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                A Case of Mistaken 
 Identity 

In order to be, it is not enough to 
be born … We come of age as masks. 

Our true face never speaks.
Rilke

T HE POET RILKE WROTE THAT 
people’s sense of impermanence and regret  
“comes mostly from their own not-having-
been-ness”—and mused about a repository 
where all our unlived lives are laid away, 
like “clothes hanging limply on the walls.”
   Like Rilke’s ill-fitting clothes, the family 
we are born into, the culture we are raised 
in, the career we are prepared for—are all 
largely accidents of birthplace and heritage.       
   And regrettably, the socialization we 
experience from our parents, teachers, and 
ultimately the world at large comes with no 
guarantee that it will acknowledge—much 
less honor—our authentic inner being. 

                                                   Tomek Setowski                                                                                  

  It isn’t unusual, in fact, for a person to go 
through much—perhaps even all—of life 
without a vivid sense of who they are, apart 
from their chance upbringing and 
circumstances. Lacking any inner bedrock 
on which to anchor their sense of self, they 
drift from one temporary berth to another, 
casting their mooring line to their job, 
family, possessions, or other externalities.
   This is, of course, the source of the familiar, 
seemingly almost universal ‘midlife crisis,’ 
a relatively recent phenomenon in human 
psychology. (The term was coined in 1957.)
   As the philosopher Jacob Needleman 
wrote, “The intimate, childhood sense of 
I am has not been supported” and is “forced 
to retreat to a [fictitious] subconsciousness.” 
“This metaphysical repression,” Needleman 
explained, “is the great wound shared by 
every man and woman born into the world.” 



   Moreover, this ‘metaphysical wound’ 
incurred in childhood, too painful to con-
front and thereby begin to heal, is protected 
and covered up in adulthood by “powerful 
emotions that masquerade as the self.” 
(The myths and legends of many ancient 
traditions portray this struggle for freedom 
of the inner self, “held captive by forces that 
pretend to be one’s self but are not.”)
   This fundamental sense of I am that 
Needleman refers to is always with us—
indeed, we cannot escape it—but we have 
attached all sorts of other things to it: our 
body, feelings, thoughts, and so on.  All 
these attachments serve a necessary purpose 
in the world, but they mislead us if we 
attempt to derive our identity from them. 
Taking ourselves to be what we are not, we 
set ourselves up for sorrow and regret.
   The stumbling block to our compulsively 
active, logic-seeking minds is in thinking 
that we can somehow describe our ultimate 
nature in familiar terms like stubborn, 
courageous, curious, or kind. While such 
qualities may well describe aspects of our 
personality, they are too shallow and 
transitory to describe our true ‘self,’ which 
is primary and utterly devoid of qualities.
   Nisargadatta, the great master of Non-
duality, said, “It’s enough to know what you 
are not. What you are cannot be described. 
You need not get at it, for you are it. [But] it 
will get at you, if you give it a chance.”    
   If we stop imaging ourselves to be this or 
that, Nisargadatta advises, the realization 
that we are the “source and heart of all” will 
gradually (or perhaps suddenly) dawn on us.
   This is the only true, lasting freedom, 
exchanged for acceptance and a false sense 
of security in childhood, but available to us 
all once again as we learn to disidentify 
with our mind and its conditioned patterns.

   To become conscious and reclaim our inner 
being, an essential step is to stop allowing 
our minds to absorb all of our attention. 
   One very effective way of doing this is to 
redirect our attention away from the mind 
and toward the body, perhaps focusing 
initially on the breath. ‘Conscious breathing’ 
in this way can in itself be a powerful form 
of meditation, a kind of ‘thinking with our 
whole body.’ (Although one must be careful 
not to simply transfer one’s sense of self to 
the body in place of the mind, it can nonethe-
less bring us one step closer to our goal.)
   In time we may begin to see that there is 
really no one in control. There is no 
‘somebody’ thinking or feeling, there is just 
thinking and feeling, endless thoughts and 
emotions arising and subsiding.
   After all, the idea that there is an ‘I’ doing 
the thinking is itself nothing but an arising 
thought. (If there is really a ‘me’ that is 
doing the thinking, why would I ever have 
an unhappy thought?…And if there is really 
an ‘I’ that is the thinker of my thoughts, then 
what is my next thought going to be?)
   For the sake of convenience we might call 
this practice ‘witnessing,’ although there is 
in fact no witness doing the witnessing. 
There is only Awareness, the permanent 
background in which all forms and stories 
spontaneously appear and fade away. 
As Nisargadatta piercingly observed, “All 
experience arises in the present moment, 
does its dance, and then disappears.”
   Ultimately, there can be no ‘false’ or 
‘mistaken’ identities, because all identities 
are false and mistaken, insofar as we allow 
them to define—and therefore to limit—us. 
   As the miraculous source of all attributes, 
our true ‘self’ is itself devoid of all attributes. 
We cannot grasp it; we cannot describe it.   
   We can only live it. ◾


