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Part C: Secret of the “I”.                        P.14 

A reasoned inquiry from “The Secret of the I” chapter of The Wisdom of the Overself: 
supplemented by paras from The Notebooks and Nisargadatta’s I am That  

 

Blue = from notebooks 

Green = from PB books 

Purple = AD comments mostly SIW 
Maroon = other comments  NM, ET, R, TT 
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Paul Brunton  The Wisdom of the Overself,  
Excerpts from “The Secret of the I”  with supplements 
 
 Lessons from dream  
1. It is easy, even after we have begun to believe in the truth of mentalism, to make the 
mistake of taking the world as being a form of consciousness - and even to take all other 
people as such - but to forget to take our own personality in the same way. A little further 
reflection about dreams can help us to correct this subtle error.   
3…. the arrival of wakefulness shows that the dream-self was at the time but an idea, and is 
now but a memory, that is also an idea. If we can apply this lesson we can also convert the 
whole of our past wakeful-self experience into a memory. But a wakeful memory is not less 
a thought-structure than a dream one, however much more vivid it may be. Therefore the 
wakeful self must be such a thought-structure too.   For if we take a retrospective glance at 
the stretched-out span of our own life, at the years of infancy childhood adolescence and 
maturity which relentless time has buried in the past, at all those years whose motley 
episodes are recoverable only as memories, everything that has happened to us now 
seems like the happenings of a prolonged and vivid dream. It seems such an appalling 
thing to believe that those events which were so solid, so substantial and so real when they 
were actual are only like dream-stuff.  
The dreamers mind projects a dream.  “The dreamer is immanent in the dream and gives to 
the appearing ego the sense of its own existence. “ That sense of being real independently 
is a mistake, but is based on reality of the dreamer’s mind…. 
 
4. If all our past personal experience… turns out in the end to be a series of ideas, what are 
we to say of our coming life…. What of the vivid present? …    They will then appear to 
possess neither the same reality nor the same value which they possess now. 
  …Because past, present and future constitute the whole of our human existence what 
else is demonstrated by it than that our own wakeful existence is itself only a thought-
series and that our personal experience is a mentally-constructed affair? .  Yet this day, this 
minute, this very moment through which we are now passing must actually possess 
precisely the same characteristics which they have before or after. 
7. … For what are we really aware of? We are aware of a series of physical sensations, 
separate changing mental states and fluctuating emotional moods which follow each other 
throughout wakeful life. But of a self apart from the totality of this series, we are not 
ordinarily aware. As a person we are, in the end, what other things are - a thought. 
 
12… The whole mental life is a continuous flux and unrolling film of momentary thoughts. 
Those which are held most strongly within the focus of attention at any particular moment 
constitute the self at the time…  If this world extended in space and changing in time is 
really a thought-structure and if the person is a part of the world, then it logically follows 
that we are just as much a thought-structure too. When mentalism reduced the world to an 
idea, it inevitably reduced everything and everyone contained within it to an idea too. The 
world-idea springs from the same root as the person-idea but both flower in contrasting 
colors. 
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Ego as thought: (Notebooks) 
If past and future are now only ideas, the present must be idea, too.  So runs the mentalist 
explanation.  But this can and should be carried still farther.  If the experiencer of past and 
future is (because he is part of them) now an idea, then the experiencer of the present (and in 
the present) must be idea, too.  As anything else than idea, he was (and is) only a supposition, 
which is the same as saying that the ego is only an apparent entity and has no more reality (or 
less) than any thought has. Notebooks 8.2.2  
 
Everything remembered is a thought in consciousness. This not only applies to objects, 
events, and places. It also applies to persons, including oneself, he who is remembered, the 
``I'' that I was. This means that my own personality, what I call myself, was a thought in the 
past, however strong and however persistent. But the past was once the present. Therefore I 
am not less a thought now. The question arises what did I have then which I still have now, 
unchanged, exactly the same. It cannot be “I'' as the person, for that is different in some way 
each time. It is, and can only be, “I'' as Consciousness. Notebooks 8.2.3 
 
The ego thought is like a string upon which our multitudinous sense-memories, interests, 
desires, fears thoughts and feelings are threaded.  And when one speaks of the surrender 
of the ego, it is not the surrender of one particular bead which is meant, but rather of the 
entire string which holds together all the diverse beads and without which all would 
collapse. This is effected, and can only be effected, by turning the mind inwards, and by 
concentrating deeper and ever deeper within the heart until individual beads of thought 
and feeling no longer engage our consciousness, but only the single thought of self-
existence.  Then we discover that we are really angels fallen from the empyrean.  Quest of 
the Overself 
 

There are certain rare moments when intense sorrow or profound bereavement makes a 
person sick at heart. It is then that desires temporarily lose their force, possessions their 
worth, and even existence itself its reality. One seems to stand outside the busy world whose 
figures flit to and fro like the shadowy characters on a cinema screen. Worst of all, perhaps, 
significance vanishes from human activity, which becomes a useless tragi-comedy, a going 
everywhere and arriving nowhere, an insane playing of instruments from which no music 
issues forth, a vanity of all the vanities. It is then, too, that a terrible suicidal urge may enter 
his blood and he will need all his mental ballast not to make away with himself. Yet these 
black moments are intensely precious, for they may set his feet firmly on the higher path. Few 
realize this whilst all complain. The self-destruction to which he is being urged by such dread 
experiences of life is not the crude physical act, but something subtle--a suicide of thought, 
emotion, and will. He is being called indeed, to die to his ego, to take the desires and 
passions, the greeds and hates out of his life, to learn the art of living in utter independence 
of externals and in utter dependence on the Overself. And this is that same call which Jesus 
uttered when he said: "He that loseth his life shall find it." Thus the sorrows of life on earth 
are but a transient means to an eternal end, a process through which we have to learn how to 
expand awareness from the person to the Overself.    (1:2.170). 

 

http://wisdomsgoldenrod.org/notebooks/1/2#170
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Self-inquiry: what is the I?: 
13. The first of our thoughts is 'I'. All other thoughts follow its arising. It does not stand alone 
but instantly associates itself with the thought which next follows. And this is the body-
thought….  
Consequently the original ‘I’ thought becomes converted into ‘I am the body.’ After this 
there arises the world-thought. The ‘I’ unconsciously provides the particular space-time 
characteristics through which the world must first pass before it can emerge into its 
consciousness. Thus the ‘I’ veritably holds as its own thought both the body and then the 
world outside the body. But because it began by deceiving itself about its own relation to 
the body, because it took the body for what it is not, it ends by deceiving itself about the 
things outside and around the body and takes them for what they are not too. Hence the 
arising of a triple error: the world, the body and the ‘I’ are all regarded as non-mental. 
14. The 'I' every person knows is indeed his self but it is not his ultimate self. When be 
discovers that his own personal existence is no less a thought-structure than that of his 
physical surroundings, that everything including himself has an imagined existence, he 
comes close, very close, to the gate of initiation into a higher world of understanding. He 
who witnesses the events of a dream, who participates in them, and who creates them are 
one and the same entity. 
15. We have found that thoughts and sensations constitute the person. But does the 
person constitute the whole of the 'I'? Can we separate self from the ideas, the perceptions 
and the memories which it holds?  
16. Although the 'I' changes from instant to instant we feel somehow that it knows itself 
indirectly thought its thoughts, acts and experiences, and that something remains constant 
and stationary though all these changes. If in one sense, there is a continuity between what 
we once were and what we now are, then this persistent core must be a deeply buried 
mental one.  What is this mysterious core?  Can the "I" know itself directly? 
 
17. The fact that he could examine his own thoughts showed that there was something in 
him which was itself deeper than them, for it could not simultaneously be both the owner 
of the thoughts and the thoughts themselves, both the examiner and that which was 
examined. What is this 'something'?. 
 
17. It is, it must be a still deeper 'I' which although usually ignored, must matter most of all. 
 
And this, when traced through the conventional confusions and unconscious processes 
which habitually surround it, is nothing else than that intangible principle of awareness 
itself whose own existence makes the existence of all the multiple items of awareness 
itself possible. … What the hidden teaching says is that the awareness is itself a separate 
principle.  
 
22. The part (of awareness) which thus acts is the part which is projected into a particular 
space-time existence and which thenceforth imagines itself to be an entirely complete and 
self-sufficient being. It is indeed what we know as the person. It is this projected fraction of 
awareness which is what we ordinarily term consciousness, that is the sum of all our 
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personal sensations, thoughts and feelings.  
It is this fractional consciousness—and not the mind whence it originates—that has its seat in the 
particular body with which it is so intimately associated, a seat which is largely located in the brain 
and hence the parallel workings of both, as noted by physiologists. But even then this limited field 
of awareness cannot rightly be limited only to the brain with which it is related, much less imposed 
as a boundary on the larger mind whence it emanates. 
 
31. Indeed it is impossible to advance farther in this metaphysical study unless the ability 
is developed to separate analytically two opposing concepts - the self from the not-self, the 
observer from what is observed. 
32. The present examination of the wakeful self has shown us that it points beyond itself to 
a principle of awareness which makes possible all conscious experience - and 
consequently the personal 'I' along with it - but which is itself hidden deep beneath the 
threshold of consciousness.  
 
33. When we believe that we are conscious of ourself we are really conscious of a heavy 
disguise of the powerful complex of thoughts constituting the conscious 'I' which the 
unknown self puts on and takes off. … 
Thinking, being itself a part of the field of our observation, unfortunately cannot break 
through into the consciousness of the observer which transcends that field. The 
consciousness which knows cannot itself be included in what is known. … 
The 'I' is indeed a symbol which stands for something immeasurably wider than itself. 
 
Trace Ego To Its Lair: (Notebooks) 
This unusual interrogation of yourself, this demand to know what you are, may take a full 
lifetime of the deepest examination to satisfy.   8.1.42 
 
So long as we persist in taking the ego at its own valuation as the real Self, so long are we 
incapable of discovering the truth about the mind or of penetrating to its mysterious depths.  It 
is a pretender, but so long as no enquiry is instituted it goes on enjoying the status of the real 
Self.  Once an enquiry into its true nature is begun in the proper manner and continued as long 
as necessary, this identification with ego may subside and surrender to the higher. 8.4.386 
 
To trace the ego to its lair is to observe its open and covered manifestations, to analyse, 
comprehend, and note their everchanging ephemerality.  Finally it too turns out to be but a 
thought structure--empty, and capable of dissolution like all thoughts. 8.4.387 
 
Be still and know! This is to be done by practicing the art of meditation deep into its second 
stage and then--for it cannot properly be done before--tracing the ego to its hidden lair. Here it 
must be faced. Being still involves the achievement of mental silence, without which the ego 
remains cunningly active and keeps him within its sphere of influence. Knowing involves 
penetrating to the ego's secret source where, in its lulled and weakened condition, it can be 
confronted and killed. 8.4.390 
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There would be no hope of ever getting out of this ego-centered position if we did not know 
these three things. First, the ego is only an accumulation of memories and a series of cravings, 
that is, thought; it is a fictitious entity. Second, the thinking activity can come to an end in 
stillness. Third, Grace, the radiation of the Power beyond man, is ever-shining and ever-present. 
If we let the mind become deeply still and deeply observant of the ego's self-preserving instinct, 
we open the door to Grace, which then lovingly swallows us.    (8:4.417) 
 
He will advance most on the Quest who tries most to separate himself from his ego. It will be a 
long, slow struggle and a hard one, for the false belief that the ego is his true self grips him with 
hypnotic intensity. All the strength of all his being must be brought to this struggle to remove 
error and to establish truth, for it is an error not merely of the intellect alone but also of the 
emotions and of the will.   Perspectives p. 198 
 
Think! What does the ``I'' stand for? This single and simple letter is filled with unutterable 
mystery. For apart from the infinite void in which it is born and to which it must return, it has 
no meaning. The Eternal is its hidden core and content. 8.1.8.  
 
The “I” is not a thought at all. It is the very principle of Consciousness itself, pure Being. It is 
neither personal mind nor physical body, neither ego nor little self. Without it they could not 
exist or function. It is their witness. Notebooks  8.1.72 
 
``I am not I.'' These words are nonsensical to the intellect, which can make nothing of them. But 
to awakened intuition they are perfectly comprehensible.  8.1.19 
 
We all think, experience, feel, and identify with the ``I.'' But who really knows what it is? To do 
this we need to look inside the mind, not at what it contains, as psychologists do, but at what it 
is in itself. If we persevere, we may find the “I” behind the “I.” 8.1.73 
 
The faculty of attention is interiorized and turned back upon itself. 23.7.216 
 
Why I chose `What Am I'': (1) Because I wanted to start with the idea of a non-``I'' 
consciousness instead of their own ``I'' with which they are continuously occupied; (2) Because 
the word Brahman is of neuter gender, neither masculine nor feminine. Brahman in us is 
Atman, the Self--but utterly impersonal. ``What'' lends itself more easily to this impersonality 
than ``Who''; (3) The answer to ``What Am I?'' is multiple but it begins with ``a part of the 
world!'' and is followed by another question, ``What is my relation to this world?'' The answer 
requires the discovery of Mentalism, leading back through the thought of the world, thinker, 
and consciousness, to Brahman.  8.1.36 
 
You are that awareness disguised as a person.  
 Tolle: Stillness Speaks 
 
Consciousness appearing as a person seeks itself.  Notebooks 
disentangle awareness 

http://wisdomsgoldenrod.org/notebooks/8/4#417
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22. I as thoughts changes from moment to moment, but what is it that knows the changes?    
The deeper I is the principle of awareness which makes modes of consciousness possible. 
The activity of this awareness projects a space-time existent person, which then "imagines 
itself to be an entirely complete and self-sufficient being.  It is indeed what we know as the 
person.  It is this projected fraction of awareness which is what we ordinarily call 
consciousness."  
23. Thoughts are only phases of consciousness. Consciousness is only a phase of mind. 
Mind is outside the limitation of any particular place. It is not really flesh-tied, but our belief 
about it is.  
 
It is the disentanglement of consciousness from its own projections, its thoughts of every kind, 
which is the final and first work of a would-be philosopher. Consciousness is then in its pure 
unconditioned being.  23.7.181 
 
If there is anything worth studying by human being, after the necessary preliminary studies of 
how to exist and survive in this world healthily and wisely, it is the study of man's own 
consciousness--not a cataloguing of the numerous thoughts that play within it, but a deep 
investigation of its nature itself, its own unadulterated pure self.  1.1.81 
 
Trace consciousness back to itself, unmixed with bodily sense reports, emotional moods or 
mental thoughts. This can be done successfully only by withdrawing it inward as you analyze. 
This process becomes a meditation. In the final term, you are aware of nothing else: That is, of 
nothing but being aware. But at this point you cannot know it as a second thing, an object, but 
only by being it. (23:7.208)    
 
The first question is also the final one; it is quite short, quite simple, and yet it is also the most 
important question which anyone could ever ask, whether of himself or of others. This question 
is: ``What is consciousness?'' Whoever traces the answer through all its levels will find himself 
in the end in the very presence of the universal consciousness otherwise called God. 19.3.32 
 
If you will try to perceive the mind by which you perceives the world, you will be practising the 
shortest, most direct technique of discovering the Overself.  This is what Ramana Maharshi 
meant when he taught, ``Trace the `I' to its source.'' 22.5.6 
 
  

http://wisdomsgoldenrod.org/notebooks/23/7#208
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Changing and changeless consciousness 
34. Again, the personal self is gradually changing through the years but the mental principle 
which informs it and makes it possible for us to be aware of the changing conscious and 
bodily states, is not affected by this process and remains ever the same. This principle is 
the relatively permanent element within us and the ultimate basis of all our kaleidoscopic 
state of consciousness. To become aware of the arising and disappearing of all those 
thoughts which make up the totality of the waking self, their witness must be relatively 
changeless for it is only the striking contrast between them and itself which could possibly 
make it aware of such transience.The constant succession of sensations, the innumerable 
changes of perception and experience could themselves be evident only to some observer 
whose own mental permanence and unity must be presupposed or he could not notice the 
facts of succession and change.  
 
35. … The fact that we are conscious of the changes which make up the stuff of time, is 
itself possible only because there is something hidden in us which is above change and 
beyond time.   
 
What we commonly think of as constituting the "I" is an idea which changes from year to year. 
This is the personal "I." But what we feel most intimately as being always present in all these 
different ideas of the "I," that is, the sense of being, of existence, never changes at all. It is this 
which is our true enduring "I." 8.2.1 
 
How is it that I am--and know that I am--substantially the same person today as yesterday, that 
I remember the happenings of a year ago? The answer must be that there is a continuous self, 
or being, or mind, in me, distinct from its thoughts or experiences. Notebooks 8.2.97  
 
We exist for a fragment of time only and therefore relatively. But is there something behind 
time itself which is absolute, a principle of Foreverness? The Buddhists firmly deny it; the 
Advaitins just as firmly proclaim it, while philosophy accepts and reconciles both 
schools.    (19:3.188) 
 
Pointers To Awareness 
 
46. Now we have learnt that it is useless to look for the whole self in the wakeful state alone 
and utterly ignore the other two beads on its string. For dream and sleep no less pertain to 
it than waking. It is useless to take only a fragment of experience and then expect a full 
answer to the question "What am I?"  
 
47. The physical body, the personal thoughts and feelings are only contents of the self, not 
its real character. The sense of awareness accompanies every act, every feeling and every 
thought. It is their common factor.  
…Were the ‘I’ nothing more than this series of changing thoughts and fitful feelings it could 
not become aware of itself as an individual. Such awareness evidences a deeper principle 
in its own being. The presence of this principle may be inferred, even though it may not be 

http://wisdomsgoldenrod.org/notebooks/19/3#188
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separately experienced, from its being reflected into every thought, image and perception 
as the stuff of awareness of them. 
 
That which is aware of the world is not the world.  That which is aware of the ego is not the 
ego.  When this awareness is isolated, the person ``experiences'' the Overself. 22.5.5 
 
The fact that we know our bodies is a guarantee that we can know our souls. For the knowing 
principle in us is derived from the soul itself. We have only to search our own minds deeply 
enough and ardently enough to discover it.  22.5.14 
 
When you begin to seek the Knower, who is within you, and to sever yourself from the seen, 
which is both without and within you, you begin to pass from illusion to reality. 22.5.15 
 

The mind's chief distinguishing power is to know--whether the object known is the world 
around or the ideas within.  When this is turned in still deeper upon itself, subject and object 
are one, the thought-making activity comes to rest, and the “I” mystery is solved.  One 
discovers his real self, or being--his soul.  22.5.16   
 
 
FOUR VIEWS OF THE SELF 
Awareness with an object we call witnessing.   
When there is also self-identification with the object, caused by desire or fear, such a 
state is called a person.   
In reality there is only one state; when distorted by self-identification it is called a 
person, when colored with the sense of being it is the witness; when colorless and 
limitless, it is called the Supreme. Ch 71 
 
a.  The ego-self is a conjunction of thought and consciousness.   On the one hand, the 
ego is a part of the evolving energy and intelligence of the world-idea: which includes 
the body, the personal memories, thoughts, images and feelings, the unconscious 
tendencies and patterns of behavior .  On the other hand, the ego is also the expression 
of a deeper individuation process which is intrinsic to the ray of Intelligence.    
 
OVERLAPPING: THREE CIRCLES 
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World-Idea



⚫



I-Am

MindAbsolute Soul

Witness-I

World-Mind/
Cosmic Soul

ego as  part of evolving world-idea

Levels  of  the 
nature of the 
Self, or Mind 
as subjective,  
correspond to 
the levels of 
"Ment alism" 
or Mind as 
object ive.  
Plotinus: 
"every  life is a 
grade of 
Thought" 
III.8.9. 

 
 
 
A THREE RING PICTURE 
 a.  The ego-self is a conjunction of thought and consciousness.    
.   
b.  witness-self: four aspects 
Witness is the background awareness:  the non-local unchanging observer of the 
changing contents of experience. “awareness with objects we call witnessing.” NM ch. 
71 
Consciousness as Creative and Understanding.   
Witness not only awareness, it is the source of creativity, love, longing, sympathy, power 
and wisdom. It is the deeper mind which participates in the manifestation of the world--
and it is what actually understands the experience. 
fraction of Awareness present and available for use 
"the witnessing self is present in hidden association or mystic immanence in the personal 
self and reflects into that self the feeling of its own real existence."  para 45 "Secret of the I"   
the repository of distilled experience.   
“The memory of the essential characteristics of all former related incarnations are 
registered and preserved within the Overself.”   PB  
c. I Am is being consciousness itself, the source of all limited states of consciousness 
and existence.  It is the Overself itself. However, even as such, Overself is "a ray, not 
the original itself".  It is an infinitesimal of infinite being.  
d. Beyond the I-Am is the ineffable, infinite 

in itself 


