not 
limited by place or condition. One can train oneself in this type of meditation even in 
the crowd. While the loud sound will hinder one who develops calmness meditation, 
in vipassanā, the sound can become the object of meditation. In fact, all phenomena 
can be used as an object of meditation. What one primarily needs here is just to be 
aware of their presence with proper understanding. Because of its significant role, 
awareness is highly emphasized here, and therefore vipassanabhavanā is also known 
as awareness meditation.  

It should be noted here that presently, vipassanabhavanā is generally called by 
several meditation teachers as the practice of bare attention or bare awareness.3 The 
reason of this is that the awareness or attention employed in this meditation refers to 

                                                
1 A. V. 133. 
2 D. I. 71. 2 D. I. 71. 
3 Nyanaponika Thera. The Power of Mindfulness.  Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society (BPS), 
2005, p. 3. See also: Anālayo. Satipaṭṭhāna: the Direct Path to Realization. Sri Lanka: Buddhist 
Publication Society (BPS), 2003, p. 190. 
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unalloyed attention. It means that while observing the object, one is aware of or attend 
to it without interfering with the experience by like and dislike or any other mental 
judgment. That attention is of pure uninvolved and detached receptivity. In this paper, 
the phrase “bare attention” is used pertaining to this particular attention.  
What is Bare Attention? 
 
 Several Buddhist scholars have referred to the act of bare attention as sati, one 
of the important Buddhist psychological terms.4 Sati itself is translated into various 
meanings according to different contexts, such as memory, recognition, 
consciousness, intentness of mind, wakefulness of mind, mindfulness, alertness, 
lucidity of mind, self-possession, conscience, and self-consciousness. However, in 
many English translations of Buddhist texts, the term has been commonly translated 
as mindfulness. Meanwhile, in early discourses, the term sati has been generally 
defined by the Buddha as an ability of mind to remember what was done and said 
long ago. Thus in the Paṭhamavibhaṅga Sutta of the Saṃyuttanikāya, it is stated:  

Here, bhikkhus, the noble disciple is mindful, possessing supreme 
mindfulness and discretion, one who remembers and recollects what 
was done and said long ago.5 

Another definition is found in the Paṭisambhidāmagga, one of the texts 
belonging to Khuddakanikāya. The text states that mindfulness (sati) lies on its power 
which is unshaken by carelessness (pamāde na kampatīti satibalaṃ).6 This definition, 
in another word, implies that one who is possessed of mindfulness is ever in vigilant 
state (appamāda). This too draws another conclusion that sati corresponds to 
appamāda in meaning.   

Taking into account several definitions mentioned above, sati has a dynamic 
and active nature. However, in order to understand its true power, this inner quality 
should be continuously trained in its passive and pure form. It is in its very passive 
form that the dynamic nature of mindfulness will manifest its strength. In his book 
“The Power of Mindfulness”, Venerable  Nyanaponika calls mindfulness that is 
developed in its passive form as “bare attention” or “bare awareness”. According to 
him, it is called “bare” because it attends to the bare facts of a perception without 
reacting to them by deed, speech or mental comments.7 

Thus, by utilizing bare attention, one experiences arising and disappearing 
phenomena, be it mentality or materiality (nāmarūpa) without getting involved in it, 
free from judging, and not trying to suppress their arising. Even if the arising 
phenomena are those of negative thoughts, one who cultivates bare attention does not 
force them to go away. One’s task is to just observe and know their arising and 
falling. This way is in particular different from samathabhavanā. If in 

                                                
4 Nyanaponika Thera. The Power of Mindfulness.  Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society (BPS), 
2005, p. 3. 
5 S. V. 197. 
6  M. II. 169. 
7 Nyanaponika Thera. The Power of Mindfulness.  Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society (BPS), 
2005, p. 3. 
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samathabhavanā one chooses a certain object and should focus one’s mind on that 
object, in the practice of bare attention, any object connected to body or mind whether 
it is positive or negative, can be used as the object of practice. Bare attention merely 
observes how those phenomena arise and let them disappear naturally. 

Due to the fact that all mental conditions can be used as objects of bare 
attention, the way of this inner quality’s work is also often called as “choiceless 
awareness”.8 The same view is expressed by Weisman in his book, “Meditation, 
Compassion and Loving-Kindness”. In explaining about mental hindrances in 
meditation, he views that suppressing mental hindrances is one extreme, while 
following them is another extreme; for by suppressing them one will not understand 
their nature so that one loses one’s opportunity to eliminate them; meanwhile, by 
complying with them, one will never escape from their power.9  

As stated earlier, general definition of sati is an ability to recall what was done 
and spoken long ago. However, in its development, a practitioner should exercise the 
power of sati for keeping continuous awareness and vigilance towards any presently 
arising phenomenon. Keeping awareness in such a manner is highly needed to give 
way to the arising of understanding of suffering, cause of suffering and the 
elimination of suffering. It is due to the fact that all these understanding can be totally 
understood through observation of any phenomenon which presently occurs, and 
neither those of past nor future phenomena. Observing any presently arising 
phenomena here and now is one of the characteristics of bare attention.  

It should be noted that normally, that purely receptive state of mind or bare 
attention is just a very brief phase of the thought process of which one is often 
scarcely aware of. Nevertheless, in the methodical development of mindfulness aimed 
at the unfolding of its latent powers, bare attention is sustained for as long a time as 
one’s strength of concentration permits.  

 
Vipassanā and Bare Attention 
 
 As stated earlier, vipassanabhavanā is the development of the mind which 
emphasises the understanding of the nature of phenomena. What it means is that by 
practicing this mental cultivation one comes to understand that all conditioned things 
undergo the nature of impermanence (anicca), unsatisfactoriness (dukkha) and non-
self (anatta). This understanding is very important for this leads practitioners to 
disenchantment (nibbidā) towards all worlds which in turn brings about dispassion 
(virāga) and liberation (vimutta). 10 In other words, the realization of liberation 
(nibbāna) takes place.  

                                                
8 Anālayo. Satipaṭṭhāna: the Direct Path to Realization. Sri Lanka: BPS, 2003, p. 58. 
9 Weissman, S and Weissman, R. Meditation, Compassion and Loving Kindness. Maine: Samuel 
Weiser Inc, 1996, p. 11. Meanwhile, Joseph Golden and Jack Kornfield in their book, “Seeking the 
Heart of Wisdom: the Path of Insight Meditation” state that suppressing, in this regard five hindrances, 
is a form of aversion. They agree that awareness is the best way to know the five hindrances. See: 
Joseph Goldstein and Jack Kornfield. Seeking the Heart of Wisdom: the Path of Insight Meditation. 
Boston: Shambala South Asia Editions, 1987, p. 36. 
10 M. III. 20. 
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 Although vipassanā is popularly practiced by Buddhists up to the present 
days, the term vipassanā is in fact seldom to be found in early discourses. Mention of 
this term is found in some discourses such as Mahāvaccha Sutta, Mahāsālāyataṇika 
Sutta, and Yuganaddha Sutta. The first two discourses belong to Majjhimanikāya, 
while the last one belongs to Aṅguttaranikāya. In these discourses, the term vipassanā 
is in fact mentioned along with samathabhavanā. For instance, as stated in 
Mahāsālāyataṇika Sutta, vipassanā should be practiced along with samatha for the 
full understanding of the five aggregates.11 
 Despite the fact that the term vipassanā has been mentioned in several 
discourses, the method of mental cultivation through vipassanā is never described 
clearly in early discourses. However, commentarial literatures generally view that 
vipassanā is an insight meditation which brings the above mentioned understanding of 
anicca, dukkha and anatta. Whereas samatha is the development of mind which leads 
to the attainment of high absorptions (jhāna). This explanation has been for instance 
stated in the commentary of Yuganaddha Sutta.12  
 Since vipassanā is practiced for the understanding of the impermanent nature 
of phenomena as well as their suffering and non-self nature, all the teachings of the 
Buddha which lead to such a purpose can be regarded as belonging to the practice of 
vipassanā. In this regard, many meditation teachers generally agree that the method 
given in the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta is that of vipassanā itself. The reason is that in 
this particular discourse the Buddha invites practitioners to see all phenomena in 
terms of their arising and disappearance. The duty of practitioners is just to be aware 
of them without choosing certain objects in particular. This way of observing 
phenomena is concomitant with the practice of bare attention. Besides that, the advice 
given in this discourse is to observe not only mental objects but also includes all the 
activities such as walking, standing, laying down, looking at, talking, etc which 
belongs to bodily observation.  All these activities are also under the category of bare 
attention. Thus, here we can understand that the practice of vipassanā is another name 
for bare attention.   
 
The Method of Bare Attention in Early Discourses 
 
 On further studying the Pāli Canon, we can observe that some discourses have 
directly presented the method of bare attention. As stated above, Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna is 
one of those discourses which concord with bare attention. Here, the entire method of 
Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna is therefore of the practice of bare attention itself. The first point is 
that, as already mentioned above, in the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna, one is trained to see the 
arising and disappearance of any presently phenomenon. One should focus on the 
present object here and now, and should therefore neither go about the past nor hanker 
after the future. This method which is one of important points of bare attention is also 
found in the Bhaddekaratta Sutta of Majjhimanikāya. The discourse says: 

                                                
11 Ibid., 290. 
12 AA. III. 143. 
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“Let not a person revive the past or on the future build his hopes; for 
the past has been left behind and the future has not been reached. 
Instead with insight let him see each presently arisen state.”13 

It is interesting to note here that in another discourse named Arañña Sutta of the 
Saṃyuttanikāya, it is stated that those who do not sorrow over the past nor do they 
hanker after the future but maintain themselves what is present, are possessed with 
serene complexion.14  

Furthermore, the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta emphasizes another important factor 
in observing phenomena. In this discourse, it is asserted that in the process of 
scrutinizing any occurring object one should abide independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world (anissito ca viharati, na ca kiñci loke upādiyati). 15 This 
statement is in agreement with the particular characteristic of bare attention. In the 
state of bare attention, one just merely observes objects like a passive spectator who 
watches the show without getting involved in it, for he is not an actor of the show, so 
he just sits and enjoys it. The commentarial literature on this discourse gives further 
explanation. The meaning of the phrase “anissito viharati” is understood that one 
does not abide on craving (taṇhā) and wrong views (diṭṭhi), while “na kiñci loke 
upādiyati” refers to mental attitude which is free from wrong notion that five 
aggregates (pañcakkhandhā) is “self” or that they “belonging to self”. 16  The 
explanation explicated in this commentarial literature draws one significant point that 
in observing an object with bare attention one should not give rise to craving toward 
the observed object, nor should one speculate by arousing unnecessary views of self 
notion connected to the object.  

The method of bare attention is also found in the Bahiya Sutta of the 
Udānapāli. This discourse is delivered by the Buddha to a wanderer named Bahiya. 
Here, the Buddha advises him to train himself:  

 “Tasmātiha te, bāhiya, evaṃ sikkhitabbaṃ: diṭṭhe diṭṭhamattaṃ 
bhavissati, sute sutamattaṃ bhavissati, mute mutamattaṃ bhavissati, 
viññāte viññātamattaṃ bhavissatī”.17 

That can be translated as follows: 
“In the seen will be merely what is seen; in the heard will be merely 
what is heard; in the sensed will be merely what is sensed; in the 
cognized will be merely what is cognized.” 

Here, additional suffix of ‘matta’ in the above mentioned quotation which 
means ‘merely’ is an important key in the development of bare attention. One who is 
not skilled in bare attention, when one of his six senses contacts with an object, his 
mind immediately tends to react. When eyes contact with a beautiful form, for 
example, the mind instantly reacts by relating its experience of the object with the 
past or future, which in turn gives rise to further new reactions of mind like a craving 

                                                
13 M. III. 187. 
14 S. I. 5. 
15 D. II. 292. 
16 DA. III. 766. 
17 Ud. 8. 
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to get a hold of it. On the contrary, when one sees such a process of seeing with bare 
attention that is to say ‘merely seeing’ without getting involved in it, with no 
judgment, there will be no occurrence of new reaction, but only a process of arising 
and disappearance of experience. There will be no self notion of ‘mine’, ‘I’ or 
‘myself’. The same idea has been expressed by Ven. Khantipalo while discussing 
about the five hindrances. He states that by observing any of the hindrances without 
labeling, then only ‘dhammas’ or ‘events’ are noticed, and the idea of self is also 
excluded. That way, he further says, although not nibbāna, is the way leading to it.18    

 
Why Does One Need Bare Attention? 
 

According to the Buddha, the mind of ordinary people is difficult to keep still. 
It continuously runs from one object to another. Just like a fish thrown on dry ground 
fluttering here and there,19 mind is such a nature, ever reacting and agitating.  It 
continuously moves because of the contact with objects of the six senses. Like a 
monkey in the forest searching fruits would jump from one branch to another branch 
of tree, in the same way the nature of mind endlessly runs after objects which are 
reckoned to give sensual pleasures.20 Thus, the mind of ordinary people generally is 
being slaved by their own cravings (atitto taṇhādāso).21 As a result of this search of 
sensual pleasures, it builds two dispositions, namely  favoring and opposing 
(anurodhavirodhaṃ).22 Being touched by pleasant objects, the mind attaches to them 
right away. On the contrary, facing unpleasant feeling, there arises in one’s mind 
aversion.  

For ordinary people, searching after sensual pleasures is considered as a 
normal thing. However, according to Buddhism, the mind that cannot keep still, ever 
agitated  by likes and dislikes, searching only for sensual pleasures here and there 
(tatratatrābhinandinī),23 is fuel from which beings are unable to escape from the 
snare of rounds of death and birth. Endless suffering of every being in this round of 
birth and death happens because of this worldly searching which manifests in 
multifarious mental reactions. On this basis, the aim of practicing the Buddha’s 
teaching is to put an end to these habitual reactions of mind. In this regard, the 
practice of bare attention plays an important role to appease and eliminate them. By 
means of bare attention, mental reactions which have enslaved the mind subside and 
cease to exist. A further following elaboration will clarify this point.  

On studying the thought process, the Madhupiṇḍika Sutta of the 
Majjhimanikāya is considered as an important discourse in this regard. The discourse 
shows us that the thought process of the six sense-bases causes the acquiring of 
experiences. As explained earlier, when the six sense-bases come in contact with their 
                                                
18 Khantipalo, Bhikkhu. Calm and Insight: a Buddhist Manual for Meditators. London: Curzon Press 
Ltd, 1981, p. 42. 
19 Dhp. Verse 34. 
20 Ibid., Verse 344. 
21 M. II. 68. 
22 Ibid., I. 266-67. 
23 Ibid., III. 250. 
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related objects, the mind quickly responds to them. Such a response often leads the 
mind to continually reacting. This matter has been elucidated in the Madhupiṇḍika 
Sutta. It is stated that after the arising of a certain consciousness (viññāṇa) as a result 
of the contact of certain sense-base with its object, there will naturally be contact 
(phassa). With phassa as condition, feeling (vedana) arises. Thereafter, it is stated 
that when one feels, one tends to build perception (sañjānati) related to that feeling. 
Taking the perception as its base, one proceeds to think (vitakketi) about one’s now 
experience. Thereafter, one is forced to think over and over or in other words, 
mentally proliferate (papañceti) about the same thing and relate them with one’s 
experiences of the past, present and imagined future. In this juncture, due to mental 
proliferation (papañca), mental suffering, stress and conflict arise.24 Even according 
to Bhikkhu Ñānananda, craving, attachment to views as well as conceit which are the 
sources of conflict and suffering are derived from this papañca.25 Thus, papañca is 
reckoned to be a source of mental disorders, thereby needs to be dealt with. What is 
important in relation to the present matter is that papañca is a manifestation of mental 
reactions discussed above. Therefore, getting rid of this mental proliferation is itself 
an attempt to overcome the devastating nature of mental reactions.  

Bare attention is useful to stop a lingering thought process, so that it will not 
bring about mental proliferation or obsession of mind. Here, on the arising of a certain 
reaction of mind, one should see it with bare attention – only observing without 
getting involved in it – just like a thief calls off his action on being caught red-handed 
by the house owner.   Such a mental reaction stops from proceeding and appears no 
more than a mere experience which arises and then disappears. A similar reaction 
might arise again from time to time in the future. However, on being caught red-
handed by bare attention every time it comes up, that similar reaction will lose its 
strength and finally will no more arise. A simile has been given in the Vīṇopama Sutta 
by the Buddha to make this point clear. It says as follows:  

"Suppose, bhikkhus, the barley has ripened and the watchman is 
vigilant. If a bull fond of barley enters the barley field, the watchman 
would catch hold of him firmly by the muzzle. While holding him 
firmly by the muzzle, he would get a secure grip on the locks between 
his horns and, keeping him in check there, would give him a sound 
beating with his staff. After giving him that beating, he would drive the 
bull away. This might happen a second time and a third time. Thus that 
bull fond of barley, whether he has gone to the village or the forest, 
whether he is accustomed to standing or to sitting, remembering the 
previous beating he got from the staff, would not enter that barley field 
again.”26 

Thus in the same way, if every time when mental reactions invade one’s mind 
and bare attention stands on guard there, then they eventually lose their strength and 

                                                
24 Ibid., I. 112. 
25 Bhikkhu Ñāṇananda, Concept and Reality in the Buddhist Thought. Kandy: BPS, 1997, p. 121. 
26 S. IV. 196. 



 
The Smaratungga Journal of Buddhist Studies and Education 

The Smaratungga, Vol.1 No.1 March-Augst 2017  || 8 

finally disappear. Even if such memories which in the past created mental havoc arise 
again, they will not be capable of disturbing the mind again.  
  It should be highlighted here that the strength of bare attention is still 
functioning even though the mind is already occupied with papañca, and where it 
appears as if impossible to overcome. In such a condition, while other inner qualities 
are often unable to subdue it, bare attention is needed and with its power, even mental 
proliferation will lose its strength. Thus, however uncivilized the mind is, bare 
attention (sati) is capable to subjugate it. It is on this basis that the Buddha asserts 
“Satiñca khvāhaṃ, bhikkhave, sabbatthikaṃ vadāmi” which means “Mindfulness, 
bhikkhus, I say, is always useful”.27 
 
Bare Attention and Sampajañña 
 
 A person who develops mindfulness or attention in its pure and bare state 
should not be taken as if that person is living without knowledge. By bare attention, 
one is given a wide opportunity to observe an occurring object without being polluted 
by mental partiality or bias, and thus giving way for proper knowledge to arise. Such 
a knowledge which arises along with bare attention is called sampajañña. 
 It should be noted here that one who is not skilled in bare attention and tends 
to let his mind get involved in experiences with favoring and opposing, normally 
becomes partial in viewing those phenomena. Such a person is unable to wisely 
analyze his experiences from various viewpoints. For example, one whose mind is 
overpowered and led by anger is incapable to see one’s own anger, let alone to see the 
dangers of anger. One cannot see within one’s own mind to find out the cause of 
one’s anger. On the contrary, one sees only outside and sees the cause of one’s anger 
deriving from outside. As a result, without subduing one’s own anger from within, 
one begins to attack others for one’s suffering.  
 Different from the agitated mind which hinders one from having right view, 
attention or mindfulness which is developed in its bare mode, provides the 
practitioner of this mental cultivation a wide space to observe and learn an observed 
object at that very moment in its unalloyed state. His mind is not deceived by mental 
bias. With clear mind, he sees every arising and disappearing phenomenon as it is. As 
a result, the knowledge of what is beneficial and what is unbeneficial in relation to his 
present experience, naturally comes to manifest. A simile to further support this point 
is given in the Kimsukopama Sutta of the Saṃyuttanikāya. Here, the power of 
mindfulness is comparable to a wise, intelligent and competent gatekeeper of a city 
built with strong wall. Such a gatekeeper knows those who should be sent away and 
those who are allowed to enter (aññātānaṃ  nivāretā,  ñātānaṃ  pavesetā).28 In the 
same way, by bare attention, one knows what should be developed for they are 
beneficial and what should be avoided as they are harmful. The capacity of sati in 
distinguishing wholesome from unwholesome is also stressed in the Milindapañha. 

                                                
27 S. V. 115. 
28 Ibid., IV. 193. 
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Therefore, in the same text, one who abides with proper mindfulness knows well 
factors that need to be developed and those that need to be abandoned while 
cultivating the mind (yogāvacaro sevitabbe dhamme sevati, asevitabbe  dhamme  na  
sevati).29 
 The same function of sati or in other words ‘bare attention’ as above can also 
be seen from its relation to the dhammavicayabojjhaṅga (enlightenment factor of 
discrimination of states. The Sīla Sutta from Saṃyuttanikāya explicates that one who 
is endowed with strong established mindfulness towards the dhamma he hears, is 
naturally compelled to analyze, inspect, and make investigation into that same 
dhamma through wisdom (paññā).30 This fact further confirms that bare attention 
provides greater opportunities for practitioners to examine a phenomena as an object 
of attention as deeply as possible. From this too, a wide range of enlightening 
knowledge comes to manifest. The understanding into the nature of all phenomena as 
impermanence (anicca), unsatisfactoriness (dukkha) and non-self (anatta) brings 
about the insight knowledge, which takes place because of the virtue of sati.  Thus, in 
this regard, dhammavicaya is another name of sampajañña.  
 It should be underlined here that the knowledge that occurs along with bare 
attention is not gained through imagination or thinking. This knowledge dawns in a 
natural way and arises at that very moment when the observation on to the object 
takes place. Here, while imagination or thinking often gives rise to mental exhaustion, 
the knowledge derived from bare attention has a freeing nature. This point is in 
concomitance with the explanation of the Buddha in which he asserts that the 
development of sati and dhammavicaya (as a form of satisampajañña), should always 
be based upon seclusion (viveka), dispassion (virāga), cessation (nirodhā) and 
maturing in release (vosaggapariṇāmiṃ). 31  Here, viveka, virāga, nirodhā and 
vosaggapariṇāmiṃ reflect the factors which have a freeing nature, without making 
the mind weary, they lead to the abandonment of mental burdens.  
 
The Function of Balancing Inner Qualities 
 
  The Buddha’s way of crossing the ocean of birth and death is by exercising 
the middle path. Generally, the middle way propounded by the Buddha is shown in 
his teaching of the Noble Eightfold Path which consists of right view, right thought, 
right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right 
concentration.32 Apart from that, the Oghataraṇa Sutta, the first discourse of the 
Buddha, offers another explanation reflecting the Buddha’s teaching of middle way. 
In this discourse, a certain deity raises a question to the Buddha about the method of 
how he crosses the flood. Responding to this question, the Buddha explains that he 
crosses the flood neither by standing still (appatiṭṭhaṃ) nor by struggling 
(anāyūhaṃ). The reason is that by standing still one sinks, while by struggling one 
                                                
29 Mil. 37-38. 
30 S. V. 68. 
31 Ibid., 63. 
32 Ibid., 421.  
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gets swept away.33 This answer of the Buddha conveys two meaningful messages. 
The first is that in order to be free from dukkha, one should exercise the middle way, a 
particular way which avoids two extremes.34 The second reason is that in order to 
maintain the middle way, one should possess a constantly balanced mind; for without 
it, it is possible to fall into one of the two extreme ways. This mental balance or in 
other words, ‘equilibrium mind’ is just like a straight path heading right away to the 
destination one wants to arrive at. In this regard, mental balance is a proper and 
straight path to nibbāna.  
 A significant point that needs to be underlined here is that the balanced mind 
which is acquired for one to proceed firmly in the middle way, grows through the 
development of bare attention. As mentioned earlier, bare attention gives way to a 
practitioner to understand what is beneficial and what is harmful.  This particular 
understanding, in turn, will also keep his mind balanced.  Thus, at the time when the 
mind is agitated and loses its balance, he knows how to find the solution for 
overcoming that situation. As a result, the mind of such a mindful one tends to be 
calm and balanced, and he does not easily fall into two extreme ways.  
 The Visuddhimagga gives an example of how sati (here to be understood as 
bare attention) is able to neutralize two extreme ways. In this text, it is stated that 
when one is too excessive in exercising faith (saddha) or effort (viriya) or knowledge 
(paññā), one tends to be restless. In such a condition, the power of sati plays an 
important role to keep one from falling into restlessness caused by saddha, viriya and 
paññā, while at the same time, hinders one from being overpowered by idleness 
caused by an excessive samādhi. Thus, by sati or in this regard, bare attention, one’s 
mind is kept balanced, free from restlessness as well as from sluggishness. Five 
faculties (pañcindriya: saddha, viriya, sati, samādhi and paññā) are highly needed for 
the development of mind to become balanced, mutually supporting, establishing and 
developing.35   
 The function of sati in neutralizing two extreme ways can also be explicitly 
studied in the Aggi Sutta of Saṃyuttanikāya.   In this discourse, it is stated that during 
the time one is under the power of mental sluggishness (līnacitta), that is not the right 
time to develop tranquility (passaddhi) or concentration (samādhi) or equanimity 
(upekkha), but that is the right time to develop effort (viriya), investigation into 
phenomena (dhammavicaya) and rapture (pīti). On the other hand, when one’s mind 
is dominated by excessive endeavor (uddhattacitta), that is not the right time for 
cultivating effort (viriya) or investigation into phenomena (dhammavicaya) or rapture 
(pīti), but it is proper in such a situation to develop tranquility (passaddhi) or 

                                                
33 S. I. 1.  
34 Commentarial literature on this discourse says that provides several instances of how one stands still 
and struggles. It is stated, one whose mind is being overcome by laziness is just like one who stands 
still, while being too much enthusiastic is similar to a struggling one; one who runs after sensual 
pleasures is like one who stands still, while practicing self-mortification is like a struggling person. 
These examples show us the importance of the middle way by avoiding two extremes.  
35 Vism. 45-49. The same idea is stated by Venerable Nyanaponika in his book, “The Power of 
Mindfulness”. See: Nyanaponika Thera. The Power of Mindfulness.  Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication 
Society (BPS), 2005, p. 24.  
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concentration (samādhi) or equanimity (upekkha). In the same discourse, it is 
interesting to note that while other inner qualities are useful only in certain conditions, 
the power of sati is ever helpful and should be utilized in all conditions.36 Thus, be it 
in the time when the mind is overpowered by sluggishness or when burnt by 
excessive endeavor, sati is always needed. This is because through sati one knows the 
qualities which should be cultivated and which ones should be abandoned. In this way 
a balanced mind is well maintained, and one will not fall away from the middle way.  
 
The Power of Eliminating Mental Defilements 
 

At the very beginning it has been mentioned that the power of bare attention is 
to cut off continuous mental reactions. As already understood, mental reactions, in 
this regard, is the manifestation of mental defilements. Hence, we can draw a 
conclusion that bare attention plays a significant role in eliminating defilements of 
mind. This function of bare attention is symbolically implied in several stories 
incorporated in the Bhikkhunisaṃyutta of the Saṃyuttanikāya. The discourses written 
in this part of the text, relate stories of how Mara, the Evil One, approached a certain 
bhikkhuni to create terror and trepidation so that she might fall away from her 
seclusion. Generally, by simply recognizing Mara’s presence and addressing him, 
Mara, which is a manifestation of mental defilements, loses his strength and 
disappears there and then.37 

In eliminating mental taints, bare attention does not do that function all alone. 
As already discussed above, knowledge or wisdom which arises along with this inner 
quality also plays an important role. By bare attention, one knows what is beneficial 
and what is harmful. Knowing that, such a person develops what is beneficial only, 
while at the same time, abandons what is harmful. Furthermore, if we take into 
consideration the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna, a discourse popularly employed as a guide for 
the practitioner of bare attention, it is found that while observing mental defilements 
,for instance the five hindrances, the yogi knows not only the process of their 
occurrence and disappearance, but also knows (pajānāti)38 the factors that can be 
utilized for their elimination.  

The function of bare attention as well as wisdom in cutting off habitual 
reactions of mind has also been discussed in the Ajitamāṇavapuccha of the 
Suttanipāta. In this discourse, a youth Brahmin named Ajita asks the Buddha the way 
to check (slow down) streams that flow from various directions, and how to cut it off. 
The Buddha replies that by mindfulness (sati) one enables the slow down of the 
streams and by wisdom (paññā) the same streams are cut off.39 Here, the word 
‘stream’ refers to process of consciousness (viññāṇa) which takes place through the 
                                                
36 S. V. 112-15. 
37 Ibid., I. 128-35. 
38 It is important to note here that the verb ‘knows’ in this discourse uses the term ‘pajānati’ which is 
the verb from the noun ‘paññā’ meaning ‘wisdom’. This shows that the knowledge that arises in the 
observation through bare attention here is not a common knowledge but deeper knowledge into the 
nature of the observed objects. See: D. ii. 300-01. 
39 Sn. verses 197-98. 
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six sense bases together with their related external objects.40 With this, we now know 
how through mindfulness, the coming and going of mental process through the six 
senses can slow down.41 In reality, mental processes that come and go, happen in a 
normal way, whether one uses bare attention or not. However, when one is not trained 
in bare attention, these mental processes mostly are undetected so they seem to work 
very fast. On the other hand, when every arising and disappearing of the mental 
processes is detected under the watch of bare attention, they appears to move slowly. 
Being aware in such a way enables one to check and investigate thoroughly every 
mental process so that one knows the factors which follow that same mental state. If 
then at that time, one knows one’s mind is being driven by negative thoughts such as 
greed, hatred or delusion,42 wisdom (paññā) can play its role by immediately cutting 
off and preventing some mental state from growing.   

Apart from that, the power of bare attention in this regard can be seen in its 
function in breaking off the drama between consciousness (viññāṇa) and mentality-
materiality (nāmarūpa). According to Buddhism, the life of every being is not more 
than the drama between consciousness and mentality-materiality (ettāvatā vaṭṭaṃ 
vattati itthattaṃ paññāpanāya yadidaṃ nāmarūpaṃ saha viññāṇena 
aññamaññapaccayatā pavattati). Beings incessantly continue to wander in the round 
of birth and death because of the interdependent nature of these two factors. In this 
connection, the characteristic of consciousness is always to find the object for its 
footing or resting place for its continuous existence. Meanwhile, the object as a 
resting place of consciousness is none other than mentality-materiality. Just like the 
existence of consciousness depends on the mentality-materiality, in the same way, the 
latter being held by consciousness continues to exist.43 Since consciousness always 
gets mentality-materiality as its footing, at the same time, mentality-materiality 
continues to exist because of the virtue of consciousness, and as a result, life-
becoming (bhava) never ends. Hence, the development of bare attention is highly 
needed to cut off their play. In this practice, the mind is trained not to attach to 
mentality-materiality. Consciousness along with bare attention just observes 
mentality-materiality with a detached attitude, independent, and without clinging. 
This mental development provides a training for the mind not to attach to any arising 
object. If, by means of this practice, consciousness finds no footing on the mentality-
materiality, then the latter is unable to continue to exist, and in turn, the consciousness 
which does not get its resting-place also disappears. Here, the mind finds freedom.   

 
Conclusion 

                                                
40 SnA. II. 258. 
41 The role of mindfulness or bare attention that slows down mental processes is also stressed upon by 
Venerable Nyanaponika. See:  Nyanaponika Thera. The Power of Mindfulness.  Sri Lanka: Buddhist 
Publication Society (BPS), 2005, p. 27. 
42 According to the Abhidhammatthasangaha, in general, unwholesome mental states are divided into 
three categories namely those of rooted in greed (lobhamūlacitta), those rooted in hatred 
(dosamūlacitta) and those rooted in delusion (mohamūlacitta).  See: Bhikkhu Bodhi. A Comprehensive 
Manual of Abhidhamma. Kandy: BPS, 1999, p. 28. 
43 D. II. 63-64. 
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 Although a specific explanation of the method of improving the mind through 
bare attention is not found in the Pāli Canon, from various data discussed above, the 
study of this mental training can be traced to the same canon.  Generally, Buddhist 
scholars agree that bare attention finds its equivalent characteristic in the Buddhist 
philosophical term named “sati”, which is commonly translated as “mindfulness”. 
Since the inner quality of sati is taken as an important factor in the development of 
insight meditation (vipassanabhavanā), the mental training of bare attention is itself 
vipassanabhavanā. Thus, sati, vipassanabhavanā and bare attention refer to the same 
method of mental cultivation.  
 The general understanding of mindfulness is that it is the ability to recall what 
has been done and spoken long ago. However, in the mental development of insight 
meditation, mindfulness is utilized for continuously remembering or being aware of 
what is presently happening with regards to body and mind, without interfering with 
them or creating agitation, through liking or disliking them.  Due to this task carried 
out by mindfulness in insight meditation, the same mindfulness is popularly known as 
bare attention or bare awareness. By bare attention which is the unalloyed quality of 
mindfulness, one’s mind is unhindered by mental bias while observing any object, 
thereby paving the way for the arising of knowledge of what is beneficial and what is 
harmful with regard to one’s experience of the moment. The knowledge obtained 
along with bare attention is called “sampajañña”. Together with it, bare attention 
plays its function in balancing inner qualities, cutting off unwholesome mental states, 
guiding one to always be on the right track, and ultimately leading one to arrive at 
one’s final spiritual destination, i.e liberation (nibbāna). 
 
 
Abbreviation  
A   Aṅguttaranikāya 
AA   Aṅguttaranikāya 
D   Dīghānikāya 
DA   Dīghānikāya Aṭṭhakathā 
Dhp   Dhammapada 
M   Majjhimanikāya 
Mil   Milindapañha 
P   Page  
Pts. M   Paṭisambhidāmagga 
S   Saṃyuttanikāya 
SA   Saṃyuttanikāya Aṭṭhakathā 
Sn   Suttanipāta 
SnA   Suttanipāta Aṭṭhakathā 
Ud   Udāna 
Vism   Visuddhimagga 
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