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Beyond McMindfulness
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Suddenly mindfulness meditation has become mamrstrenaking its way into schools,
corporations, prisons, and government agencieadirgy the U.S. military. Millions of
people are receiving tangible benefits from thdmdfulness practice: less stress, better
concentration, perhaps a little more empathy. Nessdio say, this is an important
development to be welcomed -- but it has a shadow.

The mindfulness revolution appears to offer a ursiaiepanacea for resolving almost every
area of daily concern. Recent books on the tomltide: Mindful Parenting, Mindful Eating,
Mindful Teaching, Mindful Politics, Mindful Therapy, Mindful Leadership, A Mindful Nation,
Mindful Recovery, The Power of Mindful Learning, The Mindful Brain, The Mindful Way
through Depression, The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion. Almost daily, the media cite
scientific studies that report the numerous hdadthefits of mindfulness meditation and how
such a simple practice can effect neurological ghann the brain.

The booming popularity of the mindfulness moventeat also turned it into a lucrative
cottage industry. Business savvy consultants pggnindfulness training promise that it will
improve work efficiency, reduce absenteeism, arttheoe the "soft skills” that are crucial to
career success. Some even assert that mindfuhagsag can act as a "disruptive
technology,” reforming even the most dysfunctiacc@hpanies into kinder, more
compassionate and sustainable organizations. Sodaever, no empirical studies have been
published that support these claims.

In their branding efforts, proponents of mindfuledéwining usually preface their programs as
being "Buddhist-inspired." There is a certain caems hipness in telling neophytes that
mindfulness is a legacy of Buddhism -- a tradifiamous for its ancient and time-tested
meditation methods. But, sometimes in the samelMreansultants often assure their
corporate sponsors that their particular brand iotifalness has relinquished all ties and
affiliations to its Buddhist origins.

Uncoupling mindfulness from its ethical and religgadBuddhist context is understandable as
an expedient move to make such training a vialdeymt on the open market. But the rush to
secularize and commodify mindfulness into a matidetgechnique may be leading to an
unfortunate denaturing of this ancient practiceicWhvas intended for far more than relieving
a headache, reducing blood pressure, or helpinguéxes become better focused and more
productive.

While a stripped-down, secularized technique --tvgloane critics are now calling
"McMindfulness” -- may make it more palatable te ttorporate world, decontextualizing



mindfulness from its original liberative and tramshative purpose, as well as its foundation
in social ethics, amounts to a Faustian bargaithddahan applying mindfulness as a means
to awaken individuals and organizations from theliwlesome roots of greed, ill will and
delusion, it is usually being refashioned into adatherapeutic, self-help technique that can
actually reinforce those roots.

Most scientific and popular accounts circulatinghia media have portrayed mindfulness in
terms of stress reduction and attention-enhancerese human performance benefits are
heralded as thgne qua non of mindfulness and its major attraction for modeonporations.
But mindfulness, as understood and practiced witienBuddhist tradition, is not merely an
ethically-neutral technique for reducing stress iamgiroving concentration. Rather,
mindfulness is distinct quality of attention that is dependent upon and influenced by many
other factors: the nature of our thoughts, speachaations; our way of making a living; and
our efforts to avoid unwholesome and unskillful &&brs, while developing those that are
conducive to wise action, social harmony, and cesioa.

This is why Buddhists differentiate between Righh®fulness gamma sati) and Wrong
Mindfulness (niccha sati). The distinction is not moralistic: the issuenisether the quality of
awareness is characterized by wholesome intenéind$ositive mental qualities that lead to
human flourishing and optimal well-being for othasswell as oneself.

According to the Pali Canon (the earliest recor@dadhings of the Buddha), even a person
committing a premeditated and heinous crime caexieecising mindfulness, albeirong
mindfulness. Clearly, the mindful attention and single-mindmohcentration of a terrorist,
sniper assassin, or white-collar criminal is na& same quality of mindfulness that the Dalai
Lama and other Buddhist adepts have developedi Rigtdfulness is guided by intentions
and motivations based on self-restraint, wholesorastal states, and ethical behaviors --
goals that include but supersede stress reduatiomaprovements in concentration.

Another common misconception is that mindfulnessitagon is a private, internal affair.
Mindfulness is often marketed as a method for peakself-fulfilment, a reprieve from the
trials and tribulations of cutthroat corporate.li@&ich an individualistic and consumer
orientation to the practice of mindfulness may fhective for self-preservation and self-
advancement, but is essentially impotent for miilgpthe causes of collective and
organizational distress.

When mindfulness practice is compartmentalizedhig way, the interconnectedness of
personal motives is lost. There is a dissociatemvben one's own personal transformation
and the kind of social and organizational transttran that takes into account the causes and
conditions of suffering in the broader environméhch a colonization of mindfulness also
has an instrumentalizing effect, reorienting thacfice to the needs of the market, rather than
to a critical reflection on the causes of our atliee suffering, osocial dukkha.

The Buddha emphasized that his teaching was almolgrstanding and endimigkkha
("suffering” in the broadest sense). So what abwexdukkha caused by the ways institutions
operate?

Many corporate advocates argue that transformdtarange starts with oneself: if one's
mind can become more focused and peaceful, theal smd organizational transformation
will naturally follow. The problem with this formation is that today the three unwholesome



motivations that Buddhism highlights -- greedwilll, and delusion -- are no longer confined
to individual minds, but have become institutionedl into forces beyond personal control.

Up to now, the mindfulness movement has avoidedsanpus consideration of why stress is
So pervasive in modern business institutions. &tsteorporations have jumped on the
mindfulness bandwagon because it convenientlysstii# burden onto the individual
employee: stress is framed as a personal problednandfulness is offered as just the right
medicine to help employees work more efficientld @almly within toxic environments.
Cloaked in an aura of care and humanity, mindfdngsefashioned into a safety valve, as a
way to let off steam -- a technique for coping wvatid adapting to the stresses and strains of
corporate life.

The result is an atomized and highly privatizedsiar of mindfulness practice, which is
easily coopted and confined to what Jeremy CaragiteRichard King, in their bodgelling
Spirituality: The Slent Takeover of Religion, describe as an "accommodationist" orientation.
Mindfulness training has wide appeal because itieaeme a trendy method for subduing
employee unrest, promoting a tacit acceptanceeo$tidéitus quo, and as an instrumental tool
for keeping attention focused on institutional goal

In many respects, corporate mindfulness trainingith its promise that calmer, less stressed
employees will be more productive -- has a closeilfaresemblance to now-discredited
"human relations” and sensitivity-training movensethiat were popular in the 1950s and
1960s. These training programs were criticizedHerr manipulative use of counseling
techniques, such as "active listening," deployed asans for pacifying employees by
making them feel that their concerns were heardendxisting conditions in the workplace
remained unchanged. These methods came to beekferas "cow psychology,” because
contented and docile cows give more milk.

Bhikkhu Bodhi, an outspoken western Buddhist mdrals warned: "absent a sharp social
critigue, Buddhist practices could easily be usepstify and stabilize the status quo,
becoming a reinforcement of consumer capitalisrmfotunately, a more ethical and
socially responsible view of mindfulness is nowrsbg many practitioners as a tangential
concern, or as an unnecessary politicizing of gmer‘sonal journey of self-transformation.

One hopes that the mindfulness movement will nikdiiothe usual trajectory of most
corporate fads -- unbridled enthusiasm, uncritacaeptance of the status quo, and eventual
disillusionment. To become a genuine force for fpasipersonal and social transformation, it
must reclaim an ethical framework and aspire toanhaity purposes that take into account
the well-being of all living beings.



