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What is the Self?
• An immaterial substance that temporarily inhabits the body, and it leaves the 

body upon death
• Self and Other dynamically emerge out of each other socially and historically
• The self emerges out of its relationship with the passage of time
• The self is the whole of conscious and unconscious processes that is 

mediated by the ego
• The experience of the self is the result of nervous system processes that are 

regulating the organism
• The idea of the self is an empty construct with no permanence, a dream-like 

illusion or manifestation of craving and aversion
• The true nature of the self reveals the true nature of the universe
• The self is created out of power relationships and societal norms
• The self is defined by its preferences and aversions, or its pain
• There is no one self, there are many contingent and related selves



Themes
• Continuity: How or why does the self seem to persist over 

time, despite changes to thoughts, emotions, the body, the 
world?

• Individual: To what degree is a self a unique individual? 
What allows us to distinguish one self from another?

• Unity: Is the self a single, unified entity? Or is it fragmented, 
or layered, or composed of multiple selves?

• Others: How does the self relate to others? How do these 
relationships shape the self?

• Expression: How does the self express itself? What stories 
does it tell about itself?

• Body: What is the relationship between the body and the 
self? How does the body reveal the self, and the self the 
body?

• Choice: How is the self affected by or defined by the 
choices it makes?



The Biological Self

• The question of “what am I?” and “what 
am I not?” is a problem that your 
nervous and immune system have to 
regularly solve.
• Psychoneuroimmunology (PNI) is a field of 

psychosomatic medicine that studies the 
relationship between mental health and 
nervous and immune systems

• This interaction relates to how 
psychological events can influence illness

• The brain integrates many signals to 
create a feeling space of the body
• Phantom limb occurs when the physical 

state of the body no longer matches the 
map (such as in amputation)



The Triple Network System

• DMN: self-referential 
thought, mind-wandering, 
mental time travel, social 
cognition, introspection

• SN: integration of salient 
stimuli, switching between 
DMN and CEN

• FPN/CEN: goal-directed 
decision-making, attention 
regulation, working memory



Effects of psychedelics

• General loosening of all functional networks, so 
that they are no longer as distinct

• Triple network system-
• CEN: loosening of goal-directed focus, reducing 

ability to stay focused but enabling a freer, more 
creative decision process

• DMN: loosening of rigid thought patterns, disrupting 
habitual self-referential and ruminative thought 
patterns

• SN: loosening of sensory filtering, allowing for more 
sensory input and emotional salience to emerge

• Which can lead to a sense of “ego dissolution” 
where boundaries between self and 
environment blur



Meditation on the Brain

• Meditation retrains the way you 
experience sensory input and self-
related processing

• This allows you to notice and then 
release tensions in your mind and body 
that you were holding

• Initially, effortful CEN engagement 
inhibits DMN

• With more practice, this becomes 
effortless, and the anticorrelation 
between CEN and DMN reduces

• Another way to think about this is that 
the idea of the Self is one of the brain’s 
predictive models, and meditation 
softens the rigidity of that model

Nondual awareness: a prereflective 
layer of experience, in which self and 
other are not distinct, that is revealed 
through a loosening of self-related 
processes. Self and Other emerge out of 
this more fundamental awareness.



Extremes of Meditation Practice

• Jhanas: meditative states of deep 
absorption characterized by increasing 
refinement and serenity

• The first four jhanas (form)
• Focused well-being and happiness, 

leading to effortless clarity and 
equanimity

• The second four jhanas (formless)
• Abstract, infinite space of consciousness, 

leading to perception of emptiness, going 
past perception itself



What are you conscious of in 
your self?
• The chief insight of depth psychology (Freud and 

Jung) is that you are aware of only a tiny fraction of 
your psyche

• The “I” (ego) is a conscious actor embedded in a 
much larger psychological self, which it only has 
limited access to

• Conscious effort can be expended to explore the 
depths of the unconscious. Psychoanalysis 
endeavors to do this to heal neuroses

• Your shadow is that which you have not integrated 
into your self. It is often understood as your very 
real capacity for evil, beyond mere weakness. If 
you do not integrate this evil, you will project it 
onto the world and be at odds with it.



Memories in the body

• Memories may actually be distributed throughout the entire body, 
not just the nervous system

• Patients who receive organ transplants will sometimes report 
changes in preferences, temperament, personal identity, or 
memory transfer as a result of their transplant
• “The new heart has changed me… the person whose heart I got was a 

calm person, not hectic, and his feelings have been passed on to me 
now”

• “When I got my new heart… almost every night and still sometimes now, I 
actually feel the accident my donor had. I can feel the impact in my chest. 
It slams into me, but my doctor said everything looks fine”



Near-death studies

• 10-20% of people who have come close to death have 
experienced some form of near-death experience (NDE)

• It often permanently changes a person for the better
• Some anecdotes:

• Many cases in which the person accurately describes their 
resuscitation with details there is no conventional explanation for

• One person viewed his future. He wrote down significant life 
events and predicted them accurately, down to the color of the 
dress his wife died in

• One person, upon leaving their body, met a relative who was also 
dying in another wing at the same hospital. No conventional 
explanation for how they were able to learn of this



Near-death experiences

Raymond Moody charted 9 steps to NDEs:
1. Sudden peace and relief
2. Perception of other-worldly sound or music
3. Consciousness leaves your body, often “looking down” on it
4. Go through a tunnel of light
5. Arrive at a “heavenly place” bathed in light
6. Reunite with deceased loved ones
7. Meet a divine being (perceived according to your religious culture)
8. Life review – see every moment of your life from an omniscient point 

of view, understand the impact on others of all your choices
9. Reach a point where you are told to go back or you choose to go 

back



Becoming a delog

• In Buddhism, a delog (or delok) is someone 
who traverses the world of death to return with 
wisdom and guidance for the living

• A 2018 paper studied practitioners who could 
do this voluntarily with their practice

• Participant 8: “The mind has unlimited 
potential. But it gets stuck in one way of seeing 
things … But when you die the mind kind of 
goes through a process of unfolding. Its 
potential is unlocked. If you’ve trained enough 
you can harness this [potential] – you can 
harness it before you die as well. But if you’re 
not trained – and most people aren’t – then 
[death] is a frightening experience and there’s 
no way of controlling it. But it’s all just a 
projection of the mind.”



Survival?

• Crisis apparition or crisis telepathy: when a person 
sees or senses a loved one at the moment of their 
crisis

• In some cases, they are able to help. In other cases, it 
seems the loved one is saying goodbye

• Ian Stevenson studied “cases of the reincarnation 
type” in which children claimed to remember past 
lives, documenting over 2500 cases
• Memories usually lost by age 7
• Sometimes there were birthmarks or other anomalies that 

corresponded to injuries from the past life
• Sometimes the previous individual life could be identified; it 

was often from the same community or larger culture
• Cases existed even in cultures that did not believe in 

reincarnation



Titu Singh

• At ~18 months old, he began identifying himself 
as “Suresh”, a radio shop owner in Agra

• Provided detailed information about the names 
and habits of his previous family, including 
details about how he used to be a criminal

• Exhibited similar temperament as Suresh
• Suresh Verma was murdered in 1983 by a 

gunshot to the head. Titu had birthmarks on the 
entry and exit wounds of his head



James Leininger
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