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East Asian Self-Cultivation: To Continue and To Repeat Gives You Strength  

 
There are three fundamentals to East Asian self-cultivation. These are attention, 

awareness, and repetition.  
East Asian self-cultivation begins with the training of attention. Of all the various 

functions of mind, such as thinking, analytical, emotions, memory, or the unconscious, 
attention is chosen to be the function that is worked with and trained at the beginning. In 
the West attention is not something that is directly trained. Western ways of personal 
growth generally do not begin with attention training.  

Beginning with training attention reflects a belief that attention is the basic 
psychological function in training and changing a person. What a person pays attention 
to is based on what is important to them and what their habits are. If a person can 
sustain attention, with awareness, to that which is being trained, then a person is 
receptive to developing new habits and ways of being in life. Being able to focus with 
awareness on what needs to be trained is necessary for training to occur. A person 
must be aware of what they are doing if self-cultivation is to occur. Attention with 
awareness is the first step in self-cultivation.  

The way that attention is trained is by focusing on something very simple and 
maintaining that focus consciously. Examples are the body forms used in Tai Chi and 
the breath in Zen meditation. Trying to maintain one’s focus, however, is not so easy. A 
person trying to focus on the breath in Zen meditation quickly gets bored and distracted. 
This is the beginning of the training. A person is not asked to attend to something they 
have interest in, such as a movie or a video game. In such cases a person’s interest 
holds their attention, so no training occurs. It is only when the person has lost their 
natural interest that the possibility of training attention occurs.  

Inevitably what distracts a person’s attention from their meditation object is that 
which has caught their attention in daily life. One Japanese word for neurosis is 
toraware (捕らわれ), which means “to be caught.” When a person’s attention is “caught” 
by something, they are fixated on it and their thinking and mental processes go around 
and around that fixation in a kind of circular pattern. People who come to therapy are 
usually very aware that their thinking goes around and around and gets nowhere. The 
result of this fixation is that their mental processes are preoccupied and thus not fully 
available for functioning in daily life. A simple example is a student who spends hours 
studying for an important exam. Finally on the night before the exam the student is fully 
prepared and lies down to go to sleep. However, they can’t sleep, because their mind is 
full of and caught by the importance of the exam and all the preparation they have done. 
The result is that instead of letting go of the exam, going to sleep, and waking up 
refreshed and ready to go, they toss and turn all night long and arrive at the exam the 
next morning very tired and not ready to go.  



Mental health in this understanding is “free attention,” attention that is fully 
available to whatever a person is engaged in during daily life. Free attention is attention 
that is not caught. Free attention is attention that can be focused with awareness on 
whatever focus that is appropriate for a person’s activity in their present situation. Free 
attention can be focused, but it also can be easily shifted to other focuses as it is not 
caught.   

While engaging self-cultivation, when the person realizes that they have lost their 
attention to their object of attention, such as the breath or the Tai Chi form, they need to 
return their attention with awareness to their attention object. And when they lose it 
again, again they need to shift their attention from whatever has taken their attention 
back to attention object. This shifting of attention is basic to self-cultivation. It is the 
second part of attention training, which is repetition. Through the repetition of shifting 
attention back to the attention object, (1) attention with awareness is trained, and (2) 
free attention is cultivated.  

The need for shifting attention occurs when the attention object becomes boring. 
The attention object loses its interest pull for a person. This means that a person will not 
“feel like” returning their attention to their attention object. Their urge will be to continue 
thinking about what they “feel like” thinking about. Shifting their attention from their 
feeling urge in the moment back to their attention object, if done repetitively with 
awareness, trains both attention and awareness.  

There is an expression in Japan that expresses the Japanese view of the value 
of way of self-cultivation. It is, “to continue and to repeat gives you strength” (継続は力

なり = keizoku wa chikara nari). This attitude can be seen in many parts of Japanese 
life.  

This is a process that requires both effort and motivation. Effort is necessary 
when the attention object has lost its interest pull for a person. What a person “feels like” 
doing in the moment is to continue their daydream or whatever. They will only shift their 
attention back to their attention object through making an effort to do so.  

The kind of effort is important. While no effort produces no results, too much 
effort produces results that are not healthy. A kind of “soft” effort is needed. This is 
“open” effort, effort that is open to the experience of the whole self and body.  

A person will only make this effort if they are motivated. Motivation is often 
overlooked as important to self-cultivation. Without it a person will not continue. 
Whatever a person’s motivation is to do a self-cultivation practice, a person needs to 
remember this motivation. Why are they doing this not-so-much-fun practice? It would 
be more fun to follow one’s urges – if you’re daydreaming about ice cream, go eat it! A 
person needs to hang their motivation in front of them like a carrot being hung in front of 
the horse. The horse keeps trying to eat the carrot and thereby keeps walking towards it. 
Eventually, in the same way as the master of the horse giving their horse the carrot at 



the end of a long day, a person too can actually eat the carrot, that is, can realize their 
goal.  

In Buddhism in Japan the Buddha is spoken about as somebody who had a 
strong attachment to his desire for enlightenment. Through his attachment to wanting to 
realize the cause of his suffering he was able to resolve this problem (see endnote 1).    

Boredom is usually written about in the West as a psychological negative (see 
endnote 2).  However, in East Asia boredom is an essential part of self training. 
Motivation necessarily is based on an interest (or desire) a person has, but due to the 
role of repetition, boredom inevitably arises. Thus, both, interest and boredom, are 
needed, as together they make a whole, in a Daoist yin-yang way.  

There are many motivations, some healthy and some unhealthy. For example, an 
unhealthy motivation is the desire to have power over other people. Self-cultivation used 
in this way is egotistical and selfish. One very healthy motivation is motivation to be free 
of one’s “caught” parts of their psyche, the desire to have free attention. This desire will 
motivate a person to continue self-cultivation training. In a sense every concern that 
brings a person to psychotherapy is a concern they want to be freed of. They are stuck 
and don’t know how to resolve their problem. Their motivation to engage psychotherapy 
is to be free of that problem – to become unstuck or free of their “caught” part(s).   

An important part of motivation is belief. A person will not make effort needed to 
do self-cultivation if they do not believe to some extent in the process that they are 
engaging. They need to believe what they are doing will lead to their goal. On the other 
hand, if they believe blindly, they will never engage the process of attention training in a 
way that will lead them to realize their goal. Blind belief will only lead them to engage 
the process in a rote and de-personal way. To cultivate oneself a person needs to 
question and examine what they are doing. They need to engage the training in a 
personal way, not a de-personalized way. Thus, there are three important parts to self-
cultivation training by repetition: (1) belief, (2) doubt, and (3) effort.  

One of the basics of self-cultivation that a person needs to develop is attention to 
their self. This is why is it named “self-cultivation.” A human being’s attention is naturally 
directed to that which is outside their self, to the world in which they live. A person’s 
eyes look out, not in. However, what one pays attention to in the outside world is very 
influenced by that which “catches” their attention. The self is the lens through which a 
person sees the world and lives in the world. A human being needs training in how to 
pay attention to their self. This training begins with learning how to pay attention to 
one’s self. Dogen, the founder of the Soto sect of Zen Buddhism in Japan, wrote in the 
Fukan-zazengi, that a person needs to “learn the backward step” (see endnote 3). Once 
a person learns how to shift attention to their meditation object, then the next step is to 
learn clear attention to their self. In doing this “backward step,” a person’s involvement 
in their world lessens and they then have the attention available to focus on clarifying 
their self. An example is anger. People get very caught up in, very involved in, the 



various aspects of anger, including particularly who is right and who is wrong. Rather 
than trying to resolve this kind of concern, in self-cultivation the focus moves to who is it 
that is so involved in the dispute. When a person moves their attention away from the 
external world to their self, their involvement in their activities lessens and their attention 
is more available for the process of self-cultivation. This process will be explored in 
future posts from both East Asian perspectives and Western psychological perspectives.  
 

 
Endnotes 

 
1) An example is the Japanese Zen priest Ryohin Nagashima, who said, “We can utilize 
the attachment to happiness to other people.  So in this sense attachment can be used 
in the best way. … And Sakya (the Buddha) himself, the founder of Buddhism, also has 
an attachment, but his attachment also was used for the salvation of the people” (Pawle, 
R. (2003). “The No-self Psychology of Zen Buddhism: Causality, Attachment, and the 
Manifestation of Fundamental Aliveness,” Dissertation, UMI Dissertation Services, 
Number 3080423, p. 184) Another Japanese priest Sekkei Harada said, “Maybe we 
could say that those people who are attached can awaken more quickly” (Pawle, R. 
(2003). p. 183). 
2) An example of the negative view in Western psychology about boredom is an article 
by Richard Friedman (A natural cure for A.D.H.D.?) in the New York Times International 
Edition, November 1-2, 2014, p. 9. Friedman writes, “The problem is boredom. If you 
have trouble focusing, seek out new experiences.”).  
3) One translation of the title “Fukan-zazengi” is “A Universal Recommendation for 
Zazen.” This translation of the Fukan-zazengi, including the statement “learn the 
backward step,” is from: Harada, Sekkei. (1998). (Daigaku Rumme, Translator). The 
essence of Zen. Tokyo: Kodansha, pp. 115-118.  
 

 


