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Release as Philosophy

ARTO TUKIAINEN
PHiLosOPHICAL PRACTITIONER
TuTtor, CriTiIcAL ACADEMY, HELSINKI

Abstract

Thevirtue of non-willing—or release, as| proposeto call it—involvesletting go of evaluationsthat
create our perceptual and existential focus. It contrastswith vicesthat spring from strong and multiple
desiresand aversions. Release engenderstranquility and joy of life aswell asmakes us capable of an
impersonal way of perceiving theworld. Non-judgmental, preferably unfocused awarenessasaphilo-
sophica exercisefor enhancing opennessto rel ease can be supplemented with argumentsto the conclusion
that we may not be ableto know what we have areason to will. Will-qui eting phil osophical counseling
doesnot accordingly seek to find and organize aimsbut to elicit not-knowing regarding theright path of
life. Counsel ors can al so suggest that there may be several equally good waysto proceed, and we can
choose between them with areleased attitude towards our first-order desires.

Keywor ds: rease, amplicity, virtue, tranquility, joy, unfocused awareness, philosophica exercises, philo-
sophical counsdling

Introduction

Philosophy asaway of lifewith an emphasison love of wisdom may include practicing avirtuewecan
cal release. | will here describethisvirtue and thereasonswe havefor embracing it. | will dsoreflect on
how rel ease can befostered in philosophical exercisesandin philosophica counseling.

Releaseasnon-willing

Releaseisastate of non-willing, or aprocessof | etting onesalf enter such astate. Non-willing should
not be confused with unwillingness. Unwillingnessisnegativewilling inwhich apersonisaverseto some-
thing. Resistance, fear, hate and | oathing are examples of unwillingness. Postiveformsof willingimply a
relationship of attraction. Preference, desire, grasping and addiction can be cited as exampl es. Release
resemblesyielding and bending one' swill inthe respect that al of theseinvolve non-opposition and non-
contention. Itisaso smilar to conforming one' swill to the prevailing Situation. Release should nevertheless
be seen asadifferent phenomenon, because only something that exists can yield, bend or conformto
something else; and inreleasethereisnowill a dll.

If the object of our desireisnot in our own power, we often speak of wishing or hoping instead of
willing; but for our current purposeswishing and hoping can be considered kindsof willing. Grief, regrets
and abad conscience can similarly be seen asforms of unwillingnessevenif the past cannot be altered
except inour memories. It should benoted that evenif thething wewant isin our control, our will itself may
not be. Inthisrespect willing and unwilling are not dwaysvoluntary: wemay not beableto havethewill we
want (Frankfurt 1971). Our feelingsof frustration and anger, for example, arefrequently not in our power,
and neither aretendencieslike greed, lust, envy and ambition.
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Willing and non-willing are not necessarily temporal ly separate but rather overlapping phasesof our
lives: we can continuewilling and at the sametime enjoy some degree of rel easewith respect to our willing.
For instance, aperson may haveadesirefor acakeand anicecream, but if he prefersneither of these, he
can besaidto bein state of releasewith respect to hisdesires. Thiscould be called second-order rel ease.
Second-order release can al so concern second-order unwillingnesslikefear of desireor evenfear of fear.

Willing embodies evaluationsin the sensethat our will movesustowards states of affairsthat we
consder good, and turnsaway from seemingly bad things. Releaseasnon-willing isaccordingly astate of
letting things happen without judging them either good or bad. We neither praise nor cursethem. This
attitude can be described as acceptance, acquiescence and evenindifference, and it can concern both our
environment and our internal statessuch asthoughtsand fedings. Release cannot be brought about without
abandoning evaluativethinking and eva uativeattitudes; and infact the process of |eaving eval uative atti-
tudesasideisidentical withrelease.

Released eventsin, or from, our minds and bodies are not directed by aims. Rel eased thinking, for
instance, isnot goa-directed. It doesnot seek any theoretical or practical result. Associationsand musings
without ostensible motivesarerel eased kind of thinking (see Kenko 1998 for aclassicliterary example),
and sometimesrel ease can a so manifest as absence of thoughts. Sincethereisno premeditation of ends
and meansinrelease, we can regard it asakind of spontaneity and naturalness. To the extent that willing
and endsare essential elementsof our concept of action, released processesarenot actionsat al.* If by
‘passion’ wemean aninternal event that happens despite and even contrary to our will, these processes
arenot passionseither, for thereisno will for them to oppose or to encourage.

Willing isan essentially temporal phenomenon that connects our thoughts, attitudesand feelingsto
specific past or future states of affairs. Even asimpleevaluation that the present condition should continue
istemporal and leads our thoughtstowardsthefuture. Releasetendsto let usdwell on the eventsof the
present moment, and our sense of the passage of timeaswel | asof causa relationsmay weaken. We may
still think about the past or the future, but these thoughtsare not linked to positive or negative eva uations.
Thiscorrespondsto theway inwhichweentertain relationsof willingnessand unwillingnessto other places
and to eventsthat do not occur wherewe are. We can for instance wish that we were somewhere el se.
Non-willing hasapropensity tolet usthink about the eventsof our present place; but if we happento think
about other places, it cleansesthese thoughts of value comparisons.

Willing directsour focus. weareinterested inthoseareas of our internal and externa world that appear
to be conduciveto the satisfaction of our will. We can for instance concentrate on some object weareable
hear or see, and exclude other possible objectsto afaint and indistinct areaof awareness. Or perhapswe
pay particular attention to athought or an emotion, and are scarcely aware of thefact that therearebirds
singing. Inthiscasewe can also say that our focus expresses our senseof what isimportant, or expresses
inaconcreteformajudgment of vaue. Still another formulation could bethat concentrationisafunction of
willing, whichinitsturnisafunction of evaluations. Moreover, willing can be considered akind of focus
itself, becauseit attaches usto quite specific statesof affairsthat wewould liketo seeredized. Willing, like
al formsof attention, givesour mindsand livesacertain direction bothintimeand in space. It connectsus
totheworld, but it also narrowsand closes off our mindsthroughitsfocusing power.

Releaseisstate of unfocused receptivity or opennessinwhich our mindsarewidely aware of every-
thing that we are capabl e of experiencing. In an ultimately unfocused state of awarenessweare equally
awareof everythingintheexterna world andinour inner being. Sinceall kindsof foci may not beinflu-
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enced by our will, release does not necessarily take usto complete openness but rather to astateinwhich
our focuswandersaimlesdy; but to the extent that willing either directsour focus, or isakind of focusitself,
releaseinducesreceptivity to theworld. It enables usto experiencetheworld more comprehensively than
inacondition of will-directed concentration.

Many spiritua traditionsand philosophershavereferredin their writingsto phenomenathat resemble
thedispogtion | haveherecalled release. Without going into adetailed discussion of smilaritiesand differ-
ences between theidea of release and these rel ated concepts, let mefirst of all mention Buddhist non-
attachment and Jain equanimity. Thesenotionsrefer to theimportance of not clinging to trans ent phenom-
ena, and according to many interpretationsthey aso Sgnify anon-evauative attitude towardsthe events of
our lives. Taoist wu wel meansnot forcing thingsthrough will-power, and often this concept isassociated
with non-purposive behavior. Inthe Christian Europe Meister Eckhart praised the virtue of detachment
whichisessentialy non-willing (1981, pp. 285-294). The quietist current within Christianity hassimilarly
emphasized rdleasefromwilling. Inthe history of philosophy, Stoicindifferencetowardsthat which does
not depend on usisaclear example of setting aside evaluative thinking. One of Schopenhauer’smain
themeswas cessation of willing asakind of liberation (1966, fourth book), and Heidegger’strandators
usetheword ‘releasement’ to denote Gelassenheit (2010; on Gelassenheit see a so Achenbach 2000),
agtatethat involvesnon-willing. Krishnamurti’s (1975, ch. 3) ideaof undiscriminating awareness comes
closeto my conception of release as unfocused awareness. Ernst Junger’s (1995) image of an anarch
exemplifiesmental distanceto social rolesand norms. | do not wish to suggest that these writersand
traditions have the same concept of release as| have described, but to recognize thefact that my idea of
releaseasnon-willingisnot acompletely original notion.

Reasonsfor release: peace, joy, and experiencingtheworld asit is

We do not necessarily get what we want, or succeed in avoiding the thingswe are averse to; the
material or non-material price of achieving the objects of our will can be higher than we expected or
wished for; the satisfaction we get from those objects may belessintense or more ephemeral than we
foresaw. These pointsdo not imply that we should not will at all. Our own interestsand the interests of
other beingsare possible sourcesof reasonsfor willing, and in practice most people seemto recognizethe
motivating power of at |east thosereasonsthat relateto their own primal, mostly inborn necessitiesof life
such asnutrition and shelter: we havetowill and develop plansif weareto surviveandto livethekinds of
liveswe consider good. Thisimpliesthat we need to exercise focused perception and focused thinking
(seeRand 1964, ch. 1). However, willing doesexpose usto avariety of cares, anxieties, frustrationsand
other negative moodsand emotions. To agreat extent thisexposureiscaused by the unavoidablefact that
our power islimited. Weareinescapably hel plessin theface of the events of our environment and of our
own bodiesand minds.

L etting go of the burden of willing isessential for relaxation and tranquility. Thisiswhy theword
‘release’ seemsappropriatefor non-willing: non-willing asletting go of one'sgrip setsonefreefrom anxiety
about theworld and one'sown being. Willing isabond that connectsusto theworld, and freedom from
thisbondage appears as peace. Welive effortlesdly or at |east without forcing thingsin astate of non-
attachment to our self and theworld. Sincewe do not have any wishto control theeventsof theworld and
to makethem conformto our will, thereisnofear of lossor failureether. Releaseislightnessand airiness
of spirit.

The peace of mind brought about by non-eva uation can be accompanied by ajoy that hasno causeor
reason gpart fromthefact of one'sexistence.? Thisjoy isnot about any specific person, thing or event but



Arto Tukiainen 1217

concernstheworld assuch. Thefeelingsthat resembleit theleast are such as sorrow and anxiety about
particular states of affairsin theworld. Often these non-rel eased feelings exclude and repel release, but
sometimeswe can feel sorrow or anxiety together with second-order released joy. Thiscombination
expressestheideathat even if the details of our livesare not asthey should be, we can still accept our
existenceassuch.

Tranquility and joy asreasonsfor release cannot in practice be separated from perceptual reasons
relating to thefact that wide awarenessenablesusto experiencetheworld asitisinitself instead of merely
experiencing it asaresourcefor our desiresand projects (see Hadot 1995, p. 254; Lahav 2008). If our
mindsarepurified fromwilling, weareableto experiencetheworld inanimpersonal way: releasefromthe
worldisat the sameareleaseinto the world as such. It letstheworld be asit isindependently of our
focused takeonit. Thisworldisnot necessarily myworld; or to expressthiseven more pointedly, thislife
doesnot haveto bemy life.

Inastate of wide awarenessuseful spatia distinctionslosetheir relevance, and even the possibility of
making them cannot betaken for granted, for thereisno focused awarenessthat would offer astarting
point for these orientations. This concernsthe distinctions between up and down and | eft and right. Unfo-
cused awareness of everything that happens can a so develop into asensethat the distinction betweenthe
internal and the external blurs. Thesetwo aspectsof our livesare alwaysan inseparablewhole. There
cannot logically beany insgdewithout an outside, or outsidewithout aninside, and thetemporal end of the
internal world isalso the end of the external world (and we have no way of knowing what, if anything,
remainsof theworld as such after theinternal world hasvanished). But sometimestheinternal aspect of
our livesisso near to the external world that thereisno clear difference between thesetwo at all. Inthis
stateit isdifficult to say whether something iswithin or without us. The dimension of depth that usually
exists between the observing subject and the observed object becomeslessdistinct. EGo asaseparate
point or entity vanishestogether with focused awarenessand theinsideit creates. Sincethe possibility of
opennessrequiresan inside and an outside, thefuzzinessof thisdistinction impliesthat theapplicability of
the concepts of openness and receptivity becomes suspect.

| mentioned abovethat releasetendsto let usdwell on the eventsof the present moment. However,
often it would be more appropriate to say that in the same way asrel ease reduces the applicability of
gpatia concepts, it makesthe distinctions between the past, the present and the futurelessuseful thanthey
areinastateof willing. Inmany casesreleaseismoreaccurately described asatimelessor non-tempora
experience, for to the extent that the past and the future cease to concern us, we do not think of our
experience ashappening in the present either. The experience occurs, but notintime.

Release as a virtue

If weregard virtuesasthe menta dispositionsthat increasethe probability of our being abletolivewell
(Tukiainen 2012), rel ease should be counted among the virtues. It contrastswith will-related virtuessuch
asproductiveness, carefulness, resilience and desirefor justice. Many virtues have both will-related and
released aspects. Mercy, for instance, iswillingnessto overlook wrongsand defects, but it can also be
released kind of | etting thingsbe. Courage canimply both resol ute action in fear-inspiring circumstances
and aresigned readinessto | et frightful things happen. Accepting thispossibility may lead to releasefrom
fear. Temperance can mean leaving thingsundone or aone; and thisform of rel ease hasbecomeeven more
central than beforein our timesof disastrousexploitation of nature.
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Thevicesthat correspond to release derivefrom, or areidentical with, excessively strong or exces-
svely numerousattractionsand aversions. Theconcept of excessivenessoftenreferseither to unhealthiness
or toimmordity. Thusadesrefor foodisnot commonly regarded asaviceunlessit endangersone shealth
or isdirected towardsimpermissible objects; and whereasdlight irritationisnot usually called avice,
constant anger that causesharmto otherscan be seen asone. Nevertheless, therootsof viceareinthewill
itself, however weak and smpleit may be.

Attractionsand aversionsthat signal addictiontoworldly statesof affairsarevices. Addiction means
inability tolet go of one’ swill and itsobject: an addicted person cannot change hiswill if hewantsto, and
inthissenseheisnot free. Desiresthat uphold our hedlth areusually not called addictionsalthoughweare
unwilling and unableto let go of their objects. Desirefor nutrition, for instance, isnot regarded asan
addiction evenif it makes us extremely dependent on theworld. Theless securethe conditions of the
satisfaction of our will are, themore seriousthisviceis. Although exercisesand preoccupationsof themind
can beobsessions, they aretypically less precarious and thuslessviciousthan addictionsin theworld of
senses. Thevirtuethat isopposed to addiction isindependence. | ncreas ng independence meansincress-
ing virtuousness.

Stubbornnessisanother vice of strongwill. A stubborn person clingsto hisprojectsevenin circum-
stancesthat evidently do not favor their completion. Hemay a so be so keenly attached to histhoughtsthat
no evidencewill convince him to abandon them. Thevirtuethat correspondsto thisviceisflexibility. A
flexible personisready to change hisplanswhenever it becomes gpparent that hisorigind wishesaregoing
to bethwarted, and keeps his mind open to new ideas and perspectives when faced with evidence and
rational arguments.

Strong and numerous bondsof will to theworld arevicious, but excessiverelease canasobeavice.
Theviceof negligenceislack of care about one'sownvitd interestsand thevita interestsof other beings.
Negligence about eating, for example, meansnot paying proper attention to one’ shealth. Extremenegli-
gence about thewell-being of other people can be considered immoral.

Sincetheopposteof non-willingisstrongly willingamultiplicity of things, thevirtueof releasecandso
becalled smplicity. Smplicity helpsusto avoid complicationsof lifethat arisefrom our having too many
aims. Itisnot self-restraint or self-control but rather absence of desiresthat need to be modified and
moderated by will. Anattitude of smplicity cannot be one of salf-importance or self-assertion, and neither
isit compatiblewith duplicity. Smplicity isopennessand lack of premeditation. It eschewshurry and status
competition. Infact smplicity excludesal kinds of val ue comparisons between one’sown situation and
that of others. Complete smplicity may not be possible because of our primal desiresand aversions, and
thesame appliestothevirtue of release.

Opennesstorelease: theway of perception and theway of thinking

Becoming released cannot intheend signify awill toquit willing, becausewilling reaseistill willing.
Althoughwe cannot directly bring about rel ease by deliberationsand actionsthat aim at non-willing, we
can nevertheless attune oursel vesto experiences and conditions of life that make usopento being re-
leased. Opennessto releaseincreasesthe probability of release.

Release requires suspending eval uative judgments and attitudes. Thereare at |east two waysto exer-
cisethissuspension: theway of perception and theway of thinking.
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Theway of perception to opennessto rel easeisunfocused, undiscriminating awareness. whilewilling
directs, or is, our focus, unfocused awareness of our internal eventsand the external worldis, or tendsto
produce, release. Perceptud indiscrimination meansthat we do not divide thingsinto theimportant and the
unimportant, into thosethat areworth noticing and those that can beignored. We ceaseto affirmrelations
of perceptua preferenceand thuswean oursel vesfromwilling and unwillingness. Our thoughtsand fedlings
changefreely without aims, and our awareness does not pay specific attention either to them or to their
possible correlatesin the sensory world. It doesnot give aspotlight to painful and destructive currents, and
thereisno encouraging engagement with pleasurable and constructive movementseither. Thisdisengage-
ment alowsattractionsand aversionsto taketheir courseto their end; and continual exerciseof unfocused
awareness hopefully makesour streams of positive and negativewilling weaker not only whilewe are
exercising release but when we are active and focused.

Wide awareness can perhaps best be practiced in astate of immobility (sitting or lying, for example),
but it isalso compatible with movementsand bodily exercisesthat do not requirethinking ahead. The
movements may be physically demanding, but they should bewell-practiced and even automatic. Ex-
amplescould includewalking, running, svimming, gymnastics, stretching, cross-country skiing, archery,
andtai chi chuan. Eating and drinking can beritualized to an extent that allowsfor release. More gener-
ally, any processof our livesthat doesnot cal for planning or other formsof anticipation of thefuturecan
bean occasionfor practicing wide awareness. Peaceful sightsand flowing soundscapes such asbreaking
ocean wavesand el ectronic ambient music canincreasethe probability of areleased state of mind. Soli-
tudeisabenefit but not arequirement. (Theway of perception to opennessto rel ease enablesusto see
distinctly that philosophical practice doesnot awayshaveto includetalking. It does not even haveto
involvethinking about somespecificissue)

The practice of unfocused perception requirestenacity but becomesgradually easier and morenatural;
andinfactit can become sointegrated to our lifethat calling it at an exercise makesit sound too separate
and replaceable. After someyearsof practicewe can spend several hourson endin astate of relatively
wide awareness. With practice we can a so alternate between focused and unfocused modes of con-
sciousnessmore and more quickly.

Thetemporal boundary lines between focused and unfocused awareness are not sharp: our thoughts,
feelingsand senses can be at different distancesfrom the two extremes of being completely focused or
completely unfocused. For instance, we can concentrate our thoughtswhile our sense of sight remains
unfocused, and even our thoughts can belessthan totally focused. Thismeansthat our exercise of non-
willing can partly continuewhilewe are performing our worldly tasksinamoreor lessfocused stateand
exercising our will; and practice can liberate larger areas of our consciousnessfrom thegrip of focused
attention.

All of our desiresand aversionsmay not disappear from our mindswhilewe areexercising unfocused
awareness, but these promptings do not lead to action. Wide awareness thus weakens the connection
between thewill and itsexpression in action. One essential benefit of thisexercisefor our periods of
focused awarenessisthat it createsroom for deliberating whether we should act on our impulsesor merely
pay attention to them. Wide awareness makes us capable of enduring non-action, and thisisbeneficia in
case our actionswould be harmful either to usor therest of the biosphere. Neglect of desiresand aver-
sonscan asoleadtother withering.

It isadvisableto exercise non-judgmental awareness when we observein our thoughtsor feelings
awningsand beginningsof what we suspect might devel op into strong attractionsor aversions, and avoid
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feeding and inflating them by our evaluations. Stilling astrong will ismore uncertain and takesmoretime
than | etting ayoung and undevel oped will dwindleand vanish.

Focusing on somefeature of our experiencetypically impliesthat we consider it worth concentrating
on, but it does not necessarily mean judging that feature good or bad. We can for instance be specificaly
awareof our state of fear without trying to avoidit. Thiskind of focused, yet non-judgmental awarenessis
amidway point between unfocused awareness and focused awarenesswith evaluationsand willing. We
canpracticeit if weareunableto exercisefully unfocused perception.

Opennessto rel ease can a so be enhanced by thinking about thefact that we do not necessarily know
what we have areason to will, and that we may not even be ableto know this. There aretwo general,
interrel ated lines of argumentation for thisconclusion. Firstly, we may not know all thefactsthat our
eval uations should depend upon. We cannot predict thetotal consequences of the choiceswe can now
make, anditisnot possibleto know al thedetailsof the coursesof action we could have chosen but infact
did not choose. Regretting our past choicesis often based on the questionabl eideasthat we can compare
theresultsof our actual choiceswiththeresultsof somealternative choices, andthat al of these possible
linesof future eventswereto some sufficient degree within thereach of our cognitive powersat thetimewe
had to make our choice. Regret could be replaced by mercy towardsour former self. Secondly, evenif we
assume that we know all the non-evaluated facts, we may not be able to know how much value the
possibleobjectsof our will haveinthemselvesand inrelation to other potential aimsof life. For example,
itisnot evident that we can know which of the available courses of action will havethe most beneficia
impact on our happiness. The thingsthat we desire may turn out to be burdensome or otherwise less
valuablethan we anticipate, and thethingsthat wefear might actually be sourcesof joy. Perhapswe have
to sacrifice so many other valuablethingsinlifein order to achieve our favored aimsthat it isquestionable
whether we should adopt them at dl. Although our will cannot dwaysbeinfluenced by reasons, pondering
these bewildering facts concerning the limits of our knowledgeislikely to make usmorereceptiveto
release. Eval uative confusion can developinto asubsiding will.

Often wewant to continuewilling even if wedo not have any certainty about the rightness of our will;
and theaim of rel easing arguments does not have to be complete non-willing and non-action but removal
of excessive anxiety and sorrow from our minds by understanding the possibly unavoidable element of
blindnessabout what we should will. If we cannot know what we should will, our choice must beto some
extent random, and thereisno reason to takeit heavily. Second-order rel easethrough an acknowledgment
of ignorance brings usdistance and calmnesswith respect to our orientations.

Second-order releaseisespecialy natural inthefrequent caseswhere several possible objectsof our
will appear to usequally good or equaly bad. Sincethereisno reasonto prefer any particular path, wecan
make our choicewith equanimity. Evenif therenow appear to bedifferencesof value between our options,
we can try to adopt an even second-order temperament by reminding oursalvesof thefact that wemay not
yet havedl theinformation weneedin order to form abalanced judgment of theissue. Perhapsfurther
experienceswill show that our preferential desires and aversionswere based on mistakes. As Seneca
optimistically says about seemingly bad circumstances (2004, p. 90): "In any situation of life you will
find delights and pleasures and relaxationsif you are prepared to make light of your troubles and not |et
them distress you [...] So you have to get used to your circumstances, complain about them aslittle as
possible, and grasp whatever advantage they have to offer: no condition is so bitter that a stable mind
cannot find some consolationinit." And smilar points gpply to seemingly excellent conditionsof life: itis
quite possible that they are not as good as we now imagine them on the basis of the information that is
avallabletous.
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Moreover, itisuseful to takeinto account beforehand al the conditionsthat we may end up in despite
our plans, and to balancein our mindstheir positive sideswith their adversefeaturesto the extent that this
ispossible. Thispreparation enablesusto be more opento release in the present, and to prevent excessive
distressor dationif those unplanned events actualy take placeinthefuture. Balancing the good with the
bad asoincreasesour flexibility by detaching our mindsfromal predictable outcomes.

Releasein philosophical counseling

From the standpoint of release philosophical counseling should be seen asaprocess of dissolving
evaluative thoughtsand attitudesthat bring about problemsof life. The purposeisnot so muchto solve
them astolet go of them and to makethem disappear: these philosophical problemsareexpressionsof our
will, and non-willing makesusfree of them. To the extent that we can define our salf asacluster of amsand
the patternsof lifethat theseamsmotivate, rel ease counsaling seeksto free usfromthe problematic parts
of the selvesthat we have become. It should be emphasized that releaseisjust one of the virtuesthat
counsdling seeksto encourage. Non-willing hasto be complemented by virtuesof willing (Tukiainen 2010).

Release-inducing counsdling involvesthinking about thefact that we may not be ableto know how we
should proceed inour lives, or how we ought to eval uate the present and the past. It al so takes serioudly
theideathat there might not be any uniquely correct answersto our questions concerning theright path of
life. These thoughts may paralyze the counselee’ swill, and she can become more attuned to rel ease.
Counseling thusincludeswhat | have called the way of thinking to opennesstorelease; and againitis
crucid to noticethat release does not always haveto befirst-order non-willing without aimsand planning
but rather apeaceful second-order attitudetowardsfirst-order life-orientations.

Although counseling requires some concentration and istherefore not anideal timefor exercising
unfocused awareness, these sessions can inspire the counsel eesto enter the path of perception to open-
nessto releaseand to stay onit despitedistractions. Counsdling isalso agood occasionfor bringing up the
general ideaof release and thereasonswe havefor practicing thisvirtue. Counsel ors can advocate way's
of lifethat incorporaterel ease, just like they encouragethe development of will-related virtues.

Helping the counsel eetowardsrel ease can be especialy worthwhilein threekinds of situationsthat dl
feature concernsabout life-orientation. First of al thisisthe case when the counse ee hasmutually incom-
patibledirections of will and cannot decide between them; secondly, whenitisnot certain that shewill
reach her goalseven if she managesto decidewhat shewill do or what kind of attitude shewill try to
assume; and thirdly whenitisunclear that shewill really get happier by attaining her aims. These descrip-
tionsareamost waystrueto someextent; but even when they are evidently true, counselorsmay easily
follow ahabit of tryingto find the uniquely best solutioninstead of promoting release.® Metaphorically
speaking wedream of foreseeabl e pathsto known destinationsevenif reality isoften morelikeapathless
terrain or at most beginnings of pathsto uncertain destinations. Instead of trying to solve the counselees
problemswith them by delineating aclear road ahead, counsdl ors should sometimes push them further into
uncertai nty and to suggest release. Thiscan bewiseeven if the counsd eesthemselveswould liketo have
definitegoalsand plansin their lives(seea so L ahav 2006).

Freedom from thinking about our present aimsand theavailable meansof reaching them givesusmore
room for spontaneousideasand attitudes. Release can therefore bean origin of unforeseeablechangesin
the counsdleg’slife: instead of preoccupying herself with her pre-existing self and trying tofind satisfaction
initsterms, she becomes open to unexpected possibilities of thinking and being. L etting go of her self can
lead to atransformed self. With someluck thistransformation reflectsamore authentic and truthful con-
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ception of the counselee’ sinner being, and enables some obscurely perceived but essential partsof it to
enter amore clearly recognized areaof reflection and action. Sincereleased ways of understanding our-
selvesand our world do not emerge at will, receiving them often requireswaiting and patience.

Oneimportant facet of philosophical counseling isshowing what releaseisin practice: there canbe
pockets of aimlessnessin the process of philosophical counseling itself. A released counselor letsthe
conversation devel op without apreconcel ved agendaand remains open to new conceptionsand mean-
ings. Surprising associations between ideas and observations might motivate the counsel eeto try out
something similar by herself. If the counseling session includeswalking, taking unexpected turns can
strengthen the seeds of rel easein the mind of the counsel ee. Suddenly pointing out somethingin the sur-
roundingscan also haveabeneficia effect.

Conclusion

Thereisadifferencebetweenwill-affirming and will-quieting philosophica counsding. Whiletheformer
hel ps counsel eestowards more compl ete fulfillment in the pursuit of their aims, thelatter reducesthe
harmful effectsand concomitantsof such pursuitsby questioning thenecessity of havingams. Whereasthe
former helpsthe counsel eesto examinetheir current self in an effort to construct amore coherent and
better grounded sdif, thelatter seeksto create distanceto the self and to foster self-abandonment. Whereas
will-affirming counseling often nurturesideas of striving and success, will-quieting counseling inclinesto-
wards accepting, and even recommending, non-striving and indifferenceto success.

Thesetwo approachesto philosophica counseling correspond to different rel ationshipstotime. Will-
affirming counsdling incorporatesthe conception that lifeisaseriesof stepsintime. Ultimately we haveto
ask oursalveswhat kinds of aimswe should adopt during the course of our entirelife. Will-quieting coun-
seling reflectsthe notion that lifeisnot primarily amatter of looking forward or backward intime, but a
timelessevent. We do not think about the moment of our death and the span of timeit putsthelast limit on.

Contemporary philosophersare often membersof relatively will-affirming cultures, and might there-
foreexaggeratetheweight they place onwill-affirmation. Will-affirmationisnecessary, but rel ease asan
attitude towardslife may be worth seriousconsideration aswell.*

Notes

1. If we understand our self (or ego) as a set of aims that motivates us and gives direction to our lives,
release as non-willing and non-action can be regarded as freedom from the self. | will return to this point.

2. Werecall Rousseau’s (2004, p. 88) description of the purefeeling of existence: “But if thereisastate
wherethe soul can find aresting-place secure enough to establish itself and concentrateitsentire being there,
with no need to remember the past or reach into the future, wheretimeisnothing to it, where the present runs
on indefinitely but this duration goes unnaticed, with no sign of the passing of time, and no other feeling of
deprivation or enjoyment, pleasure or pain, desire or fear than the smple feeling of existence, afeeling that
fillsour soul entirely, aslong asthis state | asts, we can call ourselves happy, not with apoor, incomplete and
relative happiness such aswe find in the pleasures of life, but with a sufficient and perfect happiness which
leaves no emptinessto befilled in the soul.”

3.1 do not claim to know that looking for solutionsisapreval ent approach among philosophical counse-
lors. There are to my knowledge no research results concerning thisissue. Searching for solutionsis never-
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theless a possible way of seeing what counseling is essentially about, and on the basis of my experience |
believeitisafairly widespread phenomenon.

4. | would like to thank the anonymous referees of Philosophical Practice for their valuable comments
onmy article.
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