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Modern Mindfulness: Origins and Pioneers. 
 
Mindfulness was first brought to Western awareness in the 1960s, partly due to the conflicts 
in some areas of the world that caused the exile of Eastern philosophers and holy people and 
partly due to Westerners travelling to the East in order to learn about meditation and yoga, the 
most famous of those in the early days probably being The Beatles and Leonard Cohen, but 
many famous artists followed and showed us  (the public of the world) how much they had 
learned from Eastern Philosophy and integrated it into their world, gradually inspiring Eastern 
gurus, yogis and Zen teachers to come to the West and teach their insights. 
 
The origins of mindfulness date back to 2500 BC in the Sutras (a collection of aphorisms in 
Hindu or Buddhist philosophy) as well as being connected to Taoist, Sufi, and yogic 
philosophies. 
 

Pioneers 
 

During the 1800s, when the British took over Burma, a monk named 
Ledi Sadiyaw embarked on a campaign to urgently spread the 
meditation practice to the lay public, racing to preserve their 
Buddhist culture in the face of western colonization, but it did not 
emerge as a focus in the U.S and Europe until the 1960s when the 
political situation in Asian countries like Vietnam and Tibet sent 
Buddhist teachers into exile in the west where they’ve taken up the 
challenge of teaching new audiences. Influential teachers such as 
Japanese Zen teacher Shunryu Suzuki, the Vietnamese monk, 

Thich Nhat Hanh, the visionary Tibetan Buddhist master Chogyam Trungpa, and of course 
the Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of Tibet have taken up the challenge of adapting practises 
that were traditionally done by monks in a forest or monastery to make them more accessible 
to busy westerners with jobs and families. By the late 1970s, Eastern meditative and 
contemplative practices had begun to gain a foothold in the west. 
 
Thich Nhat Hanh: Vietnamese Monk: The first mindfulness teacher in Europe. He is known 
as the Grandfather of Modern Mindfulness. 
 
The first text of importance to be translated into English in the 20th century was ‘The Miracle 
of Mindfulness’ by Thich Nhat Hanh, it was originally written as a letter from exile in France to 
one of his brothers, who had remained in Vietnam.  
 
He founded the School for Social Services in Saigon. It was a grass-roots relief organisation 
which helped organise the rebuilding of villages bombed during the Vietnamese war and 
resettled families that were left homeless. This help included setting up schools and medical 
centres. He left Vietnam to assist with the peace talks, but was then refused re-entry into his 



country and lived in exile in France where founded a community called Plum Village, where 
he has lived most of his life in exile and opened it to visitors from around the world who wish 
to spend a mindfulness retreat there. 
 
He has written hundreds of books and the proceeds from the fruit of hundreds of plum trees 
are used to assist hungry children in Vietnam, until recently he travelled frequently to spread 
the message of peace. He had a major stroke in 2019 and has been allowed to quietly return 
home to the city of Hue in central Vietnam to live out his final days at the monastery where he 
became a novice monk at the age 16. 
 
In the 1940s doctors like Wilhelm Reich used aspects of mindfulness psychology in their 
work. Reich had a profound influence on Fritz Perls, who developed Gestalt therapy (a kind 
of psychotherapy that focuses on individual freedom and responsibility). Perls was taught by 
Zen masters in the 1960s while staying in a Zen monastery in Japan, and he referred to 
mindfulness as “awareness practice”. In the 1960s and 70s many psychotherapists were 
deeply influenced by bare attention – or to us, mindfulness – which affected their life and work. 
The teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh and the monk and teacher Nyanaponika Thera also left an 
impact on Ron Kurtz, who chose aspects of mindfulness on a very intentional and ordered 
way in the Hakomi of Body-Centred Psychotherapy in the 1970s Kurtz and others founded the 
Hakomi Institute, where they practiced this form of therapy. Their prime influences and ideas 
were based on mindfulness, non-violence, body-mind holism and so on. 
 
Jon Kabat-Zinn: Is an American professor emeritus of medicine and holds an Ph.D. in 
molecular biology. He is the founder of the Stress Reduction Clinic and the Centre for 
Mindfulness, Healthcare, and Society at the University of Massachusetts Medical School. He 
is known as the Godfather of Modern Mindfulness.  
 
While studying he became interested in Buddhism and studied Zen and Vipassana meditation, 
which inspired him to bring meditation from its Eastern origins into a more secular setting and 
in 1979 he gave up his promising scientific career and started a stress-reduction clinic at 
Massachusetts University Hospital, the success of this programme and it’s positive impact on 
its participants was huge, and ultimately in the early 1990s, led to the founding of his now 
world famous eight weeks, mindful based course MBSR (Mindfulness- Based Stress 
Reduction) programme, designed to introduce participants to mindfulness and how to cope 
with stress and chronic pain more effectively. In 1991 his book ‘Full Catastrophe Living’ was 
published and initially sold more than half a million copies world-wide. And continues to sell. 
 
Eventually, at the world Congress of Cognitive Therapy held at Oxford in 1989, British 
psychologists and psychotherapists searching for new treatment models to combat recurring 
depression were introduced to mindfulness approaches and started to apply them.    
 
So, Jon Kabat-Zinn took the teachings of an ancient Eastern philosophy and transformed it 
into the non-secular practice that suits Westerners and we know today as Modern 
Mindfulness, that suits Westerners. He didn’t do it in isolation, there are many other pioneers 
from the same era, but he’s the strongest root in the tree of modern mindfulness and he gave 
up his promising carrier to focus his attention on it. 
 
The next big step for us in the U.K. was in the 1990s, mindfulness took its next significant leap 
into the world of mental health and psychotherapy when three leading clinical psychologists: 
 

- J.Mark G.Williams: Emeritus Professor of Clinical Psychology and Honorary Senior 
Research Fellow at the University of Oxford. (British) Now retired. 

-  John D Teasdale: Cognitive scientist: Leading Clinical Researcher at University of 
Oxford. (British) 



- Zindel Segal: Cognitive psychologist and a professor of psychology at the University 
of Toronto. (Canadian) 

 
With the help of Jon Kabat Zinn, they developed the Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy 
(MBCT) programme as a treatment for people with a history of recurrent depression, it is very 
similar to MBSR but with more emphasis on how to work with ‘negative thinking’ which can 
lead to depression. The key difference in MBCT is an explicit focus on turning toward 
low mood and negative thoughts early in the program so that participants gain 
experience with recognizing these symptoms and confidence in their ability to respond 
skilfully 
  
Revolutions rarely occur in isolation. It’s no coincidence that, independently from Jon Kabat-
Zinn, others also began experimenting with mindfulness in the treatment of patients which has 
led to new therapies including Steven Hayes, one of the developers of Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy in (ACT; 1999. Hayes, Strosahl & Wilson) and Marsha Lineham the 
creator of Dialect Behaviour Therapy, this mostly helps people with split personality disorders 
(DBT 1993) and many more have and are still being developed and accepted. This 
synchronicity showed that the time was ripe for developing alternatives to existing treatment 
methods, and for mindfulness to be used as a core ingredient in these alternatives. 
 
The move of mindfulness into public awareness is largely due to an explosion of interest from 
scientists and the medical communities, and of course the huge advances in technology have 
vastly improved research tools.  
 

Since the 1970s research has demonstrated the huge benefits 
associated with the practice of Mindfulness to our physical and 
mental well-being. New studies continue to confirm it, and this 
encourages our doctors and counsellors to recommend a mindful 
approach for patients with depression, stress and anxiety related 
ailments. It is also being adopted in schools and workplaces to 
help students and employees to be more focused and productive, 
and less reactive to stress. It is also used for chronic pain relief. 
  
And I think in fairness I should mention Ruby Wax here! She’s 
experienced a reincarnation of her comedy show through being 
asked to be the face of mental health. Basically, she thought if 
people were going to think she was mad by seeing her face 

plastered over billboards advertising the fact, she’d go and learn about it and enrolled herself 
into and MBCT course Bangor university to study for a master’s degree, and now her show is 
based around it. 
 
 

It’s also interesting that as the mindfulness movement grew and became mainstream, it 
triggered a renaissance in the  

practice of yoga in western countries. 
 

 


