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PREFACE
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Do | really exist?

-

Why am | me,
and not someone else?.

Why am | me, and not someone else?

Nemo, Mr. Nobody (2009)
Image source: Pinterest
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A LETTER FROM JONATHAN

Good day, my friend!

Welcome to the Q2-2025 edition of my blog's newsletter series! |
am delighted to continue the journey with you.

As you may have seen in the previous page, | decided to start the
edition with a memorable quote from the movie Mr. Nobody (if
you haven’t watched the film, I highly recommend you do it):

“Why am | me, and not someone else?”

Have you ever asked yourself something similar? Like, "Why this
body, these eyes? Why am | here? Who am I?"

Do these questions sound a little ‘dumb’? Like, why bother? Any
chance to make a living out of tackling them?

And yet, don’t you think there’s something really... humane in
doing so?

| remember as a kid pondering these existential questions - long
before any philosophical terms entered my vocabulary. Just out
of pure curiosity. Even though | could not come up with any
satisfactory answers, | felt quite content reflecting on them.

This inquiry into one’s , | believe, lies at the heart of
what it means to live a conscious, meaningful life. It's less about
finding a neat, static definition to put on a shelf, and more about
engaging with an ongoing process of being & becoming - a
theme | would like to explore within the pages of this edition.
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A LETTER FROM JONATHAN

The concept of "self" may, indeed, feel abstract, almost meta-
physical. Who is this "I" that perceives, feels, and navigates the
world? How much of it is an enduring core, and how much is an
ever-evolving story shaped by one’s experiences, choices, con-
nections, and the very air one breathes?

| do not aim to present definitive pronouncements within this
edition. If anything, my own journey has taught me the value of
finding a certain comfort in the not-knowing - and of trusting the
deeply personal process of discovery.

So, what can you expect as you turn these pages?

We’ll begin by unveiling the ‘I’ - what this thing called
"self-identity" means, as well as its impact on one’s life.
From there, we’ll examine the Self’s nature - how different
schools of thought across fields tackle with its various
aspects, the challenges one may face on the path towards
self-realization, and the essential qualities to persevere
despite these roadblocks.

Then, we will go over a collection of practices designed to
help one consciously define and cultivate an identity that
feels authentic and aligned.

Finally, we’ll finish the exploration by reflecting on a few
thoughtful voices in the fields of psychology & philosophy -
plus some inspirational stories & words to ‘light the fire
within’.

My deepest hope for this edition is not to provide you with ans-
wers about who you are, but rather to offer companionship,
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perspectives, and perhaps a few well-placed signposts on your

own path of self-discovery. The true exploration, the most mean-
ingful insights, will always arise from within your own heart and

experience!

Let us turn the page and embark on this shared inquiry with
open minds and curious spirits, shall we?

All the best!

Jonathan M. Pham
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THE QUEST
FOR IDENTITY

Knowing yourself is the
beginning of all wisdom.

Aristotle
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1.1. WHAT IS THIS THING CALLED “1"?

When the phrase ‘self-identity’
comes up, what springs to your
mind?

For many of us, the immediate
answers might be our name,
our profession, the roles we
play like “parent” or “friend,”
perhaps our prominent person-
ality traits - “I’m an introvert,”
“I’m ambitious,”’ or even our
hobbies, “I love hiking.”

These are, undoubtedly, parts
of how we describe ourselves to
the world, and to ourselves. But
do these labels truly capture
the entirety of who you are?

Is your identity merely a collect-
ion of roles, characteristics, and
preferences, or is there some-
thing more profound, some-
thing deeper at its core that
these descriptors only hint at?

Let’s start with a preliminary
idea: Self-identity is the dyna-

mic and evolving understand-
ing of who we perceive our-
selves to be. It’s far more than a
static list of qualities; it’s a liv-
ing process shaped by our in-
nermost experiences, our per-
sonal history, the web of our re-
lationships, and the world that
surrounds and interacts with
us. Think of it as both an inter-
nal compass that guides our
choices and the unfolding story
we continuously author about
who we are and are becoming.

The concept of “self-identity” is
closely related to, yet distinct
from, a few other psychological
terms that are helpful to know:

e Self-concept often refers to
the more descriptive and
evaluative picture we hold
of our own abilities, attri-
butes, and characteristics.
It’s the “who | think | am”
inventory.

e Self-imageis acomponent
of this, specifically how we
see ourselves, which is un-
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1.1. WHAT IS THIS THING CALLED “1"?

der the influence of many
factors.

e Self-esteem, then, is the
emotional charge on that
self-concept - how we feel
about who we perceive
ourselves to be, the value
we place onit.

Sometimes, you may hear peo-
ple referring to “self identity”
with terms such as “personal
identity”, the “sense of self”, or
simply the “self”. From an acad-
emic perspective, these terms
are not quite the same. Howe-
ver, here, we will consider them
as pointing to the same pheno-
menon and use them somewhat
interchangeably to refer to that
complex, multifaceted experi-
ence of individuality, personal
existence, and our ongoing in-
quiry into “who I am.”

To truly appreciate what self
identity might encompass, it’s

enriching to peer through vari-
ous “windows” - different fields
of human inquiry that each off-
er unique tools and insights in-
to this complex phenomenon.

A. The psychological lens: The
‘mechanics’ of self

Psychology provides us with
practical, empirically grounded,
insights into how our sense of
self develops, how we experien-
ce it, and how it functions in our
lives. It helps us grasp some of
the tangible aspects of who we
are. Key concepts include:

e Identity formation: The
journey, especially promi-
nent in adolescence but
truly lifelong, of forging a
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coherent and consistent
sense of who we are.

e Self concept & self esteem:
These form the content
and evaluation of our
self-perception.

e Personality traits: Those
relatively enduring pat-
terns in our thinking, feel-
ing, and behaving that con-
tribute to our uniqueness.

e Memory: The thread that
weaves together past expe-
riences, present aware-
ness, and projections of a
future self, creating a sense
of continuity.

Psychology also illuminates
how the self is, in many ways,
“intersubjective.” It exists not
just in our private conscious-
ness, but also in how we imag-
ine others perceive us, and in
the interplay between the “I”
(the subjective experiencer) and
the “me” (the self as an ob-

ject of our & others’ reflection).
Our interactions and interpreta-
tions of how others see us cons-
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tantly shape this sense of “me.”

B. The sociological lens: The
self in society

Sociology broadens the view,
highlighting how profoundly
our identity is shaped by the
social structures and cultural
contexts we inhabit. It reminds
us that we are not formed in a
vacuum.

Our social roles (as a parent, an
employee, a citizen, a friend),
group affiliations (based on cul-
ture, nationality, or even shared
interests), and the overarching
narratives of our society all con-
tribute significantly to defining
who we believe ourselves to be
and how we fit into the world.

C. The neuroscientific glimpse:
The brain and self

A newer, yet rapidly advancing,
perspective comes from neuro-
science. While the mystery is far
from fully solved, neuroscience
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is beginning to map how the
workings of our brain activity
contribute to our continuous
sense of being a distinct indivi-
dual, self-awareness, and even
memories. It’s a complex and
evolving field, offering fascinat-
ing glimpses into the biological
underpinnings of our subjective
experience of self.

Recent research is revealing
that self-awareness isn’t tied to
a single brain spot but involves
widespread brain networks.
Crucial areas, like parts of the
prefrontal cortex, help weave
our memories together to form
a consistent sense of who we
are over time, and damage here
can indeed impact our identity.

What’s intriguing is that, prac-
tices like mindfulness have
been shown to change brain ac-
tivity related to how we process
and experience our ‘self’,
potentially contributing to a
healthier, more adaptable self
perception.

1

D. The philosophical quest:
Questions of being

Philosophy, for millennia, has
been the arena for grappling
with the most fundamental
questions about the nature of
the self and existence. It invites
us into deeper introspection
and critical thinking.

Some core philosophical inquir-
ies relevant to identity include:

e The nature of the self:
What constitutes the “I”
that thinks, feels, and ex-
periences? Isitasoul, a
mind, a process, or some-
thing else entirely?

e Personal continuity: What
makes you the same pers-
on across time, despite all
the physical & psychologi-
cal changes? This involves
age-old questions, some-
times explored through
thought experiments,
about how we remain re-
cognizably “us” through
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the flow of change.

e Consciousness: What is the
role of conscious experien-
ce in defining who we are?
Is it central to our identity?

e Existentialism: Briefly, this
branch of philosophy em-
phasizes our freedom and
responsibility in creating
our own meaning and, by
extension, our own self, in
a world that may not offer
inherent purpose.

It’s worth noting here that
much of Western philosophical
thought, historically, has placed
a strong emphasis on the idea
of a core self that demonstrates
sameness and continuity over
time.

The challenge of defining self-
identity is magnified when we
consider the vast diversity of

Western cultures have
often emphasized concepts
of personal independence,
individual achievement,
and a view of the self as a
distinct, autonomous, and
continuous entity.

In contrast, many non Wes-
tern cultures (including In-
digenous, Asian, and Afric-
an traditions) promote a
more interdependent view
of the self. Accordingly,
identity is understood
through its connections to
family, community, nature,
and social roles. Concepts
like the Buddhist notion of
anatta (no-self/ non essen-
tial self) highlight imper-
manence rather than endu-
ring sameness; while Con-
fucian thought emphasizes
relational identity, where
the self is defined through
its harmonious participa-
tion in social relationships.

philosophical and cultural view- Given these perspectives - the
points around the world. contrasting emphasis on endur-
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ing “sameness” versus inherent
“impermanence” or “relationa-
lity,” crafting a single definition
of self-identity is challenging, if
not impossible.

Your physical presence,
your body as a vehicle of
experience in the world.
Your psychological make-
up, encompassing your
memories, personality
patterns, beliefs & values.
Your roles and relation-
ships, which connect you
to others and to society.
And crucially, the stories
and narratives you weave
about your life to make
sense of it all.

As you may see, the idea here is
to cultivate a more inclusive,
“transcendent” view that:

Perhaps instead of a definitive
answer, let’s think of identity as

our ongoing engagement with
the questions of who we are.
It’s about what it means to be
you - how you connect with
your past, envision your future,
what makes you distinct from
others. This includes:

Your subjective feeling of
being a continuous person,
that inner sense of “I-ness”
that experiences life.

13

Focuses on the universal
human “concern” or the
“questions” about identi-
ty, rather than presuppos-
ing a single, fixed answer.
Embraces multiple dimen-
sions - the felt sense, the
physical, the psychologi-
cal, the social & the narrat-
ive - knowing that identity
isn’t just one thing.
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e Acknowledges the “felt psychological continuity, relat-
sense” of continuity as a ional roles, or the imperma-
common human experien- nence of all things, the ques-
ce, which is a starting point tions and experiences related to
for discussions, without identity remain profoundly
making it the sole, abso- central to the human condition.
lute criterion for identity.

e Avoids locking into one And even if we accept that our
specific metaphysical ba- identity is subject to change,
sis for identity (e.g. does the practical need to recognize
not insist that identity is individuals over time for social,
only a soul, the body, or moral & legal reasons remains.
psychological states).

e Allows for the dynamic & Most philosophies and societal
evolving nature of identi- structures, even those emphasi-
ty, acknowledging that zing impermanence, offer ways
who we are may change to understand this perceived
and develop later. continuity in daily life.

Whether one’s personal convic-
tion or cultural background pri-
oritizes an enduring core self,

14
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1.2. WHY CARE ABOUT IDENTITY?

So far, we’ve affirmed there is
something significant to this
concept of “self” or “individual-
ity”; something that warrants
our sustained curiosity, honest
introspection, and dedicated
reflection. It’s not just an abs-
tract puzzle for thinkers; the
nature of who we perceive our-
selves to be touches every
aspect of our lives.

But why is understanding it so
crucial? What real difference
does it make to embark on this
journey of self-discovery?

Have you encountered stories
where knowing something’s -
or someone’s - “true name”
grants a special kind of insight
or power?

Across cultures and throughout
history, names have often been
considered far more than mere
labels. They’re seen to carry

deep meaning, reflecting line-
age, destiny, even the very
essence of one’s personality.

A “true name,” in this almost
mythical sense, is imagined as
the very core of a person’s
being, their authentic self.

This yearning to grasp one’s
fundamental being echoes in
ancient scriptures. The Book of
Exodus recounts the encounter
of the prophet Moses with God
on Mount Sinai. As he was
about to be sent on a mission to
liberate the Israelites, Moses
asked God what his name was,
to which he received the reply:

IAM WHO | AM.
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1.2. WHY CARE ABOUT IDENTITY?

As human beings, we all wish to
not just have an identity, but to
realize & affirm our own unique
existence and nature. From this
self-knowledge, our sense of

place in relation to others & the
world itself begins to clarify.

The concept of a “true name”
holding deep significance is a
recurring motif in humanity’s
collective storytelling, from phi-
losophical dialogues to epic ad-
ventures and modern tales.

e In Plato’s Cratylus, Socra-
tes explores if names are
conventional sounds or if
they can possess a “natural
correctness,’ reflecting the
true essence of the thing
named.

e InUrsulaK.LeGuin’sA
Wizard of Earthsea, the ma-
gic of the world is intrinsic-
ally tied to knowing the
true names of things and
beings. Learning these
names grants power, and
the protagonist Ged’s

16

journey is largely about
mastering this responsibi-
lity, including the perilous
path to knowing his own
true name.

Similarly, in Christopher
Paolini’s Eragon, the true
name of any being holds
immense power; discover-
ing one’s own is a pivotal
moment of self unders-
tanding and central to a
character’s destiny.

In Kung Fu Panda 2, the
protagonist Po’s plaintive
question, “Who am 1?”
drives his entire arc. While
not explicitly about a
magical “true name”, Po’s
concern was about the
truth of his origins & being,
the discovery (and accept-
ance) of which is key to
unlocking his inner power.
Rey’s journey in the Star
Wars saga also echoes this,
as she grapples with ques-
tions of lineage, belonging,
and her place in a galaxy-
spanning conflict, seeking
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to comprehend the forces
that shape her identity.

e Hayao Miyazaki’s master-
piece, Spirited Away, por-
trays the peril of losing
one’s name and identity.
When Chihiro enters the
spirit world, the witch Yu-
baba steals her name to
control her. Another char-
acter, Haku, also has his
name stolen, trapping him
in servitude. Their libera-
tion hinges on remember-
ing and reclaiming these
true names.

e Inthe world of Yu-Gi-Oh!,
the plot revolves around
the Nameless Pharaoh,
Atem, whose quest to reco-
ver his forgotten name is
linked to restoring his me-
mories, his identity, and
fulfilling his destiny.

While these tales may involve
elements of fantasy or mystic-
ism, they all share a theme: the
‘“true name,” or true self it re-
presents, holds power. Know-
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ing it is key to gaining power
over oneself. This isn’t necessa-
rily about external control, but
an inner, psychological, and
existential empowerment.

While the ‘true names’ in the
above-mentioned narratives
typically carry a whisper of
magic or myth, their enduring
appeal lies in a deeper truth
they mirror about our own
lives. Specifically, the journey
to understand our self-identity
- to connect with that very core
of our being - is an endeavor of
profound and practical import-
ance. It points towards a more
centered, insightful, and potent
way of navigating existence.

With this understanding of why
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such self-knowledge is likened
to discovering a powerful ‘true
name, let us now delve into the
specific ways a clearer sense of
self may benefit us.

The value of identity of
course is that so often with
it comes purpose.

Richard Grant

The desires for meaning, pur-
pose, and belonging - things
that make life more than mere
existence - are not superficial
wants but deeply ingrained hu-
man needs. Sociology has long
underscored our intrinsic need
for social integration, not just
for support, but to find our uni-
que place and derive meaning
within a collective context. If
these needs go unmet, one is
likely to feel adrift, a sense of
something vital missing from
their life.

18

Beyond these drives, there
exists a quiet yet powerful hu-
man intuition: the sense that
our individual existence, in its
unique manifestation, should
somehow matter. The psycholo-
gist Erik Erikson once articula-
ted this when he wrote:

We all dimly feel that our
transient historical identi-
ty is the only chance in all
eternity to be alive as a
somebody in a here & now.

What does this deep-seated
urge to be a ‘somebody’ truly
signify for us?

Erikson’s insight points towards
the role our felt sense of indivi-
dual identity plays in imbuing
our fleeting lives with personal
meaning and resonance. It
highlights the unique configur-
ation of awareness and experi-
ence that each of us embodies -
the specific lens through which
we, and only we, encounter the
world.
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This isn’t about a yearning for
public acclaim or extraordinary
status, but rather about the in-
timate, subjective conviction
that this particular stream of
consciousness, this life that is
‘mine,’ possesses a distinct
quality and offers an unrepeat-
able perspective on existence,
regardless of how outwardly
modest our circumstances
might be.

When we connect with & articu-
late this personal self-identity,
we transform what might other-
wise feel like mere biological
duration into a vividly lived ex-
perience of being a particular
individual - someone with a
unique narrative-in-progress, a
distinct viewpoint that contri-
butes to the human mosaic, and
an irreplaceable presence in the
here and now. The feeling of
‘mattering’ as this specific
‘somebody’ is one of the most
powerful wellsprings of mean-
ing we tap into, fueling our en-
gagement with life.

19

So, how does knowing who we
are connect to these fundamen-
tal aspirations and affirm this
vital sense of being a significant
‘somebody’?

e Finding your ‘place’

Knowing yourself - including
your core values, passions, in-
herent strengths, and perspect-
ives - is like possessing an inter-
nal map, guiding you towards
your “place”: a state of authen-
tic alignment in the broader
world, within your communi-
ties, and in your relationships.

This isn’t about contorting
yourself to fit in or conforming
to external pressures. A clearer
self-identity empowers you to
seek out and cultivate environ-
ments, roles, and connections
where your authentic self does
not just survive, but can truly
thrive. It lessens the feeling of
being overwhelmed by infinite
choices and provides a coher-
ent sense of direction, which in
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turn fosters a healthy sense of
personal agency and perceived
control over your life’s journey.

e Aninternal compass

Self-knowledge makes it easier
to resist distractions or influen-
ces not aligned with your core
identity and goals. As such, you
become better equipped to pri-
oritize your actions, energies,
and commitments. The friction
between your desires, actions,
and core beliefs is lessened.
This alighnment is the heart of
what it means to live authentic-
ally - when your external life
begins to more closely mirror
the truth of your inner world,
instead of being swayed by ex-
ternal expectations, societal
scripts, or a “false self” cons-
tructed primarily to please
others or avoid disapproval.

e Cultivating true belonging

When you understand your core
identity, you become better

20

equipped to discern what kind
of relationships and communi-
ties will be genuinely nourish-
ing and supportive. You begin to
recognize ‘your tribe’ - those
individuals who resonate with
your values/ passions, and
accept you for who you truly
are, fostering an environment
of mutual growth.

This stands in stark contrast to
attempts to belong made with-
out self-awareness, which only
give rise to superficial connect-
ions, a lingering sense of aliena-
tion even amidst a crowd, or the
exhausting charade of
maintaining a false persona.

A clear self-identity allows you
to show up as you are, paving
the way for deeper, more mean-
ingful bonds.

Consider, for example, some-
one who discovers through self-
reflection that empathy and
collaborative problem-solving
are central to their being. This
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realization not only steers them
towards a career path that feels
inherently meaningful (perhaps
in mediation, community deve-
lopment, or a leadership style
that fosters teamwork) but also
guides them towards friend-
ships and groups where these
qualities are cherished and reci-
procated. The result is, most of
the time, a powerful synergy of
purpose and belonging.

At the same time, it’s also cru-
cial to recognize the courage of
aligned non-belonging. A strong
sense of self provides the clarity
and fortitude to disengage from
groups, relationships, or situa-
tions that compromise your
core values or authentic self.

This discernment is vital; some-
times, true belonging to oneself
and to what matters most
means first acknowledging
where you don’t belong, there-
by freeing you to find or create
spaces where genuine connec-
tion truly is possible.

21

Life, in its essence, is a dynamic
unfolding, rarely a straight or
predictable path. It is marked
by constant transitions - career
shifts, the evolution of relation-
ships, the natural process of
aging, moving to new places -
and punctuated by unforeseen
disruptions like loss, illness, or
sudden setbacks. No one is
exempt from navigating these
currents of change.

While these periods may be
challenging, unsettling, and
even disorienting, how we
weather these storms is signifi-
cantly influenced by the clarity
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and resilience of our internal
sense of self.

Unfortunately, many succumb
to a “fragile sense of self” - one
that is:

e Overly reliant on external
validations: Perhaps your
sense of worth is almost
entirely tied to your job
title, your social status, a
relationship, or constant
approval from others.

e Vaguely defined or poorly
understood: You might
have a hazy notion of who
you are, lacking clarity on
your core values, beliefs, or
intrinsic strengths.

e Rigid and unable to adapt:
Your self-concept might be
so fixed that any experien-
ce challenging that defini-
tion feels like a threat,
making integration of new
realities difficult.

e Notrooted inintrinsic
values or a stable inner
foundation: Your identity

22

might be built more on
shifting external factors
than on deeply held,
internal principles.

When an identity is such fragile,
even predictable transitions, let
alone sudden disruptions, can
lead to personal crises - i.e.,
feeling lost, overwhelmed, or as
if one’s entire world is shatter-
ing because the supports that
propped up that identity have
changed or disappeared. In
fact, many life problems - such
as chronic indecision, a persist-
ent fear of commitment, perva-
sive dissatisfaction despite
outward success, or difficulty
coping with loss - are frequent-
ly rooted in unresolved ques-
tions, insecurities, or a lack of
clarity about one’s identity.

Below the level of the
problem situation about
which the individual is
complaining - behind the
trouble with studies, or
wife, or employer, or with
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his own uncontrollable or
bizarre behavior, or with
his frightening feelings,
lies one central search. It
seems to me that at bot-
tom each person is asking,
‘Who am |, really? How can
I get in touch with this real
self, underlying all my sur-
face behavior? How can |
become myself?’

Carl R. Rogers

So, how does a developed, flexi-
ble, and well-understood self-
identity help us navigate these
challenging waters?

e Continuity & coherence

A strong sense of self offers a
stable thread of “me-ness” that
persists even when external
roles or circumstances change
dramatically. It’s the feeling of,
“Even though X has changed in
my life, | know who | am at my
core, and | am able to navigate
from that center.”

23

e Framework for
interpretation

When disruptions occur, a clear
identity, rooted in your values
and life narrative, allows you to
make sense of these eventsina
way that aligns with who you
are. Instead of feeling purely
chaotic or like a passive victim
of circumstance, you have the
capacity to frame the experien-
ce within your broader unders-
tanding of your life’s journey.
For instance, a difficult career
change might be framed not as
a personal failure, but as an
unexpected detour that opened
new avenues for self-discovery.

e Adaptive responses

Knowing your core values & pri-
orities helps you make choices
during transitions that are con-
ducive to your long-term well-
being (e.g. addressing a conflict
calmly rather than reactively,
based on awareness of your
value for respectful communi-
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cation). This prevents reactive,
fear-based, or self-defeating
decisions springing from confu-
sion/ a threatened ego.

e Reduces self-sabotage

While not a magic shield against
distress, a strong internal com-
pass makes one less prone to
prolonged despair/ extreme
withdrawal (like the phenome-
non of hikikomori, where one
isolates themselves completely
- a response that highlights the
dangers of a fractured connec-
tion to self & society). A ground-
ed identity provides an internal
source of worth and meaning
less dependent on fluctuating
external conditions.
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In the social jungle of
human existence, there is
no feeling of being alive
without a sense of identity.

Erik Erikson

A robust self-identity is far from
a self-absorbed or isolating pur-
suit. Instead, it is a vital ingredi-
ent for enriching one’s social
lives and deepening human
connections.

The journey inward to know our
own depths doesn’t just change
how we see ourselves; it funda-
mentally reshapes our percep-
tion of and engagement with
everyone around us.

e Authenticity invites
authenticity

With self-knowledge comes
self-acceptance, and with self-
acceptance comes the ability to
present one’s genuine self.
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There’s less need for pretense,
less fear of vulnerability. As
such, it creates an atmosphere
of safety, encouraging others to
lower their own defenses and
be more genuine in return.

e More transparent
communication

A clearer sense of self inherent-
ly facilitates more articulate
and honest communication of
our own needs, boundaries,
values, and feelings. When we
know what feels “right” for us,
we can express it more directly
and constructively. Simultane-
ously, this inner clarity reduces
the tendency to project our own
unresolved issues, insecurities,
biases, or assumptions onto
others - leading to interactions
based more on present reality
than past baggage.

e Seeing beyond the
superficial facades

Being aware of our own compli-
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cated nature sensitizes us to
that in others. It allows us to
look past the immediate roles,
labels, and surface-level pre-
sentations that often dominate
social interactions. We start to
see the person behind the ‘diffi-
cult colleague’ label, recogniz-
ing their unseen struggles, their
own hidden complexities, or
appreciating the unique indivi-
duality of a family member be-
yond our ingrained familial
roles and expectations.

In other words, there is now a
conscious effort to move be-
yond snap judgments and soci-
etal stereotypes, seeking the
human being beneath the exter-
ior. When conflicts arise, those
involved are better equipped to
navigate them constructively
with a greater capacity for un-
derstanding and repair, because
they recognize their shared
complexities.

Itis through such authentic en-
gagement, grounded in a clear
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sense of self, that we truly ‘feel
alive’ in our connections with
others, moving beyond the
‘social jungle’ into a space of
more meaningful human inter-
action.

Without understanding
yourself, what is the use of
trying to understand the
world?

Ramana Maharshi

There’s a popular saying, often
attributed to Albert Einstein
(though its precise origin is de-
bated), that resonates deeply
when we consider the impor-
tance of realizing our nature:

Everybody is a genius. But
if you judge a fish by its
ability to climb a tree, it
will live its whole life
believing that it is stupid.

Indeed, our sense of self is pro-

foundly shaped by how we und-
erstand our intrinsic nature and
how that nature is perceived or
judged - both by ourselves and
by the world around us. When
individuals are primarily seen,
or come to see themselves,
through a lens that does not
match their inherent capabilit-
ies and inner landscape, the
almost inevitable result is a
distorted self-image, diminish-
ed self-worth, and a life lived
with a nagging sense of inade-
qguacy, frustration, or simply
feeling “miscast.”

For a fair selection
everybody has to take
the same exam: please

climb that tree

L- b, ~ -y, ——men

e e - -

Our Education System
“Everybody is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its
ability to climb a tree, it will [ive its whole life
believing that it is stupid.”

- Albert Einstein
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History offers glimpses of this.
Those like Einstein himself, or
Edison, are known for their un-
conventional ways of thinking
and learning - aspects of their
identity - that initially clashed
with the rigid educational or so-
cietal systems of their time,
leading to them being misund-
erstood or undervalued. Their
eventual flourishing often coin-
cided with finding or creating
environments where their uni-
que, innate abilities could final-
ly be expressed. They found
their “water,” so to speak.

At our core, most of us are enga-
ged in a quiet, often uncons-
cious, quest for happiness, con-
tentment, and a life that feels
genuinely worthwhile. Many of
our actions, from the grand to
the mundane, are, in some way,
aimed at moving us closer to
these states of inner well-being.

If we genuinely seek to enrich
our lives - to move beyond
mere existence into a state of
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joyful participation - then re-
flecting on our self identity be-
comes not a peripheral pursuit,
but an absolutely essential one.
It’s about discovering our inher-
ent strengths, our unique quali-
ties, and pinpointing what truly
makes us feel alive and aligned.

How self-identity is the fountain-
head of a more abundant life:

e Asource of peace

The journey of self-discovery
helps clarify our core values,
motivations, innate talents, and
even our recurring emotional
and behavioral patterns. When
you know the “why” behind
your feelings and actions, much
of the inner turmoil born from
confusion or self-judgment be-
gins to dissipate, leading to
greater peace and contentment.
On the other hand, a clear and
internally harmonious self con-
cept acts as a buffer against ne-
gativity and promotes a more
resilient outlook on life.
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e Apathtojoy

When our actions align with our
inner truth, it results in a pow-
erful source of deep-seated joy
and inner harmony. The cons-
tant, draining friction of living
in a way that feels “off” lessens,
making space for a more reso-
nant, satisfying life experience.

e Unlocking potential &
redefining “success”

Connecting back to the fish ex-
ample, when you understand
your “element” - the environ-
ments, activities, and ways of
being that align with your core
identity - you naturally gravit-
ate towards paths where you
not only perform well but also
experience genuine engage-
ment, flow, and a sense of pur-
pose.

This is where true enrichment
lies. “Success,” in this light, is
less about conventional materi-
al accumulation or external ac-
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colades, and more about perso-
nal fulfillment, a sense of con-
tribution, and spiritual well be-

ing.

—

SRR T I
Example: Someone who realizes
through self-reflection that their
core identity thrives on nurtur-
ing and guiding others might
find profound happiness in roles
like teaching, coaching, mentor-
ing, or community care, regard-
less of the external prestige
attached.

Another one, whose identity is
interwoven with intellectual
curiosity and problem solving,
discovers a joyful life through
continuous learning and tackl-
ing complex challenges, perhaps
in unconventional fields.


https://jonathanmpham.com/en/self-awareness/personal-development/coaching/
https://jonathanmpham.com/en/self-awareness/personal-development/mentoring/
https://jonathanmpham.com/en/self-awareness/personal-development/mentoring/

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

1.2. WHY CARE ABOUT IDENTITY?

It is not the accumulation
of extraneous knowledge,
but the realization of the
self within, that constitu-
tes true progress.

Okakura Kakuzo

Do you recognize the enigmatic
figure of No-Face (Kaonashi)
from Studio Ghibli’s animated
masterpiece, Spirited Away? His
story offers a powerful illustra-
tion of the search for identity
and the potential for change.

Initially, Kaonashi is a silent,
shadowy being, seemingly
without a distinct identity of his
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own. When he enters the spirit
world, he discovers that he can
gain attention and apparent
acceptance by producing gold.
However, this path leads him to
become increasingly mons-
trous, consuming others and
absorbing their negative traits -
their greed, their voices, their
superficial desires. Without a
stable inner core, he becomes a
distorted mirror of his environ-
ment’s dysfunctions, his shape
and behavior alarmingly fluid
and reactive.

Yet, Kaonashi’s story doesn’t
end there. The turning point
comes through his interaction
with Chihiro, the anime’s prota-
gonist. Her genuine kindness,
her refusal to be swayed by his
material offerings, and her sim-
ple acceptance of him, even in
his monstrous state, offer a
different kind of reflection - one
not based on greed or fear.

This marks the beginning of
Kaonashi’s transformation.
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Eventually, he finds a measure
of peace and contentmentin a
simpler existence with the
witch Zeniba.

@>. + 32

Kaonashi’s story, | believe, is a
potent allegory for the human
search for identity: without a
robust core self, we are highly
susceptible to external influen-
ces, societal pressures, and the
hollowness of chasing valida-
tion. Yet, it also hints at our in-
nate potential for transforma-
tion when we are touched by
authenticity and begin the work
of cultivating our own.

In today’s world, the emphasis
is so heavily skewed towards
external markers of success -
career achievements, material
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wealth, social status - that the
crucial, often quieter, work of
inner self-understanding is
completely overshadowed.
When personal development is
pursued primarily as a means to
external ends, without a found-
ation, many find themselves
chasing goals that don’t align
with their deepest nature. The
result? A pervasive sense of
“facelessness” - a feeling of
being adrift despite apparent
success, unfulfilled even amidst
accomplishments, or constantly
wearing a mask that doesn’t
quite fit. Such a state may man-
ifest as burnout, chronic dissa-
tisfaction, an existential vacu-
um, or a susceptibility to adopt-
ing fleeting personas in a desp-
erate search for something real.

A clearly understood self identi-
ty, however, is not a static
achievement to be displayed.
Instead, it serves as a dynamic
and essential launchpad for
more profound levels of human
experience:
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e Genuine transformation
(beyond mere coping)

True personal transformation
isn’t just about changing habits
or coping more effectively with
stress. It involves a lasting, fun-
damental shift in our perspec-
tive, character, and our way of
being in the world. It’s an evol-
ution of the self at a deep level.

Knowing your core identity -
your deeply held values, beliefs,
ingrained emotional & behavio-
ral patterns (both helpful and
hindering), and most heartfelt
aspirations - provides the foun-
dation to consciously engage in
this transformative work. It
allows you to realize what parts
of you may need healing or
integration (e.g. a deep-seated
fear of intimacy), what latent
potentials need cultivating (e.g.
a long-dormant passion for art),
and what path you must forge
towards becoming a more
whole and integrated version of
yourself.
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e Path to self-actualization

Humanistic psychology, parti-
cularly through thinkers like
Abraham Maslow, introduced
the concept of self-actualization
— which refers to the intrinsic
human drive to realize one’s
unique potential, to become
everything one is capable of.

A clear and evolving self identi-
ty acts as the indispensable
compass on this journey. It
helps illuminate what those
unique potentials are for you.
Without knowing who you are
at your core - your distinct ta-
lents, passions, and way of see-
ing the world - the quest to
‘actualize’ that self remains an
abstract ideal, unguided and
often out of reach.

e Opening to transcendence

Beyond even self-actualization,
a robust self-identity serves as
the gateway to self transcend-
ence. This involves experiences/
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states of consciousness where
we move beyond a narrow fo-
cus on our individual ego/ per-
sonal story to feel connected to
something larger - be it human-
ity as a whole, nature, universal
principles of love and compass-
ion, or what one might perceive
as a spiritual dimension.

Does that sound a little counter-
intuitive? As paradoxical as it
may seem, a well-integrated
and secure sense of self is actu-
ally the firmest launching pad
for such experiences.

When the ego is not fragile, con-
stantly seeking validation, or
terrified of losing its perceived
boundaries (because identity is
relatively stable and authentic),
itis more ready to ‘let go’ and
expand into these larger con-
nections without the fear of an-
nihilation or fragmentation.
This isn’t about losing a self you
never truly knew, but about a
mature, grounded self finding
its place and connection within
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a vaster context.

Have you ever been through
moments of profound awe in
nature, a deep altruistic love
that moves one to selfless ser-
vice, peak experiences of creat-
ive flow where the sense of a
separate self dissolves, or the
sense of unity often described
in many contemplative/
meditative practices?

| believe that most of us have,
at least once in life. Just recall
them, and you should be able to
understand.

These moments of transcend-
ence are not fleeting curiosities;
they can be profoundly mean-
ingful, bringing with them a
sense of expansive joy, inner
peace, and a powerful feeling of
connection that enriches our
self understanding and inter-
connection with the larger
current of life. They offer a
glimpse beyond our everyday
worries and limitations.
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Why Self-identity Matters

6 Akin to knowing one’s “true name”

The bridge to meaning & belonging

& Better equipped against changes

&= More fulfilling social interactions

Enriching one’s life

The foundation for transcendence

The journey into self-identity, as we’ve begun to see, is therefore far
more than a mere intellectual pastime or a dive into abstract philoso-
phy; it is an exploration central to the human experience. Embracing
the quest to know ourselves is fundamental to living more purpose-
fully and harmoniously.
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A CLOSER LOOK
AT THE SELF

If | could wake up in a different
place, at a different time, could
| wake up as a different person?

Chuck Palahniuk

34
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e What truly determines our
self-identity?

e What are the components
that define who we are?

e How is our sense of self
built and structured?

These questions, while seem-
ingly direct, have no simple,
single answer. Indeed, the enig-
ma of identity has captivated
thinkers and seekers across
various fields for centuries.

For millennia, philosophy has
been the primary arena where
humanity has wrestled with
what it truly means to be a self,
to exist as a distinct “I” in this
vast universe.

One of the most enduring
puzzles philosophers explore is
personal identity over time:
what makes you, the person
reading this, the same individu-
al who existed yesterday, or as a
child in an old photograph, des-
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pite all the changes you have
undergone?

Early on, thinkers proposed se-
veral core ideas about this en-
during “you”:

e The Soul view (also called
the “Simple view”): Many
ancient thinkers, like Plato
and Socrates, and later
philosophers like René
Descartes (with his famous
“| think, therefore | am”),
suggested that our essence
lies in an immaterial soul
or a thinking mind - a core
that remains constant even
as the body changes.

e The Bodily view: Others
have tied identity closely
to our physical being - spe-
cifically, the continuity of
our body, or perhaps pri-
marily our brain.

e The Psychological view:
Philosophers like John
Locke argued that identity
is found in psychological
continuity - an unbroken
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chain of consciousness and
memory. You are “you”
because you remember
being you in the past.

These foundational ideas, each
with their own complexities
(e.g. what happens if memories
are lost, or if consciousness
could theoretically be duplicat-
ed?), open up a wider philoso-
phical dialogue about the self.

€ The nature of our perceived
Self: Fixed core/ flowing river?

Do we have a stable, unchang-
ing core, or is the “self” more
like a shifting current?

Is the self something to be
found, or something always in
process, always redefined by
experience?

While the idea of psychological
continuity, as championed by
Locke, gives us a strong sense of
a continuous self through our
linked memories and aware-
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ness, other thinkers have push-
ed further. For instance, Imma-
nuel Kant argued that for us to
even experience our lives cohe-
rently as our own, there must
be an underlying “unity of con-
sciousness”. He wasn’t necessa-
rily saying what this self is
made of, but that our mind act-
ively structures our percep-
tions to create a unified experi-
ence of being an “I” through all
the flux of sensations and
thoughts.

In contrast, philosophers like
David Hume declared he could
find no such single, stable self -
only a fleeting “bundle of per-
ceptions,” a continuous parade
of thoughts, feelings, and sens-
ations. From his viewpoint, the
“I” we feel so sure of might be
more of a useful illusion, a story
we tell ourselves, rather than a
fixed entity.

From an Eastern perspective,
Lao Tzu claimed that the true
self is found not in a rigid, ego-
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defined identity, but in harmo-
ny with the Tao - the natural,
flowing Way of the universe. For
this, one needs to let go of fixed
notions of “me” and instead
embrace simplicity and sponta-
neity, aligning with this cosmic
current.

More recently, Derek Parfit ar-
gued for a “reductionist” view:
what truly matters for our on-
going existence are varying de-
grees of psychological connec-
tion to past and future selves,
rather than a deep, indivisible,
all-or-nothing “identity.”

€ Identity through creation,
choice, and connection

Regardless of whether there’s a
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fixed core or constant flux, vari-
ous thinkers emphasize our act-
ive role in shaping who we be-
come through our choices and
relationships.

e Self-creation & becoming

Friedrich Nietzsche urged peop-
le to “become what you are.”
For him, identity isn’t about pa-
ssively discovering a pre pack-
aged self, but an active, often
challenging, process of self cre-
ation and self-overcoming. It
involves questioning societal
norms, forging one’s values,
and embracing the fullness of
life to realize one’s potential.

Existentialist philosophers took
the idea of self-creation further.
Jean-Paul Sartre argued that
“existence precedes essence” -
meaning we are born into the
world without a predetermined
purpose or identity. We simply
exist, and then, through our
choices and actions, we define
who we are. Self-identity, for
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Sartre, is a continuous project
of self-making, carrying with it
immense freedom and respons-
ibility.

Albert Camus, similarly, explor-
ed how we can forge meaning
and define ourselves through a
conscious “revolt” against a
seemingly absurd or meaning-
less universe, by embracing all
life has to offer and the dignity
of our personal struggle.

e The Relational Self

Certain schools of thought
highlight that “who I am” is
deeply formed by “who | am
WITH.” Confucius taught that
the self is not an isolated entity
but is realized through our so-
cial roles, responsibilities, and
the quality of our harmonious
relationships with family, com-
munity, and society.

Martin Buber shared the same
perspective in his concept of the
“I-Thou” relationship. He

believed that the “I” comes into
being and finds its authentic ex-
pression not by treating others
as objects (“I-It”) for our own
purposes, but through genuine,
mutual, and present encount-
ers with another “Thou.” Our
identity is awakened in the
space of authentic connection.

Hegel suggested that our identi-
ty is shaped by our understand-
ing of what we are NOT, through
our dynamic relationship with
“otherness” or “non-identity.”
We define ourselves, in part, by
distinguishing ourselves from
the world and others around us.
Without this “non-identity,” the
notion of “identity” itself would
become meaningless, as there
would be nothing from which to
distinguish it. At the same time,
Hegel also argued that things
are inherently self contradicto-
ry and constantly changing. For
instance, a seed is a seed, but it
also contains the potential to
become a plant; in a sense, itis
both “seed” and “not-seed”
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(plant) simultaneously in its
potentiality and process of be-
coming.

As you may see, this quick jour-
ney through diverse philosophi-
cal landscapes might initially
seem to offer more questions
than answers about self identi-
ty. And perhaps that is philoso-
phy’s greatest gift to one’s self-
discovery journey.

It doesn’t hand us a neat defini-
tion, but equips us with critical
thinking tools to assess our own
assumptions about who we are.
It challenges us to look beyond
superficial appearances and
societal pronouncements.

Engaging with these ideas
and reflecting on how they
resonate with our own ex-
perience provide a powerful
way to live a more cons-
cious, examined, and ulti-
mately, self-aware life.
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Beyond philosophy, humanity’s
diverse religious and spiritual
traditions offer another set of
lenses through which to explore
the nature of identity. These
ancient paths, often rooted in
sacred narratives, personal
faith, mystical experiences, and
communal practices, provide
rich frameworks for realizing
who we are in relation to the di-
vine, the cosmos, and our deep-
est human purpose.

@ Your essential nature: Soul
spirit, and innate potential

Many traditions point towards a
deeper, often enduring, core of
being - an essential self that
lies beneath the surface of our
everyday personality.

e Inthe Abrahamic faiths
(Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam), there’s a shared
belief in the existence of an
inner essence termed the
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“soul”. It is generally consi-
dered the seat of our cons-
ciousness, moral aware-
ness, and is widely held to
endure beyond physical
life. Our identity, from this
perspective, is intrinsically
linked to this soul, our con-
nection to God, and the
idea of being created in a
divine “image,’ suggesting
an inherent worth and spi-
ritual potential.

e Hinduism proposes the
concept of Atman - the in-
dividual soul, the true Self,
or the innermost essence
of a living being, distinct
from the fleeting ego. A
central quest is to unders-
tand the Atman’s relation-
ship to Brahman, the ulti-
mate, all-pervading Reality
or Universal Conscious-
ness. Some schools teach
the ultimate identity of
Atman and Brahman (“You
are That”), implying our
truest Self is one with the
Absolute.
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e Across various spiritual in-
sights, there’s a sense of an
innate pure potential or
“divine spark” within each
person - something intrin-
sically good, wise, or capa-
ble of awakening, waiting
to be uncovered & realized.

@ Seeing through illusions:
The Self as process & the path

to freedom

Contrasting with views of an
eternal soul, some traditions in-
vite us to see through the illus-
ion of a fixed, independent self
as a path to liberation. For ex-
ample, Buddhism is known for
its teaching of Anatta (no-self/
non-essential self). This does
not mean we do not exist, but
rather that there’s no perma-
nent, unchanging, independent
“I” or soul at our core. What we
conventionally call our “self” is
understood as a dynamic, ever-
changing process, a temporary
coming-together of five “aggre-
gates”: our physical form, feel-
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ings, perceptions, mental form-
ations (e.g. our thoughts/ inten-
tions), and consciousness. This
“self” is characterized by traits
such as impermanence and
interdependence.

The deep insight into anatta is
not a denial of our lived experi-
ence but a way to free ourselves
from suffering, which arises
from clinging to the idea of a
solid, separate, and permanent
ego. While we DO use a “con-
ventional identity” (our name,
roles) to navigate the world,
true wisdom lies in recognizing
its constructed and transient
nature.

@ Identity in communion: The
Self defined by connection

Many spiritual worldviews em-
phasize that self-identity isn’t
found in isolation but is realized
and finds its meaning through
our connections - to the Divine,
to our community, to nature,
and to all of existence.
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In Abrahamic faiths, identi-
ty is shaped by one’s cove-
nant and relationship with
God, and also by belonging
to a community of faith
that shares rituals, values,
and a sacred history.

Many Indigenous spiritual
perspectives promote a
sense of self interwoven
with family, community,
ancestors, the natural en-
vironment, and the spirit
world. Here, identity is less
about solitary autonomy
and more about one’s
place, roles and responsi-
bilities within this vast web
of relationships.

In Hinduism, the concept of
dharma (one’s righteous
duty, ethical path, intrinsic
role) shapes the individu-
al’s place within the cosmic
and social order, guiding
the Atman’s journey.

The mystical currents with-
in many religions (Sufism
in Islam, Christian mystic-
ism, Kabbalah in Judaism,
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and various Yogic paths)
describe the spiritual jour-
ney as a quest for union - a
merging of the individual
self with the Divine/ Uni-
versal Consciousness, tran-
scending the illusion of se-
parateness. For this pur-
pose, direct experience is
key - and practices such as
meditation, contemplative
prayer, deep introspection,
and ethical cultivation may
come in handy.

Who am I? Not the body,
because it is decaying; not
the mind, because the
brain will decay with the
body; not the personality,
nor the emotions, for these
also will vanish with death.

Ramana Maharshi

While the beliefs, languages,
and practices of religious and
spiritual traditions vary, they
share a universal thread: a re-
cognition of the importance of

realizing the nature of the self.
More than just definitions of
identity, they provide pathways
and supportive communities
that guide individuals not only
to understand who they are, but
also to TRANSFORM or
TRANSCEND limited, ego-bound
notions of self.

In doing so, they help us align
with a deeper sense of spiritual
purpose, meaning, and our con-
nection to a reality far vaster
than our individual experience.

Unlike philosophy and spiritual
traditions, psychology offers an
empirical lens on self-identity,

aiming at its structure, develop-
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ment, and how it functions in
our lives. Rather than focusing
on what makes us the same en-
tity across decades (numerical
identity), psychology typically
explores our qualitative identi-
ty: the evolving content of our
self-concept, personality, and
social place. It asks:

What key characteristics,
roles, beliefs, relationships,
and group memberships (as
we’ll see below) make up
our perceived sense of ‘who
I am’ right now, and how do
these elements interact to
shape our experience?

From a psychological view-
point, our sense of selfisn’ta
single, monolithic entity but is
understood to be comprised of
various intersecting aspects
that together contribute to our
overall identity.

e Personal characteristics:
Our enduring personality
traits (like introversion or
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conscientiousness), unique
abilities, and learned skills.

e Social & demographic
categories: Our age, gend-
er identity, sexual orienta-
tion, ethnicity, race,
nationality, and cultural
background.

e Roles & relationships:

The parts we play in our
families, friendships, pro-
fessional lives, and com-
munities.

e Beliefs & values: Our
guiding principles, moral
frameworks, spiritual or
philosophical outlooks.

e Interests & lifestyle: Our
passions, hobbies, and
how we choose to live.

e Socioeconomic status: Our
social class and economic
standing, which can influ-
ence opportunities and
self-perception.

Over the years, various frame-
works have been proposed to
shed light on how these facets
come together.
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& The inner world: From un-

conscious stirrings to authen-

tic expression

Psychologists have long been
fascinated by the layers of the
self, including those beneath
our immediate awareness, and
our innate drive towards feeling
real and authentic.

Early psychoanalytic
thought, pioneered by
Sigmund Freud, while not
using our modern term
“self-identity,” laid crucial
groundwork by highlight-
ing the influence of the un-
conscious mind and early
experiences in shaping our
inner self and personality,
often through internal con-
flicts that we navigate.

Carl Jung expanded this
exploration with concepts
like the Persona (our social
mask) and the Shadow
(our repressed/ disowned
aspects). He saw the jour-
ney of individuation as a
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lifelong process of integrat-
ing these parts to become a
more whole, unique, and
authentic Self - the regula-
ting center of our psyche
striving for wholeness
(which is sometimes refer-
red to as the “inner God”).
Psychoanalyst Donald Win-
nicott proposed the need
to distinguish between the
True Self and the False
Self. The former, Winnicott
suggested emerges from
our spontaneous, genuine
experiences and our innate
sense of aliveness. On the
other hand, the latter de-
velops as an adaptive (and
sometimes overly rigid)
shield, a way to comply
with external demands,
which may lead to a pain-
ful disconnect from our
core sense of reality and
authenticity. The quest for
identity, from his view,
involves allowing more
space for that True Self to
express itself.
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& The journey of becoming:
How identity develops and

takes shape

Psychological studies have de-
monstrated that our sense of
self isn’t static; rather, it cons-
tantly evolves through distinct
life stages and processes.

e Erik Erikson’s model of
psychosocial development
highlights Identity vs. Role
Confusion as a critical
stage, especially during
adolescence. This is a peri-
od of intense exploration
where individuals grapple
with “Who am 1?” by trying
out different values, be-
liefs, and roles to forge a
cohesive and stable sense
of self that integrates per-
sonal characteristics with
social & cultural realities.

e Building on this, James
Marcia described different
identity statuses (like
identity achievement or
moratorium), illustrating
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the varied paths indivi-
duals take in exploring po-
ssibilities and making com-
mitments. As such, identity
formation is an active, not
always linear, process.

& The conscious “1”: Our per-

ceptions, aspirations, and the
drive to grow

Beyond developmental stages,
psychology also examines how
our conscious experience, self-
perception, and inherent desire
for growth contribute to our
identity.

e William James distinguish-
ed between the “1” - the
active, experiencing sub-
ject, the sense of being a
conscious agent - and the
“Me” - the self as it can be
known and reflected upon,
comprising our material,
social & spiritual aspects.
His theory highlights both
our awareness and the
content of that awareness
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in forming our identity.

e Humanistic psychologists
like Carl Rogers emphasiz-
ed the self-concept (our
organized perceptions and
beliefs about ourselves)
and the importance of con-
gruence. When our ideal
self (who we’d like to be),
perceived self (how we see
ourselves), and actual ex-
periences align, we experi-
ence greater authenticity &
psychological well-being.

e Abraham Maslow, with his
Hierarchy of Needs, viewed
self-actualization as our
highest drive: the ongoing
unfolding of our unique
potentials. This journey is
deeply tied to knowing and
living from an authentic
identity, as it requires us to
understand our genuine
capacities & inner callings.

& Social connections and life’s
interacting domains

Psychology also underscores
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that identity is significantly
shaped by our social context.
The Social Identity Theory by
Henri Tajfel and John Turner
illuminates how our member-
ship in social groups (based on
nationality, profession, shared
interests, etc.) becomes a fund-
amental part of “who I am.” It
explores the psychological pro-
cesses by which we categorize
ourselves and others into “in-
groups” and “out-groups,” and
how this social identification in-
fluences our self-esteem, attitu-
des, and behaviors.
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So far, what psychological sci-
ence reveals with increasing
clarity is that our self-identity is
an incredibly complex cons-
truct. It is continuously shaped
by an ongoing interplay of the
inner world - our thoughts, em-
otions, memories, and even our
biology - and the outer world,
including our social interac-
tions, cultural upbringing, and
major life experiences. While
the self is intricate, it is also, to
a significant degree, knowable
and capable of growth.

Our exploration of how identity
is defined wouldn’t be complete
without considering the pers-
pectives from fields like socio-
logy and cultural studies. Many
modern theories encourage us
to see our self-identity not just
as an internal psychological
construct, but as something
dynamically shaped by, and in
turn shaping, the world around
us (i.e. our broader social and

cultural contexts). Specifically,
many aspects of who we belie-
ve we are - from certain person-
al characteristics to the roles we
inhabit - are influenced by the
cultural “blueprints” we are
born into.

Examples:

e /n many societies, the ‘blue-
print’ for success might em-
phasize certain professions
like medicine or law, subtly
guiding young people to-
wards these paths, some-
times irrespective of their
innate passions.

e Similarly, cultural norms -
like whether it’s ‘accept-
able’ for men to show vul-
nerability or for women to
express anger - can influen-
ce which emotions we ac-
knowledge as part of our
identity & which we learn to
hide, even from ourselves.

Furthermore, much contempo-
rary academic thought suggests
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that we might embody different
facets of ourselves in different
contexts - and that our unders-
tanding of who we are is open
to ongoing reinterpretation
throughout our lives.

What does it mean?

e You might have observed
this in your own life: per-
haps a more assertive, pro-
fessional facet of you emer-
ges at work, while a more
playful, relaxed one with
close friends. These aren’t
necessarily contradictions
or inauthentic masks, but
rather valid expressions of
a complex self adapting
and responding to chang-
ing situations.

e Anidentity largely defined
by a specific career in one
phase of life can definitely
be redefined later. Think of
someone who, for decades,
identified primarily as a
‘corporate manager.’ Later
in life, perhaps through
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discovering a passion for
pottery (a ‘new passion’),
becoming a grandparent (a
‘new role’), or gaining pro-
found perspective from
overcoming an illness (a
‘new insight’), their prima-
ry sense of self might shift
authentically to something
like ‘artist, ‘nurturing
elder, or ‘advocate for
mindful living.

By adopting such a fluid view,
we are free from the pressure of
having to find or adhere to one
single “true self”, and instead
encouraged to embrace human-
ity’s complexity and capacity
for growth.
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The quest to understand who
we are, as we have explored
previously, certainly admits
many approaches. Empirical
avenues, drawing from psycho-
logy, neuroscience, and sociolo-
gy, offer valuable data, illumin-
ating patterns, cognitive mech-
anisms, and the societal cur-
rents that shape us. Simultane-
ously, subjective pathways, typ-
ically walked by philosophers,
spiritual seekers, and anyone
engaged in deep self reflection,
invite us into the inner lands-
cape of consciousness, personal
meaning, and the immediate,
felt sense of being.

While both of these lenses pre-
sent crucial insights, our focus
here will be more on the subjec-
tive character of self-identity.
My own conviction, guiding this
choice, is that for the deep work
of self-discovery and fostering
genuine personal transforma-
tion, an accumulation of exter-
nal facts or theories, while help-
ful, can only take us so far.
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There’s an old piece of wisdom
that says, ‘You can lead a horse
to water, but you can’t make
him drink.’ Lasting changes of-
ten spring from that internal
‘drinking’ - the direct engage-
ment with, and felt realization
of, the nature of our own self.

With this spirit, let us consider
some of the self’s key
characteristics, shall we?

Do you ever feel like you are
more than just one single, con-
sistent “you”? Like, there are
different versions of yourself
that emerge in different situa-
tions, or even coexist within you
simultaneously?

This sense of inner multiplicity
isa common human experience
(this is what | feel about myself
- it has baffled me from time to
time), and it points to a charact-
eristic of our identity: its multi-
faceted nature.
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In the anime Yu-Gi-Oh! (one of one representing hidden
my favorites), the main charact- potential, the other growi-
er, Yugi Mutou, shares his body ng empathy.
and consciousness with the spi- e A collaborative whole: The
rit of an ancient Pharaoh, Atem. two are interdependent -
Yugi is depicted as timid & kind, they learn from each other,
while Atem is remarkably confi- compensate for initial
dent, strategic, and imbued limitations, and together
with a powerful sense of justice. contribute to a more inte-
grated self.

Even though the story depicts
them as two separate entities,
many people have pointed out
that the relationship between
Yugi and Atem can be interpret-
ed metaphorically. Specifically,
they represent two potent,
sometimes contrasting, aspects
or ‘faces’ of a single individual.

They are like: This notion of holding multiple
aspects within a single being is
e Two sides of the same not just the stuff of fantasy; in-
coin: Distinctive, yet comp- deed, studies have shown that
lementary facets that form it is an undeniable part of many
a more complete being. people’s sense of self.
e Manifestations of a perso-
na: Different aspects emer- From a subjective viewpoint,
ging in response to varying our self-identity rarely feels like
circumstances or our own a monolithic block, unchanging

developmental needs - and simple. Instead, it’s more
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like a rich composition - formed
from our various roles (as a par-
ent, a professional, a friend, a
student), passions (the artist,
the activist, the quiet observer
within us), relationships, treas-
ury of memories, evolving be-
liefs and values, and so on.

Identity is never singular
but is multiply constructed
across intersecting and
antagonistic discourses,
practices and positions.

Stuart Hall

€ Many facets, one lived
experience?

As mentioned previously, philo-
sophers and scientists have
long debated the ultimate na-
ture and existence of a singular,
unified ‘Self’ Some theories
point to an enduring core enti-
ty; others describe a bundle of
processes; and some even ques-
tion the existence of any fixed
metaphysical self at all.
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For our self-discovery journey,
perhaps a more immediate and
resonant question isn’t whether
a single, ultimate ‘Self’ with a
capital ‘S’ exists in one particu-
lar metaphysical sense, but ra-
ther: How do we experience
and integrate our undeniably
real and impactful sense of
having multiple facets, roles,
and even seemingly different
‘selves’ within us?

When | was doing research on
the topic, | came across an
interesting online discussion
that | would like to share here:

Q: What defines a person's iden-
tity? Who are we really?

If I asked people | know to desc-
ribe themselves they would like-
ly reply with things like "cow-
boys fan", or "construction work-
er'", or generic traits like honest
or hardworking. But none of
these really make up a person's
identity, those are just your inte-
rests, occupation, or aspects of
your behavior. Is a true self im-
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possible to define? Does it even
exist? Are we just desperate to
have an identity so we use all
these external things we interact
with to construct an identity for
ourselves?

A: This is a huge and complex to-
pic. There are multiple angles to
approach this with emphasis on

different aspects of self and per-
sonal identity.

If you ask two philosophers X
and Y the question: "Does the
self exist?", X may answer "yes"
and Y may answer "no". But at
the same time, X and Y may not
be taking incompatible
positions.

X may elaborate that "yes, self
exists as a narrative center of
gravity", whereas Y may say "no,
self as a metaphysical unity and
center of agency and identifica-
tion does not exist". But there
can be a narrative center (a
bunch of processes constructing
a narrative/ fiction) without any
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literal metaphysical unity and
center (a soul) of agency and
identification (personal owner-
ship). As such, X's and Y's posi-
tions need not to be incompa-
tible.

Similarly, Z may say "yes there is
a self or a person, where the per-
son is a 4-dimensional entity ex-
tending through spacetime and
it has its temporal parts which
are temporal instances of the
psycho-physical processes invol-
ved in the mind-body complex"
(again, Z is taking a whole diffe-
rent framework here).

So when trying to explore the
philosophical cluster surround-
ing person, self, and related to-
pics with family resemblances, it
is useful to be careful in under-
standing from which framework
one is talking about it. We don't
necessarily have to choose a
"single framework" as the "True
Framework", but simply appreci-
ate the multifaceted nature of
the topic.
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As you see, different frame-
works describe the ‘self’ in
ways that seem contradictory -
one might speak of a ‘narrative
center, another might define a
person as a ‘four-dimensional
spacetime entity, while another
might deny any ‘metaphysical
unity.’ Yet, as the discussant
pointed out, these descriptions
aren’t necessarily incompatible.
They might simply be highlight-
ing different aspects or levels
of analysis of our complex be-
ing, much like how describing a
mountain from its base, peak,
or geological composition offers
different, yet all valid, facets of
the same mountain.

Just reflect on your own life:
you might embody a playful,
spontaneous self with your
children, a focused and analyti-
cal self in your professional
work, and a quiet, reflective self
in moments of solitude. These
aren’t necessarily separate
“people”, but different valid fa-
cets of your identity that come

to the fore, each with its own
way of feeling, behaving, and
relating to the world.

& Navigating our many
(sometimes conflicting) sides

Now, I’m not quite sure if this
applies to you, but | myself can
relate strongly to this internal
experience of multiplicity. Many
times, | find myself:

e Thinking or feeling things
that seem contradictory at
the same time.

e Behaving quite differently
depending on who I’m with
or what a situation de-
mands (e.g. being an asser-
tive manager at work but a
more reserved listenerin a
new social group).

e Having an ‘inner critic’
voice that seems to be in
constant debate with an
‘inner encourager’ or a
more compassionate self.

How about you?
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Have you ever been through a
situation in which your deeply
held values came into conflict
with each other? When life
presented you with difficult
choices, and picking whichever
would mean honoring one che-
rished value at the cost of ano-
ther? (e.g. the tension between
a desire for personal freedom
and adventure - which is one
facet of self - and the longing
for deep, committed relation-
ships and stability - which is
another facet)

When our personal values pull
us in varying directions, some
may question ifitis a sign of a
flawed or incoherent identity.
However, | myself believe that it
is a direct manifestation of our
multifaceted richness.

Realizing that these tensions
arise from the diverse and valid
parts of who we are will enable
us to approach difficult choices
with more self-compassion, cu-
riosity, and thoughtful delibera-

tion, rather than self-criticism
or a feeling of being fundament-
ally ‘wrong.

@ The beauty of imperfection

Part of recognizing this charact-
eristic of the self is to embrace
the idea that not all our facets
will be ‘perfect’ or universally
admired by ourselves or others.
Just as a rose, often celebrated
for its beauty and fragrance,
also possesses thorns, our iden-
tity encompasses a whole spec-
trum of qualities.

It includes our strengths and
vulnerabilities, the aspects that
shine brightly (our ‘light’) and
those that we might prefer to
keep hidden (our ‘shadow, as
Carl Jung termed it).

It includes moments of expan-
sive kindness - plus flashes of
impatience or frustration.

A truly integrated identity
comes not from striving to be
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one-dimensionally ‘good’ or
‘ideal, but from acknowledging
and working with the full, com-
plex, and sometimes seemingly
contradictory collection of who
we are.

| remember once coming across
the following story, when | was
still a teenager:

The disciples were absorb-
edin a discussion of Lao
Tzu’s dictum: ‘Those who
know, do not say; Those
who say, do not know.’

When the master entered,
they asked him what the
words meant.
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Said the master, ‘Which of
you knows the fragrance of
arose?’

All of them indicated that
they knew.

Then he said, ‘Put it into
words.’

All of them were silent.

Anthony De Mello, ‘One
Minute Wisdom’

| didn’t quite get it at that time,
but now, it makes more sense to
me (even though I still have
trouble grasping its message).
As you may see, the parable
speaks to the limits of language
when it comes to conveying
direct, lived experience - a
theme absolutely central to un-
derstanding the often ineffable
aspect of our own self-identity.

Just as the rose’s unique frag-
rance is directly known yet de-
fies complete verbal capture,
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there seems to be a core sense
of our “self” - a fundamental
awareness, an “lI-ness” - that is
intimately experienced but can-
not be fully encapsulated by our
external descriptions, the roles
we play, or even the detailed
narratives we construct about
our lives. As demonstrated by
certain philosophical and spirit-
ual ideas, there is a pure subject
of experience - a fundamental
ground of being that underlies
all our changing characteristics,
a knowing that is pre-verbal.

We tend to build much of our
conscious knowledge of identi-
ty through the stories we tell

about our lives and the labels
we (and others). For example:

“l am a parent.”
“l am an artist.”
“l am resilient.”

While these narratives are vital
for making sense of our journey
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and connecting with others,
they don’t encompass the total-
ity of our being. A holistic und-
erstanding of “who | am” does
not arise solely from analytical
thought or meticulous intros-
pection that aims for a perfect
verbal definition.

Think of it this way: you could
write a detailed autobiography,
listing every significant event,
role, and relationship. Yet, the
lived texture of those experien-
ces - the subtle cascade of emo-
tions, the particular quality of
your consciousness in different
moments, the sheer, unadorned
feeling of having been that per-
son in those moments - is far
richer, more nuanced, and more
alive than any description can
fully convey.

You might read a lot of books on
personality theory, fill out num-
erous self-assessment ques-
tionnaires, or spend hours in in-
tellectual reflection about your
traits. These are, indeed, valua-
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ble exercises. Yet, they won’t
help without those moments of
genuine self-realization - those
intuitive flashes of the mind,
often feeling like a direct ‘seei-
ng’ or an immediate ‘experienc-
ing’ that goes beyond concept-
ual frameworks.

It’s akin to the difference bet-
ween studying a map of a forest
(conceptual knowledge) and
actually walking its shaded
paths, breathing its unique air,
and feeling the earth beneath
your feet (direct experience).

To better internalize this self’s
characteristic, let us reflect on
the following analogy by the
Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh:

If there is a person who has
never eaten a tangerine or a
durian fruit, however ma-
ny images or metaphors
you give him, you cannot
describe to him the reality
of those fruits. You can only
do one thing: give him a
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direct experience. You can
not say: “Well, the durian is
a little bit like the jackfruit
or like a papaya.” You can-
not say anything that will
describe the experience of a
durian fruit. The durian
fruit goes beyond all ideas
and notions.

The same is true of a tange-
rine. If you have never eat-
en a tangerine, however
much the other person loves
you and wants to help you
understand what a
tangerine tastes like, they
will never succeed by des-
cribing it. The reality of
the tangerine goes beyond
ideas.
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Just as the true taste of a fruit
may only be known through the
act of eating it, the essential na-
ture of your self-identity, in its
most authentic sense, can only
be known through the direct,
lived experience of being you.

While we can try to articulate
aspects of our identity, the core
“who” of who we areis not a
static list of attributes or a con-
cept to be pinned down with
words alone, like a butterfly
specimen in a display case. It is,
in large part, a dynamic, unfold-
ing experience; something to be
lived, felt, and reflected on with
a sense of openness, wonder,
and acceptance, not just analy-
zed once and for all.

It’s an ongoing exploration
through the very acts of living,

feeling, and simply being.

Something that can be
seen, yet cannot be seen.

Yugi Mutou, ‘Yugioh’
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No man ever steps in the
same river twice, for it’s
not the same river and he’s
not the same man.

Heraclitus

| assume that many of you are
familiar with this saying, which
introduces a fundamental cha-
racteristic of self-identity: it is
not a static monument, but a
flowing current.

The multifaceted, felt self we’ve
been exploring is constantly be-
ing shaped & reshaped by our
ongoing experiences, growth,
learning, the new insights we
gather, and the ever-shifting
circumstances of our lives.

Just think about your own life.
Consider the ‘you’ before and
after a significant loss, a mo-
ment of heartfelt joy, or a life-
altering decision that set you on
an entirely new path. While a
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thread of continuity undoubt-
edly connects these different
versions of yourself, the inner
landscape - your perspectives,
feelings, even some core beliefs
- can be deeply altered. In other
words, we change.

Many of us, at different times,
ponder whether the ‘me’ of the
past, the ‘me’ of this present
moment, and the ‘me’ we imag-
ine in the future are truly, en-
tirely the same person. While
philosophers have long debated
the precise nature of personal
persistence, from the stand-
point of our direct, lived experi-
ence, a valuable shift occurs
when we begin to acknowledge
and embrace the inherently
impermanent nature of our
perceived identity.

This awareness isn’t about
denying the continuity we feel
or the threads that connect our
life’s chapters. Rather, it’s about
recognizing that our identity -
the collection of our roles, be-
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liefs, memories, and self per-
ceptions, quite distinct from
any unchanging essential ‘Self’
that some spiritual traditions
posit - is more like an evolving
narrative than a static script
etched in stone. It’s a dynamic
sum of our memories, the im-
print of our relationships, the
influence of our culture, and the
unique, ever-unfolding way we
journey through the world.

Examples of how self-identity is
subject to fluctuation:

e A major career change
doesn’t just alter your rou-
tine; it can reshape your
sense of competence,
purpose, and social stand-
ing. For instance, an engi-
neer who transitions to
becoming a full-time artist
may find their entire social
circle, self perception of
creativity, and even their
daily rhythm transformed.

e Movingto a new culture
can fundamentally alter
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your view of social norms
and even deeply held as-
pects of your own cultural
identity. Imagine someone
from a highly individual-
istic Western society mov-
ing to a more collectivist
culture like Japan; their
understanding of ‘self’
might profoundly shift as
they navigate new norms
of group harmony, indirect
communication, and inter-
dependent identity.
Recovering from a serious
illness might imbue you
with a new appreciation for
life and a completely
different set of priorities,
leading you to feel like a
whole new person. It might
shift your primary life fo-
cus from relentless career
ambition to cherishing re-
lationships, simple joys,
and mindful living.

I have a photograph of my-
self when I was a boy of six-
teen. Is it a photograph of
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me? | am not really sure.
Who is this boy in the pho-
tograph? Is it the same per-
son as me or is it another
person?

If that boy is the same as |
am, why does he look so
different? Is that boy still
alive or has he died? He is
not the same as I am and
he is also not different.

[...]

The body of the boy in the
photograph is not the same
as my body, now that | am
in my seventies. The
feelings are different, and
the perceptions are very
different. It is just as if lam
a completely different per-
son from that boy, but if
the boy in the photograph
did not exist, then | would
not exist either.

I am a continuation like the
rain is the continuation of
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the cloud. When you look At this point, some may won-

deeply into the photo- der: if our experienced identity

graph, you can see me is constantly evolving, what

already as an old man. You does it mean to be “authentic”?

do not have to wait fifty-

five years. Indeed, the idea of an imperma-
nent self may feel unsettling if

When the lemon tree is in our notion of authenticity is

flower, you may not see tied to a fixed, unchanging enti-

any fruit, but if you look ty. However, perhaps it’s better

deeply you can see that the to reframe it in a way that em-

fruit is already there. You braces life’s natural flux:

just need one more condi-

tion to bring forth the le- e Alignment with core

mons: time. principles, not fixed

self-images

Lemons are already there

in the lemon tree. We can think of authenticity as
living in accordance with endur-

Thich Nhat Hanh, ‘No ing virtues like compassion,

Death, No Fear’ wisdom, integrity, and ethical

conduct. These principles pro-
vide a moral compass even as
our specific self-conceptions,
roles, or circumstances change.

e Presence and congruence
with current experience

In other words, it means being
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true to your felt experience in
the present moment, without
rigidly clinging to outdated self-
images from the past or forcing
yourself to fit future expecta-
tions that no longer resonate.

e Sincere intention in action

Authenticity can be found in
acting from a place of genuine,
wholesome intentions - motiv-
ated by a desire to contribute
positively - rather than by ego-
driven needs to maintain a spe-
cific, unchanging persona or to
always be “right.”

At the end of the day, choosing
to embrace the impermanent
nature of the self is an incredi-
bly liberating decision. It less-
ens our fear of change, anxiety
about uncertainty, resistance to
natural endings, and even our
apprehension about mortality.

It fosters a deeper capacity to
live fully in the present - and to
welcome new experiences with

62

an open heart, knowing that
we, too, are part of life’s cons-
tant flow.

In Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings,
Treebeard, an ancient, sentient
tree-like being, one of the old-
est creatures in Middle-earth,
speaks of himself as follows:

My name is growing all the
time, and I’ve lived a very
long, long time; so my
name is like a story. Real
names tell you the story of
things they belong to.

' “My name is growing
4 7. ' all the time, and I've lived
1“4 avery long, long time; so
my name is like a story.”

L O 3 \l
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Like Treebeard’s ever-growing
name, our identity is an ever-
expanding story. It changes, it
evolves, it deepens with each
new chapter, with every experi-
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ence encountered and integrat-
ed. Yet, through all its transfor-
mations, it remains our story.

Embracing its impermanence
allows us to live more fully in
the “here and now,” appreciat-
ing the continuous, beautiful
unfolding that is the essence of
being alive.

Every breath | take is a new
me.

Buddha

No branch can bear fruit by
itself; it must remain in the
vine.

John 15:4

In today’s world, driven by indi-
vidualism and capitalism, we
tend to talk about identity as
something separate, using
phrases like “standing out from
the crowd”, “be all you can be”,
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“best of the best”, etc. However,
the truth is far from that: like a
branch, our individual self, for
all its unique qualities, cannot
truly exist or flourish in isola-
tion. It is intrinsically, vitally
connected to a larger whole.

While we often find ourselves
distinguishing between our
‘personal identity’ (our unique
mix of traits and experiences)
and ‘social identity’ (our roles
and group memberships), the
two are, in fact, deeply interwo-
ven. Our sense of self arises,
breathes, and takes shapein
relation - to other people, to
the culture that envelops us, to
the natural environment that
sustains us.

Just think about it. So many of
our thoughts, choices, and
emotions are shaped by, or are
direct responses to, others
around us.

The very language we use to
articulate our identity, to think
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about “who | am,” is a social
inheritance.

Our core beliefs often echo
those of our family, our com-
munity, or our culture.

And even our most ‘private’
aspirations are frequently influ-
enced by societal values, the
stories we’ve been told about
what a good life looks like, or
our innate desire for connection
& belonging.

Now, how about a moment of
reflection? Think about a career
path you might feel you ‘perso-
nally’ chose. How much of that
choice was shaped by parental
hopes, societal definitions of
success, or the opportunities
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available in your environment?

Given these undeniable facts,
do you truly believe that there
is a self existing in a vacuum?

If there were truly only one hu-
man being in the entire world,
would the very concept of ‘per-
sonal identity’ as we know it -
with all its distinctions, compar-
isons, and roles - even arise in
the same way?

Psychological and sociological
frameworks have consistently
affirmed that our personal and
social identities are not just
parallel tracks; rather, they are
co-created, constantly inform-
ing and sustaining each other.
The psychiatrist & researcher
Alfred Adler, for instance, is
known for his concept of
Gemeinschaftsgefiihl (typically
translated as either “communi-
ty feeling” or “social interest”),
which he posited as a funda-
mental aspect of psychological
health.
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PHILOSOPHER: Ever since
the hunter-gatherer age,
we have lived in groups
and cooperated with our
comrades in hunting ani-
mals and raising children.
It isn’t that we wanted to
cooperate with each other.
It is that we were weak, so

desperately weak, that we
could not live separately.

Put the other way around,
nothing is scarier to hu-
mans than isolation. Isola-
ted people have not only
their physical security
threatened, but their men-
tal security as well.
Because, instinctively, we
are well aware that we can
not live alone. As a conse-
quence, we are always
longing for a strong con-
nection with other people.
Do you understand what
this fact means?

YOUTH: No, what does it
mean?
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PHILOSOPHER: All people
have community feeling
inside them inherently. And
it is something that is

deeply linked to human
identity.

[...]

Just as one would not ima-
gine a turtle without its
shell, or a giraffe with a
short neck, there is no such
thing as a human being
who is completely cut off
from other people.
Community feeling is not
something that is attained,
but something that one
digs up from within one-
self, which is why it can be
shared as a feeling.

Ichiro Kishimi, ‘The Courage
to Be Happy’

Nothing exists independently,
in and of itself. Our perceived
“self” is actually composed of
countless “non-self” elements -
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our ancestors whose lives led to terms of inter-being, then
ours, the food we eat, the air we we are much closer to the
breathe, the ideas and know- truth. Inter-being is not
ledge we encounter, the love being and it is not non-
and care (or lack thereof) from being. Inter-being means
the people around us. being empty of a separate
identity, empty of a sepa-
From this vantage point, to see rate self.
ourselves as truly separate, au-
tonomous entities is to over- Thich Nhat Hanh
look the vast network of condi-
tions and relationships that When we truly understand and
make our existence possible. practice living from Interbeing,
our life journey will turn to a
A flower, like everything completely new page:
else, is made entirely of
non-flower elements. The e The quest for self-identity
whole cosmos has come becomes a “We” quest
together in order to help
the flower manifest If our very being is interwoven
herself. The flower is full of with all else, authentic self dis-
everything except one covery cannot be a purely soli-
thing: a separate self. The tary pursuit focused solely on
flower cannot be by herself an isolated “I.” It naturally ex-
alone. The flower has to pands to include an awareness
inter-be with the sunshine, of our relationships, impact on
the cloud and everything in others, and connection to the
the cosmos. wider web of life. The question

“Who am 1?” evolves to include
If we understand being in “Who are we?” and “How do |
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best contribute to, and live har-
moniously within, this intercon-
nected whole?”

In other words, we are equip-
ped to move beyond self limit-
ing habits like excessive ego in-
flation, the constant need to
take individual credit, or resist-
ing necessary personal change
solely to preserve arigid sense
of “me.” Our focus is naturally
shifted from competition to co-
operation and contribution.

e From “I”’-centeredness to
a wider embrace (a mark
of maturity)

There’s a natural human deve-
lopmental arc from an initial,
necessary self-centeredness
(like a baby whose world revol-
ves around its immediate needs
for survival) to a more mature
awareness of our interdepen-
dence. True self-reliance, para-
doxically, often flourish most
fully within the recognition of
this larger whole - when the “1”
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learns to see itself as an integral
part of a “we.”

This view of relational identity
is reflected in various cultural
philosophies - e.g. Ubuntu in
Southern Africa (“l am because
we are”) or Wa/ Nagomi in
Japan (which emphasize har-
mony, cooperation, and the im-
portance of the collective).

e Cultivating compassion &
overcoming fear

When we deeply grasp our in-
terconnectedness, empathy and
compassion naturally arise.
Seeing others not as wholly se-
parate and alien “others,” but
as interconnected parts of the
same human family (and the
same larger ecosystem), allows
their joys and sorrows to touch
us more deeply. Fear, which so
often arises from a sense of a
fragile, isolated self needing to
defend its boundaries, is now
lessened - as we realize our se-
curity and well-being are inti-
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mately tied to the security and
well-being of all.

Indeed, most conflicts, whether
personal or societal, are typical-
ly fueled by an “us vs. them”
mentality, a failure to see the
“other” as part of oneself. But
the truth is far from that. Even
between apparent opposites,
like the left and right wings in
politics, interdependence still
exists.

Political parties of the right
and the left are im-

mortal; they cannot be re-
moved. As long as there is a
right wing, there will be a
left wing. Therefore those
on the left of the po-

litical spectrum should de-
sire the eternal presence of
those on the right. If we re-
move the right, we have to
remove the left at the same
time.

The Buddha said: “This is
because that is. This mani-
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fests because that has ma-
nifested.” This is the
Buddha’s teaching con-
cerning the creation of the
world. It is called the
teaching on co-arising.
The flame is there because
the matches are there. If
the matches were not
there, the flame would not
be there.

Thich Nhat Hanh

A perspective of interbeing in
any conflict would, therefore,
seek understanding, common
ground, and solutions that ac-
knowledge this mutual depend-
ence, rather than aiming to van-
quish the “other” out of fear or
narrow self-interest.

Now, it’s critical to clarify that
embracing interbeing is not
about losing one’s individuality,
becoming a mere undifferentia-
ted part of a collective, or blind-
ly conforming to societal expec-
tations. Rather, it’s about reali-
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zing the truth of our intercon- persuasion, comparison
nectedness. This realization, far prevents learning and
from erasing individuality, breeds FEAR.

allows for a more authentic, ex-

pansive, and responsible indivi- Jiddu Krishnamurti

duality to emerge - one that
takes into account its context,
impact, and inherent place
within the whole.

When we genuinely feel our in-
terconnectedness, the relent-
less need to measure ourselves
against others diminishes. This,

in turn, frees us to engage in ge- The world is neither black nor
nuine learning - about our- white; it’s about balance

selves, about others, and about
how to live more harmoniously,
compassionately, and lovingly

in our shared world. By now, we should be aware
that our sense of self is a corn-

Most people think that erstone of human experience. It
learning is encouraged provides a source of meaning, a
through comparison, clear sense of direction, and an
whereas the contrary is the anchor that gives us feelings of
fact. Comparison brings stability and coherence in the
about frustration and face of life’s challenges. Howe-
merely encourages envy, ver, if we are not careful, it may
which is called competi- turn out to be more of a “curse”

tion. Like other forms of than a blessing.
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On one hand, our core values,
beliefs, aspirations, and titles
may serve as powerful engines
that drive us towards our goals
and imbue us with strength and
conviction. Yet, these same ele-
ments, if clung to with excess-
ive rigidity or left unexamined,
can transform into chains that
bind us - making us inflexible
and fearful of challenges.

A deeply held value for ‘loyalty,
for instance, is the bedrock of
strong, trusting relationships.
But if that loyalty becomes ab-
solute and unthinking, it might
lead one to condone or partici-
pate in harmful actions, all in
the name of upholding that
aspect of their identity.

@ The pitfalls of a rigid “Ego”

Many spiritual traditions and
psychological frameworks have
consistently discussed the pro-
blematic aspects of the “ego” -
that constructed sense of self
that seeks to preserve itself at
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all costs. Under its influence,
people become heavily identi-
fied with particular outcomes,
images, or beliefs. And the con-
sequences of such a choice are
not to be underestimated:

e Breeds suffering

Many of us cling desperately to
a specific self-image (e.g., “l am
the successful executive,” “l am
always the helpful one, never in
need of myself”), a cherished
role, or an unshakeable set of
beliefs. When life inevitably
brings changes that challenge
these fixed notions - a core as-
pect of its impermanent nature,
as discussed above - we experi-
ence suffering, because our
cherished, static identity feels
threatened with annihilation.

e Fosters conflict & division

An inflexible self-identity is sure
to result in an “us vs. them”
mentality. If “who | am” is pri-
marily defined by being “right,”
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“superior,” or belonging to an
exclusive group, it becomes in-
credibly difficult to empathize
with, genuinely understand, or
collaborate with those who
hold different views or embody
different identities. Over time,
it will inevitably lead to inter-
personal friction and wider
social division.

o Stifles growth

An identity terrified of being
perceived as “wrong,”’ “inade-
quate,”’ or “less than” will natu-
rally shut down curiosity and
the willingness to learn from
new experiences or, crucially,
from mistakes. This fear of cha-
llenging the known self gives
rise to stagnation, preventing
the evolution that life invites.

& Beyond fixed frameworks

This double-edged quality of
identity means that our journey
of self-discovery involves not
just “learning” who we are, but

also developing the crucial ca-
pacity to “unlearn” and cons-
ciously evolve. As demonstrat-
ed in stories like the Buddha’s
Raft Parable, teachings, frame-
works, and even our current
self-definitions are just like a
raft - essential for crossing a
river (navigating a particular
stage of life). However, once the
other shore is reached, a wise
person doesn’t continue to
carry the raft on their back as
an unnecessary burden.

Similarly, aspects of our identi-
ty, beliefs, or roles that once
served us well must sometimes
be lovingly let go of or adapted
to allow for our continued
growth and passage to new
shores of wisdom.

In Japanese philosophies, there
is a concept called Shuhari (57

B B), which is widely adopted
in martial arts and other discip-
lines. Accordingly, one’s deve-
lopment is comprised of three
stages:
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Shu (5F - Protect/Obey):
Initially, in any learning
process, including forming
aspects of our identity, we
need to adopt certain
frameworks, values, or
ways of being, learning the
fundamentals by following
established models.

Ha (8 - Detach/Break):
With growing experience
and inner reflection, we
begin to question, adapt,
and break free from rigid
adherence. We start to
personalize our under-
standing and experiment
with different expressions
of self.

Ri (Bf - Leave/Separate):
Ideally, we move towards a
more fluid, integrated, and
authentic expression of
self, no longer strictly
bound by the original
forms but acting from a
deeper, internalized source
of wisdom.

If we remain stuck in the initial
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“Shu” stage, clinging tenacious-
ly to our first identity constructs
without allowing for evolution,
we risk becoming like a “robot”
- operating on programmed
rules, beliefs, or self-images
without genuine presence,
adaptability, or compassion.
This may manifest in various
unhelpful ways, namely:

e Spiritual bypassing: Using
spiritual labels or an
adopted “enlightened”
identity to avoid facing dif-
ficult emotions or engag-
ing with real-world ethical
complexities.

e Intellectual arrogance or
dogmatism: Becoming
convinced that one’s cur-
rent identity or belief sys-
tem represents the abso-
lute and final truth, there-
by closing off all further
learning or dialogue.

e Fear of vulnerability and
change: An intense, almost
desperate, need to protect
a static and often idealized
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self-image from any per-
ceived threat.

e Lack of empathy: Rigidly
applying one’s own identi-
ty standards/ moral codes
to others, leading to judg-
ment, a failure to empath-
ize with different perspec-
tives, and a painful discon-
nect from shared humani-
ty. This ultimately genera-
tes more suffering for one-
self and those around.

¥ Not a call for relativism

The call for flexibility, for the
willingness to “unlearn” and
adapt aspects of our self identi-
ty, might sound to some like it’s
promoting a kind of “anything
goes” relativism, where identity
has no stable core or guiding
principles. That is not the inten-
tion. Instead, it’s an invitation
to embrace imperfection and
the ongoing, dynamic nature of
self-discovery.

Given that most of us are not
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static, fully “enlightened” be-
ings, the identities we inhabit
are, by nature, works in prog-
ress, subject to revision as we
experience and grow. It’s not
only okay - but often necessary
for our understanding of “who |
am” to change and deepen over
time. The focus, then, shifts
from a self-righteous attach-
ment to being a certain (fixed)
way, or always being right,
towards cultivating:

e The sincerity of our inten-
tions: Are our strivings ori-
ented towards what is
good, constructive, and
conducive to growth and
connection?

e The integrity of our ac-
tions: Do our actions, as
best as we can manage,
align with our deepest,
most compassionate und-
erstanding, even as that
understanding evolves?

e The commitment to con-
sistent effort and reflec-
tion: Are we willing to keep
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learning from our experi-
ences, adapting our pers-
pectives, and even making
amends when our past
self-knowledge led to less-
than-ideal outcomes?

What got you here won’t
get you there.

Marshall Goldsmith

e

It is in self-forgetting that
one finds.

Peace Prayer
| remember as a kid attending

church meditation sessions and
getting to know these words for
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the first time. It was (how do |
say it)... wonderful! Though at
that time, I did not have much
life experience to fully compre-
hend it.

And now, after years have
passed, the verse above now
has a whole new layer of
meaning to me.

When we talk about “self forge-
tting”, we are not talking about
escaping who we are - but ra-
ther about the potential within
our self-identity to experience
something that extends be-
yond the confines of our every-
day, ego-defined awareness.
Rather than a denial of the per-
sonal self, it is an opening to
what lies beyond the self’s per-
ceived boundaries - the possi-
bility of a connection to a larger
unity, a sense of liberation from
one’s usual limitations, an en-
counter with a deeper, more
fundamental ground of being.

In his book ‘Man’s Search for
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Meaning’, the psychiatrist Viktor
Frankl - who has endured the
horrors of the Holocaust - ob-
served that true self realization,
and indeed a meaningful identi-
ty, are usually discovered not by
an inward, obsessive focus on
the self, but paradoxically, by
dedicating oneself to some-
thing beyond the self.

By engaging wholeheartedly
with a cause greater than one-
self - or by deeply loving ano-
ther person, we engage in what
he termed “self transcend-
ence.” In these moments of
earnest engagement or selfless
love, our narrow, everyday self-
concerns fall into the back-
ground to be replaced by a
more purpose-filled and deeply
fulfilled sense of humanity.

What is called self actualiz-
ation is not an attainable
aim at all, for the simple
reason that the more one
would strive for it, the
more he would miss it. In
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other words, self actualiz-
ation is possible only as a
side-effect of self trans-
cendence.

Viktor E. Frankl

If you are attentive enough, you
should be able to notice count-
less instances of self transcend-
ence in daily life:

e An artist completely ab-
sorbed in the act of creat-
ion, losing all track of time,
their usual worries mo-
mentarily vanishing.

e Ascientist engrossed in the
pursuit of discovery, driven
by curiosity about the
universe.

e Avolunteer dedicating
their energy to alleviating
the suffering of others.

e Someone deeply immersed
in a loving, supportive rela-
tionship.

What’s interesting is that stud-
ies and accounts have noted
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that such individuals typically
report their most vital sense of
purpose and a truer feeling of
“self” - precisely when they are
“forgetting themselves” in ser-
vice to something larger than
their individual ego.

As such, this brings us to an
idea that may initially seem
counterintuitive: that to truly
know ourselves, to find our au-
thentic identity, we first need
to “lose” or consciously let go
of the “self” we think we are -
particularly the constructed,
conditioned, and often limiting
notions we’ve accumulated
over a lifetime.

After all, our daily self-concept
is an intricate construction built
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from societal conditioning, past
experiences (both good and
bad), ingrained fears, and vari-
ous egoic attachments and de-
fenses. These layers, while serv-
ing certain functions in navigat-
ing the world, may also obscure
a deeper, more essential, and
more peaceful sense of being.
As uncomfortable as it may feel,
removing them is essential to
acquiring a more abundant ex-
perience of existence.

Examples:

e Letting go of a cherished
professional identity after
retirement may be a pain-
ful process of “losing” a fa-
miliar self, yet it also opens
up new avenues of self dis-
covery & fulfillment.

e Similarly, releasing the
need to always be seen as
“strong” or “in control”
allows for a deeper vulner-
ability and, through that,
more intimate connections
with others.
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From our earliest days, human
development has been a jour-
ney of reaching out, connect-
ing, and expanding our world. A
baby learns to crawl, then walk,
exploring beyond their immedi-
ate physical self. They learn to
communicate, to empathize,
and eventually, find that their
focus naturally shifts from pure-
ly self-centered needs towards
contributing to others, to their
community, or to what they
perceive as a higher purpose or
even a connection with “divini-
ty” in its broadest sense.

In other words, humanity has
always had an innate yearning
for self-transcendence - not as
an escape, but as a path to full-
ness, maturity, and a more inte-
grated way of living. Surrender-
ing the demands, fears, and il-
lusions of the small, often anxi-
ous, ego-defined self doesn’t
lead to emptiness in a negative
sense; instead, it creates the
inner space for a vaster, more
authentic “real self” to emerge.

7

Like a sculptor chipping away
excess stone to reveal the true
form within, the “losing” of the
superficial or constricting lay-
ers is necessary - so that one
may “find” and connect to a
“self” that is more peaceful,
more interconnected with life,
wiser, and imbued with a quiet
sense of freedom.

You will never make a good
impression on other people
until you stop thinking
about what sort of impres-
sion you are making. In
literature and art, no man
who bothers about origina-
lity will ever be original;
whereas if you simply try
to tell the truth, you will,
nine times out of ten,
become original without
ever having noticed it. The
principle runs through all
life from top to bottom.
Give up yourself, and you
will find your real self.

C. S. Lewis
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NAVIGATING
THE SHADOWS

It is easier, far easier,
to obey another than
to command oneself.

Irvin D. Yalom
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3.1. CHALLENGES ON THE PATH

While the experience of looking
within is deeply rewarding, it is
certainly not without its hurdles
- given the self’s complicated
nature. As one learns to ‘com-
mand oneself’ - to realize who
they are beneath the surface, to
navigate the inner world with
clear-eyed awareness, and to
consciously cultivate an auth-
entic way of being - they are
sure to encounter challenges,
pitfalls, misconceptions, and
pressures along the way.

We take refuge in pride,
because we are afraid to
tell the truth to ourselves.

Okakura Kakuzo

Previously, we have discussed
the thing called “ego” - the fa-
miliar identity construct based
on accumulated experiences,
roles, and beliefs. This everyday
“me” is shaped by a confluence
of factors, including:
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e Past conditioning: The
lessons, hurts, and tri-
umphs of our past leave
their imprint.

e Societal “noise”: The per-
vasive cultural norms, un-
spoken expectations, and
prevailing values of the so-
ciety we livein.

e Desires and aversions: Our
deep-seated urges (to suc-
ceed, to be recognized, to
feel secure, to be right, to
avoid pain or discomfort),
as well as personal biases,
fears, and insecurities.

o etc.

At the end of the day, the ego is
just a representation of one’s
thoughts about oneself - rather
than the entirety of being. And
yet, far too often, we mistake it
for our actual, living essence.

Have you ever heard the Budd-
hist analogy of the finger point-
ing to the moon? In this analo-
gy, the Buddha likens himself
and his teachings to a finger
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that guides people toward the
“moon” - which is the truth of
the world. In other words, his
words are only an indicator of
the direction to head for. The
“moon” itself, vast and lumin-
ous in the night skyj, is the act-
ual destination, the reality be-
ing indicated.

How does it apply to our quest
for self-understanding then?

In our life journey, our beliefs,
thoughts, cherished memories,
the roles we play (parent, profe-
ssional, friend), defined person-
ality traits (“l am an introvert,”
“l am a kind person”), and the
overarching stories we weave
about our lives (“My difficult
childhood shaped who | am to-
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day,” “l am a doctor who helps
people”) are all like that finger.
They are valuable descriptions,
concepts, labels, and narratives
that point towards who we are,
or highlight particular aspects
of our rich experience.

However, there is a deeper,
more immediate experience of
being - a core awareness that
witnesses all these thoughts
and roles, a fundamental na-
ture not dressed in concepts. It
is the experiential reality of our
selfhood, which, as we have ex-
plored previously, is typically
more alive and less easily defin-
able with any description.

The problem arises when we
become so fixated on the “fing-
er” - meticulously analyzing it,
polishing its appearance, de-
fending it vehemently, etc. -
that we entirely miss the actual
“moon”. It happens when we
over-identify with our self des-
criptions, personal histories,
and mental constructs - to the
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point that we completely shield
our minds, close our hearts
from others, and become dis-
connected from reality.

Now, it’s crucial to reaffirm that
our personal identity, the
“sense of self,” serves a necess-
ary role. It acts as an “anchor”
or “compass,’ helping us navi-
gate the world’s complexities,
make decisions, form relation-
ships, and maintain a sense of
coherence in our daily lives. The
problem isn’t its existence.

Rather, it is when this function-
al, conditioned, and imperma-
nent construct becomes arigid
“chain” - when we mistake it
for the totality or unchangeable
essence of who we are, prevent-
ing us from recognizing any-
thing deeper, from growing be-
yond its current confines, or
from connecting with ourselves
and others more intimately.

Example: If someone rigidly
identifies as ‘the always compe-
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tent one who never makes mis-
takes’ (their ego-construct), they
are likely to avoid challenging
tasks for fear of failure (stifling
growth), struggle to admit when
they need help (preventing self-
recognition of their own limits
and needs), or become defensive
when receiving feedback.

When we primarily identify with
our constructed “sense of self”,

the path to fulfillment becomes
significantly tougher due to:

e Vulnerability to suffering

Our inner peace becomes pre-
cariously dependent on the sta-
bility of impermanent roles, po-
ssessions, relationships, or be-
liefs. As soon as these change
(as they always do), our sense
of who we are feels threatened,
leading to anxiety and pain.

e A constant need for exter-
nal validation

The ego, being a construct, re-
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quires ongoing external rein-
forcements - praise, recogni-
tion, agreement - to maintain
its story and feel secure. It is
akin to someone who meticu-
lously curates their social me-
dia presence, feeling a fleeting
sense of worth with every ‘like’
or positive comment (which are
not always indicators of online
success). As soon as a post does
not receive the desired atten-
tion, a sharp dip in self-esteem
is likely to follow.

e Rigidity & fear of change

New experiences, different per-
spectives, or personal growth
that might contradict the exist-
ing self-narrative are perceived
as threats rather than opportu-
nities, leading to resistance and
stagnation. For instance, think
about someone who has always
identified as ‘a purely logical,
no-nonsense person.’ They are
likely to automatically dismiss
or ridicule any experience that
feels intuitive or emotional -
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like a moment of unexpected
artistic inspiration or a surge of
empathy - because it threatens
their established self-narrative,
thereby closing themselves off
from potentially enriching
aspects of their being.

e Inauthentic connections

If we primarily relate to our-
selves and others through our
long established “masks,” we
hinder the possibility of ge-
nuine intimacy and mutual un-
derstanding. Not only does it
result in less fulfilling relation-
ships, but it also strips us of in-
put from others and presents a
major obstacle to honest self-
reflection.
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The journey of self-discovery,
therefore, calls for us to culti-
vate the wisdom to distinguish
between the “finger” (our roles,
thoughts, ingrained stories, and
concepts about ourselves) and
the “moon” (the direct experi-
ence of our deeper nature, that
core awareness that simply IS).
We don’t need to discard our
personal identity entirely; how-
ever, we need to hold it more
lightly, to recognize it as a use-
ful but limited tool, a current
chapter in an unfolding story.
It’s about defining ourselves
from the inside-out rather than
from the outside-in.

We have the choice of two
identities: the external
mask which seems to be
real... and the hidden,
inner person who seems to
us to be nothing, but who
can give himself eternally
to the truth in whom he
subsists.

Thomas Merton
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Beyond the ego, the path of
finding oneself is also complica-
ted by a host of internal psycho-
logical obstacles and ingrained
mental habits.

& Self-deception

Often termed “bad faith” in
existential philosophy, it refers
to one’s frequently unconscious
effort to sidestep the discom-
fort and inherent responsibility
that come with authentic self-
hood. We might act as if our
self-identity is rigidly fixed or
entirely determined by certain
external factors, rather than ac-
knowledging our active role in
shaping it. This manifests when
there are noticeable discrepan-
cies between our stated beliefs
or values and our actual behavi-
or - perhaps through hypocrisy,
persistent excuse-making, or
consistently presenting a perso-
na that feels fundamentally un-
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true to our inner experience.
Why is this the case then?

Typically, such self-deception is
driven by a deep-seated desire
to fit in and gain social approv-
al, an attempt to avoid account
ability for difficult choices, a
potent fear of the unknown, or
simply a craving for the illusion
of stability in an ever-changing
world. Whatever the causes are,
the consequences are signifi-
cant: not only does it cultivate
internal suffering (e.g. chronic
anxiety, a gnawing sense of em-
ptiness, or persistent guilt), but
it can also inflict suffering on
others, perhaps through the
broken trust that arises from
deception (like a partner who
verbally commits to honesty
but consistently acts otherwise)
or through the perpetuation of
unhealthy relationship dyna-
mics (for instance, someone ha-
bitually playing the martyr to
gain sympathy or control, all
the while denying their own
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genuine needs and agency).

€ The weight of the past

Many of us unconsciously use
previous experiences, particu-
larly traumas or perceived fail-
ures, as ongoing justifications
for our current limitations, un-
happiness, or inaction. Or, we
may let internalized negative
imprints - critical messages re-
ceived from family, society, or
formative experiences - distort
our self-perception (e.g. “l am
bad at communicating & work-
ing with people”), even despite
contradictory evidence. In do-
ing so, we effectively permit the
past to dictate our present and
future identity.

The thing is, the past is the past.
There is nothing we can do to
change it. We only have con-
trol over the “here” and “now”.
Living in the past, therefore,
does nothing good to us - aside,
probably, from making us a
“puppet” of circumstances. Not
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to mention, when we focus ex-
cessively on bad memories, our
view of the world becomes sha-
ded in grey, and ultimately, we
identify ourselves as something
less than we deserve to be.

Many people tend to think of
the world and their life events
as something without. Howe-
ver, the truth is that the mind
plays a very crucial role in shap-
ing existence.

PHILOSOPHER: Once, a
man | was counselling re-
called an incident from his
childhood in which a dog
attacked him and bit his
leg. Apparently, his mother
had often told him, ‘If you
see a stray dog, stay comp-
letely still. Because if you
run, it will chase you.’
There used to be a lot of
stray dogs roaming the
streets, you see. So, one
day he came across a stray
dog on the side of the road.
A friend who had been

85

walking with him ran
away, but he obeyed his
mother’s instructions and
stayed rooted to the spot.
And the stray dog attacked
him and bit his leg.

YOUTH: Are you saying that
memory was a lie that he
fabricated?

PHILOSOPHER: It was not a
lie. It is probably true that
he was bitten. There had to
be a continuation to that
episode, however. Through
several sessions of counsel-
ling, the continuation of
the story came back to
him. While he was crouch-
ing down in pain after get-
ting bitten by the dog, a
man who happened to be
riding by on a bicycle stop-
ped, helped him get up and
took him straight to the
hospital.

In the early stage of coun-
selling, his lifestyle, or



© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

worldview, had been that
‘the world is a perilous
place, and people are my
enemies’. To this man, the
memory of having been
bitten by a dog was an
event signifying that this
world is a place full of
danger.

However, once he had be-
gun, little by little, to be
able to think, ‘The world is
a safe place, and people
are my comrades,’ episodes
that supported that way of
thinking started coming
back to him.

Was one bitten by a dog?
Or was one helped by ano-
ther person? The reason
Adlerian psychology is
considered a ‘psychology
of use’ is this aspect of ‘be-
ing able to choose one’s
own life’

The past does NOT decide
‘now’, It is your ‘NOW’ that
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decides the past.

Ichiro Kishimi, ‘The Courage
to Be Happy’

As demonstrated in the story
above, our current mindset and
beliefs actively shape which as-
pects of our past we emphasize
and how those memories con-
tribute to our ongoing defini-
tion of self. If we are
courageous enough to be in the
“here” and “now” - to value
what we LONG to become more
than what we USED to be - our
lives will turn to a new page!

& Fear & avoidance

Back in the day, | used to feel
really uncomfortable whenever
| looked at myself in mirrors or
photos. This deep-seated feel-
ing of insecurity, as | figure, has
to do with the fear of confront-
ing perceived flaws, especially
when measured against ideal-
ized images projected by those
around me.
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| believe that the same attitude
- reluctance to truly see oneself
- also applies when it comes to
what lies beyond physical
appearance.

e Many of us instinctively shy
away from rigorous intros-
pection due to a palpable
fear of what we might find
if we look too closely - dis-
liked traits, unacknowledg-
ed vulnerabilities, or truths
about our current state
that feel too uncomfort-
able to face. As such, we
keep the ‘mirror’ to our
inner self covered.

e Similarly, a fear of judg-
ment, ridicule, or misun-
derstanding makes us hesi-
tant to share our most per-
sonal aspects with others -
including our cherished be-
liefs, hidden struggles, un-
conventional dreams, or
shames. As a result, we
conceal vital parts of our
self, not just from others,
but sometimes even from
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our own conscious aware-
ness, creating an inner
sense of isolation.

e A particularly significant
barrier is the fear of con-
fronting what Carl Jung
called our “Shadow” -
those aspects of our perso-
nality we’ve repressed, dis-
owned, or hidden, often
because we, or society,
have labeled them as nega-
tive or unacceptable. Yet,
true self-knowledge and
integration necessitate
courageously acknowledg-
ing and working with these
shadow parts.

When these fears become perv-
asive, they contribute to a pat-
tern of avoidance, where indivi-
duals may habitually perceive
themselves as passive recipi-
ents of life’s difficulties. Instead
of exploring their own complex
role and inner workings, the fo-
cus shifts to blaming external
factors - other people, ‘bad
luck, or societal structures - for
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their unhappiness. This effect-
ively denies personal agency
and the power to connect with
and transform the self within.

€ The maze of overthinking

Our own minds, in their eager-
ness to gain knowledge & in-
sights, may sometimes lead us
into the trap of excessive rumi-
nation and self-analysis. Ins-
tead of leading to clarity, they
churn up more anxiety, fuel in-
decision, and create a hyper-
focus on perceived flaws or in-
consistencies. We get caught in
an endless loop of thinking
about the self, rather than di-
rectly experiencing our being or
taking constructive, life affirm-
ing actions.
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This mental overdrive fuels un-
helpful self-judgment and the
habit of constantly comparing
ourselves to others - a tenden-
cy that, as we’ve previously
noted, breeds inadequacy or an
equally distorting sense of arti-
ficial superiority.

We are like chameleons, we
take our hue and the color
of our moral character,
from those who are around
us.

John Locke

Identity formation doesn’t hap-
pen in a void. Beyond the above
mentioned inner landscapes,
our sense of self is also shaped
by the external world - our in-
tricate web of relationships, the
communities we are part of, the
broader culture we inhabit, and
the often unspoken societal ex-
pectations that surround us.
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The desire for connection, ap-
proval, and a sense of belong-
ing is a fundamental human
need. It is essential for one’s
well-being, and is deeply linked
to our innate “community feel-
ing”. In its healthy expressions,
it fosters empathy, cooperation,
and the formation of support-
ive, life-affirming relationships.

However, the problem arises
when this drive becomes entan-
gled with an overwhelming fear
of rejection or an intense press-
ure to “fit in”. When this hap-
pens, we might find ourselves:

e Constantly seeking valida-
tion from others as the
measure of our worth.

e Suppressing our thoughts,
feelings, or perspectives if
we sense they deviate from
group norms or might in-
vite disapproval.

e Making significant life
choices based primarily on
pleasing others or gaining
acceptance.
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e Conforming to and adopt-
ing the prevailing atti-
tudes, beliefs, and behavi-
ors of the collective purely
due to societal pressure.

It’s important to distinguish ge-
nuine social harmony - which
arises from shared, consciously
chosen values, mutual respect,
authentic connection - from
unthinking “herd mentality.”
The latter stems from a fear of
standing out, an unwillingness
to engage in independent critic-
al thought (a form of intellect-
ual laziness) or a passive accep-
tance of the status quo, rather
than a conscious alignment
with what feels true.

| assume that you are already
familiar with the classic tale of
“The Emperor’s New Clothes”. It
is about an emperor obsessed
with fine clothing. Two cunning
weavers (who are actually con
artists) claim they can create
the most magnificent outfit for
him - one that is invisible to
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anyone who is stupid or incom-
petent. Eager to show off his
intelligence and sophistication,
the emperor commissions them
to make the garment. However,
since there is no actual fabric,
the emperor and his court pre-
tend they can see the magical
clothes rather than admit their
supposed ignorance.

Eventually, the emperor para-
des through the city in his non-
existent outfit. Everyone in the
crowd hesitates to speak up -
fearing to appear foolish or out
of step with the supposed con-
sensus. Only an innocent child,
not yet conditioned by such
fear, speaks the truth out loud:

He hasn’t got anything on!
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Though fictional, the story
serves as a vivid illustration of
how societal pressure, and the
fear of its repercussions, can
silence individual observation
and critical thought - both of
which are key components of a
robust identity.

From the earliest years, we are
immersed in a sea of societal
messages, cultural narratives,
and stereotypes related to as-
pects like gender roles, ethnici-
ty, social class, professional
paths, age-related expecta-
tions, and perceived abilities.
These are transmitted subtly
through family upbringing,
educational systems, media
portrayals, and the general so-
cial discourse around us.

Long before we even begin to
consciously question who we
are or who we might aspire to
become, these “imprinted”
expectations and categoriza-
tions have operated like invisi-
ble scripts, shaping our self per-
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ception and limiting our sense
of possibility. They dictate what
feels “normal” or “appropriate”
for someone “like us,” some-
times steering us away from
paths that might feel more re-
sonating as we grow up.

The very way we conceptualize
“self-identity” is significantly
molded by the broader cultural
context. For instance, Western
cultures tend to promote an in-
dependent self-construct, em-
phasizing personal autonomy,
uniqueness, and individual
achievement. Conversely, East-
ern cultures (and many collecti-
vist societies worldwide) often
cultivate an interdependent
view; accordingly, identity is
defined by one’s relationships,
social roles, contribution to
group harmony, and the fulfill-
ment of mutual obligations.

It’s vital to approach these dis-
tinctions with nuance, avoiding
simplistic binaries of “this way
is right, that way is wrong.”
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What’s important is not to rigid-
ly label one approach as inher-
ently superior, but to become
aware of our primary cultural
conditioning - and then to pick
which values/ perspectives we
wish to integrate into our un-
derstanding of self, rather than
passively accepting any single
script as the absolute truth.

In the search for identity, it’s
natural and immensely helpful
to look up to role models, men-
tors, teachers, or influential fi-
gures - “gurus” in the broadest
sense - so as to benefit from
their wisdom, perspectives, and
guidance. However, we need to
be careful not to let healthy ad-
miration shift into uncritical
idolization or blind imitation.
Otherwise, we will lose sight of
the path and become a replica
of someone else.

The rapidly evolving digital



© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

3.1. CHALLENGES ON THE PATH

landscape of the 21st century
has introduced a new array of

problems, namely:

e Distorted self-perception

Social media platforms, now
deeply woven into the fabric of
daily life, become stages for
showcasing idealized, highly
curated versions of oneself.
Constant exposure to these po-
lished images inadvertently fu-
els a relentless cycle of social
comparison; as a result, many
become victims of persistent
feelings of inadequacy, envy,
and a skewed perception of
both others’ lives and the per-
ceived shortcomings of their
own. Authenticity is sacrificed
for online approval, the mainte-
nance of a carefully crafted digi-
tal persona, and the desire to
appear ‘in the know’.

e Erosion of original
thought

With the recent advances in in-

formation technology, more
and more people are becoming
reliant on Al tools to do their
work - from generating text,
creating art, finding solutions,
to even mediating emotional
responses. While these tools are
definitely helpful (I myself
wouldn’t recommend against
using them), we should be
mindful that there is the risk of
diminishing the connection to
one’s unique voice, innate crea-
tive impulses, and capacity for
independent critical thinking -
especially if one is too depen-
dent on them.

e Existential shifts in the
workforce

The expanding capabilities of Al
have also been giving rise to
concerns about job displace-
ment. Given that work and pro-
fessional roles form a signifi-
cant pillar of personal identity
for many (as psychology has
long recognized), the recent
technological shift can trigger
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far-reaching existential uncer-
tainty. It forces individuals, and
indeed societies, to re-evaluate
traditional concepts of purpose,
contribution, and self-worth,
looking beyond employment as
a primary definer of identity.

e Technological FOMO

The societal buzz and peer
pressure to adopt every new Al
tool or integrate Al deeply into
all facets of life - without tho-
rough consideration of genuine
needs, ethical implications, or
the potential impact on person-
al autonomy and intrinsic hu-
man capacities - lead to lives
increasingly driven by techno-
logical trends rather than by
human values and consciously
chosen self-development.

e Information overload &
algorithmic curation

The sheer, unceasing volume of
information, opinions, and nar-
ratives available in the digital
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age makes it increasingly diffi-
cult to find the quiet mental
spaces necessary for deep, un-
interrupted reflection. Not to
mention, algorithmic filter bub-
bles and echo chambers - prev-
alent on social media, news
feeds, and search engines - can
inadvertently reinforce one’s
existing biases and severely li-
mit exposure to diverse pers-
pectives, leading to a more ri-
gid, insular, and less examined
sense of self.

Navigating these challenges
requires a commitment to cons-
cious engagement. This means
fostering robust critical think-
ing about the technologies we
use, mindfully curating our digi-
tal environments to support our
well-being (rather than detract
from it), prioritizing human
connection, and consciously
carving out spaces for undis-
tracted self-reflection, away
from the constant online noises.
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e Courage

The journey into your inner
world demands a particular
kind of valor - to honestly face
yourself (including your hidden
fears, ingrained self-deceptions,
and uncomfortable truths). It’s
the courage to be vulnerable,
acknowledging imperfections
and uncertainties without a
protective facade.

At the same time, it also means
daring to be yourself, even if
that involves deviating from
societal expectations or the
comfort of familiar norms, and
stepping into the unknown as
your identity evolves.

To know who you are with-
out any delusions or sym-
pathy is a moment of revel-
ation that no one experien-
ces unscathed. Some have
been driven to madness by
that stark reality. Most try
to forget it. But as much as
the name will give others
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power, so you may gain
power over yourself, if the
truth doesn’t break you.

Christopher Paolini,
‘Eragon’

e Self-truthfulness

This involves a commitment to
seeing yourself without the dis-
torting filters of ego-defense,
pride, wishful thinking, or pre-
conceived notions about who
you ought to be. It requires a
willingness to meet your inter-
nal inconsistencies, moments of
inauthenticity, and the some-
times unsettling gap between
your aspirations and your ac-
tual daily experience.

e Humility

True self-discovery flourishes
when you recognize that your
current understanding of your-
self is inherently incomplete, a
work always in progress, and
quite possibly contains flawed
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perceptions or blind spots. Such
an attitude fosters openness to
being wrong about yourself and
readiness to learn from all ex-
periences - especially mistakes
and failures - viewing them as
vital lessons rather than indict-
ments of your worth.

Pride makes us artificial;
humility makes us real.

Thomas Merton

e Introspection

This is the cultivated capacity to
consistently turn your atten-
tion inward, to observe your
thoughts, emotions, motiva-
tions, and behavioral patterns
without immediate judgment or
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over-identification. It’s about
becoming a curious and compa-
ssionate witness to your inner
life, developing the ability to
distinguish between the au-
thentic impulses of a deeper
self and the conditioned res-
ponses/ limiting narratives of
your daily “sense of self”/ ego.

e Openness & receptivity

A genuine willingness to consi-
der new perspectives, encoun-
ter different experiences, and
integrate fresh insights - even if
they challenge the long-held
beliefs about yourself or the
world - is vital for growth. Flexi-
bility in the mind and heart
allows you to adapt, evolve, and
learn, rather than rigidly
resisting change, discomfort, or
unfamiliar ideas.

e Critical thinking

As you open yourself to new ex-
periences, the ability to discern
wisely and think critically be-
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comes essential. This involves
carefully evaluating both your
internal narratives (your habit-
ual self-talk, ingrained beliefs,
old stories) and the myriad
external influences (societal
messages, digital noise, others’
opinions and projections). It’s
about sifting through these in-
fluences to discover what truly
resonates with you.

e Patience & perseverance

Self-realization is a lifelong pro-
cess; it is not a one-time event,
a quick fix, or a final destination
to be definitively “achieved.”
Everyone’s journey unfolds in
its own time, often with cycles
of insight, integration, and even
periods of quiet or confusion. As
such, resilience is necessary to
continue one’s exploration.

e Willingness to engage &
take responsibility

Realizing your self-identity de-
mands an active commitment -

i.e. proactively engaging in self-
exploration, consistent reflec-
tion, and conscious decision-
making. In other words, one
needs to accept responsibility
for their choices and actions,
regardless of the consequences.

e Self-compassion

Perhaps one of the most crucial
qualities, nurturing all others, is
self-compassion - i.e. treating
yourself with consistent kind-
ness and forgiveness. It’s about
acknowledging your shared hu-
manity and inherent imperfec-
tions without resorting to harsh
self-criticism or debilitating
shame, especially when facing
your “shadow” aspects, past re-
grets, or the inherent difficul-
ties of change.
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THE ALCHEMIST'S
TOOLKIT

You are what you do, not
what you say you’ll do.

Carl Jung
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Identity cannot be found or
fabricated but emerges
from within when one has
the courage to let go.

Doug Cooper

Back in the day, Nietzsche made
a statement that, at first glance,
might seem absurd (but not if
we think about it):

To become what one is, one
must not have the faintest
idea what one is.

The idea is: before we can truly
discover or define our self iden-
tity, we must first have the cou-
rage to release the grip on who
we think we are, or who we
have been conditioned to be-
lieve we must be. To let go of
fixed, premature conclusions
about ourselves - those limiting
boxes of “l am this” or “l am
that”. Rather than a descent in-
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to nihilistic emptiness, “letting
go” in this context involves an
active, conscious, and ongoing
process - when we intentionally
release self-definitions that no
longer serve our growth, as well
as unhealthy attachments to
particular self-images, past nar-
ratives, or limiting beliefs.

In his book Falling Upward, au-
thor Richard Rohr argues that
one’s life journey is comprised
of two halves. The first one, he
notes, is frequently dedicated
to building our “container” -
establishing our ego-identity,
defining our roles, achieving
external markers of success,
and creating a sense of order
and security in the world. Itis a
natural and necessary stage of
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development, where we form a
functional self to navigate soci-
etal expectations and personal
responsibilities.

However, the identity establish-
ed in this phase is typically built
upon societal scripts, external
validations, and the strivings of
the ego. Life, in its wisdom, in-
evitably brings what Rohr calls
“necessary falls” - disappoint-
ments, failures, losses, personal
crises, or moments where our
carefully constructed world
feels like it’s crumbling.

These experiences, however
painful, are not just setbacks.
They are crucial initiations into
the second half of life - which is
characterized, above all, by let-
ting go: letting go of the ego’s
tight grip on control, releasing
the need for constant external
validation, and loosening our
attachment to the carefully con-
structed first-half persona. It
involves courageously embrac-
ing vulnerability, accepting our
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imperfections, and through this
surrender, discovering a more
authentic Self that lies beyond
the initial “container.”

It’s a shift from defining our-
selves by “what 1 do” or “what I
have” to “who 1 am” at a more
essential, intrinsic level.

Examples:

e Ahigh-achiever whose
entire identity was built
around their career faces a
sudden job loss. The initial
devastation forces them to
stop thinking of “success”
as their primary definer,
and instead explore deeper
values, previously ignored
passions, or a sense of
purpose not tied to exter-
nal accolades.

e Another person was deeply
enmeshed in a particular
relationship. The pain of a
separation, while a “fall,”
necessitates letting go of
their “partner” role, lead-
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ing to a rediscovery of their
individual self and inner
resources.

FALLING

A Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life

UPWARD

RICHARD ROHR

Author of The Naked iNow

Unfortunately, many resist
these transformative “falls,’
clinging desperately to their fa-
miliar first-half identities and
thus missing the chance to em-
brace deeper authenticity, spiri-
tual maturity, and a more ex-
pansive view of self.

The human ego prefers
anything, just about any-
thing, to falling, or chang-
ing, or dying. The ego is
that part of you that loves
the status quo - even when
it’s not working. It attach-
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es to past and present and
fears the future.

Richard Rohr

On the quest for the truth - in-
cluding the truth of our own be-
ing, the labels we (or other peo-
ple) attach to ourselves - e.g. “I
am anxious,’ “l am an execu-
tive,” “l am spiritual,” “l am a
failure” - can become concept-
ual filters that prevent us from
directly experiencing the fluid,
multifaceted reality of the self.
Letting go of these fixed no-
tions, or at least holding them
much more lightly, creates the
inner space needed to encoun-
ter ourselves afresh, beyond the
confines of preconceived
concepts and worn-out stories.

Instead of trying to immediately
define, categorize, fix, or resol-
ve our inner complexities, culti-
vating an open, accepting awar-
eness is crucial for a deeper,
more organic understanding of
ourselves to emerge.
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Do you know that even
when you look at a tree
and say, ‘That is an oak
tree; or ‘that is a banyan
tree) the naming of the
tree, which is botanical
knowledge, has so condi-
tioned your mind that the
word comes between you
and actually seeing the
tree? To come in contact
with the tree you have to
put your hand on it and the
word will not help you to
touch it.

If you would listen in the
sense of being aware of
your conflicts and contrad-
ictions without forcing
them into any particular
pattern of thought,
perhaps they might
altogether cease.

Jiddu Krishnamurti
As Carl Jung pointed out long

ago, letting go is part of the in-
dividuation process - that jour-
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ney in which one learns to re-
lease the grip of the Persona (i.e
attachment to the social masks
we wear for acceptance & con-
formity), cease to deny or rep-
ress their disowned aspects (the
Shadow), relinquish ego-
centrism (i.e. the ego’s belief
that it is the sole captain of our
ship, the entirety of our being),
and differentiate from uncons-
cious collective influence. Acco-
rding to him, even our most
cherished internal “convic-
tions” about who we are need
to be subjected to honest reeva-
luation - so that we may move
towards a psychologically
whole self.

One cannot individuate as
long as one is playing a
role to oneself; the convict-
ions one has about oneself
are the most subtle form of
persona and the most sub-
tle obstacle against any
true individuation.

Carl Jung
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It is vital to carve out time for
quiet contemplation, so that
one may become aware of and
gradually loosen the grip of
ego-attachments. At the same
time, insights may also come
from unexpected, sometimes

painful, interactions with the
world and others.

When someone’s words/ act-
ions deeply hurt or trigger us,
it’s frequently because they’ve
struck a chord with an unheal-
ed insecurity, a rigid belief we
hold about ourselves, or a parti-
cularly sensitive part of our
ego-identity. For instance, a ca-
sual remark about your organiz-
ational skills might unleash a
surprisingly strong defensive

102

reaction if it touches upon a
hidden fear of not being ‘good
enough’ or an idealized self
image as ‘perfectly competent’.

In such instances, we need to
undergo a courageous shift by:

e Observing our ego’s defen-
sive reaction (shame, ang-
er, withdrawal) without im
mediately acting on it or
becoming completely iden-
tified with it.

e Ask ourselves: Does this
trigger point to an “establi-
shed notion” about myself
that needs re-examining? Is
this an old wound, a sen-
sitive spot from my past
that needs healing and re-
lease? (e..g: “Is my intense
reaction to this feedback
rooted in an old belief that
| must always be the expert
to be valued? Or does this
person’s dismissive tone
echo past experiences of
being unheard, a sensiti-
vity that still needs gentle
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acknowledgement?”) that Romeo, whom sheisin

e Realizing that these mo- love with, belongs to the house
ments, as difficult as they of Montague, her family’s sworn
are, can act as inadvertent enemy. She wonders why his fa-
“teachers.” They reflect mily name - a mere label, a so-
back to us the parts of our cietal marker - should be a bar-
constructed self that are rier to their love when his quali-
fragile, overly defended, or ties, the essence of who heiis,
in need of release. By un- are what truly matter to her.

derstanding that “this pain
is an indicator, not my ulti-
mate truth”, we begin to di-
sarm its power and create

inner space for a more resi-
lient, whole self to emerge.

What’s in a name? That
which we call a rose
By any other name would

smell as sweet.
William Shakespeare,
‘Romeo and Juliet’ If we really think about Juliet’s
question, we should realize that
The words above are spoken by it applies to our journey of self-
Julietin Act 2, Scene 2 - often discovery too.

called the “balcony scene”. In
this instance, Juliet laments Humanity’s tendency is to cate-
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gorize everything, including
each other and ourselves, as a
way to make sense of a complex
world. Think of how people de-
fine themselves - or are defined
- solely by “l am a CEO,” “l am
an introvert,” “l am a victim of
circumstance,” or “l am a [nati-
onality/political affiliation].”

While labels (like job titles, per-
sonality types, social roles, or
even diagnoses) are indeed use-
ful for communication or initial
understanding, they can swiftly
become rigid boxes if we cling
to them and refuse to acknow-
ledge their dynamic nature. As
soon as they are challenged or
need to evolve (as life often de-
mands), we are likely to succ-
umb to a feeling of being lost,
threatened, or out of place.

After all, our sense of self is a
continual interplay between va-
rious factors, many of which
can be quite contradictory to
each other. For instance, | used
to be perceived as primarily
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‘emotional’ by my mother and
some teachers during my early
upbringing; this perception was
further reinforced by my feeling
a pull towards social science
subjects (often stereotyped as
“softer”) as well as towards hu-
manistic values.

And yet, as | grew up, many
people | encountered described
me as ‘analytical’ instead.
Things became even more con-
fusing when I realized that
though | - to a certain extent -
felt comfortable learning things
like arts and writing, | tended to
approach them with a logical,
almost scientific mindset. Pret-
ty ironic, right?

“What kind of person am 1?” |
could not help but question
myself.

Eventually, | believe | have
found an answer to this seem-
ingly absurd situation as soon
as | realized my areas of interest
- namely linguistics and philos-
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ophy. Both of these fields are
highly analytical in nature, and
yet, they also grapple with the
human condition (which | am
strongly passionate about).

In other words, | am “an analy-
tical thinker with deep empa-
thy, drawn to understanding
human complexities”.

Reflecting on my own journey
so far has allowed me to come
to terms with a fundamental
truth: it does no good to force
oneself into one single defini-
tive label. Confusion often
arises from trying to fit into one
predefined box, rather than
appreciating the unique, and
sometimes paradoxical, blend
that constitutes one’s being.
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Far too often, societal biases
create arbitrary hierarchies bet-
ween different talents or inter-
ests (like the stereotype that
‘science subjects are intellectu-
ally superior to social sciences,’
or that the latter ‘only require
memorization skills to perform
well’). Internalizing such super-
ficial judgments will distort
your self-worth if your passions
lie in an area that society hap-
pens to devalue.

As such, we need to look be-
yond simplistic categories and
embrace a more nuanced, mul-
tifaceted worldview. Only then
may we learn to honor people’s
true inclinations (including ours
as well) and recognize the
diverse forms of intelligence,
passion, and contribution that
make up the spectrum of
human identity.

What labels me, negates
me.

Soren Kierkegaard
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How to look beyond the superfi-
cial:

e Cultivate the habit of revi-
siting previous experiences
and questioning all assum-
ptions/ expectations - both
those imposed upon us by
others and those we, many
times unconsciously, im-
pose upon ourselves.

e Think about whether a po-
pular trend truly aligns
with our needs and world-
views - whether our desire
to heed it stems simply
from the need for valida-
tion or not.

e Make an effort to look past
someone’s job title, social
status, or outward appear-
ance to connect with their
shared humanity.

e Practice looking beyond
social stereotypes and dog-
mas, especially if attach-
ments to them cause suffe-
ring or require us to comp-
romise virtues such as
compassion.
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Easier said than done. Perhaps,
because our human inclination
is to treasure the components
of our identity - especially the
more communal, fundamental
ones like spiritual/ philosophi-
cal orientation. This attachment
is particularly strong when it
comes to deeply ingrained
frameworks like religion.

Speaking of which, | remember
once coming across a question
like this:

What is God’s religion?

As absurd as it may seem, | can
not help but wonder: how come
may an omnipotent force like
God be restricted by a thing
called ‘religion’? How can one
confine an ultimate, universal
concept within exclusive human
made labels?

At the end of the day, the Eng-
lish term ‘religion’ is believed to
have originated from ‘religare’ -
which is about re-connection.
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In light of this, religious tradi-
tions are like the “finger point-
ing to the moon” - they are
pathways, indicators towards a
deeper truth, a more profound
connection, or a more ethical
way of living. They are NOT the
truth itself.

If we become fixated on the
label of our path - ‘Christian,’
‘Muslim,’ ‘Buddhist, ‘Atheist,
‘Spiritual But Not Religious’ -
and use that label to create ri-
gid divisions, claims of exclu-

sive truth, or a sense of superio-

rity, we risk missing the under-
lying universal principles - i.e.
values like love, empathy, inte-
grity, and the shared human ex-
perience of conscience, which
are not limited to any specific
tradition at all.

Even young children, before be-
ing formally introduced to spec-
ific religious or philosophical
labels, are known to exhibit an
innate capacity for compassion
and a natural sense of wonder

about existence.

People at birth are natur-
ally good.

Mencius

As such, on the quest for identi-
ty, we should aim to look bey-
ond the superficial adherence
to ANY doctrine (religious or
otherwise) and instead culti-
vate a personal, intelligent,
and deeply felt engagement
with what gives our individual
life meaning and purpose.

It is about being an active seek-
er, practicing honest reflection,
adopting critical thinking, and
prioritizing the ‘Heart’ - one’s
innermost knowing (or “i[»”, as
itis referred to in East Asian
languages) - in every decision.

While we can participate in tra-
ditions, social groups, or profe-
ssional roles, we should still be
aware of the danger of rigid ad-
herence to their superficial as-
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pects. Clinging too tightly to
any label without looking deep-
er, without questioning, with-
out allowing for personal inter-
pretation, will only lead to self-
sabotaging behaviors, distance
us from others, and deny us the
chance to embrace the evolving
Self within.

When I speak of a religion
of one’s own, I’m not talk-
ing about a selfish, ego-
centered, loosely patched
together spiritual concoc-
tion. I’'m recommending a
courageous, deep-seated,
fate-driven, informed, and
intelligent life that has
sublime and transcendent
dimension. It can be shar-
ed in a community. It can
be accomplished inside or
outside a traditional reli-
gious organization. It is
suitable for pious members
of a religious group and for
agnostics and atheists.

To be religious even in a
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personal way, you have to
wake up and find your own
portals to wonder and
transcendence.

Thomas Moore

In Yann Martel’s Life of Pi novel,
the main character - Piscine
Molitor Patel - is burdened by
his own name, which is often
mispronounced in an intention-
al way by his friends as “piss-
ing”. To escape being ridiculed
and bullied, he consciously
chooses to rename himself “Pi”
based on the mathematical
constant . Though his act s, in
part, a practical solutionto a
social discomfort, the name
“Pi” (m) itself carries a deeper,
more metaphorical connotation
(i.e. irrational, infinite, and non-
repeating) - which lays the
foundation for Pi’s journey of
self-exploration and spiritual
maturity later.
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resonated with him (and later

set the precedent for his whole
story), we are also called to dis-
cover a “true name” that defin-

es the “essence” of our identity.

To clarify our core values - the
principles that represent what
is genuinely energizing to us
(distinct from external expecta-
tions or inherited beliefs) and
give our life a distinct meaning
and direction.

Now, how about a moment of
intimacy - as | share with you
the idea behind my own name?

My original name in my mother
tongue is Dang Khoa (2% ).

Historically, in ancient East Asi-
an cultures, “Dang Khoa” refer-
red to the act of passing the im-
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perial examinations; in other
words, it signifies academic
success, worldly achievement,
and an aspiration for high posi-
tion and recognition.

To be honest, my mother gave
me that name mostly because
she found its sound appealing,
without knowing anything
about its historical weight. As |
grew (and found out what
“Dang Khoa” means), | some-
times felt a slight discomfort
with it, partly due to what | per-
ceived as its somewhat ‘materi-
alistic’ or externally-focused
connotation.

Perhaps it was because of a
feeling rooted in my upbringing
- a deep-seated belief that true
wealth and worth come from
within, from character and con-
tribution rather than status.

Later in life, | picked the English
name ‘Jonathan’ - this choice
was inspired mainly by the
Biblical character of the same
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name (though some other liter-
ary figures played a part too).
To me, the name is a represent-
ation of the values | aspire to
(though I have to admit | often
struggle in embodying them) -
namely selfless friendship, a
sense of chivalry and honor,
courage in the face of adversi-
ty, loyalty, a spirit of service,
integrity, benevolence, good-
will, kindness, inner strength,
and endurance.

To me, ‘Jonathan’ is more like
an IDENTITY rather than a con-
venient English name for inter-
acting with a global audience.
An identity that | am genuinely
happy with (at least for this
chapter of my life).
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To be fair, my original name,
‘Dang Khoa,’ still holds mean-
ing, especially if one views it
more philosophically as ‘to pass
the test’. To ‘pass life’s tests
with wisdom and diligen-

ce’ - rather than through a
purely literal, historical lens
focused on external success.

Even as | embrace the identity
‘Jonathan’, I still feel that it’s
important to learn to accept
and integrate the name my
mother gave me, with the love
it represented.

As for the letter ‘M. in my
chosen English name (Jonathan
M. Pham) - it stands for
Maximilian; hence, my full
English name is Jonathan
Maximilian Pham.

“Maximilian who?” some might
wonder.

For now, | prefer not to tell you
specifically what it means - yet.

an ~n an
' - -


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonathan_(1_Samuel)

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

4. 11 PRACTICES FOR CRAFTING AN AUTHENTIC SELF

However, if you have a look
back at the previously publish-
ed content on this blog, | sup-
pose you should be able to find
the answer - somewhere, in
some article. And you should
come to understand what the
middle name Maximilian is
about, what kind of core values
it represents for me.

How about yours? What is your

‘true name’? What are your core
values?

For those who have not yet
thought about it, here are a few

ways to begin the exploration:

e The Unconstrained Dream
Exercise

Take some quiet time to ponder
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your deepest dreams with a tru-
ly open mind, setting aside, just
for a moment, any judgments
about feasibility or what others
might think. Ask yourself:

“If money weren’t a factor, if
other people’s opinions held no
sway, and if geography and lo-
gistics were no object - what
would | truly love to do with my
time and energy? What would
my most fulfilling life look and
feel like?”

Just let your mind play freely in
this open space, even if the
“how” of achieving such a life
seems unclear right now. As you
become engaged in the process,
you may realize underlying va-
lues like freedom, creativity,
connection, service, learning,
adventure, or peace that are
longing for greater expression.

e Mining your “Golden
Moments”

Reflect on your past experien-
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ces. Think about moments,
even fleeting ones, when you
felt genuinely happy, deeply
fulfilled, authentically alive, or
truly “yourself.”

What were you doing? Who
were you with, if anyone?

What qualities were you
embodying or expressing?

These memories often act as
“breadcrumbs,” leading you
back to your core values. Were
you learning something new
(value: growth, knowledge)?
Were you deeply connected
with someone (value: love, rela-
tionship)? Were you making a
difference (value: contribution,
service)? Were you facing a
challenge with courage (value:
bravery)?

Write these moments down,
study them, and look for the
recurring themes - they point
to what truly nourishes your
spirit.
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e Emotional Resonance Test

Pay close attention to what tru-
ly moves you in daily life. What
topics, activities, principles, or
stories evoke a strong emotion-
al response within you - be it a
surge of joy, a passionate enga-
gement, a sense of righteous
indignation, deep compassion,
or a feeling of peace and
rightness?

This inner emotional “ping,”
this resonance, often signals
that a core value has been
touched or activated.

For instance, someone might
feel a genuine uplift and a burst
of energy when discussing or
participating in efforts towards
environmental sustainability,
revealing a core value for ste-
wardship or a connection to na-
ture. Conversely, they might
feel indifferent, or even a subtle
resistance, to conversations fo-
cused purely on corporate pro-
fit margins or social status if
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those don’t align with their
guiding principles.

e Value-mapping tools

Beyond personal and intuitive
reflection, more visual, structu-
red tools may also help articu-
late your inner landscapes with
greater clarity - examples inclu-
de the Personal Identity Wheel
(and similar audit exercises).
These tools typically present a
list of common values (like ho-
nesty, creativity, security, com-
passion, etc.) and ask you to
rank them in order of personal
importance. Or, some might
prompt you to consider various
life domains (career, relation-
ships, personal growth, com-
munity, health, spirituality) and
identify the qualities that are
most essential for you to honor
in each of these areas. Based on
them, you may identify recurr-
ing patterns, clarify your priori-
ties, and also see where your
current lived actions align (or
perhaps misalign) with them.
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It’s worth noting that once you
have identified a set of resonat-
ing core values, it’s tempting to
treat them as immutable laws,
etched in stone. However, a cru-
cial aspect of cultivating a heal-
thy identity is to hold these va-
lues with flexibility.

Why is flexibility so important?

Life circumstances change, we
gain new experiences, our wis-
dom deepens. A quality that
seemed paramount in one
phase of life might shift in prior-
ity, or find new and different
ways of expression, in another.
Our very understanding of what
a value means in practice can
also mature and become more
nuanced over time.
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Imagine someone whose core
value is ‘strength, which they
initially interpreted solely as
‘never showing vulnerability or
needing help.’ Hence, they have
trouble when it comes to
seeking support during difficult
times, forming trusting interde-
pendent relationships, and
learning from moments of per-
ceived weakness. As they grow
and gain more life experience,
they eventually come to realize
that true strength actually in-
cludes the courage to be vulner-
able, to ask for help, and to con-
nect authentically.

Your core values, therefore, are
best seen as a compass, provid-
ing guidance and orientation for
every decision and action. They
are not meant to be arigid cage
that prevents you from
adapting to new realities or
makes you judgmental of your-
self and others when life calls
for a nuanced approach.

Sometimes, life calls for a de-
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tour, a re-evaluation, or a new
path; your values-compass will
help you navigate these shifts
with integrity, even if the ter-
rain looks different from what
you initially expected.

It’s about striving for internal
alignment with what feels most
life-affirming, not about dog-
matic adherence to an un-
changing rulebook.

Ultimately, you’ll know your
values are yours and are serving
your growth when living in ac-
cordance with them brings a
deep sense of integrity, pur-
pose, and an intuitive ‘yes’ from
within, a feeling of rightness
that resonates through your
being. In other words, “you
know it when you see it”.

Perhaps the pollution of
water is nothing more than
the pollution of the human
soul. Modern society has
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gone as far as we can go.

Masaru Emoto, ‘The Secret
Life of Water’

Just as a garden needs regular
tending to flourish, our inner
landscape requires ongoing
care to maintain its clarity. This
is where the practice of regular
“self-purification” - or perhaps,
more accurately, inner clearing
- becomes essential.

In Hayao Miyazaki’s animated
film Spirited Away, there is a
striking scene in which a seem-
ingly repulsive “Stink Spirit”
(‘Okusaresama’ in Japanese)
enters the spirit world’s bath-
house. He initially appears as a
massive, foul-smelling sludge-
like entity, causing distress due
to his unbearable stench. Chihi-
ro, the protagonist, is assigned
to assist him. She then disco-
vers that the Stink Spirit is actu-
ally a polluted River Spirit bur-
dened by human waste and de-
bris. After a thorough cleansing,
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he is eventually restored to his
original glory.

Think about it. Isn’t it that we,
to a certain extent, are just the
same as the River Spirit in the
story above? We are also “pollu-
ted”, albeit in a metaphorical
sense, due to:

e External pressures and so-
cietal expectations.

e Negative thought patterns
and limiting beliefs.

e Unexamined societal con-
ditioning and internalized
judgments.

e The sheer “noise” of daily
existence, including infor-
mation overload.

e Therelentless pursuit of
material success.
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e Emotional baggage from
past experiences.

e The chronic stress of con-
stant striving.

All these “pollutants,”’ like the
debris on the River Spirit, play a
role in obscuring our nature.
They cause a disconnect from
our core values, a feeling of in-
ner confusion, a sense of being
weighed down/ unable to acc-
ess our full vitality. Hence, our
“original intention”/ “begin-
ner’s mind” (¥]:[»/ shoshin),
characterized by openness, ea-
gerness, a lack of preconcep-
tions, is blocked out.

To maintain a vibrant, respons-
ive, and authentic self-identity,
we need to cultivate practices
for regular inner clearing and
decluttering - just as we attend
to our physical hygiene.

e Creating a personal
“sanctuary”

In today’s fast-paced world, it is
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vital that we regularly step
away from the usual demands,
distractions, and stimuli of life -
and retreat to a “sanctuary”
(which doesn’t need to be a re-
mote hermitage). Find a quiet
corner in your home, get out for
a regular walk in nature, or just
simply carve out short, inten-
tional periods of inner quiet
amidst a busy day.

The idea is to create a dedicated
space and time free from exter-
nal inputs, allowing the “mud-
dy waters” of the mind to settle
and clarity to emerge. While the
accompanying solitude may
seem unsettling to certain peo-
ple - at certain times, it offers
an opportunity to disengage
from performing social roles
and to hear one’s own inner
voice more distinctly.

If you stay in the hurly-
burly of this world, you’ll
run around in circles with-
out ever finding your way.
You’ll become the kind of
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person who just stamps
and screams.

Takashi Nagai
e Emotional decluttering

Our minds and hearts are capa-
ble of accumulating clutter just
like our physical spaces. Regu-
lar decluttering is key, and it is
achievable via practices such as
journaling, meditation, and re-
flection. Try writing down your
thoughts, feelings, and experi-
ences - without censorship -
and processing them. Once you
identify recurring negative pat-
terns or limiting beliefs (e.g., “I
am not capable enough to pur-
sue X,” “l always mess up Y rela-
tionship”), take some time to
consciously re-evaluate, re-
frame, or release them. Just
make sure not to be too obsess-
ed with finding an immediate,
forced solution.

e Participating in spiritual
activities
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According to researcher Patrick
McNamara, certain religious ex-
periences can help in “decen-
tering” the self - aka, shifting
one’s primary locus of identity
away from a narrow, self abso-
rbed ego towards a more “inte-
gral self”, one that feels more
connected to a larger whole, is
more aligned with deeper va-
lues, and is less buffeted by an-
xieties and demands. Spiritual
practices - be it prayer, specific
contemplative traditions from
various faiths, or connecting
with wisdom literature - allow
one to experience something
grander than their everyday ego
(like awe, deep compass-

ion, or a sense of the sacred),
which makes the ego’s relative
importance shrink, allowing for
a more objective, expansive,
and less reactive self-view.

One thing | would like to note
here is that the true benefit of
such activities lies in genuine
inner stillness and sincere in-
tention - not merely in habitual
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ritual, performative spirituality
(done to enhance the ego or
gain social approval), or rigid
adherence to ideologies. The
aim is to quiet the “noise” so
that inner wisdom may emerge.

In the stillness of the heart,
the truth speaks most

clearly.

Rumi

e Reprogramming with
mindful affirmations
(behavior-focused)

Affirmations provide an amaz-
ing tool for this self-cleaning

process, especially when they
are chosen consciously, reson-
ate deeply, and focus on desir-
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ed behaviors or states of being,
rather than on rigid, fixed iden-
tity statements. For example,
instead of the fixed, negative
identity label “/ am disorganiz-
ed,” you might try a behavioral
affirmation like, “/ am consist-
ently developing and practicing
effective organizational sys-
tems.” Or, instead of “/ am con-
fident” (which might feel untrue
and thus create inner conflict if
you’re not feeling it), try, “/ am
practicing courage by taking
small steps outside my comfort
zone each day.”

e Grounding techniques

Simple practices like focused
deep breathing (noticing the
inflow and outflow), mindfully
engaging your senses (truly
noticing the sights, sounds,
smells around you), taking a
short walk in nature, or even
just feeling your feet firmly on
the ground can interrupt cycles
of overthinking and restore a
sense of calm presence.
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e Cultivating “purifying”
lifestyle habits

Beyond techniques, regular
“self-clearing” also involves
consciously adopting habits
that nourish clarity and well-
being, while mindfully minimiz-
ing those that tend to “pollute”
our inner state. This includes
practices like mindful media
consumption (being selective
about the information and en-
tertainment you absorb, reduc-
ing exposure to negativity or
comparison triggers), nourish-
ing your body with healthy
food, engaging in physical acti-
vity that helps clear the mind as
well as the body, spending qua-
lity time with genuinely suppor-
tive and uplifting people, purs-
uing creative outlets that allow
for authentic expression, and
practicing gratitude to shift the
focus towards what is good and
present.

Your beliefs become your
thoughts,
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Your thoughts become your
words,

Your words become your
actions,

Your actions become your
habits,

Your habits become your
values,

Your values become your
destiny.

Mahatma Gandhi

All I know is that | know
nothing.

Socrates

At first glance, the above state-
ment by Socrates might seem
peculiar. And yet, other great
thinkers also share the same
belief. For instance, Confucius is
credited with saying:

Real knowledge is to know
the extent of one’s
ignorance.


https://jonathanmpham.com/en/personality/habits/habits-in-personality-development/
https://jonathanmpham.com/en/personality/habits/habits-in-personality-development/

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

4. 11 PRACTICES FOR CRAFTING AN AUTHENTIC SELF

Rather than promoting a nihilis-
tic worldview, these wise words
serve as a call for us to cultivate
a learner’s mindset - an intel-
lectual and existential humility
that courageously recognizes
that our current understanding
of ourselves and the world is al-
ways incomplete, a work in pro-
gress. It’s a mindset akin to that
of a philosopher - a “lover of
wisdom”, rather than one who
has already attained it.

When we operate from the
assumption that we already
‘know’ who we are, fixed and
defined, we inadvertently close
the door to further discovery &
evolution. On the other hand,
an open attitude lays the fertile
ground from which true self-
knowledge can actually sprout.

Only if you see, ‘I do not
know,’ the possibility of
knowing will become a

living reality in your life.

Sadhguru
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Being a “philosopher of your
life” isn’t about retreating into
abstract theories; it means act-
ively engaging with the world
and with yourself as a dynamic
field of ongoing discovery. It’s
about approaching your own
life with curiosity and a willing-
ness to experiment. About be-
ing committed to living an exa-
mined life by:

e Trying new things

How well do you truly know
your preferences, joys, dislikes,
if they’ve never been genuinely
tested beyond the confines of
your established routine?

The “philosopher of life” is one
who actively seeks out new ex-
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periences - which could be as
simple as trying unfamiliar
foods, listening to entirely diffe-
rent genres of music, exploring
new hobbies you’ve only day-
dreamed about, or reading au-
thors whose viewpoints chal-
lenge your own. You might not
fall in love with everything you
try - and that’s perfectly okay!

Each experience, positive or
negative, provides “data” about
yourself: ‘Ah, | learned some-
thing new about what reson-
ates with me (or what doesn’t).

The idea is not to be obsessed
with a frantic search for a ‘per-
fect’ fit or a definitive label -
but to intentionally broaden
awareness of your own tastes,
reactions, hidden talents, and
potential sources of joy.

e Stepping out of your
comfort zone

It’s often said that real growth
and self-discovery happen at
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the edges of our comfort zone,
and there’s much truth in this.
Being a philosopher of your life
involves intentionally exposing
yourself to things that feel a
little daunting, perhaps even
slightly scary, yet also intrigu-
ing or aligned with a quiet aspi-
ration. This could mean taking
that solo trip you’ve always
pondered, joining a club or
group focused on something
completely outside your usual
circle, finally learning a skill
that you’ve always thought was
“cool” but felt unqualified to
try, or finding your voice and
speaking up in situations where
you normally wouldn’t.

These experiences push you to
tap into unknown strengths,
confront hidden fears, and dis-
cover facets of your personality/
capabilities you might never
have known existed. In these
moments, you are actively “phi-
losophizing” by testing your
perceived limits, observing how
you respond to novelty and
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challenge, and adapting know-
ledge of who you are based on
these direct encounters.

e Self-questioning

A core practice for the philoso-
pher of life is ongoing, honest
self-reflection through the art
of incisive, compassionate que-
stioning. Inspired by Socrates’
method of inquiry, it involves
systematically and gently eva-
luating your own thoughts, be-
liefs, assumptions, emotional
reactions, and behavioral pat-
terns to uncover deeper truths,
inconsistencies, or underlying
motivations. In other words, it’s
about becoming a kind but per-
sistent interrogator of your own
inner world, not to judge, but to
understand.

Instead of just noting an emo-
tional reaction and moving on,
try delving deeper: “I felt inten-
sely defensive when my approa-
ch to that project was criticized.
Why did that specific feedback
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feel like such a personal attack?
What underlying belief about my
competence, my intelligence, or
my worth might have been trig-
gered by that comment? Is this
belief truly serving me, or is it
perhaps a rigid part of an old
self-story that needs updating?”

Or, when you notice a strong
pull: “I consistently find myself
drawn to activities related to
[helping animals/ creating art/
solving complex puzzles], even if
it’s unconventional or doesn’t fit
my current ‘role.’ Why does this
resonate so deeply with me?
What core value is being expre-
ssed or seeking expression here?
What does this persistent pull
tell me about what makes me
feel alive and engaged?”

This practice of asking “why”
repeatedly, like peeling the lay-
ers of an onion, helps you move
beyond surface-level know-
ledge to the core motivations,
fears, values, beliefs that shape
your identity and daily actions.
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e Conversing with others

In order to better nurture a phil-
osophical mindset, it may be a
good idea to occasionally parti-
cipate in thoughtful, open end-
ed dialogue with a friend, men-
tor, accountability partner, or
therapist who can help you ex-
plore your own thinking with-
out imposing answers.

e Embracing the mystery

Sometimes, being a philosoph-
er of your life means question-
ing the very nature and solidity
of your perceived reality, inc-
luding your most immediate
sense of self. As reflected in the
Socratic wisdom of “knowing
that we know little for certain,’
our grasp on “who | am” is al-
ways an interpretation, a story,
a perspective within a larger,
perhaps unknowable reality.

Once upon a time, | dreamt
I was a butterfly, fluttering
hither and thither, to all in-
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tents and purposes a but-
terfly. | was conscious only
of my happiness as a but-
terfly, unaware that | was
myself. Soon | awaked, and
there I was, veritably my-
self again. Now I do not
know whether | was then a
man dreaming | was a but-
terfly, or whether | am now
a butterfly, dreaming | am
a man.

Zhuangzi
e Being with the “flow”

Last but not least, a philosoph-
er’s mindset requires us to inte-
rnalize the fact that the quest
for self-knowledge is not a one-
time project with a final exam
or a definitive conclusion. It is,
by its very nature, a continuous,
lifelong process of discovery
and integration. There is no
need to succumb to the press-
ure of having to “figure our-
selves out” completely or defin-
itively. The important thing is to
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maintain an ongoing, open
hearted engagement with our
evolving self, appreciating each
new insight, each challenge,
each moment of clarity.

The more you know your-
self, the more clarity there
is. Self-knowledge has no
end - you don’t come to an
achievement, you don’t
come to a conclusion. It is
an endless river.

Jiddu Krishnamurti

As human beings, most of us
exhibit a strong, almost instinc-
tual, attachment to certainty.
We crave quick answers, clear
formulas, definitive commit-
ments from others, and sharp,
unambiguous distinctions
between ‘right’ and ‘wrong.’

The desire for predictability is
entirely understandable; after
all, it offers a fleeting sense of
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security and control in a world
that often feels anything but.
However, this relentless pursuit
of certainty, especially in areas
as fluid and deeply personal as
self-identity, comes with hid-
den costs and can become quite
detrimental to one’s growth.

Why is this the case?

e It prompts us to latch onto
premature conclusions
about ourselves (e.g., “l am
an anxious person, and
that’s just how | am, full
stop”), thereby stifling
awareness of the potential
for change and evolution.

o Itfostersrigid belief sys-
tems and an intolerance for
ambiguity, making us
resistant to new experien-
ces, unfamiliar perspect-
ives, or personal insights
that might challenge our
constructed self-view.

e It causes us to outsource
our self-definition to exter-
nal authorities, systems, or
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dogmas that promise
clear-cut answers, rather
than engaging in the more
challenging but rewarding
path of open-ended self-
exploration.

e It prevents us from reflect-
ing on other potential fa- ,
cets of identity that might Therefore, a degree of uncer-

lead to greater joy and pur- tainty is inherent in everyone’s
pose. An example is when journey. Who we will become
one desperately clings to a next year, or even next month,
career identity that no is not rigidly predetermined.
longer brings fulfillment,

simply because the uncer- Major life choices - about rela-
tainty of exploring a new tionships, careers, where to
path, of not knowing what live, what to believe - are al-
comes next, feels too most always made with incom-
threatening. plete information and no abso-

lute guarantee of the outcome.
The truth is, as we’ve explored

before, our self-identity, much Our perspectives, values, and
like life itself, is not a static enti- even core feelings are likely to
ty but a dynamic, unfolding shift and mature as we learn
process. Our inner worlds are and grow.

complex and multifaceted, our

deepest experiences ineffable, Given this fluid reality, attempt-
and life continually presents us ing to impose absolute certain-
with new information and cir- ty onitis like trying to freeze a

cumstances. flowing river; it denies its esse-

125



© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

4. 11 PRACTICES FOR CRAFTING AN AUTHENTIC SELF

ntial, vibrant nature. Authentic the understanding of

self-knowledge, as many spirit- oneself.

ual teachers have suggested,

emerges from an open, unbias- [...]

ed awareness of our total being

- our thoughts, feelings, contra- Authority in its very nature

dictions, and potentials - with- prevents the full aware-

out a predetermined agenda or ness of oneself.

the promise of a comfortable,

predictable result. Jiddu Krishnamurti
We follow authority - if not Have you ever watched the mo-
that of a person, then of a vie Mr. Nobody? The story fol-
system, of an ideology - lows Nemo Nobody, the last
because we want a result mortal in a futuristic world
that will be satisfactory, where humanity has achieved
which will give us security. quasi-immortality. As he app-
We really do NOT want to roaches his own demise, Nemo
understand ourselves, our is forced to reflect on the nume-
impulses and reactions, the rous potential lives that could
whole process of our have stemmed from the choices
thinking, the conscious as he could have made.
well as the unconscious; we
would rather pursue a As illustrated in the film, life
system that assures us of a presents a vast array of branch-
result. But the pursuit of a ing paths created by our deci-
system is invariably the sions - each of which, while
outcome of our desire for opening some doors, closes
security, for certainty, and others. However, the important

the result is obviously not thing is not to identify one sin-
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gle, objectively “right” choice
that guarantees a perfect, pain-
free existence.

Each path taken can lead to a
unique life with its own inher-
ent meaning, its own unique
blend of joys and sorrows.

Therefore, what one needs to
do is to embrace uncertainty -
to accept the responsibility of
their choices without the illu-
sion of a “perfect” outcome or a
“correct” preordained identity.
To be present and find meaning
within the life that emerges
from the decisions one makes.

—
T
= )

Every path is the right
path. Everything could’ve
been anything else. And it
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would have just as much
meaning.

Nemo Nobody

Back in the day, the philosoph-
er Sgren Kierkegaard proposed
the concept of a ‘leap of faith’ -
i.e. committing to choices and
actions based on one’s deepest
convictions and values, even in
the absence of absolute certain-
ty or complete rational proof of
the outcome. According to Kier-
kegaard, authentic selfhood
requires us to venture beyond
the comfortable shores of the
known. To constantly avoid
such leaps for fear of the un-
known is to risk never truly dis-
covering the self that emerges
(and is strengthened) through
committed, courageous action.

After all, as those like Immanuel
Kant have pointed out earlier,
pure reason has its limits; it can
not definitively answer all of
life’s ultimate questions (such
as the precise nature of the self
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or the definitively “right” path).
Given that intellect alone can
not provide all the guarantees
we crave for our most vital deci-
sions, then at some point, emb-
racing the unknown through a
committed, value-driven choice
becomes essential.

When faced with choices where
the outcome is uncertain, after
sincere reflection (asking our-
selves, as you might, “Was my
mind & heart clear at the time
of decision? What did my intui-
tion, that quiet inner knowing,
seem to indicate?”), there’s a
certain wisdom in “trusting the
process.” Rather than passive
resignation or abdicating res-
ponsibility, it demonstrates an
active trust in life’s unfolding -
as well as in our own capacity to
learn, adapt, and find our way,
even when the path isn’t fully
illuminated.

It acknowledges that every de-
cision arises from a complex
web of past causes and condi-

tions and will, in turn, shape
future ones in ways we cannot
always fully predict or control.

You do not need to know
precisely what is happen-
ing, or exactly where it is
all going. What you need is
to recognize the possibili-
ties and challenges offered
by the present moment,
and to embrace them with
courage, faith and hope.

Thomas Merton

The path of one’s life some-
times calls not just for subtle
adjustments, but for the cour-
age to make significant shifts,
to reinvent certain personal as-
pects, or even to feel like one is
starting anew. This prospect
can be daunting, yet many
times, it holds the key to deeper
authenticity and fulfillment.

Just think about the remarkab-
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le life of Albert Schweitzer. A
distinguished theologian, philo-
sopher, and musician in Europe,
he reached a point, around the
age of 30, where an inner call-
ing led him to a radical decision
: to pursue medicine and dedi-
cate his life to humanitarian
work in Africa. His choice to
abandon a well-established and
respected path was met with
considerable skepticism and
objection from many of his rela-
tives & friends. Yet, Schweitzer
persevered and eventually -
through his efforts - became a
global phenomenon.

The impulse to start anew isn’t
confined to iconic historical fi-
gures like Schweitzer; it’s a
deeply human experience, a
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thread that can run through any
life. Perhaps you, like me, have
found yourself at a crossroad, a
point where the path you were
on, however successful it may
have seemed externally, no
longer resonated with the per-
son you were becoming.

| recall once working as an SEO
manager at an international di-
gital agency - a position highly
regarded by people in my own
circles. Yet, right at the peak of
my career, a quieter calling be-
gan to emerge - a desire to en-
gage more directly with the hu-
man condition. In the end, | de-
cided to step away from my sta-
ble full-time role and establish-
ed career trajectory to pursue a
new professional path.

This transition was certainly
filled with uncertainties - and
might have appeared ‘absurd’
or impractical to some people.
That being said, it has brought
with it a sense of alignment and
satisfaction that the previous
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path, for all its external mark-
ers, could no longer provide.
And as of now, | have no reason
to regret it.

Given the impermanent nature
of self-identity, it is essential
that we grant ourselves explicit
permission to evolve, to make
substantial changes, or even to
feel as though we are “starting
over” in certain areas of life
when the inner compass points
in a new direction. Past identi-
ties, roles, relationships, or self-
definitions that were once fit-
ting or necessary should be re-
leased if they no longer are.

However, even when we truly
yearn for new beginnings (and
know the reasons why), we of-
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ten find it hard to embrace
them. “Starting anew” feels so
frightening, asitis akinto a
kind of “death” - the death of a
familiar self, a known identity, a
predictable (even if unfulfilling)
way of life. Due to the inherent
uncertainty of changes, we re-
sist them and try to rationalize
staying in situations that no
longer benefit our well-being.

PHILOSOPHER: Carrying
out change is ‘death itself’.
[...] Regardless of how dis-
satisfied you may be with
your current situation, can
you choose death? Can you
throw yourself into the bot-
tomless darkness? This is
not such an easy thing to
talk about.

That is why people do not
try to change and why they
want to feel okay with
things as they are, no mat-
ter how tough life gets. And
they end up living in search
of ‘okay as | am’ ingredi-
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ents in order to affirm their
current situation.

Ichiro Kishimi, ‘The Courage
to Be Happy’

The key to navigating this fear is
the realization that change is
not just a future possibility, but
a constant, present reality. The
fear of “dying” to an old self is
largely based on the illusion of a
fixed, static identity. In reality,
you are not the same person
you were five years ago, or even
yesterday.

| myself see this clearly in my
own life. When | look back, | can
see that the ‘I’ of today is a dis-
tinct evolution from earlier ver-
sions: the university student
facing an unknown future, the
professional who once operated
on near-autopilot, the specialist
chasing fleeting metrics. These
past selves were part of the
path, but a continuous process
of change, fueled by a growing
awareness of both inner and
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outer realities, means | am al-
ways in a state of becoming
someone new.

We are, in a very real sense,
being subtly “reborn” in every
moment, with every new expe-
rience we integrate, every new
insight we gain, every choice we
make. Accepting this conti-
nuous flow of becoming will
make the prospect of “starting
anew” feel less like a terrifying
leap into an abyss - and more
like a conscious participation in
an already ongoing, natural
process of evolution.

Choosing to “start anew”/ signi-
ficantly change course is not
necessarily a sign of previous
failure or a lack of consistency.
Instead, it’s an indication that
we are listening deeply to our-
selves, to our evolving needs
and values, and that we are
courageous enough to adjust
our path as our understanding
of our “destiny” - our authentic
way of being and unique pur-
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pose - matures and clarifies.

The snake which cannot
cast its skin has to die. As
well the minds which are
prevented from changing
their opinions; they cease
to be mind.

Friedrich Nietzsche

If you feel lost, disappoint-
ed, hesitant, or weak, re-
turn to yourself, to who you
are, here and now and
when you get there, you
will discover yourself, like a
lotus flower in full bloom,
even in a muddy pond,
beautiful and strong.

Masaru Emoto

Regardless of past difficulties
(the “muddy pond” of our his-
tories) or anxieties about future
uncertainties, our truest
strength, our most vibrant
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beauty, our core self, is most
clearly discovered and experi-
enced when we learn to fully
turn our attention to the pre-
sent moment. It is not an es-
cape from life or from our-
selves; rather, it is one of the
most direct and potent ways to
engage with and actively shape
our self-identity.

As mentioned, many of us find
ourselves carrying the weight of
past traumas, lingering disap-
pointments, or perceived fail-
ures - worse, we tend to allow
them to cast long shadows and
define our current sense of self.
But while the events of the past
are indeed unchangeable, their
power over our present identity
and future path is not fixed.

As challenging to accept as it
may seem, the truth is: your
identity is not determined or
imprisoned by your history.

It’s so tempting to wallow in
psychic wounds (whether caus-
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ed by other people/ your own
doings) - to treat your life as a
narrative driven by causality.
And yet, we are not like other
ordinary creatures. We possess
a powerful mind capable of im-
pacting realities.

We have the choice to live in the
“here and now” - to actively
choose the kind of person we
are becoming in each moment.

It’s up to you - would you rather
give weight to what cannot be
changed, or would you rather
think about what can be done
right now?

Your story may not have
such a happy beginning,
but that doesn’t make you
who you are. It is the rest
of your story, who you
choose to be.

Soothsayer, ‘Kungfu Panda’

Below are a few ways to prac-
tice being present:
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Mindful awareness: Gently
be attentive to your cur-
rent thoughts, emotions,
bodily sensations without
immediate judgment or
attachment. Notice them
as passing experiences,
clouds drifting through the
sky of your awareness, ra-
ther than definitive truths
about who you are. This
creates a space of observa-
tion from which self know-
ledge may arise.

Engage your senses fully:
Take moments throughout
the day to find the beauty
in your surroundings and
engage with them with all
senses. Take your time tas-
ting your food, feeling the
texture of the clothes you
wear or the objects you
touch, listening to the
sounds around you (near
and far), and noticing the
play of light and shadow,
the colors and shapes that
meet your eyes.

Focus on one thing at a
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time (single-tasking): The
ability to multitask is
something typically hailed
in today’s frenetic world;
however, performance op-
timization is one of the
worst enemies when it
comes to cultivating self-
awareness. Whether you’re
working, conversing, or
even doing a simple chore,
try to focus on that one
thing - and do your best to
resist being pulled away
mentally.

Active listening in conver-
sations: When someone is
speaking, listen with the
intent to truly internalize
their perspectives, feel-
ings, and experiences - ra-
ther than just waiting for
your turn to speak or let-
ting your mind drift to your
own thoughts and rebut-
tals. This not only deepens
the connection with others
but also offers mirrors for
self-awareness. (e.g. you
might notice your own as-
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sumptions or judgments
surfacing as a friend shares
about an experience radic-
ally different from yours)

e Embrace your current
state: Acknowledge and
allow whatever you are
feeling or experiencing in
this moment - be it joy,
sadness, peace, or restless-
ness - without trying to
resist or change it.

As we evolve and grow, it’s nat-
ural to look back and realize
that some of our past self per-
ceptions or decisions made
from an earlier understanding
of our identity may now seem
like “illusions” or misalign-
ments. Think of it not as a sign
of failure, but a hallmark of
growth. Just learn from previ-
ous experiences - and try to
make more conscious choices
that resonate with you NOW
moving forward!

No matter what has occur-
red in your life up to this
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point, it should have no
bearing at all on how you
live from now on. That you,
living in the here and now,
are the one who deter-
mines your own life.

Ichiro Kishimi

It is our choices that show
what we truly are, far more
than our abilities.

J. K. Rowling

While our innate talents, learn-
ed skills, and inherent capaci-
ties certainly play arole in our
lives, it is the decisions we ar-
rive at in each moment, big or
small, that most truly reveal our
character, values, and the direc-
tion of our evolving identity.

It’s not just what we CAN do,
but what we consciously
CHOOSE to do that sculpts the
person we are becoming.
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For instance, think about some-
one who might possess a rema-
rkable ability for emotional in-
telligence. They can either use
that ability to connect and heal,
or, conversely, to manipulate.
The ability is neutral; the choice
defines its expression and im-
pact on their identity.

Exercising personal agency in-
volves two sides:

e Recognizing humanity’s
inherent power to make
conscious decisions, and

e Accepting full responsibili-
ty for those choices & their
outcomes (even if things
don’t go as planned).

This principle applies to the en-
tire spectrum of our lives, from
seemingly small, everyday deci-
sions to major, life-altering
ones. For example, do you
choose to react with habitual
anger - or with a moment of
empathy in a challenging
conversation?
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Do you choose to let a meaning-
ful personal goal languish
through procrastination, or do
you take even a small step to-
wards it today?

Do you choose the path of au-
thenticity, even if it’s less pop-
ular, over the easier road of
conformity?

Each choice, however minor it
may seem at the time, is a
brushstroke on the canvas of
the person you are becoming.

If we decide not to exercise our
agency - by consistently blam-
ing external circumstances,
passing responsibility to others,
or succumbing to a pervasive
feeling of powerlessness, we
will become a vessel adrift in
the currents of life.

When you passively accept a job
you dislike, simply complaining
about the long hours and dull

tasks instead of exploring other
options or seeking changes, you

essentially let your path be dic-
tated by the employer’s needs.
Others will make decisions
about your workload, develop-
ment, and ultimately, your pro-
fessional future, while you re-
main stuck, a mere passenger
on a journey you didn’t choose.
And with every complaint you
make, you reinforce your own
identity as a resentful person
controlled by external forces.

Is it a life you would like to live?

We’ve all got both light and
dark inside us. What mat-
ters is the part we choose
to acton... that’s who we
really are.

J. K. Rowling
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The psychiatrist Viktor Frankl
once recounted the horrors of
Nazi concentration camps in his
work Man’s Search for Meaning.
Those confined there were
stripped of nearly all external
freedom, dignity, and even their
own names. Despite the
immense sufferings, people did
not respond in the same way.

Some, faced with the constant
threat of death, starvation, and
brutality, decided to prioritize
only their own bare survival,
often at the terrible expense of
their fellow prisoners. This
sometimes manifested in ac-
tions like stealing meager food
rations from those weaker,
ruthlessly pushing ahead in
lines, or, in the case of some
“Capos” (prisoners given posi-
tions of power by the guards),
collaborating with their captors
and mirroring their cruelty to
gain slight advantages.

Yet, amidst the despair, Frankl
also witnessed extraordinary
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acts of altruism, compassion,
and resilience. He saw prison-
ers share their last crumbs of
bread, offer words of comfort
and support to the dying, main-
tain their inner lives through
art, philosophy, or cherished
memories, and face their own
deaths with profound dignity.
Even in the face of unspeakable
horror, these individuals chose
to hold onto their ‘inner light’.

Were these “saintly” people in-
herently morally superior com-
pared to the others? Not neces-
sarily, as Frankl has concluded.
According to him, the extreme
pressure-cooker of the concen-
tration camp environment sim-
ply revealed the fundamental
human capacity for both an al-
most primal depravity and an
extraordinary, almost trans-
cendent, goodness.

The critical factor, Frankl argu-
ed, was the decision each per-
son made about how they

would respond to their unima-
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ginable circumstances. Even
when all external freedom was
gone, the freedom to choose
one’s attitude, one’s inner res-
ponse - and thus, to define
one’s ultimate identity in that
moment - remained.

In the concentration
camps, in this living labor-
atory and on this testing
ground, we watched and
witnessed some of our
comrades behave like
swine while others like
saints. Man has both pot-
entialities within himself;
which one is actualized
depends on decisions but
not on conditions.

Viktor E. Frankl
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Even those who have commit-
ted terrible acts still have the
capacity for change. This is illu-
strated through the story of a
man known as Dr. J. - one who
had been deeply involved in the
Nazi euthanasia program,
responsible for the deaths of
countless individuals deemed
“unfit.” Yet, after the war, while
imprisoned himself by the Russ-
ians, this same Dr. J. underwent
a profound transformation. He
became a deeply compassion-
ate and supportive comrade to
his fellow prisoners, living up to
the highest moral standards un-
til his own death from cancer.

Even deeply ingrained patterns
and past identities can be rede-
fined through the power of con-
scious choice and a reorienta-
tion of one’s being.

Let me cite the case of Dr.
J. He was the only man |
ever encountered in my
whole life whom | would
dare to call a Mephistophe-
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lean being, a satanic fi-
gure. At that time he was
generally called “the mass
murderer of Steinhof” (the
large mental hospital in
Vienna). When the Nazis
started their euthanasia
program, he held all the
strings in his hands and
was so fanatic in the job
assigned to him that he
tried not to let one single
psychotic individual escape
the gas chamber.

After the war, when I came
back to Vienna, | asked
what had happened to Dr.
J. “He had been imprison-
ed by the Russians in one of
the isolation cells of Stein-
hof,” they told me. “The
next day, however, the
door of his cell stood open
and Dr. J. was never seen
again.” Later | was convin-
ced that, like others, he
had, with the help of his
comrades, made his way to
South America.
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More recently, however, |
was consulted by a former
Austrian diplomat who had
been imprisoned behind
the Iron Curtain for many
years, first in Siberia and
then in the famous Lubian-
ka prison in Moscow. While
I was examining him neur-
ologically, he suddenly ask-
ed me whether | happened
to know Dr. J.

After my affirmative reply,
he continued:

“I made his acquaintance
in Lubianka. There he died,
at about the age of forty,
from cancer of the urinary
bladder. Before he died,
however, he showed him-
self to be the best comrade
you can imagine! He gave
consolation to everybody.
He lived up to the highest
conceivable moral stand-
ard. He was the best friend
I ever met during my long
years in prison!”
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This is the story of Dr. J.,
“the mass murderer of
Steinhof” How can we dare
to predict the behavior of
man? We may predict the
movements of a machine,
of an automaton; more
than this, we may even try
to predict the mechanisms
or “dynamisms” of the
human psyche as well. But
man is more than psyche.

Viktor E. Frankl

These experiences speak to the
same truth: you are not merely
a passive victim of your cir-
cumstances, past, or condi-
tioning. You are an active agent
in your own life, in the ongoing
shaping of your identity.

To exercise personal agency
means consciously shifting
away from blaming external
causes or feeling perpetually
powerless, and instead, focus-
ing your energy on the ques-
tions: What can | choose in this
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moment? What constructive ac-
tion can | take? What kind of
person do | choose to be, right
here, right now?

This is akin to adopting a “surv-
ivor” or “thriver” mindset, ra-
ther than a “victim” one. Ins-
tead of dwelling on “poor me”
narratives or endlessly catalog-
ing the perceived failings of
others, the focus becomes pro-
active: “What should | do from
now on to move towards the
person | wish to be?”

Exercising true personal agency
means making choices based on
your own clarified values and
inner guidance, rather than
blindly following external ex-
pectations, societal pressures,
or the scripts others may have
written for you. For example, |
myself took a leap of faith some
years ago when | chose to re-
sign from a full-time role as an
SEO manager - a position that
seemed secure and well regard-
ed - to instead pursue a path of
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research and writing in areas
more directly related to the hu-
man condition (which s, as |
figure as of now, is a combina-
tion of psychology and philoso-
phy). It is a path that feels deep-
ly meaningful to me, despite
the initial doubts from some
around me and the inherent
financial uncertainties.

This choice, rooted in a sense of
inner calling, has led to a far
more fulfilling expression of my
identity than adhering to a con-
ventional career path chosen
primarily out of a desire for
approval or perceived security.

Now, it’s worth noting that exe-
rcising personal agency doesn’t
mean denying your current rea-
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lities or pretending to be some-
one you’re not. We need to ac-
knowledge and accept our cur-
rent state - our strengths, ta-
lents, passions, and yes, even
our flaws and areas for growth -
while simultaneously making
conscious choices to evolve in
the direction we aspire to.

For instance, | recognize myself
as someone who is generally
resilient and not easily swayed
by external influences, but who
also tends to be over contemp-
lative at times and could bene-
fit from cultivating greater
spontaneous emotional open-
ness. | see my nature some-
times like a sturdy tank: durab-
le and steady, but perhaps slow
to change direction and some-
times a bit insulated.

Accepting these current aspects
of my “equipment” isn’t resign-
ation; it’s a clear-eyed acknow-
ledgment of my present start-
ing point as | strive to cultivate
greater balance & connection.
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This kind of nuanced self accep-
tance is crucial to avoid the
traps of either self-paralysis
(from focusing only on flaws) or
self-condemnation, while still
actively choosing the direction
of one’s ongoing growth.

Life isn’t about finding
yourself. Life is about
creating yourself.

George Bernard Shaw

The journey of defining and de-
veloping our self-identity is sig-
nificantly shaped by the lens
through which we choose to
view ourselves, others, and the
world. Many wisdom traditions,
both ancient and contempora-
ry, emphasize the importance of
cultivating what might be called
a “Right View” as a start-

ing point for a truly meaningful
and authentic life.

The concept of “Right View” is
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inspired by principles found in
Buddhist thought; that being
said, | believe it is applicable to
anyone. Essentially, it is about
making a conscious choice,
moment by moment, to see re-
ality as it truly is, rather than
how we might wish it to be, or
how our fears and desires might
distort it. In other words, it in-
volves an effort to:

e Acknowledge what is,
without flinching

This means looking directly at
our experiences as they are -
the pleasant, the unpleasant,
the challenging, the “inconveni-
ent truths” - without an imme-
diate urge to change, deny, es-
cape, or sugarcoat them.

e Embracing life’s fluidity
and our interconnection

In other words, it involves will-
ingness to recognize that all
things, including our sense of
self and circumstances, are con-
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stantly changing and evolving -
as well as how deeply intercon-
nected we are with everyone
and everything around us. As
one reflection puts it:

Observe how you are differ-
ent with your kids than
with your pet than with
your boss, and recognize
that nothing you do hap-
pens in isolation, that you
are touched by everything
and everyone around you.
Accept that they shape
you, and as you do, allow
for the fact that you are in
turn shaping them, both in
ways that are in your con-
trol and in ways you can
never know.

e Facing difficult realities
head-on

This includes a gentle but clear
acknowledgment of our shared
human condition - our vulnera-
bility to sickness, aging, and
eventually, death, as well as the
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universal experience of challen-
ges, disappointments, or what
some traditions call dukkha (su-
ffering or inherent unsatisfacto-
riness in conditioned existen-
ce). No matter how uncomforta-
ble things are, one needs to be
willing to embrace them. Only
when one’s outlook on life is
grounded in truth may authen-
tic self-knowledge and wise act-
ion follow.

My eye passes lightly over
no single trifle; it strives to
touch and hold closely each
thing its gaze rests upon.
Some sights are pleasant,
filling the heart with
happiness; but some are
miserably pathetic. To
these latter | do not shut
my eyes, for they, too, are
part of life.

To close the eye on them is
to close the heart and
mind.

Helen Keller, ‘3 Days to See’
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Adopting this clear, honest, and
expansive perspective can help
us connect with what many tra-
ditions point to as our innate
human potential for wisdom,
goodness, and a kind of inner
awakening. In Buddhism, this is
sometimes referred to as “Bud-
dha nature” - an inherent capa-
city for enlightenment.

But regardless of your specific
spiritual background or beliefs,
you can think of this conceptin
terms analogous to the “Holy
Spirit” in Christianity, the “At-
man” (the true Self connected
to ultimate reality, Brahman) in
Hinduism, the idea of a “Divine
Spark” within, the “Pneuma”
(divine spirit or reason) in Stoic
philosophy, the “Tao” (the nat-
ural Way) in Daoism, our intrin-
sic “conscience,” or simply that
fundamental human goodness
and capacity for empathy that
thinkers like Mencius believed
people are all endowed with.

It’s that core of awareness and
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potential for profound good
that resides within each of us,
often obscured but always pre-
sent. A “Right View” helps clear
the way to recognizing and nur-
turing this potential.

Cultivating such an outlook
starts with adopting a minimal
lifestyle over fame, possess-
ions, and ego-driven desires. To
regularly declutter your physic-
al and mental space - as well as
to savor all experiences, rather
than seeking stimulation.

Now, how about me sharing a
personal parable to demons-
trate the above point? (spoiler:
this one may resonate more with
East Asian audiences - but | hope
you can get my point)


https://jonathanmpham.com/en/resilience/adversity/stoic-principles/
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One day, my spiritual mentor
shared with me about a book
named “[fEBF-ZEWVEZH”
(lit. ‘[Zen] Living without
possessions‘) written by Zen
Master Soushin Kanetake.
Based on the book, he pointed
out that the character FA
(watashi), which means “I” or
“me” in Japanese, is composed
of two main parts.

On the left is the radical R
(nogi), which relates to “grain”
or “harvest.” Metaphorically,
one can see it as representing
our attachments to the material
world - our possessions, achie-
vements, worldly concerns, the
“stuff” we accumulate, the as-
pects of our constructed ego
tied to external things.

If we symbolically “let go” of
this K (our external attach-
ments), we are left with the
component /A (mu), a simpler,
perhaps more private element.

And then, as my mentor show-
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ed, if we add the radical 1
(ninben) to the left of this A,
the character transforms into {A
(hotoke), which means “Bud-
dha”, “awakened being.” The 1
radical specifically represents a
“person”/ “human being.”

The symbolic journey here -
from %A (1), through letting go of
all attachments (K), to what re-
mains (.An), and then reembrac-
ing our core humanity/ person-
hood (1 ) to arrive at {5 (Awa-
kened Being) - offers a beauti-
ful guide for living with “Right
View.” By seeing clearly the na-
ture of our attachments and
consciously choosing to simpli-
fy, to let go of what is non ess-
ential, and to connect with and
cultivate our essential, comp-
assionate humanity, we move
from our daily sense our self
toward our most awake, auth-
entic, “enlightened” potential.

This isn’t about becoming less
of who we are, but about beco-
ming more authentically and
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wisely human.

Pray with your eyes open.

Ferreira, ‘Silence’ (2016)

PHILOSOPHER: Any person
can be happy from this mo-
ment onward. [...] But
happiness is not something
one can enjoy by staying
where one is.

You took the first step. You
took a big step. Now, how-
ever, not only have you lost
courage and let your feet
come to a halt, you are try-
ing to turn back. Do you
know why?

YOUTH: You’re saying |
don’t have patience.

PHILOSOPHER: No. You
have not yet made the

biggest choice in life.
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YOUTH: The biggest choice
in life! What do I have to
choose?

PHILOSOPHER: I said it ear-
lier. It is ‘love’,

YOUTH: Hah! You expect me
to get that? Please don’t
try to escape into
abstraction!

PHILOSOPHER: I am seri-
ous. The issues you are now
experiencing all stem from
the single word ‘love’ The
issues you have with
education, and also the
issue of which life you
should lead.

Ichiro Kishimi, ‘The Courage
to Be Happy’

As demonstrated in the conver-
sation above, beyond all techni-
ques for self-understanding or
specific methods for personal
growth, the most foundational
choice we make in shaping our
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lives and identity is the choice
to orient ourselves around
love. To embrace love - in its
unconditional, courageous, and
action-oriented forms.

The “love” we speak of here
transcends the fleeting nature
of romantic infatuation or casu-
al affection. It is a deeper, more
expansive quality of being and
relating that encompasses:

e Unconditional acceptance:
A courageous willingness
to accept oneself and
others, flaws, imperfec-
tions, and all, without de-
manding change as a pre-
requisite for care.

e Compassion: The active
desire, born from empathy,
to alleviate suffering and
promote well-being, both
in ourselves and in those
around us.

e Connection & empathy: A
genuine recognition of our
shared humanity (i.e. our
‘interbeing’) and a striving
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to understand and feel
with others’ perspectives
and experiences.

e Active care & responsibili-
ty: Taking thoughtful ac-
tions that support well be-
ing, uphold dignity, and
contribute positively to the
lives we touch.

This is a love akin to what some
traditions call Agape (a selfless,
unconditional love for all) in
Greek philosophy, or Bodhicitta
(the awakened heart that as-
pires for the enlightenment and
liberation of all beings) in Ma-
hayana Buddhism. It is less an
emotion that passively happens
to us, and more a consciously
chosen orientation, a fundam-
ental way of being.

Does that sound a little idealiz-
ed? Well then, how about us
revisiting an old parable?

There are two seas in the Midd-
le East. The Sea of Galilee recei-
ves fresh water from the moun-
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tains and gives it freely to the
River Jordan, which flows out
from it. As a result, the Sea of
Galilee teems with life - fish,
plants, and surrounding green-
ery. Further south, the River

Jordan flows into the Dead Sea.

This sea receives water but has
no outlet; it hoards every drop.
The result is a body of water so
saline and devoid of current
that it supports almost no life.

A simple story, yet it presents a
powerful truth about love and
identity: an identity thatis
open, giving, and rooted in a
loving connection to the world
is vibrant, generative, and full
of life. Conversely, an identity
that is primarily closed off, self-
absorbed, and focused on ‘get-
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ting’ or ‘hoarding’ rather than
‘giving’ or ‘flowing’ will end up
stagnant, isolated, and discon-
nected from the vital currents
of reality.

Paradoxically, we often find our
truest, most vital selves not by
focusing inward in isolation, but
by courageously reaching out in
love. When we:

e Engage with others with
genuine interest/ empathy

e Offer help or support with-
out expectation of return

e Choose to mentor, coach,
or simply offer a compass-
ionate listening ear

e etc.

It’s worth noting that our out-
ward flow of love must be root-
ed in, and continually nourish-
ed by, a love for oneself.

Unlike narcissism or self infla-
tion, self-love empowers us to
make the best use of who we
are, just as we are, by:


https://jonathanmpham.com/en/self-care/lifestyle/learning-to-love-yourself/
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e Tuning into our needs with
gentleness and accepting
ourselves fully (including
our imperfections, efforts,
and potential for growth).

e Being ready to set healthy
boundaries, to say ‘no’
when necessary - not from
malice, fear, or defensive-
ness, but from a clear un-
derstanding of our own va-
lues, limits, what serves
our well-being & integrity.

e Resisting the urge to cons-
tantly compare yourself to
others, a habit often fueled
by external pressures like
social media.

Everyone seems to have a
clear idea of how other
people should lead their
lives, but none about his or
her own.

Paulo Coelho
To live from a place of love - for

self and others - requires im-
mense courage; quite often, it
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requires us to tread into uncom-
fortable territory:

S

e The courage to be disliked

True belonging and connection
stem from being true to your-
self with integrity, not from the
impossible task of trying to
please everyone. This may
mean that some will not under-
stand or approve of your
choices or your way of being,
and that’s perfectly fine.

e Going your own way,
guided by inner truth

Choosing your path, guided by
love and inner truth, is para-
mount for an authentic identity,
even if it involves making what
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others might perceive as ‘mis-
takes’ or deviating from con-
ventional standards.

To go wrong in one’s own
way is better than to go
right in someone else’s.

Fyodor Dostoevsky

e Accepting differences
unconditionally

In the movie Silence by Martin
Scorsese, there is a conversa-
tion between the two priests -
Father Rodrigues and Father
Ferreira - about the evangeliza-
tion efforts in Japan. During
their exchange, Father Ferreira
mentioned an old proverb:

Mountains and rivers can
be moved, but man’s
nature cannot be moved.

Interpreting this saying may be
a little tricky; however, | would
like to emphasize one aspect of
the message it conveys: huma-
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nity’s inherent differences in
terms of worldviews. Admitting
this reality is, indeed, a crucial
part of love.

A challenging, yet vital, aspect
of loving expansively is learning
to accept people (including our-
selves) as they are, without de-
manding they change to fit our
ideals. It means being patient
enough to resist the ego’s urge
to judge, categorize, or impose
its will.

Love does not seek to forcibly
change others, but strives to
create conditions of acceptance
where transformation might
organically emerge from within.

Choosing love is, indeed, an act
of faith. There are no guaran-
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tees of how others will respond, Only through love that we may
or what the precise outcomes of experience the nature of the
your actions will be. Self at its fullest - multifaceted,
experiential, impermanent,
However, it is a commitment interbeing, and transcendent!
made from a place of inner
truth, a belief in the generative Love is my true identity.
and healing power of love itself, Selflessness is my true self.
and a willingness to engage Love is my true character.
with life wholeheartedly. Love is my name.
It is, after all, a part of adopting Thomas Merton

the “right view”, as we have
mentioned previously.

In a world often characterized
by division, fear, and suffering,
consciously adopting love as
one’s guiding principle offers a
transformative way to navigate
life’s challenges and define the
very core of one’s self-identity.
It shifts the focus from rigid
self-definitions, moralistic pro-
nouncements, or ego-driven
pursuits towards the simple, yet
profound, aim of lessening
suffering - in oneself and in
others - and cultivating con-
nection and well-being.
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Originally published at Psychology Today
Credit: Patrick De Vleeschauwer

Is modern identity built on ideas rather than direct experience of the
world?

Can we ever be free of our ideas for a moment? Can we ever pause
from the vital ideas that sustain our lives? Free of the ideas that have
become the foundation of our identity?

We are so used to the personal ideas that guide our lives and direct
every choice we make. Ideas have become the basis of our psycholo-
gy. Can we just let them go for a moment and feel what is?

When did ideas become the basis of our psychological life? The creat-
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or of The Principles of Psychology, William James, was immediately
confronted with this question when he wrote his epic work. He won-
dered whether we thoroughly test or falsify our ideas. Do we have the
right to declare our ideas to be the objective reality? Are our most
cherished beliefs about life and the world absolutely true?

And yet, at this very moment, cruel wars are raging in the name of
ideas and beliefs. Precious resources are being used to defend our
beliefs. It is therefore essential to examine where these cherished
ideas come from and why we are so attached to them.

The proto-psychologist Friedrich Nietzsche also made this his central
task. Ideas are the driving force behind the choices we make in our
lives. Every thought, every emotion, every choice, everything we be-
come is guided and profoundly influenced by our ideas.

What we call our mind has become for modern humans an almost
incessant stream of concepts and judgments based on ideas, sche-
mes, and categories. Ideas and beliefs create our psychological life.
Do they make us who we think we are, or who we really are? Has the
experience of who we are been taken over by figments of the imagina-
tion?

The great task of psychology is to examine the conceptual building
blocks of our mind and ask whether they still relate to the original
building blocks of life. Our modern identity is made up of conceptual
structures passed down from generation to generation. People have
been asking the question of the relation between ideas and reality for
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many centuries, long before scientific psychology began. Research
into the question has not been encouraged by the power structures of
most cultures, and it still is not.

Thanks to the extraordinary translation work of people like David
Hinton, we can trace the roots of the question back to ancient China
and, even further, to the expressions of the Paleolithic. Many centu-
ries before the Western era, people were trying to look beyond the
conventional structures that define our thinking and our identity.

The pre-Socratic Greek philosophers also did this. Western thought
became deeply influenced by people like Plato, who placed the un-
changing world of ideas above the changing and transient world in
which we live. These immortal ideas transcend the process of empiri-
cal reality to this day.

As written language grew in importance in most cultures, the eternal-
ly unchanging became increasingly important in the organization of
our psyche. The transcendent and isolated conceptual identity be-
came the basic structure of the organization of the modern identity. It
was in the interest of those in power that this remain unchanged. And
this is still the case in today's autocratic and ideology-based demo-
cracies.

It is the great task of psychology to investigate the foundation of our
mind and its relationship to empirical reality. Hence the question: Is it
possible for our self to free itself from these cherished conceptual
constructs by directly exploring the nature of our conscious mind?
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How does our mind relate to life and nature? What kind of psychology
would emerge?

That the mind is constantly changing seems to be an undeniable em-
pirical observation. Can an unchanging, immortal mind be perceived?
Does our mind exist apart from life or nature? Or is it an inseparable
part of the world as a process? Are knowledge and life inseparable?
What are the necessary conditions for a phenomenological psycho-
logy that belongs to life?

What we need is a psychology that dares to look beyond our fixed
ideas and considers our direct phenomenological experience of life as
an equally valuable perspective. There is one fundamental condition
needed for this: the training and development of our own conscious-
ness as an important aspect of empirical research. Are we ready for
this unconditional openness to the world? What is consciousness
before our thoughts enter?

Are we ready for this unconditional openness to the world?
What is consciousness before our thoughts enter?

Patrick De Vleeschauwer
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& Y ' A . 3

Originally published at The Philosophers' Magazine

Credit: Carolina Flores

| am defensive about the virtues of big cities. After moving to New
York in my early 20s, | came to strongly identify as a city-dweller.
When someone points out the downsides of big cities, | retrench. | try
to find problems with their arguments against cities or any studies
they cite. | reinterpret the points they make, try to show that they on-
ly apply in specific circumstances, or that they are not really disad-
vantages. As a result, | can keep my many rose-tinted beliefs about
cities. In turn, this enables me to remain convinced that a city-dweller
is the Cool Thing To Be - exciting, attractive, fun, and virtuous.

This is a case of identity-protective reasoning. To protect my identity
as a city-dweller, I reason in ways that help me defend the goodness
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of cities.

We ALL do this. And often, it is harmless enough. As far as | can tell,
the worst outcome of my defensiveness about cities has been bicker-
ing with my suburban parents. In fact, counter-intuitively, identity-
protective reasoning can be good. If you are constantly exposed to
misleading evidence against true beliefs, it can be good to be defen-
sive. For example, we are bombarded with misleading evidence that
suggests that Black people are criminals, queer people are mentally
unstable, and working-class people are lazy. Having a proud Black,
queer, or working-class identity can motivate people to scrutinise this
evidence, rightly rejecting its implications.

But in many other cases defending aspects of one’s identity is wrong-
headed. It can lead us to maintain false and harmful beliefs in the face
of strong evidence against them. For example, identity-protective rea-
soning sometimes sustains beliefs that vaccines are dangerous. For
some people, this belief is tied up with their core identities - as Re-
publicans, anti-establishment hippies, or conservative mothers. Pro-
tecting these identities involves defending anti-vax beliefs against the
evidence. Similarly, protecting a white racial identity involves resist-
ing evidence of racial privilege. Protecting masculinity may involve
resisting arguments against meat-eating. And protecting national
identity may involve explaining away evidence of the country’s past
atrocities.

So identity-protective reasoning can have positive or negative effects:
it can help us track the truth or get us very far from it. How can we
avoid falling prey to the bad kind of identity-protective reasoning, and
harness its positive powers?
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The key here is to notice that the goodness of identity-protective
reasoning depends on the identities we are defending. And our
sense of self - the identities that matter to us - can change, shifting
what beliefs we defend. My move to New York made me more of a
city-dweller, turning a moderate preference for cities into deep-
seated pride.

But | acknowledge (begrudgingly) that this could change. If | were to
move to a small town and find community and joy there, | doubt that |
would still think of myself as a city person. And | doubt that | would
defend the virtues of cities against all arguments. In fact, | might do
the opposite. | might undergo a transformative experience, one that
changed my fundamental values. As a result, | might become the kind
of person who extolls the virtues of fresh air, peace and quiet, and
open spaces.

The central point is this: when our circumstances change in ways
that change our core identities, we cease to defend beliefs connect-
ed with those identities. We become open to a wider range of evi-
dence on those topics - and to changing our minds on them. On the
flipside, adopting new social identities can make us close-minded in
ways that protect our true beliefs against bad evidence.

If our identities were completely outside of our control, this would be
a largely idle observation. But importantly, it is in our power to
change our sense of who we are. Here | want to focus on the effects of
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changes in social networks and communities.

Changes in social networks matter to the evidence we have. By talk-
ing with many different people, we get access to a wide range of con-
siderations bearing on our beliefs. Conversely, social networks in
which we only interact with like-minded people - epistemic bubbles -
only provide evidence that supports our beliefs.

That much is familiar. What is less-often noted is that our social net-
works and communities also affect our sense of self. And, as we have
seen, this in turn affects what we are defensive about. Some com-
munities - call these identitarian communities - might make us very
close-minded about beliefs related to the identity the community
inculcates.

These effects of social networks - on what evidence we have, on the
one hand, and on what topics we are defensive about, on the other -
come apart. If we want to pop an epistemic bubble, all we need to do
is offer its members access to a wider range of evidence. But merely
offering more evidence will not persuade members of identitarian
communities. They will simply resist that evidence. To persuade
them, we need changes in social networks that restructure their sense
of who they are.

Which kinds of changes to social networks can do this?

Interacting with people who do not share our central social identities
can make us notice new commonalities with them. This can destabi-
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lise our sense of self and lead us to adopt and value new identities. At
least, this can happen when contact involves mutual respect, curiosi-
ty, and cooperation.

Let’s take a prosaic example. In successful company mergers, people
stop identifying with the smaller company they used to work for. In its
place, they adopt a new identity associated with the larger company.
This shift in identity makes a difference. Employees in corporate
mergers find their interactions less stressful once they adopt a shared
identity.

New identities can completely erase existing affiliations, as in the cor-
porate merger case. Or they can function as add-ons to one’s existing
sense of self. This often happens when students enter university and
add that identity to others.

In either case, a new, overarching identity makes you less motivated
to single-mindedly defend your previously dominant identity. You
now need to balance preserving various aspects of yourself - as a
student, religious person, and member of a certain ethnic group, for
example. In other cases, you no longer need to defend your previous
identity at all. Without the defensive motivation, you have less need
to resist evidence against beliefs related to that earlier identity.

Indeed, there is evidence that cross-group contact reduces one espe-
cially toxic form of defensiveness: partisan motivated reasoning. This
happens when partisans reason in ways that help them defend their
political identities (e.g. as Republicans or Democrats). By shutting off

162



© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

5.2. KEEPING BETTER COMPANY

substantive debate, this causes serious trouble for collective delibera-
tion.

One cause for the increase in partisan motivated reasoning is increas-
ed social sorting. As political scientist Lilliana Mason has shown,
most partisans now live in partisan bubbles. They barely ever interact
with supporters of the other party. As a result, they have ceased to
have cross-cutting social identities. As Democrats and Republicans
share fewer and fewer (non-political) identities, they grow more in-
vested in defending their partisan identities grows. In an important
sense, their entire sense of self stands and falls with their partisan
identity.

If social sorting is the problem, cross-group contact might be the so-
lution. In support of this suggestion, there is evidence that Democrats
who share important identities with Republicans, and vice-versa, are
less likely to engage in partisan motivated reasoning. If we want to re-
duce partisan motivated reasoning, we need to build networks that
make room for shared identities among Democrats and Republicans.

Creating melded, over-arching identities through cross-group contact
can reduce bad defensive reasoning. But it will not be enough. We also
need to ensure that there are positive social identities that people
can adopt to replace the ones they abandon. And we also need social
identities that function as a defence against misleading evidence, for
instance about the supposed inferiority of marginalised social groups.
Here, alternative sub-communities and social movements play a key
role.
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Alternative sub-communities and social movements often creatively
develop new social identities or reimagine existing ones. Sometimes
this is an explicit goal of the movement. For example, Martin Luther
King Jr. framed the Montgomery bus boycott in 1956 as the source of
an identity shift to what he called “the new Negro” - “a person with a
new sense of dignity and destiny, with a new self-respect.” Other
times, new identities are a side effect of shared projects. Working
together toward an important shared goal generates opportunities to
notice commonalities. This often generates new identities. In this
way, for example, labour activism often gives rise to activist or worker
identities.

In addition to creating new identities, social movements and alterna-
tive communities inculcate these identities in members. By partici-
pating in new communities, you might add new identities to your self
conception. For example, you might come to think of yourself as an
activist and not as a passive victim. Or you might come to centre some
identities more and others less. For example, as many white women
in the 1970s began to think of themselves as feminists, they also came
to identify less as housewives.

New social identities change how we reason. Ceasing to identify with
whiteness or masculinity as a by-product of union activism can make
one less defensive around issues surrounding race and gender. Adopt-
ing a proud Black, feminist, or queer identity, can make one more
sensitive to injustice and less motivated to defend the status quo.

Identity-change is a powerful motor. It alters which views of the world
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we leave vulnerable to the evidence, and which ones we cherish. And,
as we have seen argued, identity change is often driven by change in
social networks.

Changing minds requires much more than good arguments. It
requires reshaping the social structures in which we interact.

Does this leave any room for philosophical reasoning?

Philosophy is often taken to make two key contributions to changing
minds. The first is producing rigorous arguments. But we have seen
that, by itself, even the most solid argument is unlikely to change de-
fensive minds.

The second is cultivating skills in logical reasoning and fallacy detect-
ion. But a defensive reasoner will use whatever tools they have to de-
fend their identity. Critical thinking tools may make them better at
viciously protecting their misguided views against good evidence.

So perhaps philosophy is at best irrelevant, and at worst actively
damaging.

This is too pessimistic. Critical thinking and good arguments on their
OWN do not suffice. But they still matter. If we want people to change
their minds for good reasons, we need valid arguments and sound
reasoning. But we also need to make sure that people are receptive to
those arguments. Changing social connections sets the stage for that
reception.
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As it turns out, philosophy can also help us set the stage. Philosophy
is not merely critical. As Jennifer Morton argues, it is also an imagina-
tive activity.

Plato called on us to imagine that all we see are shadows on the wall
of a cave; Descartes that everyone around us is an automaton; Rawls
that we stand behind the veil of ignorance, waiting to know what our
lot in life will be.

In asking us to consider these scenarios, these philosophers call on us
to realise that there is nothing inevitable about the way things are.
In doing so, they invite us to envisage and explore alternative ways
that the world could be.

Likewise, by using the philosophical imagination, we can come to see
that there is nothing inevitable about our social connections - or,
more disorientingly, about who we take ourselves to be.

Finally, philosophy can help us build new identities out of the rubble.
This is because philosophy involves perspective-taking. In doing phi-
losophy, we strive to understand others’ reasons. We try on their va-
lues and way of looking at the world.

This helps us achieve what Hannah Arendt calls an “enlarged
mentality”. We become better at accessing new standpoints. And this
is crucial to forming new shared identities with others.

At a collective level, then, philosophy can make space for new experi-
ments in living. We can envisage new ways of relating to one another,
new aspects of ourselves to nourish, and new identities to orient us.
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This can make us less defensive about beliefs that pose obstacles to
social change and sharpen our eyes to injustice.

Ultimately, it might get us closer to a just world.

Changing minds requires much more than good arguments.
It requires reshaping the social structures in which we interact.

Carolina Flores
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6.1. THE SEAGULL & THE CAT WHO TAUGHT HER TO FLY

THE STORY OF A

Seagull*"5.:Cat

WHO TAUGHT HER TO FLY

Author: Luis Sepulveda
Image sources: Wikimedia & Amazon

(Background information: "The Story of a Seagull and the Cat Who
Taught Her to Fly" tells the tale of an unlikely bond forged by a death-
bed promise. The story begins with Kengah, a seagull who, poisoned by
an oil spill, makes a final, desperate flight to the port of Hamburg. She
lands on the balcony of Zorba, a large, black tomcat, and with her last
breaths, extracts three promises from him: that he will not eat the egg
she is about to lay, that he will look after it, and most importantly, that
he will teach her to fly.

Bound by his word of honor, Zorba finds himself the unexpected guardi-
an of a seagull egg. When the chick hatches, Zorba and his motley crew
of port cat friends - including the intellectual Einstein, the loyal Secret-
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ario, and the wise Colonel - take on the challenge of raising the little
seagull, who they name Lucky.)

Lucky grew rapidly, enveloped in the affection of the cats. After a
month of living in Harry’s bazaar, she had grown into a svelte young

gull with silky silver feathers.

One day, Einstein frantically pawed through book after book, looking
for the method by which Zorba might teach the fledgling to fly.

“Flying consists of pushing air backward and downward. Aha! Now we
have something important,” Einstein mused with his nose in a book.

“And why do | have to fly?” Lucky squawked, wings tight against her
body.

“Because you are a seagull, and seagulls fly,” Einstein replied.

“But | don’t want to fly. And | don’t want to be a seagull, either. | want
to be a cat, and cats don’t fly.”

One afternoon, she waddled to the entrance of the bazaar, where she
had an unpleasant encounter with the chimpanzee (named Matthew -

who is a friend to the cats).

“I don’t want bird droppings around here, you pain-in-the-behind
birds!” Matthew screeched.

“Why do you call me that, Mr. Monkey?” she asked timidly.
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“That’s all birds do. Leave droppings everywhere. And you’re a bird,”
the chimp repeated with authority.

“You’re mistaken. | am a cat and very clean. | use the same box Eins-
tein uses.”

“That’s a laugh! What’s happened is that that gang of fleabags has
convinced you that you’re one of them. Look at your body: You have
two feet, and cats have four. You have feathers, and cats have fur.
And your tail? Eh? Where’s your tail? You’re as nuts as that cat that
spends its life reading and exclaiming ‘Dreadful! Dreadful!’. Idiot bird.
And do you want to know why your friends are so good to you?
Because they’re waiting for you to fatten up so they can make a good
feast of you. They’ll eat you feathers and all!”

That afternoon, the cats were surprised that the seagull did not show
up to eat her favorite dish - the squid that Secretario filched from the
restaurant kitchen. Worried, they went to look for her, and it was Zor-
ba who found her sadly huddled among the stuffed animals.

“Aren’t you hungry, Lucky? We have squid,’ Zorba told her.

The gull didn’t open her bill.

“Do you feel bad?” Zorba insisted, worried. “Are you sick?”

“Do you want me to eat so I’ll get nice and plump?” she asked without
looking up.

“No, so you will grow up healthy and strong.”
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“And when I’m fat, will you invite the rats to eat me up?”
“Where did you get that nonsense?” Zorba yowled angrily.

Tearfully, Lucky recounted everything Matthew had screeched to her.
Zorba licked away her tears and soon he heard himself addressing the
young seagull as he never had before.

“You are a seagull. The chimpanzee is right about that, but only about
that. We all love you, Lucky. And we love you because you are a sea-
gull. A beautiful seagull. | haven’t contradicted you when I’ve heard
you squawk that you’re a cat, because it flatters us that you want to
be like us, but you’re different and we’re happy that you’re differ-
ent. We weren’t able to help your mother, but we can help you. We’ve
protected you from the moment you pecked your way out of your
shell. We’ve given you all our affection without ever thinking of mak-
ing a cat out of you. We love you as a gull. We feel that you love us too,
that we’re your friends, your family, and we want you to know that
with you we’ve learned something that makes us very proud: we’ve
learned to appreciate and respect and love someone who’s different
from us. It’s very easy to accept and love those who are like us, but to
love someone different is very hard, and you have helped us do that.
You are a seagull, and you must follow your destiny as a seagull. You
must fly. When you do learn, | promise you that you’ll be happy, and
your feelings towards us and ours for you will be even deeper,
because it will be affection between totally different creatures.”

“I’m afraid to fly,” Lucky squawked, standing up.

“When it happens, | will be with you. | promised your mother.”
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[...]
Lucky attempted to fly, and 17 times she ended up on the floor after

rising only a few inches. The cats were centering all their attention on
Lucky, who, with every failed attempt, became more sad and melan-
choly.

“She has to fly. | promised her mother and | promised her. She has to
fly,” Zorba repeated.

“And each of us is responsible for keeping that promise.”

“We have to admit that we don’t know how to teach her to fly; we
must look for help beyond the cat world.”

(And then Zorba went searching for a human.)

[...]
So Zorba told him the story of the dying gull, the egg, little Lucky, and

the fruitless efforts of the cats to teach her to fly.
“Can you help us?” Zorba asked when he had finished his cat tale.

“l think I can. And this very night,” the human responded.

[...]

“No! I’m afraid! Zorba! Zorba!” Lucky cried.

“You are going to fly, Lucky. Take a breath. Feel the rain. That’s water.
In your lifetime, you will have many reasons to be happy. One of them
is called water, another is called wind, another sun, and it always
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comes as a reward after the rain. Feel the rain. Open your wings,’
Zorba said patiently.

The gull stretched her wings. The spotlights bathed her with light, and
the rain spattered her feathers with pearls. The human and the cat
watched her lift her head, with her eyes closed.

“Rain. Water. | like them,” she said.
“You are going to fly,” Zorba said again.

“I love you, Zorba. You are the best cat in the world.”

[...]
“Fly!” Zorba cried, reaching out with one paw and giving her the light-
est of taps.

Lucky disappeared from view, and the human and the cat feared the
worst. She had fallen like a stone. Holding their breath, they leaned
over the railing, and then they saw her, beating her wings, flying over
the parking lot, and then they followed her flight upward, up higher
than the golden weather vane that crowned the singular beauty of
Saint Michael’s.

Lucky was flying alone in the night over Hamburg. She flew away, ra-
pidly beating her wings, until she rose above the cranes in the port
and above the masts of the ships, and then she returned, gliding, circ-
ling again and again around the bell tower of the church.

“I’'m flying! Zorba! | can fly!” she squawked.
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The human stroked the cat’s back. “Well, cat, we did it.”

Zorba seemed to reflect for a moment. “Yes, at the edge of the void
she understood the most important thing of all,” Zorba said.

“Oh yes? And what was that?” the human asked.
“That only those who dare may fly.”
“l suppose I’m just in the way now. I’ll wait below.”

Zorba sat there watching the gull until he didn’t know whether it was
raindrops or tears that were filling the yellow eyes of a big, fat, black
cat... a good cat, a noble cat, a cat of the port.

We all love you, Lucky. We all love
you because you are a seagull.
It’s very easy to accept and love
those who are like us, but to love
someone different is very hard,

and you have helped us to do that.
You are a seagull, and you must
follow your destiny as
a seaqull. YOU MUST FLY.
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6.2. WORDS OF WISDOM

Man is what he believes.

Anton Chekhov

You wear a mask for so long,
you forget who you were beneath it.

Alan Moore

The man who lies to himself and listens to his own lie comes to a
point that he cannot distinguish the truth within him, or around
him, and so loses all respect for himself and for others.

Fyodor Dostoevsky

If you base your identity on having friends, being accepted, and
being popular, you may find yourself compromising your standards
or changing them every weekend to accommodate your friends.

Sean Covey
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6.2. WORDS OF WISDOM

Ubuntu: | am because you are.

African philosophy

The more you know yourself, the more patience
you have for what you see in others.

Erik Erikson

In a salad bowl, you put in the different things. You want the
vegetables - the lettuce, the cucumbers, the onions, the green
peppers - to maintain their identity. You appreciate differences.

Jane Elliot

Hindus, in their capacity for love, are hairless Christians; Muslims,
in the way they see God in everything, are bearded Hindus, and
Christians, in their devotion to God, are hat wearing Muslims.

Yann Martel, ‘Life of P’
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6.2. WORDS OF WISDOM

We know what we are, but not what we may be.

William Shakespeare

Often in the search for your destiny you will
find yourself obliged to change direction.

Paulo Coelho

Man does not simply exist but always decides what his existence
will be, what he will become the next moment. By the same token,
every human being has the freedom to change at any instant.

Viktor E. Frankl

Human beings are not born once and for all on the day
their mothers give birth to them; life obliges them
over and over again to give birth to themselves.

Gabriel Garcia Marquez
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6.2. WORDS OF WISDOM

Those who know don’t talk. Those who talk don’t know. Close your
mouth, block off your senses, blunt your sharpness, untie your
knots, soften your glare, settle your dust. This is the primal identity.

Lao Tzu

Give up the notion that ‘l am so and so’.
All that is required to realize the Self is to be still.

Ramana Maharshi

This body is not me; | am not caught in this body,
I am life without boundaries.

Thich Nhat Hanh

You are not a drop in the ocean.
You are the entire ocean in a drop.

Rumi
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6.2. WORDS OF WISDOM

A body has many parts, but all its parts form one body. If the foot
should say, “Because | am not a hand, | do not belong to the body,”’
it would not for that reason stop being part of the body. And if the
ear should say, “Because | am not an eye, | do not belong to the
body,” it would not for that reason stop being part of the body. If the
whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If
the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be?

1 Corinthians 12:12-17
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6.3. ASONG OF HOPE

YD AWAY

ik gy HAYAO MIYAZ AKI

“Always with Me”, from Spirited Away

Image source: YouTube

Somewhere, a voice calls, in the Everytime we fall down, we look
depths of my heart up to the blue sky above

May | always be dreaming, the We wake to its blueness, as for
dreams that move my heart the first time

So many tears of sadness, un- Though the road is long, lonely
countable through and through and the end far away

| know on the other side of them I can, with these two arms,

I’ll find you embrace the light

181


https://youtu.be/9c3MsB3-f-I

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

6.3. ASONG OF HOPE

As | bid farewell, my heart stops,
in tenderness I feel

My silent, empty body begins to
listen to what is real

The wonder of living, the wonder
of dying

The wind, town, and flowers, we
all dance in unity

Somewhere a voice calls in the
depths of my heart

keep dreaming your dreams,
don’t ever let them part

Why speak of all your sadness or
of life’s painful woes

Instead let the same lips sing a
gentle song for you

The whispering voice, we never
want to forget,

in each passing memory, always
there to guide you

When a mirror has been broken,
shattered pieces on the ground
Glimpses of new life, reflected all
around

Window of beginning, stillness,
new light of the dawn

Let my silent, empty body be
filled and reborn

No need to search outside, nor
sail across the sea

Cause here shining inside me,
it’s right here inside me

I’ve found a brightness, it’s always with me.
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EMBARKING ON THE JOURNEY

And here we are - the end. Thanks for having stayed with me!

As we have explored together, the quest for identity is far from
something trivial -itis, in reality, one of the most vital and con-
tinuous inquiries of humanity.

We’ve seen that “self-identity” is not a singular, static object to
be found and neatly cataloged, but rather a dynamic experience
- an ever-evolving understanding of who we are in relation to
ourselves, others, and the world.

We’ve peered through the diverse lenses offered by philosophy,
spiritual traditions, psychology, and contemporary thought,

each illuminating different facets of this complex phenomenon.
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EMBARKING ON THE JOURNEY

We’ve acknowledged that the “self” can be both an anchor and,
if held too rigidly, a chain; that it is shaped by the inner world
and outer circumstances; and that the path to knowing it is filled
with both opportunities and challenges.

But if there is one central thread that runs through this entire
exploration, it is perhaps this: the journey of realizing and de-
fining your self-identity is an active and deeply personal art,
not a passive discovery.

It calls for the courage to shed limiting self-perceptions, the
wisdom to discern one’s own path, and a commitment to navi-
gate evolving circumstances with presence and compassion.

Ultimately, no article, no teacher, no external framework can
hand you your identity. They can only offer pointers, perspec-
tives, and practices - like fingers pointing towards the moon.
The real “moon,’ the living truth of who you are, is something
you need to discover and co-create through direct experience
and the willingness to engage with everything presented to you.

So, let us continue the exploration with an open heart and an
inquisitive spirit. The process of knowing and becoming yourself
is not a problem to be solved, but a life to be lived.

Just believe, and you will find your way!

Until next time,

Jonathan M. Pham
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EPILOGUE

WHO ARE YOU

Image source: YouTube ([1] & [2])
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EPILOGUE
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Image source: Pinterest
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BONUS: AN EASTEREGG FORYOU @ © ©

Who am I really, Hagrid?

Let's see... Rich boy with murdered parents
who fights against evil.

You're Batman, Harry:

Hagrid’s deduction is pretty... logical, right? (< (= (<
Image source: Reddit
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SUBSCRIBE FOR

INSPIRATION!

Embark on a journey of self-discovery and be ready to
unlock your full potential with my newsletter! Receive
actionable tips, inspiring stories, and life-growth
insights delivered directly to your inbox by subscribing
via this link:

https://jonathanmpham.com/en/newsletter-sign-up/

There are two ways of spreading light: to be the
candle or the mirror that reflects it.

Edith Warton

Copyright © Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved. Please see the Privacy Policy and Terms of Service.



https://jonathanmpham.com/en/newsletter-sign-up/
https://jonathanmpham.com/en/privacy-policy/
https://jonathanmpham.com/en/terms-of-use/

I’m Jonathan M. Pham, and I’m delighted
to welcome you to my self-discovery blog!

Life, to me, is an endless expedition, and
through this blog, | invite you to join me
on the exhilarating journey of
self-exploration and personal growth.

jonathanmpham.com

Copyright © Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved. Please see the Privacy Policy and Terms of Service.



https://jonathanmpham.com/en/privacy-policy/
https://jonathanmpham.com/en/terms-of-use/

