
Let It Be: Mindfulness and Releasement—Neglected Dimensions
of Well-Being

John Chambers Christopher
Bozeman Center for Mindfulness

Western theories of well-being are shaped by individualistic values and assumptions
that emphasize control, mastery, and emotional satisfaction. This article explores
dimensions of well-being that have been ignored by psychology, in particular, a stance
toward experience that emphasizes a deep openness, acceptance, and letting be.
Mindfulness and Meister Eckhart’s notion of releasement (Gelasenheit) are used to
frame these alternative dimensions that have been central to many non-Western
traditions. Releasement is suggested to entail a different kind of experiencing, one that
facilitates awareness of our embodiment and of our interdependence, and allows us to
dwell in our bodies and be open to being touched by others and nature. Phenomeno-
logical, neuroscientific, clinical–developmental, and contemplative perspectives will
be integrated to explicate the nature of releasement and how it offers a vision of
well-being. Gendlin’s (1981) Focusing and Gadamer’s (1975) hermeneutic dialogue
will be considered as practical applications of releasement for both our inner and
interpersonal life.
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In recent decades, social theorists and criti-
cally minded psychologists have advanced nu-
merous pungent and illuminating critiques of
how individualism and instrumentalism operate
as the conceptual basis and ideology of much of
Western psychology and psychotherapy (Cush-
man, 1995; Gergen & Davis, 1985; Richardson,
Fowers, & Guignon, 1999). Although there are
notable attempts to articulate alternative theo-
retical frameworks for psychology, such as
hermeneutics (Martin, Sugarman, & Hickinbot-
tom, 2010; Richardson et al., 1999), relational
psychoanalysis (Stolorow & Atwood, 1992), di-
alogical self-theory (Hermans, Kempen, & Van
Loon, 1992), and interactivism (Campbell &
Bickhard, 1986; Christopher & Bickhard,

2007), it seems clear that even critically minded
psychologists are better at discerning problems
than developing credible alternatives; in
Fromm’s (1965) terms, we are better at enunci-
ating the freedom from than in clearly formu-
lating a freedom for. Some of these critiques,
these attempts at freedom from, have examined
psychological well-being and positive psychol-
ogy (Becker & Marecek, 2008; Christopher,
1999; Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008;
Christopher & Howe, 2014; Richardson & Gui-
gnon, 2008; Sugarman, 2007; Woolfolk & Was-
serman, 2005). In this article, I attempt to move
beyond critique, both my own and others, and
humbly offer some reflections on dimensions
well-neglected in the mainstream theories on
well-being.

Western psychology’s historical faith in its
objectivity and lack of cultural bias has led to
two significant problems: It has both insulated
Western theories of well-being from recogniz-
ing how deeply they are shaped by individual-
istic ontological and moral assumptions, and it
has contributed to the lack of interest in the
views of well-being in indigenous and folk psy-
chologies. I would like to redress this by ex-
ploring what mindfulness can contribute to our
theories and practices of well-being. But I want

This article was published Online First March 8, 2018.
An earlier version of this article was given as the 2011

Presidential Address for the Society for Theoretical and
Philosophical Psychology, Division 24, at the annual con-
vention of the American Psychological Association, Wash-
ington, DC, with special thanks to Kimberly Seelbreede,
Kyle Smith, and Frank Richardson for their invaluable
feedback.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed
to John Chambers Christopher, 540 Christopher Way Boze-
man, MT 59718. E-mail: johnchristopherphd@icloud.com

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

Journal of Theoretical and Philosophical Psychology © 2018 American Psychological Association
2018, Vol. 38, No. 2, 61–76 1068-8471/18/$12.00 http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/teo0000078

61

mailto:johnchristopherphd@icloud.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/teo0000078


to approach this orthogonally through what the
medieval mystic Meister Eckhart’s termed re-
leasement (Gelasenheit). In part, I begin with
Meister Eckhart to broaden the understanding
of mindfulness and emphasize its universal
qualities and hopefully bring some “freshness”
to this exploration.

Releasement entails an openness to being, to
letting things be. Letting be requires waiting and
listening—attentively receiving what is given to
us. It is allowing things to show up and be seen in
their own terms before we have imposed our
agendas, needs, and desires. Deeply influenced by
Eckhart, Martin Heidegger (1966), in his Dis-
course on Thinking, considered releasement as
meditative thinking. Throughout this article, I use
“releasement” interchangeably with “mindful-
ness” to get at states of mind and body that are
essential to well-being.

Specifically, I want to propose that attending
to the neglected role of openness and letting be
in well-being can potentially foster a different
stance toward our body and emotions, one that
is deeply embodied. To develop this idea, I
weave in notions from phenomenology and
hermeneutics, neuroscience, clinical theory, and
contemplative practice. Finally, I consider some
implications of a stance of openness and letting
be to our relationships with both the inner world
of sensations, feelings, and thoughts and the
outer world of others and nature. I do this by
examining two different kinds of practices that
capture the spirit of mindfulness and facilitate
this kind of openness: Hans-Georg Gadamer’s
(1975) hermeneutic dialogue and Eugene
Gendlin’s (1981) focusing.

What Is Called Well-Being?

In the service of advancing a critique of well-
being, I’ve suggested in previous writings that it
is useful to think of well-being as a moral vision
(Christopher, 1999; Christopher & Campbell,
2008; Christopher & Howe, 2014). As the hy-
phen in the term well-being implies, a notion of
well-being necessarily presupposes both an on-
tology of being—and an ethos of what is well or
good. Any understanding of well-being ulti-
mately rests upon an ontology of the self: What
is a person? What are her boundaries and what
are her faculties? As cultural psychology and
psychological anthropology have long docu-
mented, there is a considerable range of ways of

being a self or person. On the other side of the
hyphen in well-being, exists a space of possi-
bilities where some are marked out as well,
good, or desirable for human beings to be or
become, whereas other ways are marked out as
deviant, sinful, or unhealthy, and to be avoided.
So, any understanding of well-being, whether in
academia or a society’s folk psychology, rests
on assumptions about a particular kind of self
that is located or situated in a particular moral
space, what Taylor (1988, 1989) termed a moral
topography.

Assumptions about what the self is and what
the self should be or become are moral visions.
Moral visions underlie all human activity: our
social institutions, our social practices and behav-
ior, even our “inner” world of emotions and cog-
nitions (Christopher, 1996, 2007). Moral visions
are necessarily present and inescapable. At times,
they can be explicit, consciously articulated and
justified. But often, within psychology and the
social sciences, moral visions operate implicitly
where they inform theory, research, and practice,
functioning as what Bernstein (1978) referred to
as disguised ideology.

There are three dominant approaches to well-
being currently in Western psychology: subjective
well-being, Ryff’s psychological well-being, and
positive psychology. Elsewhere, we have exam-
ined how each is a manifestation of an individu-
alistic moral vision (Christopher, 1999; Christo-
pher & Hickinbottom, 2008; Christopher &
Howe, 2014; Marecek & Christopher, 2017). In
particular, they draw on a Cartesian view of the
self as an “I,” what Taylor (2007, p. 28) described
as the “thinking subject” and Cushman (1990, p.
599) the “bounded, masterful self.” Academic the-
ories of well-being also draw on assumptions
about what is “well” or good that are derived from
Western cultural values, such as the priority of
emotional satisfaction, or emphasizing the impor-
tance of meaning, intimacy, and personal growth
but leaving the definition or meaning of these up
to the individual to determine. Summarizing these
critiques leads to three main points about the ways
the self can vary that need to be addressed by any
adequate theory of well-being.

First, mainstream approaches tend to ignore or
minimize the significance of cross-cultural varia-
tion in the self, including the kinds of configura-
tions of the self that cross-cultural psychologists
lump under individualism–collectivism. For in-
stance, although SWB (subjective well-being) has
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been studied cross-culturally and found to highly
correlate with measures of individualism, Diener
and Diener (1995) did not seem to realize that this
is because SWB is largely a measure of individ-
ualism in the first place (Christopher, 1999). This
individualistic self is not universal, indeed when
placed in cross-cultural and historical context, it is
WEIRD (i.e., Western, educated, industrialized,
rich, and democratic; Henrich, Heine, & Noren-
zayan, 2010).

Second, the self can vary in the degree to
which conceptions of it include the body and
embodied experience. Mainstream academic
approaches to well-being ignore the body. They
leave little room for the kind of embodiment
that Heidegger (1962) alluded to, but did not
fully develop, in framing fundamental agency
as being-in-the-world. In prioritizing a more
cognitive or mentalistic sense of self, the kind
of Cartesian “I” that can introspect and then
accurately fill in self-report questionnaires, the
mainstream approaches seem ill-equipped to
address the kinds of embodied experience that
may be central to well-being, for instance, ex-
periences of non-self-centric subjectivity (Ru-
bin, 1996) or what, as we will discuss later,
Eugene Gendlin (1981, 1996) has termed a felt
sense, a deep experience of sensations in the
body and the meanings implicit in them.

Third, in the mainstream approaches to well-
being, the possibility for the transformation of
the Being (or “self”) is never broached or ex-
plored. Yet, from a cross-cultural or historical
perspective, one would be hard-pressed to find
traditions in which the transformation of self or
identity is not integral to well-being or the good
life. As one example, identity is the problem in
yoga and much of Indian philosophy. The
source of human suffering is regarded as a result
of certain kinds of self-interpretations, self-
representations, or self-understandings. From
this perspective, if we identify with our ego and
the sense that we are a distinct self separate
from other beings, we suffer and our well-being
is significantly compromised.

Oddly, modern mainstream psychology never
discusses these possibilities. Even stranger,
mainstream psychology used to. Most of the
seminal Western psychologists including
James, Adler, Jung, Erikson, Allport, and
Maslow were keenly aware and wrote about the
possibility of radical personal transformation.
Adler (1979), for instance, in his notion of so-

cial interest, maintained that the ability to iden-
tify with something larger than the self is central
to mental health. These perspectives and in-
sights about self-transformation are either ig-
nored by well-being researchers and theorists or
subsumed under the heading of “personal
growth” as with Ryff. But a questionnaire item
such as “For me, life has been a continuous
process of learning, changing, and growth”
(Ryff, 1985, p. 91) can hardly capture the kind
of radical transformation that is central to so
many cultural, religious, and spiritual traditions.

After Maslow (1962), much of the psycho-
logical inquiry into peak experiences, medita-
tion, and the transformation of the self has oc-
curred outside of or on the fringes of academia
in transpersonal psychology—a field marginal-
ized by mainstream psychology. Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi (2000) in their opening man-
ifesto for the field of positive psychology did
not even deign to mention transpersonal psy-
chology by name. But they disparaged transper-
sonal psychology in deed by associating the
“overly enthusiastic followers” of Maslow and
Rogers with the self-help movement, crystal
healing, and aromatherapy.

Similarly, the mainstream field of psycholog-
ical well-being has also ignored the science and
practice of mindfulness (which surfaced first in
medical literature with Jon Kabat-Zinn’s re-
search on mindfulness-based stress reduction).
Ironically, there is now far more empirical sup-
port for mindfulness than positive psychology.
In addition, mindfulness has clearly caught the
public’s interest: People are voting with their
feet to learn mindfulness and mindfulness re-
cently graced the covers of Time and Newsweek
magazines.

Mainstream theory on well-being, in distanc-
ing itself from mindfulness and meditative and
contemplative traditions, has avoided the oppor-
tunity to question its own presuppositions about
the nature of the self and the good life. But
neglecting to question the nature of the self
perpetuates the self that is the status quo. This is
critical to bear in mind, as understandings of the
self are not politically neutral. Interpretations of
the self are concomitant with socioeconomic–
political configurations (Cushman, 1995; Pril-
leltensky, 1989; Sugarman, 2015). Conse-
quently, theories of well-being both perpetuate
and reinforce an individualistic moral vision
that is not only culturally and historically spe-
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cific but also deeply flawed (Christopher, 1999;
Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008; Christo-
pher, Wendt, Marecek, & Goodman, 2014;
Marecek & Christopher, 2017).

In the remainder of this article, I use broad
brush strokes to invite a dialogue about ne-
glected dimensions of well-being. I believe
these dimensions cannot only help to balance
out the individualistic bias of the reigning the-
ories of well-being, but they are less ethnocen-
tric and more in line with non-Western orienta-
tions. I begin this rough sketch by explicating
releasement and suggesting it provides some
insights into an alternative, expanded, and
much-needed way of thinking about well-being.

An Alternate View of Well-Being

Before delving into Heidegger’s treatment of
releasement, I want to discuss mindfulness.
Originating in the Buddhist and yogic traditions
of India, mindfulness has become one of the
most popular modalities in psychotherapy,
health psychology, and behavioral medicine in
America. Mindfulness has been defined as “the
awareness that emerges through paying atten-
tion, on purpose, in the present moment, and
non-judgmentally to the unfolding of experi-
ence moment by moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003,
p. 145). Mindfulness owes its current popularity
to Jon Kabat-Zinn, who in the late 1970s devel-
oped an 8-week group program, Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction, at the University of
Massachusetts School of Medicine to aid pa-
tients dealing with chronic disease and illness.
By 2008, mindfulness-based stress reduction
had been taught to �17,000 patients at the
University of Massachusetts Amherst alone.
Mindfulness has been extensively studied: In
2014, �400 clinical trials using mindfulness
were either ongoing or completed at the Na-
tional Institutes of Health and National Institute
of Mental Health, and a current PSYCHINFO
search indicates 9,425 scholarly articles and
chapters related to mindfulness. The principles
of mindfulness have since been incorporated
into many schools of psychotherapy including
dialectical behavioral therapy, mindfulness-
based cognitive therapy, Hakomi, sensorimotor
psychotherapy, and acceptance and commit-
ment therapy.

Yet mindfulness is also controversial. Many
Buddhist scholars are concerned with how the

Buddhist tradition has been appropriated for
secular causes. Careful philological analyses
alone indicate that the Pali term for mindful-
ness, sati, was selectively translated to empha-
size awareness and attention but omitting refer-
ence to mnemonic function of remembering
(Bodhi, 2011; Gethin, 2011; Grossman & Van
Dam, 2011; Van Dam et al., 2018). Perhaps of
most concern has been the avoidance in most
Western mindfulness training of sila, Buddhist
ethics and morality. Not only are the ethical
foundations of meditative practice typically not
taught in the West, but there are concerns about
the indiscriminate use of mindfulness to in-
crease instrumental performance and enhance
the self. This has led to debates, for instance,
about the appropriateness of teaching mindful-
ness to snipers in the military to increase effec-
tiveness or as a prophylactic against posttrau-
matic stress disorder or teaching mindfulness to
promote “mental toughness” for business entre-
preneurs. Moreover, in some applications of
mindfulness, like Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy, meditation is considered optional; it is
taught more as a worldview than as a daily
meditative discipline that gradually leads to ex-
istential insight. As a result, many fear that
mindfulness is being co-opted to reinforce
Western individualism and instrumentalism in-
stead of fostering awareness of the imperma-
nence of the self (Christopher, Oswal, &
Deokar, 2013; Goleman & Davidson, 2017). To
bypass these issues and invite a fresh rethinking
of the self and well-being, I will focus on the
notion of releasement throughout this article
while recognizing that the overlap with mind-
fulness is substantial.

Toward the end of his life, Heidegger (1966),
in the Discourse on Thinking, described release-
ment as meditative thinking in contrast to cal-
culative thinking. Heidegger believed that what
he saw as real, genuine, or authentic thinking,
entailed an openness to the world that allows it
to appear to us in its own terms. He contrasted
this kind of thinking with what he termed cal-
culative thinking—a more strategic and instru-
mental form of thought that entails forming
calculations within preestablished parameters.
One impact of technology on human beings,
Heidegger believed, is that it encourages exces-
sive reliance on calculative thinking. His fear
was that “the approaching tide of technological
revolution in the atomic age could so captivate,
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bewitch, dazzle, and beguile man that calcula-
tive thinking may someday come to be accepted
and practiced as the only way of thinking” (p.
56). Although Heidegger saw that calculative
thinking had its uses, he believed it is ultimately
a type of “thoughtlessness,” as it remains within
the “conditions that are given” and fails to con-
template “the meaning which reigns in every-
thing that is” (p. 46).

Fortunately, Heidegger (1966) believed we also
have the capacity for meditative thinking. “The
proper exercise of this capacity,” he wrote, “dif-
ficult though it is in terms of releasement toward
things and openness to mystery, can lead to a new
ground of meaning” (p. 21). There is an obvious
mystical or mindful element to this thought, and it
is not a coincidence that Heidegger was not only
grounded in Meister Eckhart’s Christian mysti-
cism but also flirted with Taoism and Zen Bud-
dhism through much of his career and was work-
ing on a German translation of the Tao Te Ching
at one point (May & Parkes, 1996; Parkes, 1987).
It is especially easy to see the parallels with the
central Taoist notion of wu wei or nonpurposive
action. For Taoists, as religious scholar Harold
Roth (1991, 1999) noted,

the things of this world have inherent and sacred na-
tures and patterns that are not ultimately able to be
controlled by willful human action. Best to stand back
and let things follow these natures and patterns and
then act when the moment is right. (Roth, personal
communication, June 17, 2017)

In this way, as chapter 29 of the Tao Te Ching
concludes, “. . . Sages avoid excessive egotism,
extravagance, and arrogance” (Roth, personal
translation, June 17, 2017). This notion of release-
ment has many precursors in Heidegger’s earlier
thought. We might, for instance, consider it un-
derpinning his definition of phenomenology as “to
let that which shows itself be seen from itself in
the very way in which it shows itself from itself”
(Heidegger, 1962, p. 58).

The “Being” in Well-Being

Heidegger’s discussions of releasement in his
later writings are part of a lifelong project of
dethroning the Cartesian “I.” Throughout
Heidegger’s work is the attempt to overcome
what Caputo (1986) called the subject-ism that
dominates Western thought since at least Des-
cartes. By subject-ism, Caputo meant “setting
up the thinking subject as the highest principle

of Being, and subordinating everything to the
dictates and demands of the subject” (p. 175).

It is against this backdrop that Heidegger
emphasized that authentic thinking is not
“grasping” or a will to dominate. Thinking, as
the existential analyst and student of Heidegger,
Medard Boss (1965), put it, is “not a conceptual
taking possession of, a getting-hold-of, a will-
to-have the truth, but a letting-oneself-be-filled-
with it, a hearkening to it, a merging in it—this
is the way to know the truth . . .” (p. 121). In this
way, Heidegger saw thinking as involving grat-
itude and reverence. It’s a kind of thanking
(Heidegger, 1968). And when we can adopt this
sort of stance, then we notice, according to
Heidegger, that “The call of Being is the call to
experience the wonder of all wonders, that the
being is” (cited in Caputo, 1986, p. 26). For,

Being is nothing that answers to human questions,
nothing that submits to human interpretation; it is in no
way subordinate to human demands. The only way to
gain access to Being itself it to let Being be and to let
it address man. (cited in Caputo, 1986, p. 25).

Thus, what Heidegger was calling for is a
stance of presence. Indeed, in his historical onto-
logical analyses, Heidegger discerned “that ‘Be-
ing’ is originally called ‘presencing,’ and ‘pres-
encing’ means: to come to and endure in
unconcealedness” (cited in May & Parkes, 1996,
p. 23). Thus, for Heidegger, “the only ‘power’ of
Dasein lay in surrendering its will and letting
Being be” (cited in Caputo, 1986, p. 26).

“When concern holds back from any kind of
producing, manipulating, and the like, it puts
itself into what is now the sole remaining mode
of Being-in, the mode of just tarrying alongside
. . .” (Caputo, 1986, p. 86). In his Discourse on
Thinking, Heidegger compared this way of be-
ing, tarrying alongside, with walking through
the Black Forest on logging roads—winding
and circuitous routes that have no particular
destination or purpose other than to create ac-
cess to the forests.Caputo (1986) continued that,

This kind of Being toward the world is one which lets
us encounter entities within-the-world purely in the
way they look, just that; on the basis of this kind of
Being, and as a mode of it, looking explicitly at what
we encounter is possible. (p. 86)

Releasement as meditative thinking then be-
comes a means for cultivating the “Openness to
Being” that preoccupied Heidegger throughout
his life.
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This kind of thinking is a discipline.
Heidegger described it in ascetic terms: persis-
tence, insistence, readiness for anxiety, ability
to endure disconsolation, and facing the dark
night of the soul. It requires higher effort and
more practice and more delicate care than cal-
culative reason. As Heidegger (1966) put it,
“Yet releasement toward things and openness to
the mystery never happen of themselves. They
do not befall us accidently. Both flourish only
through persistent, courageous thinking” (p.
56). When we compare this statement to our
normal understanding of thinking as the kind of
instrumental rationality that Heidegger termed
calculative thinking, it becomes clear that what
he was calling for is groundbreaking.

Yet, I sense the notion of releasement has far
richer and more radical implications that
Heidegger left undeveloped. Releasement is
more than a way of thinking, it implies a certain
kind of “subject” or being that is able to enter
into or dwell in releasement. To experience
releasement requires us to transcend or bypass
the sense of agency that is equated with a think-
ing subject, or a bounded masterful self. I would
suggest that releasement refers more to the
ground of thinking than it does to a particular
style of thinking. We might think of release-
ment itself as a stance of openness, presence,
and letting be, more than just a mode of think-
ing. This stance, in turn, shapes our experience
and how we think.

Heidegger treated releasement as meditative
thinking that can be extended to others and nature.
But if we instead see releasement as stance of
openness and letting be, then it makes sense that
this is a stance we can also adopt toward our-
selves, and toward experience itself as it moves
through us. What might it mean to practice re-
leasement toward ourselves? At one level, it in-
vites what in yoga is termed sakshibhava, the
ability to nonreactively observe and witness our
experience. Doing this can change our relationship
to our thoughts and the thinking part of us. In
short, we begin to disidentify from the thinking
part and to see it as one part of the flow of
experience, alongside emotions and sensations.
This lies at the heart of mindfulness-based cogni-
tive therapy. As we become better at being open to
our thoughts and mental life, we can also begin to
notice our internal complexity—“the self does not
need to be consistent and coherent but is instead
constituted by values and goals that exist at dif-

ferent levels of awareness in different states of
harmony and conflict” (Christopher & Bickhard,
2007, p. 287).

But perhaps even more profoundly, release-
ment toward ourselves invites us to notice the
sensations in our bodies and to learn to dwell in
them. I would like to claim that cultivating aware-
ness of somatic experience or interoception and
learning to tolerate and perhaps embrace the ebbs
and flows of sensations lie at the core of well-
being.

Phenomenologically, our sense of self or
agency originates with embodied gestures, move-
ments, and internal experience as David Michael
Levin argued for in the Body’s Recollection of
Being. For as Levin (1985) noted, “our first un-
derstanding of Being, and of ourselves in relation
to Being, the primordial understanding we already
enjoy as a child, is given to us and belongs to us
by way of our embodiment” (p. 8).

Levin pointed out this kind of embodiment is
intimately intertwined with emotional experi-
ence. Our embodiment presupposes emotional
responsiveness to ourselves in the environment.
Levin (1985) wrote “Every feeling is an em-
bodiment attuned in this or that way, a mood
that embodies in this or that way” (p. 50). One
important implication of this is that working
with our body and somatic experience is at the
same time working with our emotional life.
Releasement then toward our body, our somatic
experience, is a way of being present and open
to the ground of our being. And this facilitates
comfort in our own skin, emotional sensitivity
and literacy, and autonomic and emotional reg-
ulation. Because of this, Levin made a provoc-
ative appeal to move beyond dualism:

We must let go, finally, of our metaphysical conception
of “thinking.” We must simply give our thought to the
body. We must take our thinking “down” into the
body. We must learn to think through the body. We
must learn to think with the body. (p. 61)

Levin urged us to recognize that the body is not
simply a vehicle for transporting our conscious-
ness around. Instead, the ground of thinking is the
body.

Thinking is not a question of “bracketing” the body in
Husserl’s Epoché), but a question of integrating aware-
ness, living well—focused “in the body.” For once, we
should listen in silence to our bodily felt experience.
Thinking needs to learn by feeling, by just being with
our bodily being. (p. 61)
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Levin’s conclusion that self originates in the
body and his appeal for a different way of
thinking about thinking that includes the body
are themes also found in Winnicott’s version of
object relations theory.

Embodiment and the Origins of the Self in
Winnicott’s Object Relations Theory

Pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Win-
nicott provided nuanced insight into the devel-
opmental origins of the self and how we can
become disembodied and lose our ability to
think through the body. We might think of
Winnicott as laying out the kinds of formative
conditions that facilitate or preclude the possi-
bility of openness and letting be. And in his
related notion of unintegration, he helped flesh
out a more embodied, emotionally intercon-
nected, and dualistically unfractured view of the
self than is often found in Western clinical–
developmental theories.

Winnicott (1965) claimed that when parent-
ing is not “good enough,” a child will become
alienated from the very rudiments of herself.
Good enough parenting requires avoiding the
Charybdis of too much intrusiveness, what he
called impingements, or the Scylla of too much
abandonment by the parents. The process of
becoming a person, a self, requires being able to
slowly observe and then integrate the smallest
bits and pieces of our experience, reactions, and
needs. Here, Winnicott is in agreement with
Freud’s claim that “the ego is first and foremost
a bodily ego” (Freud, 1923/1960, p. 20).

We learn about hunger, for instance, by initially
experiencing physiological arousal, then discom-
fort and distress (sympathetic nervous system
[SNS] activation), and then hopefully the attuned
responsiveness of caretakers providing nourish-
ment, and then satiation (parasympathetic nervous
system [PNS] activation). However, to remain in-
ternally connected to, or to experience the natural
and unimpeded trajectory of these somatic pro-
cesses, requires conditions of safety and security,
what Bowlby (1988) would later reference as a
secure base. Without this, the infant has to focus
too much on the parents or the external environ-
ment instead of tracking her own reactions. And
too much external focus, Winnicott (1965) main-
tained, leads to a premature “development of the
ego-function” (p. 62). The infant learns that when
external stimuli are too intense or too threatening,

it is unsafe to continue dwelling in the body.
Instead the infant needs to anticipate what might
happen, and to do so draws on cognitive functions.
This results phenomenologically in an over activ-
ity of mind and a disconnection from the body.
When these kinds of unsafe experiences occur too
frequently, Winnicott concluded, this precocious
cognitive orientation become separated from any
affective or somatic grounding and leads to rup-
ture of the mind–body. Such infants, Winnicott
suggested, start life by reacting and not by exist-
ing, by being literally too much in their heads. It is
this disconnection from the experience of the body
that is the origin of the false self. These disem-
bodied ways of being can reach extremes where
some people are not able to notice their bodies’
basic biological needs like hunger. Such self-
alienation and dissociation can obviously have
long-term consequences for forming a healthy
sense of self.

If we are not compelled to prematurely develop
a false self, we can dwell in a state of unintegra-
tion. Winnicott viewed unintegration as a positive
state facilitated by a sense of security and trust,
that is, without a premature or compulsive need to
force coherence upon either internal or external
events. This leads to deep states of relaxation. As
Winnicott (1965) elaborated, “Relaxation for an
infant means not feeling a need to integrate, the
mother’s ego-supportive function being taken for
granted” (p. 61). Unintegration involves the ability
to play and enter into transitional experience
where we remain deeply connected to “the most
private wellspring of our thoughts and imagery.”
“It is here,” he added, that,

we can let our thoughts wander, concerned neither with
their logic and validity in the real world nor with the
threat that our musings will lead us into a totally
subjective, solipsistic realm, causing us to lose the real
world altogether. (p. 61)

The healthy person, from Winnicott’s perspec-
tive, never loses the connection to her body and
emotions. In a sense, she never loses the kind of
openness and letting be to her own experience
that we have been exploring.

Openness and Embodiment in
Buddhist Psychology

Many of these insights and themes, including
the priority of the body and the importance of
noticing and working with embodied physical
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sensation, have long been recognized in differ-
ent schools of Buddhist psychology. Consider
the following from the Tibetan Buddhist tradi-
tion as captured by the religious scholar and
meditation teacher Reggie Ray (2008):

The more we shut out our body, the more we retreat
into thinking. The intensity of our compulsive thinking
is in direct proportion to the extent that we are unwill-
ing to experience our body in a full and direct way. We
have, in fact, dissociated from it. (p. 81)

Here, we see that Ray basically made the same
point as Winnicott: When we learn it is unsafe
to have our actual experience, we “retreat into
thinking” and rely on an overly cognitive ori-
entation to life that ultimately leads us to be-
come alienated from experience itself and
causes us to suffer.

Within the Theravadan tradition of Vipassana,
“observations of sensations offers a means—
indeed the only means—to examine the totality of
our being, physical as well as mental” (Goenka,
1996, p. viii). The process and contents of the
mind, from this perspective, always manifest
themselves in bodily sensations. As the Buddha
put it in the Mu�laka Sutta, “Everything that arises
in the mind flows together with sensations.” Med-
itation teachers such as Goenka use this insight to
help eradicate suffering. Goenka’s method entails
continuous and progressive scanning of the
body—and then holding the sensations we en-
counter with equanimity. In doing this, we are not
just opening to the body and learning to tolerate
physical sensations. But because physical sensa-
tions in the body are simultaneously primary emo-
tions, as Siegel (2012) pointed out, we are also in
Vipassana’s somatically based meditations expe-
rientially opening to primary emotion and learning
acceptance and emotional regulation. Most of us
tend to be either emotionally over- or undercon-
trolled. Encountering emotion in its most basic
form gives us the chance to form a new relation-
ship with our emotional life and to find emotional
equilibrium.

Working with the body is also foundational
in the Tibetan Buddhist Vajrayana tradition.
Through extensive meditation practice, follow-
ers of this tradition discover that,

When experience initially appears, there is something
there, but this first arises in the body as somatic knowl-
edge that has not yet been “processed” by the thinking
mind; it has not yet been “recognized” as one thing as
opposed to another, and it does not have a label or story
attached to it. (Ray, 2008, pp. 141–142)

However, for most of us we recoil from this un-
certainly; our anxiety leads us to attempt to iden-
tify what is happening or what something is, fit-
ting it into our conceptual world. And, at this
moment, “The important point is that we have
literally created the bounded and definable ‘thing-
ness’ that we eventually arrived at out of the
seemingly limitless totality of what our body ini-
tially received” (p. 143). In this way, we construct
our worlds. However, there is a cost.

In our search for the comfort and security of a defin-
able and locatable identity, we attempt to maintain this
self-concept in the face of our experience. To do this,
as we have seen, we have to continually negate our
actual experience. (p. 154)

Again, Ray, through the phenomenology of
contemplative practice, arrived at the same con-
clusions as Winnicott about the false self.

Through “body work,” Tibetan yoga and
other meditative practices centered in the body
can cultivate a stance similar to what Eckhart
and Heidegger termed releasement. But in these
meditative traditions, the priority is experienc-
ing rather than thinking. And the stance of
openness and letting be in these traditions be-
comes turned not just toward the world, but to
our very self, as Ray (2008) made clear:

Again, when we abandon the idea that what we “really”
are is a centralized self corresponding to our ideas, we
discover ourselves as the unceasing, ever-changing Ka-
leidoscope of experience that arises as our life. So we
discover that we are, in each moment, a truly individual
phenomenon, not limited even (or especially) by any
notion of a continuous or coherent “self.” (p. 153)

In this way, these kinds of meditative practices,
like releasement, offer an antidote to the false self.
In place of a thinking subject, they foster a sensing
or experiencing subject, and instead of “imposing
coherence” upon the self, they invite recognizing
the complexity and multiplicity of the self.

Openness, Neuroscience, and Health

The phenomenological, clinical– develop-
mental, and contemplative perspectives that we
have considered thus far seem to be receiving
scientific corroboration from the fields of stress
physiology, affective neuroscience, and the
neurobiology of attachment. Neuro-physiologi-
cal research supports the long-standing obser-
vation from phenomenological and contempla-
tive traditions that our core internal states exist
on a continuum between open and closed, re-
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laxed and tense. In the 5th–4th centuries B.C.
E., Patanjali discussed the role of open and
tense states in health in his classic text the Yoga
Sutras. Openness or sukkha has its roots in the
ability to remain comfortable in a posture dur-
ing asana practice. Optimally, sukkha should be
generalized from asana practice to a way of
being in life characterized by learning to find
ease in the midst of life’s challenges and stress
(Desikachar, 1995). The opposite, dukkha,
points to a sense of restriction, again initially
found in yoga poses, and is ultimately a result of
Avidya, “incorrect comprehension” or igno-
rance. In short, we tense up and resist or grasp
because we forget that Atman � Brahman, that
the individual soul or self is of the same stuff as
the Absolute or Godhead. Forgetting this, we
attempt to protect ourselves or impose our will
upon life and become ensnared by selfishness,
desire, hatred, and fear.

These open and close states, sukkha and duk-
kha, seem to correspond to the parasympathetic
and sympathetic states of the autonomic ner-
vous system. The openness of releasement
might be linked to PNS states. PNS states (“rest
and digest”) are dependent on feeling safe and
secure. As Winnicott observed, if we feel safe
and secure, then we can afford to remain in
contact with our body. We can afford to be
interoceptively attuned, which enables emo-
tional awareness and regulation (Siegel, 2012).
On an interpersonal level, when safe and secure,
we can afford to emotionally resonate with oth-
ers, and we can be touched by others—the pre-
cursors of empathy and compassion.

On the other hand, without safety and secu-
rity, and particularly in the face of trauma, we
spend too much time in sympathetic arousal, or
flight–fight, potentially leading to autonomic
dysregulation. Phenomenologically, autonomic
dysregulation is a state organized around hyper-
vigilance toward threats (whether external or
internal) resulting in contraction on both so-
matic and psychological levels. Without safety,
we learn to dissociate from the body, and our
sense of identity contracts.

The neuroendocrinologist Robert Sapolsky
(2004) marshaled extensive research that the
overwhelming source of most illness and dis-
ease in contemporary society is overactivation
of the SNS. When in SNS activation, all of the
body’s resources are mobilized for fighting or
fleeing and all nonessential systems, including

the immune, reproductive, and human growth
systems, are turned off to conserve energy. “A
large body of evidence suggests,” according to
Sapolsky (2004),

that stress-related disease emerges, predominantly, out
of the fact that we so often activate a physiological
system that has evolved for responding to acute phys-
ical emergencies, but we turn it on for months on end,
worrying about mortgages, relationships, and promo-
tions. (p. 7)

The vulnerability, vigilance, and contraction as-
sociated with SNS overactivation also helps to
make sense of findings, as with the now classic
Adverse Childhood Experience study (Felitti et
al., 1998), that trauma significantly negatively
impacts physical and mental health. The lack of
safety and subsequent need to be vigilant may
also explain research findings in the social dis-
parities in health, as seen with the Whitehall
studies (Marmot et al., 1991), that the most
important determinant of individual health is
one’s position in the socioeconomic hierarchy,
and how much disparity there is in that hierar-
chy between the haves and have nots (general-
ized inequality index). The common factor
seems to be whether we feel vulnerable and
need to be vigilant, or whether we feel safe and
secure and can remain open, underscoring the
long-noticed necessity for conditions of safety
and security in human development and health
(Bowlby, 1988; Erikson, 1963; Maslow, 1962).

Summary

I would like to conclude by suggesting that
Heidegger’s notion of releasement suggests a
larger moral vision—a moral vision with impli-
cations for well-being. As Levin (1985) noted,

when Being and Time takes up the ancient metaphys-
ical “Question of Being,” we are to understand this
questioning in light of its significance for our sanity
and our health. The “Question of Being” holds the
secret, the medicine, of our well-being, in the sense
that the Dasein’s wholeness, its own becoming-a-Self,
is dependent upon its capacity to experience itself in
relation to Being as a whole. (p. 6)

Releasement is this capacity to experience our-
selves in relation to Being as a whole. Such a
self is one that is embodied, emotionally pres-
ent, and has permeable boundaries with Others
and the external world.

The different perspectives that I have tried to
integrate—phenomenological, developmental,
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contemplative, and neuroscientific—all directly
or implicitly challenge the kind of bounded and
masterful self whose essence is a Cartesian
thinking subject, the self that has been central to
Western culture and Western notions of well-
being. The nondualistic approaches of Winni-
cott and Heidegger point out how the Cartesian
thinking subject is predicated on a phenomeno-
logical rupture of the body/mind. For Winni-
cott, the kind of self that is primarily and rigidly
identified as a thinking subject may at times be
the result of defensive and compensatory strat-
egies generated through relational or historical
trauma. This raises deep questions about what it
means that such a potentially limited way of
being, the Cartesian I, has played such a deci-
sive role in Western cultural history and in
notions of well-being.

Although the body has been completely dis-
regarded in existing Western academic ap-
proaches to well-being, the traditions we have
been considering all concur that the Being in
well-being needs to be grounded in the body.
The insights of Winnicott and Freud that the self
begins in somatic/affective experience are now
supported by theorists in neuropsychology, af-
fective science, and child development (Dama-
sio, 2010; Schore, 1994; Siegel, 2012). In addi-
tion, there is a strong emphasis in these various
perspectives that the “well” entails an Openness
of the Being, a kind of porous self to use Tay-
lor’s (2007) phrase. Although hatha yoga
grounds this kind of openness in the body, it is
of kin to the outlook of “inshalla” in Islam,
“may thy will be done” of the Lord’s Prayer, or
wu wei (nonpurposive action) in Taoism, sug-
gesting that the appeal of releasement as a
stance of openness and letting be, transcends
culture and history.

Practical Applications

Before concluding, I would like to consider two
practical applications of releasement, or mindful-
ness: Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1975) hermeneutic
dialogue and Eugene Gendlin’s (1981) Focusing.

Hermeneutic Dialogue and Presence

Hans-Georg Gadamer’s notion of hermeneu-
tic dialogue represents to me a compelling ex-
ample of applying releasement. There are strik-
ing similarities between releasement and the

kind of openness that is central to Gadamer’s
account of hermeneutic dialogue. Yet, despite
being a student of Heidegger, Gadamer, to the
best of my knowledge, never used the term
releasement or references this aspect of
Heidegger’s thought.

Gadamer (1975) began with the claim that
relying on “method,” even hermeneutic method,
is inadequate to pursue the aims of the human
sciences. Instead he focused on explicating the
process of coming to understanding and “what
is common to all modes of understanding” (p.
xxxi). Understanding, as Taylor (2002) summa-
rized, “has to be construed, not on the model of
the ‘scientific’ grasp of an object, but rather on
the model of speech-partners coming to an un-
derstanding” (p. 126). This is true whether we
are trying to understand a text or an event in
both everyday life or in the human sciences.
Gadamer (1975) termed this process of coming
to an understanding as hermeneutic dialogue: a
sort of back and forth mediation of meaning. As
Gadamer explored in the fields of aesthetics,
historiography, and language, hermeneutic dia-
logue is an ongoing, living, interactive process
in which meaning and understanding get
worked out. This working out of meaning oc-
curs whether we are working with a text, such
as trying to understand the intent of the framers
of the Bill of Rights, or whether we are trying to
understand someone from a different cultural
background.

Gadamer (1975) detailed two phases of dia-
logue. First, understanding requires a deep
“openness” that goes well beyond the simple
effort to understand the other and requires the
development of a common understanding and a
shared language of the situation under consid-
eration or “fusion of horizons.” Gadamer de-
scribed this as an “anticipation of truth” that
means that we take the other’s perspective se-
riously, as having potentially valid and impor-
tant things to say to us. Openness goes far
beyond respectful tolerance by granting the
other perspective provisional authority to chal-
lenge our own views. As Richardson et al.
(1999) summarized,

. . . I start from the assumption that what the other has
to say might be true, and I therefore adopt a stance of
respectful openness to what she says: I constantly
strive to make her arguments stronger, and I risk my
own assumptions by letting them be challenged by her.
(p. 234)
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“In human relations,” Gadamer stressed, “the
important thing is . . . to experience the ‘Thou’
truly as a ‘Thou’, i.e., not overlook his claim
and to listen to what he has to say” (p. 324).

But Gadamer observed that this kind of open-
ness does not imply that we indiscriminately
accept and adopt the views or practices of others
into our way of life. We invariably draw on a
second phase of dialogue, application, to test,
through critical reflection, whether the knowl-
edge that we gain through dialogue with the
Other really does lead to a better understanding
of the situation. We always test, apply, and
modify what we gain through openness to the
Other according to our own concrete situation
and in our own historical context.

This process, according to Taylor (2002), in-
volves an exquisite, quintessentially human,
sometimes almost unbearable tension. As Rich-
ardson, Bishop, and Garcia-Joslin (2018) sum-
marized,

On the one hand, we harbor self-defining beliefs and
values concerning things we truly care about, in which
we have a “deep identity investment,” sometimes an
investment in “distorted images we cherish of others”
(Taylor, 2002, p. 141). On the other hand, since our
ideals and our images of others and events are always
partial or distorted in some way, we need to not just
compromise and get along with others, but to learn
from the past, others, or other cultures. In doing so, we
sometimes incur a deeply personal, sometimes painful
“identity cost” (Taylor, 2002, p. 141). (p. 22)

Gadamer did not provide detail about the psy-
chological abilities and skills that are prerequi-
site to the openness necessary for genuine dia-
logue. But clearly such openness requires
psychological awareness and vulnerability. So-
cial psychologists have found that individuals
vary in the extent to which they open them-
selves to and experience awareness of others’
true emotions, as opposed to projecting their
own emotions onto others, or relying on precon-
ceptions (Barone et al., 2005; Ickes, Gesn, &
Graham, 2000; Mascaro, Rilling, Negi, & Rai-
son, 2013). Individuals also vary in the extent to
which they are aware of how their previous
experiences and “gut-level” reactions shape
their behavior toward others (Gawronski, Hof-
mann, & Wilbur, 2006; Hahn, Judd, Hirsh, &
Blair, 2014).

The openness necessary for genuine dialogue
rests upon the ability to partially suspend,
bracket, or witness our assumptions, values, ex-

pectations, and desires. To maintain the open-
ness of dialogue, we are required to dwell, at
least temporarily, in ambiguity and uncertainty.
Consequently, working with difference, work-
ing with the Other is a challenge to our whole
being. As such, it can be tremendously anxiety
provoking, leading us to become defensive by
shutting down, withdrawing, or attempting to
control or dominate the other. True hermeneutic
dialogue then is not just an intellectual or cog-
nitive openness. It also requires awareness of
somatic–affective states and how to remain
open when we feel threatened. Indeed, I believe
that releasement is a psycho-physiological
stance of openness that is prerequisite to her-
meneutic dialogue.

We can develop some degree of control over
whether we are Open or become defensive, re-
sistant, and contracted by practicing mindful-
ness and cultivating releasement. Mindfulness
practices, such as meditation, contemplative
prayer, yoga, qigong, and tai chi, can serve as
preparation for hermeneutic dialogue by culti-
vating awareness and a stance of releasement.
We can also think of hermeneutic dialogue as an
application of mindfulness or releasement
(Christopher, 2007). Genuine openness to a text
or the Other is releasement or mindfulness in
action. Conversely, meditation might be
thought of as a kind of hermeneutic dialogue, in
this case with ourselves, as we open to our own
experience, letting it challenge our prejudg-
ments and sense of identity.

Focusing

Within psychology, arguably one of the ear-
liest and most radical uses of something that
closely resembles releasement occurs with Eu-
gene Gendlin’s Focusing and his latest offering
Thinking at the Edge. Gendlin’s (1981, 1996,
2004) approach, developed in his collaboration
with Carl Rogers in the 1960s, invited us to notice
what is happening somatically in the core of our
body. Instead of rushing to label what we are
experiencing, as say anger, and then analyze our
experience (“Where did this anger come from? Is
it an appropriate response? What should I do
about it?” and so on), Gendlin encouraged us to
simply notice and explore the sensations occurring
in our body, our felt sense. Gendlin (1996) defined
a felt sense as “the wholistic, implicit bodily sense
of a complex situation” (p. 58). Giving space to
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this felt sense, or what he described as “the body
as sensed from inside,” we are encouraged to wait,
to adopt a stance of following (Gendlin, 1996, p.
2). This is similar to what Levin (1985) earlier in
the article appealed to as “thinking through the
body.”

Through focusing, we can learn to first notice
the richness of our internal sensations rather
than hastening to interpret and label them. And
frequently, when we do wait, the felt sense
begins to unfold. This can take the form of
additional aspects emerging from the original
sensation or the felt sense can morph into new
sensations in the body (e.g., what was a burning
in the diaphragm area becomes a throbbing in
the throat). With time, images, memories, or
phrases emerge that capture the meaning of our
experience in often fresh and unexpected ways.

Gendlin’s methods are designed to create the
psychological conditions for the implicit mean-
ings that are present in our lives to become
explicit. He offered a means for learning to have
a dialogical relationship with ourselves, espe-
cially those parts of us that are implicit. In both
focusing and thinking at the edge, Gendlin’s
method can be thought of as teaching release-
ment to ourselves. It is a process of becoming
open to our own experience and then letting it
be. By making the implicit explicit, focusing
fosters self-knowledge. But focusing might also
be considered a process of reorienting our psy-
chological center of gravity from our head, our
intellect, the thinking subject, or cogito of Des-
cartes, to our body. Priority is given to the felt
sense.

I have found that learning to work with our
felt sense can also be a way of promoting affect
or emotion regulation. Focusing fosters the
capacity to observe and witness, while still re-
maining connected to our experience. From
this stance of witnessing and observing, what is
known in yoga as sakshibhava, we can come to
have a nonreactive relationship to our experi-
ences. This helps us to tolerate difficult emo-
tions—thereby developing that all too elusive
middle ground between denial and acting out
(Epstein, 1998). Focusing in this way exempli-
fies the stance of openness and letting be that
defines releasement and literally can open up
inner worlds of richness, creativity, and
complexity.

Conclusion

Releasement and mindfulness entail a kind of
spiritual surrender where we allow experience
to move through us, trusting its meaningfulness
and ultimate goodness, or at least necessity. In a
sense, we come to allow experience to use our
body as a canvas to express itself and in the
process opening to the emotional tones and re-
verberations of our somatic experience. Re-
leasement can also be thought of as involving a
kind of suspension or even death of the ego in
much the same way Freud thought of an orgasm
as the little death. In this state, we can learn to
disidentify with the tension, the efforting, the
bracing, the grasping, and the fear. Releasement
entails letting go of agendas, control, and inse-
curity, and giving ourselves the space to dwell
in our body. At the same time, being present to
our embodied experience is also an openness to
our most basic emotionality. Learning to non-
reactively witness is a deep means of bottom-up
regulation of our emotions.

In this article, I have tried to broaden the
notion of being that underlies our theories of
well-being. Central to this attempted broaden-
ing is a different conception of the self that
accompanies the type of thinking Heidegger
referred to as releasement and is the aim of all
authentic mindfulness practices. In trying to un-
pack this idea and examine its implications for
well-being, the poverty of mainstream theories
of well-being becomes apparent. These main-
stream theories are virtually silent when it
comes to considering the ways well-being
might most centrally entail transformation of
our identity and very personhood and learning
to dwell in our bodies.

At a minimum any adequate theory of well-
being needs a robust and comprehensive view
of the self, the “being” in well-being. An ade-
quate theory needs to be able to account for
cross-cultural and historical variations, rather
than imposing one historically constituted and
“peculiar” notion of selfhood, as Geertz (1973)
noted, namely, individualism. And a theory of
well-being needs to account for and illuminate
our relationship to our body, and our experience
of embodiment. Rather than presupposing one
particular notion of selfhood, an adequate the-
ory of well-being needs to be able explore what
role different configurations of the self play in
well-being. In other words, an adequate theory

72 CHRISTOPHER

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.



of well-being should have something to say
about what types of selves and what types of
internal states might be healthier or more well,
at least from particular perspectives.

An adequate theory of well-being should also
be able to offer a compelling view of the “well.”
In what direction do we find our wellness,
health, and integrity? What stance should we
adopt toward different aspects of our experi-
ence? Releasement and mindfulness provide
one alternative to the emphasis upon control,
mastery, and emotional satisfaction that is so
prevalent in Western psychology. There are
many other alternatives. Psychology has thus
far largely ignored the diversity of ways of
being well that exist in the world and through
history. Given the enormous contribution that
mindfulness has made to medicine and psycho-
therapy in just the past 10 years, I think it is
incumbent to discover what other undiscovered
jewels exist in human culture. I suspect one of
the next big “discoveries” by Western psychol-
ogy will be the Chinese tradition of qigong.

On a personal level, I initially learned about
releasement through hatha yoga—a practice of
assuming awkward and challenging postures
and then learning how to let go of unnecessary
efforting (dukkha), becoming aware of and then
relaxing those muscles that are not needed to
maintain the pose. Learning to relax muscles is
at the same time regulating the internal affec-
tive–somatic states that underlie unnecessary
tension. I also learned about openness and let-
ting be through participating in Native Ameri-
can ceremonies and working with shamans in
different parts of the world. In the sweat lodge,
for instance, only by relaxing or transcending
the ego can the heat, the darkness, and the
cramped position be endured—you have to sur-
render to survive. This relaxing/transcending is
deeply humbling, indeed temporarily ego dis-
solving, and helps make sense of why the sweat
lodge is considered a rebirthing experience.
Other Native American ceremonies like the
4-day sundance and vision quest ceremonies
take this stance of surrender to superhuman
heights.

My experience from a 35-year daily yoga and
meditation practice lead me to side with Fou-
cault and Hadot: To profess well-being, like the
ancients, we have to practice self-care (Fou-
cault, 2005; Hadot & Davidson, 1995). Yet
practicing self-care is no simple task, especially

if it entails something like releasement. But the
importance of this task cannot be understated.
Perhaps, ultimately, “the issue,” as Heidegger
(1966) put it, is “the saving of man’s essential
nature” (p. 56).
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