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			Learn to let go

			
					Problem: while the idea of letting go is at the heart of many self-help books, it remains somewhat mysterious, and it is hard to know what we actually need to get rid of in order to live in the moment. Moreover, it is difficult to understand what living in the moment actually means.

					Aim: to realise that, while we cannot always change the course of events, we can adjust our outlook and the way we see things.

					FAQs:	Does everyone find it equally difficult to let go?

	Do children find it easier to let go?

	What makes it difficult for us to let go?

	To what extent should we let go?

	What is the best way to let go?




			

			We hear about letting go all the time nowadays, but few of us really understand what it means. It is often presented as an obligation, an objective to reach and something that does not take much effort. Most of us will have been told to “just let it go” when we were worried or stressed. However, letting go is no mean feat when we find ourselves mired in problems.

The Swiss philosopher Alexandre Jollien invites us to “let go, even of letting of go1”  (Petit traité de l’abandon, or “Little Treatise of Abandonment”); in other words, we should not consider letting go as a new constraint, but rather as an opportunity to relax by accepting certain unpleasant events or situations that are out of our control without blowing them out of proportion. However, this does not mean that we are adopting a defeatist or passive attitude – quite the opposite, in fact!
The story below, which is often used in psychology classes, will give you a better understanding of this concept:

In Malaysia, there is a traditional monkey-hunting practice that involves cutting a coconut in half, scraping out the flesh and replacing it with a few grains of rice, before closing it again, leaving a small opening. The monkey is enticed by the coconut hanging from a tree and puts its hand in it to get the rice. When the coconut closes again and traps it, it cries out and whimpers even though it could simply take its hand out and escape from the hunters. The monkey does not let go of the rice and save itself because it is too attached to its spoils. We do the same thing! Rather than taking a step back and putting things into perspective, we stubbornly cling to our thoughts.

The fact that we are thinking beings who tend to make things difficult for ourselves means that we have a lot more worries than monkeys, but it also means that we have the ability to observe ourselves and correct our behaviour, so that we are no longer guided by our reflexes.

This guide aims to give a more precise definition of the concept of letting go, introduce you to a range of techniques to help you to let go and help you to put these techniques in practice depending on your situation. It bears repeating once again that letting go does not mean giving in or accepting defeat, but is actually a way of improving your wellbeing!

		



1 This quotation has been translated by 50Minutes.com.


		
			Understanding how to let go

			Control and attachment: the opposite of letting go

			To understand the concept of letting go, we first need to consider its opposites, namely control and excessive attachment.

			Control

			We use points of reference established from childhood onwards to adapt ourselves to the world. Our upbringing, environment and personality all shape our outlook on the world. This provides us with consistency and makes our interactions with our surroundings more or less harmonious. Controlling, or at least trying to control, a situation, reassures us. When we lose our grip on events, stress takes over us.

			“I call the crèche at least three times a day to reassure myself that everything is going well with Harry, and generally it is. The supervisors tell me that there’s no point calling and that it gets in the way of their work a bit, but I can’t bring myself to go a whole day without reassuring myself that things are going well. If I don’t call, I can’t stop worrying.” (Charlotte, 29, mother to a 6-month-old baby)
“I feel very uncomfortable on planes, even though I have to fly several times a month, mainly to Africa and Europe. I reassure myself by reading a little book that explains how planes work and the minimal risk I’m running the night before every flight. When I’m on the plane, I tend to watch everything, and as soon as I see something unusual I call a steward or hostess to ask them about it. That destresses me, and I feel as though I’m taking charge of the out-of-control plane, which is my biggest fear.” (Michael, 42)

			Attachment

			Attachment means granting importance to values, ideas, feelings, the elements in our environment and, of course, people. Our ego and personality make us believe that it would be very difficult to abandon these attachments, that we would be unhappy if we did not have them, or even that we could not live without them.

			We must recognise that everything that has been a part of us since childhood is the material that we use to build ourselves, and it can therefore be used to change ourselves. The past inspires feelings of regret and nostalgia and, on a more harmful level, a great deal of suffering, anxiety and even depression.

			As an example, we can consider the situation of the Inuits in Greenland, who have been undergoing major environmental and cultural changes (the spread of Western culture, the loss of their nomadic lifestyle, melting ice sheets and disruption to flora and fauna) for years. All these changes have resulted in the disappearance of the traditional, ancestral way of life that the indigenous inhabitants depended on for their mental and physical balance. Alcoholism, depression and obesity, which had never troubled the region before, have emerged as new public health problems. The suddenness of the cultural change did not give them time to take a step back, find new ways of living and therefore move past the feeling of loss. 

			Time also plays a vital role in the attachment process, because it helps to anchor people in their environment: the longer you stay in the same apartment, the more objects, furniture and memories you will accumulate and the harder it will be to move. You will be sad to leave the place that was the setting for so many experiences. You may also move because of a sudden negative event, such as a burglary, but this reaction is more like fleeing than letting go.

			Our brains: another obstacle to letting go

			Our brain’s natural function is to think. We are constantly thinking without even realising it, and when we reflect we sift through this jumble of thoughts. However, when our brain is put under too much pressure, it stops working as it should. This natural tendency is heightened in the modern world, as the internet, smartphones and other electronic devices attract our attention all day long and constantly take up space in our thoughts. These new instant sources of communication are an additional source of pressure in our already stressful daily lives. In addition, we are now facing information overload, which is not a good thing and gives us a very complex and often harsh outlook on the world. Besides this, as we get older, we take on more and more responsibilities: children, work, the challenges of stepfamilies, money worries, and so on.

			This excess of responsibilities and information clutters up our brain, leaving it unable to work smoothly. We are overwhelmed, which makes it very difficult to let go. This is why it is so important to unburden ourselves, clear our minds and get back to the things that really matter. Our brains need calm and empty space to work – even if this empty space is an illusion, because our brains are always working.

			We can start by calming all the noise and agitation that we can do without. For example, we could choose to stop responding to texts and emails as soon as we receive them. Similarly, we do not have to listen to the news every day. We need to begin by clearing out, as we cannot bring good things into our lives without first emptying our minds of everything that is weighing us down.

			Survival mechanisms

			Control and attachment are two adaptation and survival mechanisms which, paradoxically, can also make us unhappy, imprison us and stop us from living life to the full.

			If we have a very clearly defined vision of the world and do not want to change it because we think it represents an ideal, we will not adapt to life and will fail to embrace everything it can offer us. Life is complex and changeable, and it is truly important to be aware of this. Humans have known about this reality for many centuries thanks to the concept of impermanence, which appears in Eastern philosophy and has been observed in a slightly different form by many Western philosophers since Antiquity.

			
				
					The concept of impermanence

					As an example, we can take the notion of impermanence as it appears in Buddhism, which, along with yoga, is the most popular Eastern philosophy in Europe. Impermanence, also known as Anitya, is one of the characteristics of all things: nothing is unchanging, and everything is born, evolves and ends up disappearing. This state of impermanence causes suffering (dukkha). Buddhism teaches that things that are impermanent are not satisfying and cause suffering, because we have a natural tendency to become attached to things. The bonds we form with the things and people around us reassure us and seem to fulfil us. However, somewhat paradoxically, this impermanence allows spiritual advancement. Impermanence and the resulting suffering allow us to become aware that our minds are very inconsistent and subject to our emotions. This awareness then drives us to improve ourselves.

					The path to enlightenment involves stabilising our minds and detaching ourselves from our emotions. Meditation, which is the main way of reaching enlightenment, will allow our minds to resist suffering. The enlightened person becomes stable in an unstable world. However, stability requires us to accept this changing world.

				

			

			In reality, we are born, become children, adolescents and adults, and then get old; we embark on new projects, meet new people and lose people. Some experiences are pleasant and support our development, while others seem unpleasant, unfair and completely useless, and we feel that they only make us go backwards.

			Of course, it is possible to sort through all that to only keep the best experiences, but we can also tell ourselves that it is the sum of our experiences that makes us more human and empathetic. Empathy is a positive feeling, both for us and for other people. All humans can feel suffering and joy, and understanding this makes us empathetic and leads us to universal love and, consequently, a certain peace of mind.

			Why is it so difficult to let go?

			As we have seen, the main obstacles to letting go are disruptive emotions and thoughts, which stop us from living our lives in a more adapted, fluid way. Alongside this, some attachments can also cause us pain when the bond is broken, for example by:

			
					the loss of a loved one, whether following a death, a separation or moving away;

					the loss of a job;

					moving house;

					the decline of our youth, health, physical condition, and so on.

			

			In these cases, it is particularly challenging for us to accept the situation as it is and acknowledge that we cannot change anything, no matter what we do.

			This difficulty in letting go can also be seen in small everyday things that consume our energy, such as:

			
					stubbornly trying to find a solution to a problem that has been troubling us for a long time;

					worrying about things that are not fully under our control, such as our children’s results at school;

					wanting other people to see us as perfect.

			

			All these elements stop us from letting go and living with a more peaceful state of mind.

		


		
			How can I let go?

			The keys to letting go

			Accept your limits

			The first thing to do is to accept the limits of reality and recognise your own limits. The former are defined by material limits: time, space, and so on; while the latter are psychological (am I patient? Do I have a particular gift for languages or maths?) and physical (am I healthy enough to run 100 metres?).

			The second kind of limits are flexible to a certain extent, which is rarely the case with the external physical reality. We can illustrate this with a very simple example. If I want to cross a stream with no bridge without getting my feet wet, I only have two options: either I cross it and get wet, or do not cross it. If I get angry or frustrated, or if I stubbornly wait for the stream to dry up (which could take quite some time!), this means that I am refusing to accept the limits of reality. On the other hand, if I accept this physical reality, I can decide to walk alongside the stream until I find a dry part, or accept the unpleasantness of walking with wet feet and shoes, in the knowledge that they will dry in the end.

			
				
					Change the way you look at the world

					Here is a little exercise to change how you look at things when you are in a bad mood.

					First of all, get a piece of paper and write down everything that has been troubling you and putting you in a bad mood lately. When you have finished, close your eyes. Imagine that you are walking through a beautiful park on a glorious summer morning. The air is calm and you can hear birds singing. You can feel the morning dew and the gentle heat of the sun’s rays as they shine down on your face, and you can smell roses and jasmine. As you are walking, you pass other walkers; they smile at you and you smile back. Everything about your walk is perfect.

					When you feel ready, open your eyes. Go back to your piece of paper and see how your point of view on things has changed. If you want to, you can write down how you feel about your problems now and make a note of the changes.

					Do the exercise again every time you are feeling down and reread your old notes. They will help you to put things into perspective and remind you of the incredible power of your mind.

					This exercise will show you that it is possible to change the way you view things. No matter what your circumstances, your mind remains free. Becoming aware of this is very important and will help you in all situations in life.

				

			

			Obviously, we cannot work on accepting our limits until we know about the world around us and, more specifically, about the factors in a problem. This means that small children cannot carry out this kind of work. When they cry or throw a tantrum, it is

			
			Accept your emotions

			
			
			
			
				
					
					
					
							Avoid isolating yourself. It is important to stay in touch with other people, both loved ones and more casual acquaintances, and to communicate. Other people’s help and empathy will strengthen your morale and self-esteem.

							Keep living normally (work, go shopping, maintain your social life). Holding on to little everyday things and telling yourself that each of these things is vital will make you feel better. It is essential to grant importance even to things that may seem trivial (going for a walk, looking out at the street, watching your child, and so on).

					

					
					
				

			

			Observe your thoughts

			
			
					Constantly dwell on the past. As there is nothing we can do to bring it back, continually thinking about the past only feeds our bitterness and sadness. However, it is still possible to draw constructive conclusions from our past experiences.

					Fear failure. Fear of failure paralyses us, but if we embrace challenges, we can evolve and develop.

					Fear the future. Being afraid of things that may or may not happen in a more or less distant future will stop us from moving forward. Of course, there will be unexpected things, but they are part of the beauty of life. It is much more constructive to recognise what we can really control and work on these things are well as we can.

					Worry about other people. Worrying about someone is not necessarily a sign of love, and worrying too much about one of your loved ones will not help them at all. Quite the opposite, in fact: they may end up lacking confidence in themselves and their abilities.

					Picking faults in ourselves. We all have our flaws, but the good news is that we all have good qualities too. Faults and qualities are what makes each individual interesting and valuable.

			

			
			Techniques for letting go

			Breathing

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					when you breathe out, exhale anger and sadness;

					when you breathe in, inhale joy, confidence and peace.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			Relaxation

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Meditation and mindfulness

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Walking. Focus on the contact of your feet with the ground, pay attention to your breathing and observe what you feel in your body.

					Washing and getting ready. Pay attention to the water as it touches your skin and the smoothness of the soap.

					Meals. Chew slowly and savour the flavours, tastes and textures of the food you are eating.

					Cooking. Cook simply, but appreciate every product you use and put your heart into what you are doing, whether you are preparing food for yourself or for other people. Something as simple as chopping vegetables can be a very rewarding experience.

					Listening to other people. Listen closely to the other person and be as empathetic as possible; do not judge, observe what their words make you feel and let them pass.

					Playing with a child. Put yourself on their level and share their joy and laughter without overthinking things.

			

			A few other ways of letting go

			
			
			A few final tips
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