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The technical vocabulary that circles around satipaṭṭāna gets 
jumbled up in modern teachings and scholarship, often with a 
failure to clearly distinguishing the various factors involve, or 
their interworkings. There is some question about whether Pali 
sati, conventionally translated into English as ‘mindfulness,’ 
refers to memory or to some special form of awareness of the 
present situation. The compound satipaṭṭāna, whose conventional
translation ‘foundations of mindfulness’ or ‘establishment of 
mindfulness’ is based on a mistaken etymology, seems in most 
contexts to designates a far more specific contemplative practice 
than the name suggests. Sammāsati, ‘right mindfulness,’ seems 
sometimes to be equated with this specific practice, then in other 
places seems to be understood as having much wider 
applicability.

I hope in this paper to disenjumble a bit the semantics of these 
terms, and others associated with satipaṭṭhāna, and to highlight 
some aspects of their interworkings that are commonly missed, 
that are described in the EBT (early Buddhist texts), where I will 
argue that they are used quite consistently and unambiguously. I 
will argue that the much of the confusion around what these terms
mean arises from not being clear that the core meaning of 
satipaṭṭhāna is not a specific contemplative practice, but rather a 
method of attentive recollection that is applicable in a wide array 
of specific practices, only one among them the contemplation of 
factors of our experiential world. 



2

Right up front, the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta outlines a fourfold practice 
task, along with a four-factored method through which that task is
performed:

Here, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu abides contemplating the body in 
the body, ardent, clearly comprehending, and recollective, 
having put away covetousness and grief for the world. He 
abides contemplating feelings in feelings, ardent, clearly 
comprehending, and recollective, having put away 
covetousness and grief for the world. He abides 
contemplating mind in mind, ardent, clearly comprehending, 
and recollective, having put away covetousness and grief for 
the world. He abides contemplating phenomena in 
phenomena, ardent, clearly comprehending, and recollective, 
having put away covetousness and grief for the world.  (MN 
10 i56)

This text lists four alternative aspects of the task that we perform 
in practicing satipaṭṭhāna:

1. contemplating body in body
2. contemplating  feeling in feeling
3. contemplating mind in mind 
4. contemplating phenomena in phenomena 

The Pali word that I’m translating as ‘contemplating,’ and 
throughout the satipaṭṭhāna, is anupassanā, literally ‘seeing 
along’ or ‘watching.’  We examine some aspect of experience, for 
instance the breath, carefully attentive to its details, in particular 
its selflessness and impermance as outlined in the Dharma. Our 
interest here is primarily in the process by which this 
contemplation occurs, which is a matter of bringing four mental 
faculties to bear in accomplishing the practice task: 

1. ardency,
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2. clear comprehension, 
3. recollection, and
4. putting away covetedness and grief for the world. 

The interworking of these four faculties constitute the method of 
the satipaṭṭhāna. The applicability of the satipaṭṭhāna method 
turns out to be much broader than its application to the four tasks 
of contemplation specified in the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta. In fact, it 
encompasses almost the entirety of Buddhist practice, for 
instance, in its ethical, devotional and pedagogical as well as 
contemplative aspects. The ever ready satipaṭṭhāna method is 
distinguished from its component faculty sati (‘recollection’), 
often translated as ‘mindfulness.’ 

Etymology of ‘sati’

Sati, as in satipaṭṭhāna, is often translated as ‘mindfulness.’ In 
fact it means ‘recollection.” The Pali word sati  is a derivation of 
a root meaning 'memory' or 'recollection' and corresponds to the 
verb sarati 'remember' or 'recollect'. It occurs in its adjectival form
as one of the factors of the satipaṭṭhāna method: satimā 
‘recollective.’ The cognate word in Sanskrit smṛti  has a similar 
meaning and is commonly used specifically in reference to 
memory of sacred Brahmanic texts or even to the body of sacred 
texts itself, which for many centuries were preserved in rote 
memory before they were committed to palm leaf. 

Let me cite a couple of texts in which sati is used as a technical 
term in the EBT, clearly in the sense of ‘recollection.’ Sati is the 
first of the seven awakening factors (bojjhaṅga), where it is 
clearly allocated the function of bringing the Dharma to mind so 
that it can examined and investigated:
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Whenever, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu dwelling thus withdrawn 
recollects that Dhamma and thinks it over, on that occasion 
the awakening factor of sati is aroused by the bhikkhu . The 
bhikkhu develops the awakening factor of sati at that time. 
The bhikkhu perfects the awakening factor of sati at that time.
Whenever, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu dwelling thus sati-ful 
[satimā] discriminates that Dhamma with wisdom, examines 
it, makes an investigation of it, on that occasion the 
awakening factor of investigation of phenomena is aroused 
by the bhikkhu; on that occasion the bhikkhu develops the 
awakening factor of investigation of phenomena; on that 
occasion the awakening factor of investigation of phenomena
comes to fulfillment by development in the bhikkhu. 

(SN 46.3)

This description – which actually corresponds to contemplation of
phenomena, the practice task of the fourth satipaṭṭhāna – makes 
the function of sati in recollecting the Dharma explicit. 
Recollection brings in the wisdom of the Dharma at the right time
to bear on the present task: the standards, values, viewpoints and 
trained skills that we have acquired through developing right 
understanding. Dharma is what we must continually recollect and 
hold in mind in order to practice the satipaṭṭāna task of 
contemplation, or in order to engage in virtually any Buddhist 
practice.

Elsewhere the Buddha offers us explicitly the following definition
of sati : 

And what is the faculty of sati? Here, monks, the noble 
disciple is sati-ful, possessing utmost sati and 
discernment, recalling and bearing in mind even things 



5

that were done and said long ago. This is called the faculty
of sati. (SN 48.9, also similarly at MN 53 i 356)

We will see many more examples as we go along.

Etymology of ‘satipaṭṭhāna’

The compound satipaṭṭhāna, in which sati is its first component, 
is ambiguous in Pali, and two alternative etymologies have been 
proposed. 

        sati ‘recollection’ + paṭṭhāna ‘foundation,’‘establishment,’ or
        sati ‘recollection’ + upaṭṭhāna ‘attending.’

In the first etymology, the word paṭṭhāna is literally 

        ‘forth’ (pa-) + ‘standing’ (-ṭhāna), 

hence ‘foundation’ or ‘establishment.’ This analysis became 
traditional in the Theravada tradition. In the alternative 
etymology, the word upaṭṭhāna, in which the ‘u’ is elided to 
produce the ambiguous compound, is literally 

        ‘close’ (upa-) + ‘standing’ (-ṭhāna), 

hence ‘attending to’ or ‘caring for.’ Most modern scholars1 seem 
now to agree that this second analysis is correct, for several 
reasons:

1. The equivalent of satipaṭṭhāna in Sanskrit Buddhist texts 
is smṛtyupasthāna, which is unambiguously built on the 
cognate of upaṭṭhāna, not of paṭṭhāna.

2. The gerund form paṭṭhāna does not occur by itself in the 
early texts.

1 See Anālayo, 2007, Satipaṭṭhāna: the direct path to realization, 
Windhorse, 29-30.
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3. The other inflections of the verb upaṭṭhahati routinely 
occur in association with sati, for instance upaṭṭhita sati 
‘attentive recollection.’ 

In fact, in the description of the first exercise in the Satipaṭṭhāna 
Sutta we have parimukhaṁ satiṁ upaṭṭhapetvā ‘having attended 
recollectively to what is in front.’ 

4. ‘Recollection’ + ‘attending’ accurately describes the 
satipaṭṭhāna method itself.

Here sati represents in one of the four factors of the method and 
the others, “ardent, clearly comprehending, and …, having put 
away covetousness and grief for the world,” together constitute 
attenting (upaṭṭhāna). 

Picture a nurse standing close to her patient in order to attend to 
his needs. This is upaṭṭhāna. In attending to him, she brings all of 
her training and knowledge to bear to interpret his needs and to 
respond appropriately. This is sati. Likewise, a yogi sits close to 
experiential factors in the present practice situation – raw sense 
impressions, the arising of feelings, of ill-will, and so on – with 
the same attentiveness. That is upaṭṭhāna. In attending to her 
experiential world, the nurse  brings her Dharmic understanding 
to bear to interpret her experiences and recognize their conditions.
This is sati. Together sati and upaṭṭhāna represent a meeting of 
competence (pariyatti) and performance (paṭipatti), or Dharma 
and practice.

I conclude that satipaṭṭhāna can be accurately translated as 
‘recollection-attending,’ referring to the interworking of these 
critical factors. The compound as a whole might be more 
elegantly rendered alternatively as ‘attentive recollection’ or as 
‘recollective attentiveness.’
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Recollection and attending as two sides of one coin

To take a mundane example, in order to attentively defuse a bomb
we must bring to mind at the right time all of the appropriate 
skills and knowledge we acquired at bomb school (recollection), 
then we must carefully monitor many details of the situation at 
hand, including the potential for the bomb to shift position, the 
potential ways the device might be triggered, the movements of 
our clumsy fingers, and so on (attending). Our success in defusing
the bomb depends on bringing together know-how and detailed 
attentiveness and applying them to the task at hand.

Attending and recollection sound like two distinct things, since 
since one seems concerned with the present and the other with the
past. Nonetheless the two are inextricably dependent on each 
other, for the unlearned worldling and even more for the skilled 
practitioner. 

First, the act of recollection itself is also something we do in the 
present, even while what we recollect belongs to the past, and its 
on-the-spot successful operation depends on sensitivity to present 
circumstances. We humans are relatively skilled in bringing 
exactly those knowledge, skills, standards and values to mind as 
they are needed in the present situation. Human memory is 
associative: it is generally triggered when something presently 
attended to “reminds us” of something, which is thereby 
recollected in that instant. This makes recollection dependent on 
attentiveness. 

I should point out that many find much rote memory in school  is 
notoriously impractical, for instance, that Columbus “sailed the 
ocean blue” and discovered America “in fourteen ♫ ninety-two.” 
It might sit in memory waiting for a context to be relevant, 
perhaps for years, if it survives at all past the final exam of the 
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semester. Then it might suddenly be useful when solving a 
crossword puzzle or participating in a quiz show. All recollection 
involves responding to present cues, but cooking, cutting a 
diamond, shooting a deer, walking on alms round, following 
precepts, or sitting on the cushion meditating, requires much more
precise attention to the present situation, than answering a 
question on a test. However, Buddhism is a practice tradition, it is
about making moment-to-moment choices in accord with Dharma
in life’s complex circumstances and so generally requires acute 
attentiveness in bringing the Dharma to mind appropriately.

Second, attending tends to be nebulous and unfocused in the 
absence of bringing to mind at least the degree of background 
knowledge necessary to interpret the present situation. For 
instance, it is much easier for an experienced ornithologist or 
skilled bird watcher to be fully aware of, and attentive to, birds in 
the bush than it is for someone who has no idea what he is 
looking at, no knowledge of markings, nor of bird calls nor of 
flight patterns. Similarly, a person brought up exclusively on 
eurodisco music will have trouble in sustaining attentiveness 
through classical sitar music, or even in comprehending it as 
music. This makes attentiveness dependent on recollection.

Third, today’s attending is tomorrow’s recollection. What we 
attend to now effects the development of the learning and skills 
that we carry into the future and recollect as we attend to similar 
things in the future.

Whatever a monk keeps pursuing with his thinking and 
pondering, that becomes the inclination of his awareness. 

(MN 19)

The inclination has been learned through what is attended to in 
the past, and recollected to determine what is attended to now. 
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Attentiveness aids retention in memory and repeated attentiveness
is critical in the acquisition and internalization of skills. We learn 
most deeply by doing, and we do most effectively by applying 
what we have learned. This makes recollection and attentiveness 
mutually dependent.

And fourth, recollection is the basis of continuity of attention. 
Attentiveness involves the intentional control of attention, 
generally by adhering now to the previously determined scope or  
parameters of relevance. Continuity therefore requires at a 
minimum moment to moment recollection of what the scope of 
the current task is. This makes attentiveness dependent on 
recollection.

In summary, attending already significantly incorporates 
recollection and recollection already significantly incorporates 
attention. They are two sides of one coin. Now, Buddhist practice 
manifests as our present actions based on these two factors: 
recollection of the Dharma and attentiveness to the performance 
of the present task in the present circumstances. It is a bringing of 
our Dharmic knowledge, values and acquired skills and 
inclinations into our present moment evaluations. The inter-
operation of recollection and attending is precisely where the 
rubber of Dharma meets the road of practice, where pariyatti 
meets paṭipatti. 

Satipaṭṭhāna as a method

The satipaṭṭhāna method is stated as, “ardent, clearly 
comprehending, and recollective, having put away covetousness 
and grief for the world.” We noted that the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta also
describes, and thoroughly illustrates, a single kind of task, 
contemplation, to which the method is applied. We have noted 
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that the compound satipaṭṭhāna (‘recollection-attending’) itself 
refers literally to the method alone, not to the task, while it is the 
lexically distinct anupassanā (‘contemplation’) that refers to the 
task. This raises the question: the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta is certainly 
task-specific, but is the term satipaṭṭhāna intended to be task-
specific? Or is satipaṭṭhāna instead a method that applies to many
other tasks, such as cooking, sniping or archery, shuffleboard, bird
watching, beekeeping or ceramics, as well as other Dharmic 
practices such as reflection on the Buddha-Dhamma-Sangha or 
following precepts, in which we also do well to be ardent, clearly 
comprehending, and recollective, having put away covetousness 
and grief for the world? 

The satipaṭṭhāna method certainly seems to involve a 
commonsense practical set of factors we would do well to apply 
to almost any task we might engage in even in, building a 
birdhouse, for instance. We work best when we bring energy to 
the task, when we bring all of our relevant knowledge and skills 
to the task, when we clearly engage with the materials we work 
with, and when we don’t let ourselves become distracted. That 
seems to be a recipe for success in virtually everything we 
undertake.

But oddly, there seems to be only one instance in the Pali suttas in
which the word satipaṭṭhāna is applied in performing a task other 
than the contemplation of body, feelings, mind and phenomena. In
the Majjhima Nikāya the Buddha describes himself as practicing 
“the three satipaṭṭānas.” But in this case his task is to 

“teach the Dhamma to his disciples out of compassion,”

under three alternative conditions: 
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1. “his disciples will not give ear and exert their minds to 
understand,”

2. “some of his disciples will give ear and exert their minds 
to understand,” and 

3. “[all] his disciples will give ear and exert their minds to 
understand.” (MN 137 iii 121)

In the context of teaching the Dharma, recollection of the Dharma
is of course fundamental. That is sati. But he also must adapt his 
teaching differently in each of the three conditions, in each case 
attentive to the individuated aptitude and progress over the mix of
his disciples. That is upaṭṭhāna. Here the task is teaching rather 
than contemplation, but presumably the method is the same as for 
the tasks of contemplation. In this case the term satipaṭṭhāna is 
used in reference to the method, not to the task. 

The limited range of the satipattana as a term for the method 
might be explained by existence of a widely occurring and almost
synonymous term, satisampajaññā ‘recollection-clear-
comprehension,’ from sati ‘recollection’ + sampajaññā ‘clear 
comprehension.’ This is a compound of the two central factors of 
the satipaṭṭhāna method, discussed presently, and seems to have a
wider range, one that also includes contemplation.

It seems we are justified in applying the term satipaṭṭhāna, either 
to the satipaṭṭhāna method by itself or to the satipaṭṭhāna task of 
contemplation, one of the primary applications of the method. In 
EBT the application of the method to the task of contemplation 
seems to be preferred. We find a similar case with ‘paticca-
samupāda’ (‘dependent coarising’), which can refer to a broadly 
applicable method of analysis based on conditional relations, but 
is applied preferentially to the twelve links of dependent co-
arising.
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A survey of the satipaṭṭāna method

The satipaṭṭhāna method involves the consolidation of four 
mental qualities brought to bear in accomplishing a chosen task: 

1. ardent ( ātāpī),
2. clear comprehending (sampajāno),
3. recollection (satimā),
4. putting away covetedness and grief for the world 

(vineyya loke abhijjhādomanassaṃ).

A simile in the Saṁyutta Nikāya graphically illustrates these four 
factors:

The Blessed One said this: “Bhikkhus, suppose that on 
hearing, 'The most beautiful girl of the land! The most 
beautiful girl of the land!' a great crowd of people would 
assemble. Now that most beautiful girl of the land would 
dance exquisitely and sing exquisitely. On hearing, 'The most
beautiful girl of the land is dancing! The most beautiful girl 
of the land is singing!' an even larger crowd of people would 
assemble. Then a man would come along, wishing to live, not
wishing to die, wishing for happiness, averse to suffering. 
Someone would say to him: 'Good man, you must carry 
around this bowl of oil filled to the brim between the crowd 
and the most beautiful girl of the land. A man with a drawn 
sword will be following right behind you, and wherever you 
spill even a little of it, right there he will fell your head.' What
do you think, bhikkhus, would that man stop attending to that
bowl of oil and out of negligence tum his attention 
outwards?”

“No, venerable sir.” (SN 47.20)
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The task to be performed here differs from that of the 
Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta: It is not that of contemplation, but of carrying 
the bowl without spilling a drop of oil. However, we can see each 
of the factors of the satipaṭṭhāna method fully at work.

Let’s look at these factors in turn.

Ardency. The Pali word ātāpi means ‘ardent,’ ‘zealous,’ 
‘strenuous,’ ‘active.’2 It is easy to picture this hapless man 
applying every ounce of physical and mental energy to fully 
engage in the task, muscles taught, mind active and intent. It is no
time for him to be lethargic or dull of wit. Ardency naturally 
emerges in this case from the sense of urgency conveyed in the 
simile. With this degree of urgency is how we train ourselves 
even when no danger is involved.

Clear comprehension. The Pali word sampajāno, translated 
above as ‘clearly comprehending’ also means ‘fully 
aware,’‘thoughtful,’ ‘recollective,’ ‘attentive,’ ‘deliberate.’ This 
unfortunate fellow will have to pay extremely careful attention to 
every factor currently relevant to the task at hand to ensure its 
success and therefore his survival: the balance of the bowl, each 
bodily movement, the movements of other who might unexpected
appear in his path or even bump against him. but for this task it 
includes a wide swath of factors. He will also be very deliberate 
in every motion, down to the tensing of individual muscles. 

The scope of his attentiveness must therefore be very inclusive 
and actively grounded in the body, shaped by the task at hand. His
attentiveness must at the same time be continuous – a momentary 
lapse in attentiveness to any one relevant factor could foreseeably 

2 These translations are according to the Pali Text Society’s Pali-English 
dictionary. 
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lead to dire consequences. With this degree of attentiveness is 
how we are to train ourselves in Buddhist practice. 

Recollection. The Pali word for ‘recollective’ is satimā, from sati 
for ‘memory.’ Recollection is memory of, or bearing in mind of, 
previously learned knowledge, skills, techniques, frameworks, 
values or whatever else is relevant to the success of the present 
task. In this case, this would be the details and parameters of the 
task described to this wretched chap, but also knowledge about 
how people are likely to move, the reliability of different kinds of 
walking surfaces, down to internalized motor skills, including the 
ability to maintain one’s balance. He may even have learned in his
past the skill of balancing a load on his head, probably common 
in his culture. All of this is relevant, even recollection that he is 
wishing to live, not wishing to die, wishing for happiness, averse 
to suffering is here relevant.

“Having put away covetousness and grief for the world.” 
Attention cannot be all-inclusive: the scope of his attentiveness 
must certainly exclude the girl dancing and singing, which would 
be a distraction. His main concern is to put aside sexual lust, 
under very challenging circumstances. This entails a degree of 
seclusion from worldly concerns, both those that attract and those 
that repel. This expression is generally equated with the holding 
five hindrances at bay, the sources of distraction from 
attentiveness, recollection, ardency, clear comprehension and also
composure (samādhi). Holding at bay anything that is not part of 
the task at hand is how we train ourselves. This factor can also be 
called ‘non-distractedness.’

Recollection and clear comprehension are the central factors of 
the satipaṭṭhāna method, while ardency and nondistractedness 
serve auxiliary functions, without which recollection and clear 
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comprehension do not operate effectively. For this reason 
satisampajaññā ‘recollection-clear-comprehension’ is effectively 
synonymous with satipaṭṭhāna as a designation for the method.

Everyday satipaṭṭhāna

The troubled man in the sutta must maintain clear awareness of 
his own body, drawing on past experience and skills acquired to 
ensure balance, graceful motion and avoidance of hazards. The 
sutta concludes:

I have made up this simile, bhikkhus, in order to convey a 
meaning. This here is the meaning: 'The bowl of oil filled to 
the brim': this is a designation for recollection directed to the 
body. Therefore, bhikkhus, you should train yourselves thus: 
'We will develop and cultivate recollection directed to the 
body, make it our vehicle, make it our basis, stabilize it, 
exercise ourselves in it, and fully perfect it.' Thus, bhikkhus, 
should you train yourselves. (SN 47.20)

In brief, the perfection of recollection + attending constitutes the 
satipaṭṭhāna method. Taking this one step further, the skilled 
Buddhist practioner holds the Dharma in mind through 
recollection, he comprehends the practice situation through 
attending, and these together form the basis for his effort, that is 
making appropriate Dharmic choices in the present moment. This 
is our practice.

Now, the Buddha asks us to undertake the commitment, “We will 
develop and cultivate recollection directed to the body, make it 
our vehicle, make it our basis, stabilize it, exercise ourselves in it, 
and fully perfect it.” Recollection directed to the body (kāygatā 
sati) is attentive recollection of bodily tasks. It can form the basis 
of of training in the satipaṭṭhāna method, which we can thereby 
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learn to apply spontaneously in whatever task we undertake, not 
only to tasks defined by Dharma. This is echoed in another sutta:

… one thing, when developed and cultivated, leads to 
recollection-clear-comprehension … What is that one thing? 
Recollection directed to the body. (AN 1.276)

Recall that recollection-clear-comprehension (satisampajaññā) 
seems to be a synonym for the satipaṭṭhāna method. We train to 
become proficient in this through awareness of the body.

For instance, if our action is washing dishes, recollection brings to
mind an array of knowledge and experience about which 
implement to scrub with, about how much detergent to use, about 
how much force to exert, about how hot the water should be, and 
so on. Ardency brings energy to the task, clear comprehension 
ensures that we do not miss any greasy spoons, and non-
distraction ensures that we engage fully and uniformly in the task 
without texting friends or checking our views and likes. The 
application of knowledge and attentiveness is a winning 
combination. 

Thich Nhat Hanh recommends a frame of mind for this task: It is 
best if we wash the dishes in order to wash the dishes, rather than 
in order to have clean dishes.3 This focuses on the process rather 
than the result, the “how” rather than the “why,” and so allows 
recollection of values, techniques and skills as the primary 
motivation for the task, rather than striving toward an end result.

3 Thich Nhat Hanh, 1975, The Miracle of Mindfulness, Beacon, p. 3-4. He 
also tells us (p. 24) that washing dishes must be the most important thing 
in your life.
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To optimize the development of attentive recollection in everyday
life, it makes sense to always have a task at hand. We often fall 
into a default mode of idleness, not doing anything at all that 
requires skill: channel surfing, binge eating, watching reruns of 
situation comedies on TV, inebriating ourselves, chatting idly. We 
tend to be rather mindless, perhaps uniquely mindless, as a 
society, addicted to distraction and multitasking. We should find 
something more engaging.

It also makes sense to be engaged in a task in which we have 
developed detailed knowledge or skill. A diamond cutter can 
become quite attentively recollective, marshaling the knowledge, 
skills and techniques learned through years of experience with 
full attention to the present situation as he makes the critical cut. 
A basketball player may bring recollection and attending to a 
critical focus for that winning shot. Similarly, the Buddha 
repeatedly praises professional skills:

Much knowledge and a craft, 
And a well trained discipline, 
And well-spoken speech:
This is the supreme blessing. (Sn 2.4)

If we have no values, standards, knowledge or skills, we have 
nothing to recollect, and, as with the would-be bird-watcher, 
attending declines as well. Unfortunately many of us in our 
culture tend to eschew values, standards, norms and conventions 
in much of our lives. Cut it out!

Here is a trick: For any of our everyday tasks, in order to develop 
attentive recollection we can add structure to the task artificially, 
declare that structure to be a standard, then bear that standard in 
mind each time as we perform the task. For instance, when slicing
carrots, make each size of the same standard thickness. When 
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taking your shoes off, always place your shoes in the same place 
evenly aligned, toe to toe. Never leave home with your bed 
unmade.

Those familiar with Japanese Zen practice will find such arbitrary
standards familiar, and their purpose is clearly to train the mind in
just this way. It works; in fact you will discover intrinsic 
satisfaction in performing the task well independently of the 
utility of the task, and experience a declining tendency to fall into 
distraction and striving. Also your friends will begin to comment 
how orderly you are, and the old sentiment “Cleanliness is next to
Godliness” might just take on new meaning.

A remarkable fruit of training in the satipaṭṭhāna method is the 
capacity for sustaining recollective attention, while finding 
satisfaction in the process of the task, for long periods. This is a 
great aid in filling out our income taxes. The diamond cutter, the 
sharpshooter or the dentist is capable of merging precise 
recollection and keen attentiveness at the critical moment. When 
we apply the satipaṭṭhāna method to contemplation of factors of 
experience, the standard satipaṭṭhāna task practiced particularly 
on the cushion, we learn to sustain continual satipaṭṭhāna for long
periods of time indeed.

The function of right recollection and right effort

The conclusion that the satipaṭṭhāna method is more general that 
the satipaṭṭhāna task of contemplation is underscored by the 
Buddha’s implication of the combination of right recollection, 
right effort and right understanding in virtually all of Buddhist 
practice.

Right understanding is the forerunner. And how is right 
understanding the forerunner? One discerns wrong action 
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as wrong action, and right action as right action. … One 
tries to abandon wrong action and to enter into right 
action: This is one's right effort. One remembers to 
abandon wrong ac  tion   and to enter and remain in right 
action: This is one's right recollection. Thus these three 
qualities – right understanding, right effort, and right 
recollection – run and circle around right action. [pericope
repeated for: understanding, intention, speech, action, 
livelihood] (MN 117)

This passage is stated verbatim for each of the first five factors of 
the noble eightfold path. 

Right recollection brings the Dharma to mind that is relevant to 
the practice situation, but it does not consummate the practice that
that Dharma calls for. This comes from right effort, the prior 
factor on the noble eightfold path. In fact the two are closely 
intertwined, each helping the other. Effort is endeavoring to 
achieve or develop what is skillful and to avoiding or get rid of 
what is not skillful, according to the standards that one brings to 
mind.

For instance, if the impulse arises to thrash a snake with one's 
umbrella, recollection arises with the recognition that this would 
violate the first precept, as it would constitute an unwholesome 
assault on a living being. It is effort that then resists this impulse, 
perhaps by replacing the anger with a kind thought, or simply by 
loosening one's grip from the umbrella until a cooler head 
manifests. Right effort does whatever is necessary to achieve the 
skillful result.

We can think of right recollection as a thermostat and right effort 
as the electric heater that the thermostat controls. Recollective 
attending monitors the room temperature to notice when the 
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temperature drops below or rises above a certain threshold, a 
standard that attentive recollection bears in mind. Effort kicks in 
accordingly, either to start heating, or to stop heating. 

Similarly, in a mundane context attentive recollection brings to 
mind the wisdom that miso soup should not be allowed to come 
to a boil, attends to its rising temperature and determines when 
the soup is about to boil. Right effort does whatever is necessary 
to achieve the skillful result of halting the rise in temperature, for 
instance, interrupting a phone conversation, running across the 
room, leaping over a bin of rice, turning off the stove and lifting 
the lid from the pot. 

Right recollection as satipaṭṭhāna

Right recollection (sammāsati) is the seventh factor of the noble 
eightfold path, tucked between right effort  and right composure. I
would like to suggest that right recollection is properly 
understood as attentive recollection of the Dharma as a basis for 
Buddhist practice. Just as we consult a cookbook in order to cook 
a delicious meal, we consult the Dharma to guide our practice and
right recollection is this consultation. Right recollection is, simply
put, where Dharma hits the road of practice, or pariyatti meets 
paṭipatti. For example, we bring the five precepts to mind when 
the impulse arises to wack a pest or fabricate a whopper, followed
by a little right effort to avoid that misstep. 

Any particular skill, like cooking, has its own “right recollection.”
The Buddha accordingly gives us an analogy:

Just as the gatekeeper in the king's frontier fortress is wise, 
competent, and intelligent, one who keeps out strangers and 
admits acquaintances, for protecting its inhabitants and for 
warding off outsiders, so too a noble disciple is recollective, 
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possessing supreme recollection and discrimination, one who 
remembers and recollects what was done and said long ago. 
With recollection as his gate-keeper, the noble disciple 
abandons the unwholesome and develops the wholesome, 
abandons what is blameworthy and develops what is blame-
less, and maintains himself in purity. (AN 7.67 iv110-111)

The gatekeeper is able to determine who to let in and who not to, 
because he recollects who is who from past encounters or he 
recollects the warning signs associated with certain types of 
people. 

Right recollection as recollection of the Dharma makes 
etymological sense. Since the Buddha's teachings were also 
preserved following the Brahmanic example during the Buddha's 
lifetime – uniquely among non-brahmanical schools – and for 
centuries thereafter by rote memory, and since Sanskrit smṛti is 
used in a technical sense by the Brahmins to refer to the memory 
of such teachings, it would be reasonable to expect sati to refer to 
recollection of the Dharma, or even to the Dharma itself.

Right recollection is indeed sometimes equated with satipaṭṭāna:

And what, bhikkhus, is right recollection? 

Here, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu dwells contemplating the body in 
the body, ardent, clearly comprehending, recollective, having 
removed covetousness and displeasure in regard to the world.
[pericope repeated for: body, feelings, mind, phenomena] 

This is right recollection. (SN 45.8)

However, this passage appears to equate right recollection 
specifically with the satipaṭṭhāna task of contemplation. 
However, that seems too restrictive, since right recollection 
circles around right almost everything else. Recollection and 
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practice meet at all points of practice, such as in the ethical 
practices of right speech and right action, not just in the 
contemplation of our experiential world. This apparent anomaly is
resolved when we realize that what appears as a definition often 
in the EBT is quite often over-specified in a specific example. For
example,

And why do you call it perception? It perceives; that’s why 
it’s called ‘perception’. And what does it perceive? It 
perceives blue, yellow, red, and white. It perceives; that’s 
why it’s called ‘perception’. (SN 22.79)

It seems clear that the intention here is to equate right recollection
with the satipaṭṭhāna method. Equating it with the standard 
satipaṭṭhāna task would make no sense. Right recollection is 
attentive recollection of the Dharma throughout all of practice.

This adjustment makes perfect sense: Since Buddhism, like 
cooking, is a practice tradition, the Dharma must be recollected at
a time and in a manner that is relevant to the practice situation. 
Our practice is optimized if we attend to whatever  practice 
situation is at hand, while “ardent, clearly comprehending, 
recollective, having removed covetousness and displeasure in 
regard to the world.”

Conclusions

I have made a few distinctions that I feel are important in 
understanding the Dharma: between satipaṭṭhāna as method and 
satipaṭṭhāna as task, between sati ‘recollection’ and upaṭṭhāna 
‘attending,’ between sati ‘recollection’ and sammāsati ‘right 
recollection.’ I have also described the collaborative interworking 
among the four factors that constitute the satipaṭṭhāna method, 
and between right recollection and right effort. These distinctions 



23

and interworkings are often missed in discussions of the 
satipaṭṭhāna. Here is a summary:

I intend to follow up this paper with a series of short papers on: 
(1) the interworking of right composure (sammāsamādhi) and 
right recollection, (2) the interworking of right understanding and 
right recollection, (3) the recovery of the modern concept of 
“mindfulness” in all this, and (4) an analysis specifically of the 
contemplative satipaṭṭhāna task as an extension of right 
understanding.


	Etymology of ‘sati’
	Etymology of ‘satipaṭṭhāna’
	Recollection and attending as two sides of one coin
	Satipaṭṭhāna as a method
	A survey of the satipaṭṭāna method
	Everyday satipaṭṭhāna
	The function of right recollection and right effort
	Right recollection as satipaṭṭhāna
	Conclusions

