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Vairagya, a Sanskrit word most commonly translated as non-attachment, at its 

essence involves remembering who we are.  While these two ideas may seem 

unrelated, perhaps they aren’t.  What causes us to attach ourselves to things, people, 

ideas?  Ultimately it is the need to satisfy the ego.  But when we remember the essence 

of who we are, beyond the ego, that need no longer exists. 

 

The concept of non-attachment is not to be confused with detachment.  These 

two words do not have the same connotation despite their similar definitions.  

Detachment connotes dispassion, irrelevance, non-involvement, complacency, uncaring, 

heartlessness.  Non-attachment, on the other hand, connotes freedom, release, 

openness, caring without demanding, unconditional involvement.  Detachment involves 

emotional or physical absence or abandonment.  Non-attachment allows for presence at 

a deep level since there are no expectations, no conditions, no strings attached.  

 

Unraveling our attachments can help us shift into non-attachment.  Attachment 

shows up in our lives in many ways.  One symptom of attachment is looking for a 

particular experience as opposed to seeing what the experience has to offer us.  This 

immediately takes us out of the present moment and into the future.  We ask ourselves, 

“where is that feeling I expected to have?” or “why isn’t this happening the way I 
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thought it would?” keeping us in our expectations rather than opening us up to the pure 

experience in the moment.  Another symptom of attachment is a feeling of disturbance.  

When we find our peace disturbed, it is most likely due to an attachment—to something 

we want (raga), something we want to avoid (dvesa) or something we are afraid of 

losing.  Another symptom of attachment is a need to control.  We try to control things 

when we need them to be a certain way.  And why do we need them to be a certain 

way?  Because often we let them define us.  A belief, person, situation, or outcome 

identified with or “owned” contributes to defining us so it needs to be how we see it, 

want it, causing us to try to control it.   If there is no identification with or ownership of 

a belief, person, outcome, then who we are, how we see ourselves is free from that 

belief, person, outcome, and we have no need to control it.    Attachment is about the 

ego or about the future:  how I am perceived or where it will take me.  Vairagya, non-

attachment, is possible when the ego is quiet and the True Self blossoms, helping us to 

remember who we really are. 

 

Vairagya leads to Kaivalya, freedom.  It untethers us.  We cannot be derailed 

from our lives—our peace of heart & mind—by the choices and behavior of others.  The 

freedom inherent in the Seventh Chakra is sacrificed when its shadow side, attachment, 

takes hold.  Freedom is only possible when we take no ownership of, have no 

identification with, the details of our lives.  Imagine having velcro exposed on the 

outside of your body, allowing things to attach to you, and then watch yourself be 

whisked through life by the decisions, circumstances, etc of those things to which you 
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are attached: your spouse embarrasses you; your child gets into trouble with the law;  

someone you regard highly believes the opposite of what you believe.  When practicing 

vairagya, these situations no longer derail us from living our lives fully, joyfully. 

 

So, instead of focusing on what vairagya is not—attachment—let’s explore what 

it is.  It is the posture of “let come and let go,” living with open hands and open heart to 

let things—beliefs, people, situations, possessions—come into our lives and to let them 

go from our lives when they no longer belong.  When we hold onto things so tightly, 

there is no room and no energy to move in a different direction.  “We need to let go of 

who we are in order to become who we can be.” (Ambika Wauters, Tao Wisdom)  The 

breath is the perfect metaphor to help illuminate this concept.  If we hold onto the 

breath that comes in and do not let it go, we suffocate; we die.  So as we hold tightly to 

something, it kills us; yet if we let it come AND let it go, it brings us life.  We can also be 

attached to letting the breath go, attached to getting rid of things in our lives, protecting 

ourselves.  When attached to letting go, we can’t let come.  If we grasp the out breath 

and hold onto it, we can’t take a new breath and we die.  We need both; we need only 

think of the breath to be reminded of this Truth.  So when finding ourselves holding 

onto something, look at it as our breath and trust that if we let it go, what we need will 

come as naturally as our next breath.   

When we remember who we are—a spark of the divine, containing all of the 

same characteristics of the flame:  truth, love, light, peace, joy, compassion, kindness—

we have no need to own, identify with, hold on to, attach to our possessions, 
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reputation, spouse, children, parents, career, etc.  These come and go, and our 

equilibrium is maintained as we transition in a career or divorce or death.  We feel the 

human emotions of grief and loss, fear or sorrow, but these do not take hold and 

suffocate the love, light, peace & joy that we are.  These varied emotions co-exist with 

the essence of our being.  We can be at peace even as we grieve the loss of a loved one.  

We can laugh at a memory we shared. We can cry, feeling deep sorrow and help others 

in their sorrow.  While life as we’ve known it may come to an end with a significant 

transition, it is not we who come to an end.  We are not the roles we have.  So vairagya 

becomes a natural practice through remembering that—remembering who we are. 

 

In closing, I share this story: 

A Chinese farmer has a stallion. One day the stallion runs away. The village people come 
to him and say, "Ah, such bad news!" 
The farmer shrugs, "Good news, bad news, who knows?" 
 
A few days later the stallion returns with three mares. The village people come to him 
and say, "Ah, such good news!" 
The farmer shrugs, "Good news, bad news, who knows?" 
 
The next week the farmer's son breaks his leg taming the wild mares. The village people 
come to him and say, "Ah, such bad news!" 
The farmer shrugs, "Good news, bad news, who knows?" 
 
A month later the Chinese army comes and demands all the young men soldier age. The 
farmer's son does not have to go because of his leg. The village people come to him and 
say, "Ah, such good news!"  
The farmer shrugs, "Good news, bad news, who knows?" 
 
And so it goes... 
  
This is non-attachment, Vairagya! 
 


