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How many times have I questioned my very 
existence? I have asked myself this question—
“Who am I?”—countless times. 

I especially question myself back in 2006, when 
I was 38. I was so caught up with the demands 
in life that I lost focus of myself. Soon, I was 
lost in a world of endless demands. 

Why is it important to ask ourselves this 
question? This is because it prompts us to 
question and examine our identity. 
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In our early development years, our identity tends to be 
measured in terms of tangibles such as our look, height, 
academic achievements, etc. 

Most of the time, we saw the world not as it is but as 
who we are. We saw the world with our concept of self 
that was shaped by our past experiences and interactions 
with others during our formative years. 

As years passed and our life experiences increased, 
we began to organize a set of characteristics what we 
identity as being unique to ourselves. Subconsciously, we 
set up conditions that represent our worth. This worth 
lies within us and will influence how we see the world. 
For example: I must be successful, I cannot fail, I should 
make people happy.

Associate Professor Dr Shahram Heshmat, an expert in 
the health economics of addiction, once said: 

Our identity is about how we view ourselves. It’s a 
picture that we create from our subjective reality, one 

made up of the conditions that we uphold as our truths. 

Our identity relates to our values and beliefs that 
dictate the choices we make; it reflects who we 

are and what we value.

Our identify is our all-encompassing system 
of memories, experience, feelings, thoughts, 
relationships, and values that define each and 
every one of us. It’s the stuff that makes up a “self.”

A lot of us define ourselves in terms of our gender, age, 
vocation, culture, etc. 

For example: I’m a Chinese middle-aged female working 
as a practicing psychotherapist, I am single. In my spare 

time, I like to cycle in the park. All this information is 
similar to what we fill up in our CV for a job interview. 
Ah, but do such information an accurate description of 

my true self-concept?

“Few people choose their identities. Instead, they simply 

internalize the values of their parents or the dominant 

cultures, such as the pursuit of materialism, power, and 

appearance. Sadly, these values may not be aligned with one’s 

authentic self and create unfulfilling life.”

This is the real issue. Often, our identity was enforced 
upon us. This inorganic identity causes us to 
experience a tremendous amount of stress. 
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Sometimes, an inorganic identity can be damaging. 
For example, Jack may value himself as a high 
achiever. One day, he fails to impress a client, and 
this failure drives him to feel that he is not getting 
anything right. This can lead to an inability to cope 
with the present. Eventually, he may view himself as 
a failure.  

What happens here is that the truth Jack holds about 
himself—that he is always a high achiever—clashes 
with his experiences—his failure to impress a 
client—and the resulting emotions such as sadness 
can create a sense of mismatch or incongruence that 
may give rise to psychological distress. 

Most of the time, damaging beliefs that we hold 
are subtle; we rarely notice them unless we 
conduct a self-examination of our beliefs and 
values. The conflict between an identity shaped 
by these damaging beliefs and the reality of our 
circumstances, coupled with the need to find 
our authentic self, is the cause of much of our 
unhappiness. This conflict is what we called an 
‘identity struggle’.

On the upside, people who have successfully found 
their authentic selves are shown to be far happier 
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and more content with their lives. This is 
because they are able to live a life true to their 
values and pursue meaningful goals. 

In Jack’s case, should he be able to integrate his 
own experiences into his self-concept—in other 
words, the more self-accepting he becomes—
the more he is able to understand and accept 
both himself and other people. In light of his 
failure to impress a client, he would be able to 
reflect and conclude: “It’s fine that my client 
doesn’t like my idea. I will try to come up with 
something else that better suit their needs. I can 
do this!”

So how can we figure out who we really are? 
How can we separate our true identity from 
the one given to us by our family and what was 
shaped by society?  

To try to make sense of what was going on in 
my life at 38, I wrote in my journal the inner 
dialogues of my ‘Old Self’, ‘Mid Self’, and ‘New 
Self’. Eventually, these dialogues crystallized 
into a clarity that inspired me to share what I 
have learned in my book ‘The 3 S’Elves and the 
Long To-Do List’.

ARISES
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Here are the steps I found to be helpful in helping us discover our true 
selves.

Reflect upon yourself. Actively engage with the reflection in the present. Be 
your own examiner and get down deep to your core. Which areas of your 
life that you are unhappy about? How can you feel happier about your life? 
Asking yourself questions and being honest when it comes to the answers 
can help you better understand where you are in the present—mentally, 
emotionally, and physically.

Choose who you want to be. Remember you are not seeking perfection. 
Nobody is perfect! Instead, embrace the idea that there are things that you 
can and want to improve in order to be a better and happier person.  

Make good choices for yourself. Don’t make decision out of fear, a desire 
to please other people, or out of convenience. When you decide to make 
good choices, it also means you are taking actions. 

As clinical psychologist Marcia Reynolds said: “To activate 

conscious choice, you first have to do some work to determine what 

really matters to you. What strengths are you proud of? What tasks 

do you most enjoy? What would you do if you had no obligations or 

people to please? Take time to sort through your desires.”
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For example, Mid S’elf in my book dislikes her current work situation. 
Instead of just being angry, she makes a choice to voice out her 
discontent, set healthy boundaries, and achieve a better balance in her 
life. Once she makes decisions that are in line with her values and what 
she want, she starts to feel more empowered and in control over her 
own life. 

Discover your true passions.  The greatest joy about discovering who 
you really are is discovering those parts of yourself that you never knew 
about. To understand your passion is to figure out what stimulate your 
creative energies. For example, if you find that singing gives you a new 
jolt in life, then go sing! 

The more you engage in activities that you enjoy, the more you master 
that skill. Doing so gives you confidence and competence, which will 
eventually help you ground your sense of identity. 

Place boundaries when it comes to pleasing other people. Ignoring 
your own needs in order to please other people almost always ends up 
stirring troubling feelings of estrangement from yourself. You may look 
into a mirror and think that the person in the reflection is someone you 
no longer recognize—a stranger even to you. 

Instead, you should learn to listen to your inner needs. This is a crucial 
step to waking up and discovering your true identity—one that truly 
encapsulates who you are, what you want, what you need, and what 
you want yourself to be.


