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MINDFULNESS – CRITICAL 
PERSPECTIVES 



Mindfulness??

What is it?

What is it 
for?



McMindfulness (Purser)



Thich Naht Hahn – Engaged 
Mindfulness- Interbeing

‘‘keeping one’s 
consciousness alive to the 
present reality’’ (p. 11); 
which may include social 
conflict, injustice, and 
war. 

It is an engaged 
awareness: not a 
dispassionate detachment 
from social events



Dr. Amedkar
Intersubjectivities

 Father of Indian 
Consitution

 Fought Against 
Untouchability

 Annihilation of caste

 Radical Friendships across 
groups that is built on 
liberty, equality and 
fraternity



bell hooks
When we are truly 

awake we are able to 

embrace diversity, to 

move past artificially-

constructed dominator 

thinking that promotes 

fear of what is 

different, fear of the 

stranger.



Engaged Buddhism

 cultivation of mental habits – such as 

transformation of hate, greed and 
delusion to love, generosity and 
wisdom – and the expression of these 

mind states to specific patterns of 
behavior on the social and international 
change (Christopher Queen, 2008)



Decolonizing Mind (Ngũgĩ wa
Thiong’o, 1986)

Kenyan Novelist

 Hegemony

 Internalization of 
prejudice, hatred

 Hanging on to essentialist 
idealized notions of 
identity

 Fear, shame, guilt



Barriers

Essentialism and Power

Lack of Privilege Awareness

Intergroup Perceptions 

Invisibility





Essentialist Thinking          Intersectional Awareness



Critical Intersectional Awareness
Understanding that our identities are fluid, 
situational, and located in different axes of 
privilege and marginality (Crenshaw)

(Mahalingam & 

Rabelo, 2013)



What is intersectionality?

 Gender, sex, sexual 
attraction/orientation

 Race, ethnicity, 
nationality, citizenship 
status

 Social class, educational 
attainment

 Religion, spirituality, faith

 (Dis)ability, body size/type

 Age





We experience the meanings and consequences of our
multiple social group memberships simultaneously. We
hold unique experiences based on a combination of
these identities and social locations.



 Intersectionality is a triangulation of a 
subject vis-à-vis his or her social location 
and social positioning along race, class, 
gender and caste. This process is 
dynamic, multidimensional and historically 
contingent (Mahalingam, 2004).



Why is intersectionality important?

Intersectionality helps us to …
 Consider diversity 

between and within 
groups

 Acknowledge how 
social categories are 
associated with power 
and social privilege

 Consider shared 
privileges and shared 
oppressions, with the 
eventual goal of 
building coalitions



WHAT DOES 
INTERSECTIONAL
ITY HAVE TO DO 
WITH 

MINDFULNESS?



Intersectionality and Mindfulness: Radical Possibilities



The Four Noble Truths of 

Buddhism

1. There is suffering.

2. Suffering has an origin.

3. Suffering can cease.

4. There is a path out of 

suffering.

An Intersectional Perspective

Who is suffering?

Why are they suffering?

How am I contributing to their 

suffering?

How are we all suffering?

Why do I suffer when they do not?

Why do they suffer when I do not?

How can I help them to not suffer?

Intersectionality and Mindfulness: Radical 
Possibilities



Naikan – Yoshimato Ishin (1916-
1988)

 Developed a method of self reflection based on 
the following three questions:

 1. What have I received from……….?

 2. What have I given to ………………?

 3. What troubles and difficulties 
have I caused ………………..?

 These questions provide the foundation for 
reflecting on our relationships in various social 
spheres  (20-30 minutes daily reflection)



Situated Intersectionalities (Yuval-Davis)

 “being self-reflective 
regarding one’s own 
positioning 

(rooting) and yet 
attempting to 
understand the 
situated gazes of the 
other participants 
(shifting). ” (Yuval-
Davis, 2013)

 Traversal Dialog



INTERSECTIONALITY
PEDAGOGICAL TOOLS



The American Dream board game
kimchipower@gmail.com 

A board game Dr. Jennifer Yim





Intersectionality Tree
(Mahalingam & Xiao, 2015)

 Each of your identity has 
its own privileges. Rate 
your awareness of your 
privileges for each 
identity on a 1-10 scale 
(1- very low; 10 Very 
high) and write it in the 
swing.  





 You also feel different 
levels of 
interconnectedness with 
others who embody those 
identities that are similar 
or different.  Please rate 
your feelings 
interconnectedness for 
each identity on a 1-10 
scale (1- very low; 10 –
very high) in the 
balloon.





• PEDAGOGICAL RESOURCES
GLOBAL FEMINISMS PROJECT
INTERGROUP RELATIONS 
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN



Global Feminisms, University of Michigan
http://umich.edu/~glblfem/en/index.html

 Global Feminisms

 Life Histories of Women 
activists from Four 
countries

 Unites States

 China

 Poland

 India

 Brazil

 Nicaragua



Intergroup Dialog Program (IGR), University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor

Originally developed by Prof. Patricia 
Gurin, Psychology Department to 
help students engage in a dialog 
about race, gender, social class, 
religion

Enables students to develop an 
intersectional understanding of 
identity, empathy, deep listening 
and coalition building

Long term impacts of the course



Intersectionality to 
Interconnectedness

 Photovoice

 Narratives

 Music –
Shakuhachi

 Art 

 Film making

 Poems



Let us be Midwives

 Night in the basement of 
a concrete structure now 
in ruins.
Victims of the atomic 
bomb jammed the room;
It was dark—not even a 
single candle.
The smell of fresh blood, 
the stench of death,
The closeness of sweaty 
people, the moans.

 From out of all that, lo 
and behold, a voice:
"The baby’s coming!"
In that hellish basement,
At that very moment, a 
young woman had gone 
into labor.
In the dark, without a 
single match, what to do?
People forgot their own 
pains, worried about her.



 And then: "I'm a midwife. I’ll help with the birth."
The speaker, seriously injured herself, had been 
moaning only moments before.
And so new life was born in the dark of that pit of 
hell.
And so the midwife died before dawn, still bathed 
in blood.
Let us be midwives!
Let us be midwives!
Even if we lay down our own lives to do so.



Thank You!  
Questions?

Ram Mahalingam 
ramawasi@umich.edu

Mindful Connections Lab
www.sites.lsa.umich.edu/rams-lab

mailto:ramawasi@umich.edu
http://www.sites.lsa.umich.edu/rams-lab

