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FOREWORD

This invigorating book cuts through the fog of clichés and propaganda that obscures the most immediate—and most painfully misunderstood—issue of traditional teachings about individuation and self-realization. “New age” teachings generally try to sidestep this issue altogether. Individual doctrines within the traditional fold tend to overemphasize certain aspects of it at the expense of others. In stark contrast, this book offers a uniquely wholesome notion of the ego’s nature and the range it encompasses.

Anthony Damiani was deeply versed in traditional thought, and acutely aware of the broad variety of meanings given the word “ego” in contemporary psychology. His focus in the classes on which this book is based, however, was very specific: what a spiritual seeker needs to know about the nuts and bolts of the work at hand. A few remarks about the background of the classes will provide a helpful context for the discussions presented here.

In September of 1981, Anthony received the originals of extensive notebooks his teacher Paul Brunton (PB) had reserved for posthumous publication. Having worked independently of PB for many years, he was astounded by the breadth and clarity of these writings and spent all his free time for the next year reading them. By August of 1982 he had concluded that PB’s notes on the ego, in particular, would be of extraordinary value to his own students.

Anthony gave two series of classes on this subject; the first in 1982; the second in 1984.

In the first cycle of classes, Anthony introduced PB’s notes on the ego somewhat randomly. PB himself had not organized them into a point-by-point order in his notebooks, and Anthony was not ready to try to structure them into one. Instead, he recommended that his students read and discuss each notebook entry (“para”) as if it stood alone. He was strongly opposed to attempts to organize the material until it had first been encountered in this way.

His reason for this was simple. In most of us, the intellect that would attempt the organizing is itself a tool in service of the ego’s presuppositions; and the ego has a vested interest in not being seen clearly. Thus in the beginning we were virtually guaranteed of making “connections” that would take us off track rather than deeper into PB’s individual remarks.

On a typical class night, at least sixty students would gather in one large room at Wisdom’s Goldenrod. Several paras would be read at the beginning, students would start asking questions, and then more paras would be read and discussed. In the first cycle, Anthony encouraged a good deal of student discussion before offering his own views.

In the second cycle, however, Anthony knew he had little time to live. Though physically weak and often short of breath, he was warmly intimate and in excellent humor. But feeling the shortage of time, he was calmly insistent on getting to the heart of this matter with the breath left in him. He returned selectively to many of the most important notes, and several of them were discussed a number of times in different classes. In general, he still restricted himself to a careful elaboration of one para at a time. But occasionally he used one as a stepping-off point from which to share his own synthetic understanding and overview of the material. One month after giving his last class on the ego notes, and just days after meeting with his dear friend the Dalai Lama in Middlebury, Vermont, he died peacefully in his home in Valois, New York.

Since then, the most important sections of the writings PB reserved for posthumous publication have been published. Most are in the sixteen-volume series entitled The Notebooks of Paul Brunton; some are in the collection of essays entitled Essays on the Quest. References within the present book to writings in the Notebooks series are identified by volume number, category, chapter, and entry number. V6, 8:1.135, for example, means volume 6, category 8, chapter 1, entry 135.

Standing in Your Own Way is structured thematically, rather than according to the historical sequence of the classes themselves. With only two exceptions that will be obvious to readers, we have gathered together from various classes the key points of dialogue on notebook entries that were discussed more than once. As such, this book serves a double purpose.

On one hand, it stands on its own as a uniquely powerful and valuable contribution to the literature of spiritual realization. On the other, it provides a background and overview that will be of great service to readers of volume six in The Notebooks of Paul Brunton (the volume entitled The Ego/From Birth to Rebirth). The paras Anthony elucidates in Standing in Your Own Way—while including most of PB’s key ideas on the ego—are but a small percentage of the much larger body of material to be found in volume six of the Notebooks series.

We hope that this book will be as helpful to its readers as the information it contains has been to those who attended the inspiring classes on which it is based. Readers who would like to know more about Anthony Damiani are directed to the biographical sketch in our earlier publication of his work on meditation and mentalism, entitled Looking into Mind (Larson, 1990).

Editors, Wisdom’s Goldenrod
 October 1992
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THIS NARROW fragment of consciousness which is the person that I am hides the great secret of life at its core.

(V6, 8:1.111)

THE EGO’S consciousness is a vastly reduced, immeasurably weakened echo of the Overself-Consciousness. It is always changing and dissipates in the end whereas the Other is ever the same and undying. But the ego is drawn out of the Other and must return to it, so the link is there. What is more, the possibility of returning voluntarily and deliberately is also there.

(V6, 8:1.135)




CHAPTER ONE

RECOGNIZING THE PROBLEM


THE EGO is always in hiding and often in disguise. It is a cunning creature, never showing its own face, so that even the man who wants to destroy its rule is easily tricked into attacking everything else but the ego! Therefore, the first (as well as the final) essential piece of knowledge needed to track it down to its secret lair is how to recognize and identify it.

(V6, 8:4.391)



ANTHONY: Listen to that. You’ve first got to know what the ego is, and what you’re looking for. That’s why this knowledge is so important. Once you’re seriously on the quest, that’s going to be your preoccupation. Long or short path or combination, it doesn’t matter. You’ve got to know what it is you’re dealing with. So this knowledge is absolutely vital. Anybody who talks about the non-existence of the ego, or glorifies it, or says it’s illusory, all that is beside the point.

HS: But I don’t really see how gaining information about the deeper part of the ego is necessarily spiritual.

ANTHONY: You don’t think it would be spiritual for you to know something about your ego?

HS: Not necessarily, no.

ANTHONY: In that case then you would have to suffer the consequences of whatever it desired, right? You’d go around serving it all the time. Would you want to do that?

HS: But is knowing the deeper aspect of one’s personal self spiritual, or concordant with knowledge of the higher?

ANTHONY: Yes, because if you try practicing the higher practices, the ego will come in and show you exactly how to accommodate it. If you’re going to get on the quest, you can’t be a nincompoop for too long. It hurts. After a while it becomes painful. After a while it becomes excruciating. So to know something about the devious ways the ego operates—its strategies, its tremendous comprehension of how to keep you always under its power—there’s some spiritual value in that. These are things we have to know.

Put the metaphysical discussions aside. Let’s stick to the brutality, the reality that we are.

AH: If you knew some of the deeper aspects of this ego, you might know a deep enough aspect to realize that it has a kind of tenuous existence.

ANTHONY: Don’t kid yourself. Don’t come to me from the point of view that the ego doesn’t exist, because it’s been around as long as the Overself1 has been projecting itself, manifesting itself through some kind of a life. The residue of all that living becomes a tendency which you’re going to find is perhaps not a permanent entity, but good enough to drive you up a wall for the next indefinite number of incarnations. If you think you’re going to enter into the arena of spiritual struggle and quest without having a real good idea of what’s going on with your ego, you’re in for trouble.

AH: It’s sometimes spoken of as empty.

ANTHONY: I know. As soon as you say the ego is “empty” then you’re in for it. I don’t think you understand why I regard any talk like that as utterly futile and even esoterically stupid. I don’t care who says it.

Anyone who thinks he’s going to outwit his ego is in for a real rough time. That’s why I don’t like to call it empty. I like to think of it as a real fire-breathing dragon. If I come within a few feet of that breath, I get intoxicated.

AH: What does it mean, then, to understand the deeper aspects of the ego, the more surreptitious and subterranean aspects of it?

ANTHONY: That’s what it means.

AH: Do we become more and more fearful of it?

ANTHONY: No. Let me remind you of what PB2 is saying, so you can have respect for your enemy and know who it is and perhaps even be aware of the way it’s going to come at you—even in the highest states, including all the way up to the void. Because in the void it can’t hide. You can’t have thought there, so it can’t hide there; it gets exposed. But everywhere else it goes up with you, every step of the way. So we have to discuss it, we have to try to understand it.

AH: So when we sit down to meditate we should look for the ego?

ANTHONY: No, when you sit down to meditate, you are doing something else. You are trying to develop that necessary introversion by which and through which you can become aware of the ego.

As we read and discuss these quotes, you’ll get a comprehensive picture of what the ego is in terms of its lowest and its highest, the range that it encompasses. On one hand, it’s a projection or a manifestation of the Overself. But on the other hand, you can misidentify yourself with the ego and get lost in the net or the web of illusion that it spins out for you.

So you have to plant yourself firmly in the middle of everything PB says about the ego and go about systematically exploring what he means by it: metaphysically, ontologically, epistemologically, psychologically. You need to see all these various aspects that it has—instead of assuming that you know it just because you feel nice and warm here and there, now and then. Anything that we can understand about it will be to our benefit.

LR: Given a specific situation …

ANTHONY: Before we worry about a specific situation that may arise, I would suggest that we try to get, as much as we can, an overall comprehensive grasp of the many facets that the ego has. Then you can worry about applying it to any contingent situation. First get this general overall framework that PB is delivering to you so that at least you become aware. Even that’s going to be quite insignificant when it starts its attacks.

JB: Insofar as the ego has a conception of a real self, there’s some unconscious awareness of the existence of a reality.

ANTHONY: No. No. No. The ego is interested in one thing, and that is preserving itself. It has no awareness of the higher consciousness. It would get lost if there was a higher consciousness. In nirvikalpa,3 it is suppressed, it isn’t there. Could you understand this?

Think of the Overself constantly manifesting throughout eons of time, and that you came up from the stone, through the plant, through the animal, and into the human species, and that in all this process of manifestation, the ego was concerned with one thing, preserving itself. And then if you conceive of that tendency—which is only a thought but strong enough to strangle us every moment of the day—if you conceive of that tendency, then you tell me that tendency knows the higher Awareness? Of course not. The only thing it knows is that it must preserve intact that tendency to go on being what it is.

RG: You’re saying that the tendency itself becomes the “self” because that’s all it knows?

ANTHONY: Yes, but that self certainly should not be confused with Self. Now if you notice, the ego does that all the time, to the class, to us, to each and every individual here. Every moment of the day.

AH: The Buddhists point out that the ego has no permanence, that wherever you look for it, you can’t find it.

ANTHONY: But it’s strangling you every moment! It doesn’t matter that I can’t find it.

HS: How would you examine this strangling?

ANTHONY: That’s what we’re doing here. We’re trying to expose its secret work.

HS: And the way to do it is?

ANTHONY: Well, let a master tell you about it.


IT IS NOT so much a matter of destroying the ego as of balancing it with the Overself, for its need of development must be recognized. Such an act will not give it equal power but put it in its proper place, as a child’s individuality needs to be balanced with its parents’.

(V6, 8:1.179)

THE EGO is a part of the divine order of existence. It must emerge, grow, enslave, and finally be enslaved.

(V6, 8:1.165)



HS: How do you understand that? The ego is part of the divine order of existence.

ANTHONY: Well, it’s part of the World-Idea, part of the divine order of things—the Divine Idea of the World. It’s going to have to grow, it’s going to have to develop, refine itself, dominate the soul, and then in turn be dominated by the soul.

The World-Idea is constantly being evolved until it approaches the goal that the Idea’s trying to achieve. And since the ego is an idea or part of the Idea, the Universal Idea, the World-Idea, it too has to go through that improvement and evolution. As the world, so to speak, evolves closer and closer to the paradigms that have been set for it, so the egos within that world have to evolve.

This offers a much more complete and wholesome notion of what the ego is, rather than the limited perspectives that say either it doesn’t exist or it’s not real or it’s this, that, or the other. PB is building up a tremendous, holistic view of what the ego is, what its role is, what it’s like, what’s supposed to happen. When he gets finished with all the remarks he makes on the ego, you come away with a balanced idea of what it’s all about, instead of these naïve notions—it doesn’t exist, it does exist, this that and the other thing—which are really clichés and propaganda that have nothing to do with the issue.

BS: It depends on the vantage point you’re taking.

ANTHONY: Well, that’s what you want. You want a vantage point to see what it’s all about instead of being deluded. Take some people who go around for sixty years denying that they have an ego. What a joke! All the time they pay their bills, go about doing their business in the world, and accompanying that is always this notion that the ego doesn’t exist. No wonder we have so many schizophrenics!

FD: Instead of denying the I-thought, PB seems to be expanding it.

ANTHONY: Well, he relates it back to its source, relates it to the ideas, to the World-Idea, shows you its significance in terms of both, shows you its relative value. He makes the point that “it cannot be destroyed”—unless you commit suicide, and we’re not talking about that. But even then, you just come back, and you’ll be in more trouble. The basic point here is that it cannot be destroyed. It has to be enslaved or mastered sooner or later. So you know what your task is, you don’t go around trying the ridiculous.


IT IS BOTH true and untrue that we cannot take up the ego with us into the life of mystical illumination. The ego is after all only a reflection, extremely limited and often distorted, of the Higher Self … but still it is a reflection. If we could bring it into correct alignment with, and submission to, the Higher Self, it would then be no hindrance to the illumined life. The ego cannot, indeed, be destroyed so long as we need its services while in the flesh; but it can be subjugated and turned into a servant instead of permitting it to remain a master. When this is understood, the philosophical ideal of a fully developed, mastered, and richly rounded ego acting as a channel for the inspiration and guidance of the Higher Self will be better appreciated. A poverty-stricken ego will naturally form a more limited channel for the expression of the Higher Self than would a more evolved one. The real enemy to be overcome is not the entity ego, but the function of egoism.

(V6, 8:1.206 AND Perspectives, P. 100)



AH: He calls the ego “entity” and he calls egoism “function.” Could you amplify that please?

ANTHONY: By entity, he doesn’t mean an inherent self-existent. He’s simply postulating a matrix of possibilities that can go on evolving.

AH: But for that entity to function, in the body or in the world, as is necessary for even a sage, how is that function not egoism?

ANTHONY: Can you tell the difference between saying this tea is good and I like this tea? Doesn’t that exist in us—the ability to impersonally know something, and the same thing known in an egotistical way? The important thing here is that the ego has to be developed, rounded out, filled up with experiences, reach maturation. After all, if you’re going to renounce it you want something good so you can say, “Here! This is yours!” You don’t want to give the Divine some crumbs. Give a good big solid fat ego. [laughter]

The important thing here is to notice that the development of the ego is one thing, egoism is another.

AH: I’m not really clear on that distinction.

ANTHONY: Maybe the direct answer to your question is something like this: the sage has a distinct personality, an ego which you can distinguish from other egos. But then if I ask you, “Is he egoistic?” how would you answer it?

AH: No. I think it is possible for the ego to function without egoism. And that’s a hard distinction.

ANTHONY: But we have to see the difference between them. So, for example, someone will come over and say, “Do you like Tchaikovsky’s Fifth?” Well I liked it ten years ago, but I hate it now. So I say, “No, that’s horrible.” That’s egoism. The music may be the most appropriate thing in the world for that person at that time, when all I’m expressing is my reactions to my situation.

The ego function of, let’s say, listening to the music and appreciating it, absorbing and assimilating it, growing—that’s the ego. It has to go through that process. But then the judgements, condemnations, or all the others are unnecessary. That’s egoism. This tea is the best because I like it. That’s egoism. There’s a difference. Fundamentally it comes back to asserting the separateness that you believe yourself to be.


THERE IS no real ego but only a quick succession of thoughts which constitutes the “I” process. There is no separate entity forming the personal consciousness but only a series of impressions, ideas, images revolving round a common centre….



ANTHONY: So this is your “I”—concepts actualizing themselves from instant to instant. This is what you call your ego.


… The latter is completely empty; the feeling of something being there derives from a totally different plane—that of the Overself.

(V6, 8:2.31)



ANTHONY: What is that empty center he’s talking about?

AH: The I-thought.

ANTHONY: But he said the thoughts revolve around it and he referred to it as empty? What is he saying here, what’s the center?

FDS: Ultimately it’s the Overself.

VM: No, it’s a mechanical swirling of thoughts lit up by the Overself.

FDS: It’s a misappropriation.

ANTHONY: When you look, when you introspect into yourself, don’t you see that there is a nothingness in you? Or do you keep skirting around it? Just look into yourself, just stop for a moment. Haven’t you noticed that it’s always there, the emptiness that you’re running away from?

You’re home, you’re going to sit down and read a book, you jump up and you run to the bar. What did you run away from? Or you’re going to sit down and meditate and you jump up and run out—what did you run away from? What is that emptiness in you? It is certainly not the ego; you wouldn’t run away from the ego, you’d run towards it.

AH: Could you say it’s in some sense the basis of the ego? The truth or essence of the ego?

ANTHONY: Yes, but that’s not relevant here because I’m asking you to identify the point he’s making right now. If you haven’t noticed this big gaping hole in you, that’s not going to help. Not even that sentence is going to help. Hole is a good word. A big black hole in you, did you ever notice it? Or don’t you even look that way? What is that center?

FDS: It’s a nothingness.

ANTHONY: What is that nothingness?

FDS: I would say it’s the primordial error.

ANTHONY: It’s your own higher self. You always run away from that emptiness, that loneliness. He’s saying just take a look inside yourself, what are you running away from?

AS: You.

ANTHONY: From your Self, yes.

AB: If there wasn’t anxiety, it really wouldn’t be felt to be empty.

ANTHONY: The anxiety is something else. The anxiety has got to do with the ego, and the fact that the ego recognizes the fact of the possibility of its non-existence. Have you never felt yourself as a hollow man?

AH: But is the feeling of something being there an error?

ANTHONY: No, that’s not an error. But that comes from somewhere else. When one looks into his own loneliness, he turns away from it and he’s preoccupied with a series of concepts that are actualizing themselves as this I-process. And you become more interested in this process of combustion than you are about that center which is absolutely empty.


THE EGO to which he is so attached turns out on enquiry to be none other than the presence of World-Mind4 within his own heart. If identification is then shifted by constant practice from one to the other, he has achieved the purpose of life.

(V6, 8:1.127)



FD: Would PB equate those two, the empty center from the previous quote and the World-Mind in the heart from this one?

MB: I thought he said that what the ego takes as its own center is empty on that level, but on another plane there is the presence of the Overself in that center—but not at the same level at which the ego takes it to be.

VM: So the ego’s sense of being, or its sense of identity, is coming from another plane—the heart center.

HS: There’s a feeling of being that’s in each individuality—each heart center, whatever the heart might be.

ANTHONY: There’s something we could use as an example. Think of a dream. We have a series of thoughts one after the other, but they all revolve around the unknown center—the person who’s having the dream. The entity in the dream has the feeling that he or she has or is real being.

HS: And the dream itself can continue on the basis of the fact that it’s being given real being through the person who has the dream.

ANTHONY: Yes. The reality is coming from the person. The congeries of thoughts is what the dream is all about. And they revolve around the reality of the person. But if you look at the congeries of thoughts and you expect to find a real ego there, all you’ll find is one thought after the other. In other words, there’s a level of higher being which we’re equating with the person, and there’s a lesser level or a lower level of being and we’re saying that’s the dream. The person is immanent in the dream. That immanence gives the ego the feeling that it is some thing. That’s a misconstruction, a misunderstanding.

MB: Are we saying that that center is not a false idea, but is something that’s neutral? So the center itself is an idea maybe, but it’s not false?

JB: It’s important to know whether the hub is neutral or wonderful or the enemy.

ANTHONY: Let’s try another analogy. Imagine a cinema film, and light shining through the film. If it’s possible, imagine that the contents within the film all now seem to have an “I.” Their I’s are based on the fusion of the light in the film. It’s the same as we said about the dream. The dream represents a congeries of thoughts, impressions, images, and so on. It is only the immanence in the dream of the person having the dream that now makes it possible for a dream ego to arise. The center of the vortex is not neutral. The center of the vortex is the presence of the “I AM” in the matrix of possibilities.

JB: Then that’s hardly the enemy.

ANTHONY: For most of us it is the enemy. Because in the matrix of possibilities are all these thoughts, each wants to live its own life, each wants to go its own way.

AS: It’s the thoughts themselves, appropriating that light as their own, as if they were that light, which is the egoism.

ANTHONY: Those thoughts have only a past existence or a future possibility. They don’t exist in the present. The only thing that exists in that subtle Now is this light. Always.

Again, we’re back to the problem. The presence of this light in thought makes thought think that it is a self-existent entity that has a right to its own view.

On one hand, and this is paradoxical, you have the I AM which is present in the matrix of thoughts. And then the matrix of thoughts takes itself to be the I AM, which it clearly is not. Now that will also account for egoism. That will also make a person think, “Look, I’m superior to everyone else.” The consequences are inevitable. Once you accept as separative the congeries of thoughts with that light fused into it, each one is going to think itself superior to every other one. And each thought does. Just like each ego thinks itself superior to every other one.

AH: Anthony, in the case of the bare experience of I AM, in another place PB describes that as immediately being associated with the body and with a world-thought.5 Is that what you’re speaking of?

ANTHONY: Yes.

Now, we’ve said that the center would be equivalent to the intrusion from a higher level of the I AM. And around that I AM will revolve the “I,” the lower personality. That revolution or that construction, that constant self-reconstruction, is what he refers to as the ego. And it can provide itself with all the necessary means and all the necessary material to persist in its own identity. Now what is its identity?

We can go to two quotes. Let’s start with the one where he speaks about the wave that separates itself.


THE PERSONAL EGO of man forms itself out of the impersonal life of the universe like a wave forming itself out of the ocean. It constricts, confines, restricts, and limits that infinite life to a small finite area. The wave does just the same to the water of the ocean. The ego shuts out so much of the power and intelligence contained in the universal being that it seems to belong to an entirely different and utterly inferior order of existence. The wave, too, since it forms itself only on the surface of the water gives no indication in its tiny stature of the tremendous depth and breadth and volume of water beneath it.

Consider that no wave exists by itself or for itself, that all waves are inescapably parts of the visible ocean. In the same way, no individual life can separate itself from the All-Life but is always a part of it in some way or other. Yet the idea of separateness is held by millions. This idea is an illusion. From it springs their direst troubles. The work of the quest is simply this: to free the ego from its self-imposed limitations, to let the wave of conscious being subside and straighten itself out into the waters whence it came. The little wave is thus reconverted into the infinite Overself.

(V6, 8:1.102)



DB: He’s saying that within the infinite life of the universe there is a specific activity which is limiting that life at a very particular point.

ANTHONY: Yes. There’s an infinite life and something is separating itself off from that.

RG: What ontological status does this separative power of the wave per se have?

AB: The ego is based on a real principle which we’re saying is the Overself.

ANTHONY: Yes, but is egoism based on a real principle?

HS: The question is: What gives the wave its power to take itself as other—which it intrinsically is not?

ANTHONY: If we say that the ocean gives rise to waves, and is their support, is their ground, then the next point is that something occurs here: This life differentiated out of this cosmic life now can speak of itself as separate from the rest. Now isn’t that the point?

RG: Yes.

ANTHONY: And is that the problem? So then it’s the attachment, the emotional attachment, to this separation that it itself conceives? That around this revolves egoism?

If you think of life as an infinite ocean that gives rise to waves, the waves are not separated from the ocean—they’re part of the ocean. But that a wave should conceive of itself as distinct from the ocean and other than the ocean—that’s where you would have to look for the problem. The problem certainly doesn’t exist in the ocean. So this arisal of the feeling of separateness from the ocean is something going on within that wave. There’s no hiatus between the wave and the ocean even though the wave thinks there is. And this thinking keeps going on.

The point here is that it’s the emotional attachment to this separativeness that is the problem.

MB: Is it a metaphysical or emotional problem?

ANTHONY: You have to tell me what you mean by emotional, because that’s the whole point we’re getting at. The ego is dependent on that emotional attachment to its separateness. That’s what keeps it going. Otherwise if a person could understand that metaphysically—he should be released. Right? But it doesn’t work like that. The emotional attachment persists. If that emotional support was taken away, you would feel like you were falling into an abyss.

VM: And isn’t that emotional support connected to the body?

ANTHONY: It can be, but not necessarily. Everything that’s done by the ego will lend support to that attachment, that emotional attachment to the separative tendencies. That’s the hard one. That’s tracing it back to its lair.

AH: Do we feel ourself to be separate because we have our own Overself, or because we have our own ego?

HS: Do you think the felt separateness belongs to the Overself?

AH: I think that the perpetuity—the necessity for continuity—has its origin in the Overself.

HS: You’re saying it’s the Overself that likes it down here?

ANTHONY: No. I think what we could say is that if the soul is bliss and peace and if the ego is these thought tendencies that envelop and wrap themselves around this bliss, then that ego would take itself to be a separative entity in its own right and that’s a case of misplaced feeling, or ignorance.

HS: So the ego appropriates the feeling of bliss to itself?

ANTHONY: Yes. Is that so? Or isn’t it? Do we or don’t we worship our ego?

AH: But it’s not experienced as bliss! [laughter]

ANTHONY: You don’t experience it as bliss? I dare you to say that out loud again. You don’t worship the ego, right?

AH: Oh, yes. But frequently, Anthony, it’s not a very pleasant experience.

ANTHONY: That could be, yes, but does that stop you? You value the ego so much.

RG: Don’t you love the suffering?

ANTHONY: Even your suffering won’t separate you from it. [pause] Well, I think now it would be appropriate to read the next quote.


THE EGO is after all only an idea. It derives its seeming actuality from a higher source. If we make the inner effort to search for its origin we shall eventually find the Mind in which this idea originated. That mind is the Overself. This search is the Quest. The self-separation of the idea from the mind which makes its existence possible, is egoism.

(V6, 8:1.9)



HS: Would you equate mind and infinite life in this way?

ANTHONY: You mean mind and soul. Yes, you could use the term mind as soul here.

AH: Is it being said that the separation between Overself and ego is equal to the separation between mind and idea?

ANTHONY: Yes.

RG: But wouldn’t you have to call it egoism only when the idea takes itself not to be grounded in mind?

ANTHONY: Yes.

AS: It’s just a bundle of thoughts, but what imparts to the bundle of thoughts its feeling of having a real continuing existence, of an “I,” is that Overself. And then that bundle of thoughts takes itself to be that which gives itself that feeling.

ANTHONY: Once it takes itself to be that bundle of thoughts, it cuts itself off from the ocean.

AH: How could that idea take itself to be anything else than what it is? And how can it correct itself?

ANTHONY: Self-will. To your first question, self-will. Go over what you said: What is there in it that makes it take itself to be other than it is? You’ve got to look it straight in the eyes.

JC: Is that principle of separation inherent …

ANTHONY: It’s not a principle!

JC: Isn’t the self-will you’re speaking of inherent in the soul itself? The tendency to break away from contemplation, to look toward the lower worlds?

ANTHONY: I don’t want to get into metaphysics. I want to keep it at this level of egoism. Yes, every soul has its own desires, and accedes to them, and descends into manifestation, and I don’t want to get into that. Deviate and you’ll lose it. You’ll get caught up in all the subtle urges that the ego wants to practice.

The question was asked: How can the idea take itself to be other than it is? And I said, that’s the answer. That’s the ego.

JB: I’d like to understand how the answer is the question itself. If you could focus on the mechanism that generates this sense of separateness, then that is a likely resource for the remedy. I wonder if getting rid of the emotional attachment is enough?

ANTHONY: Yes. But the revelation that you can even recognize the mechanism that is being used, will eventually focus your attention on the fact that it’s an emotional attachment that separates you from everything else. But that is going to be very difficult to perceive. You’re not going to see that. You only have that experience when you go through what they call the mystical death. The second mystical death, when the ego dies thoroughly, is the entrance into the void. There the emotional attachment is cut off.

I think the point you’re making is very worthwhile—to recognize the mechanism. Because it’s one of the clear signals. It’s like a bell—you get to know that mechanism and you can always see that the ego’s active behind that mechanism because it becomes stereotyped. But once you recognize that, it will use another mechanism. You’re not going to get to it easily.

A lot of people think that all they need to do is take out their sword and cut off its head. You can use an A-bomb and you won’t succeed.


IF WE HAVE WRITTEN of the ego as if it were a separate and special entity, a fixed thing, a reality in its own right, this is only because of the inescapable necessities of logical human thinking and the inexorable limitations of traditional human language. For in FACT the “I” cannot be separated from its thoughts since it is composed of them, and them alone. The ego is, in short, only an idea, or a trick that the thought process plays on itself.

(V6, 8:2.46 AND Perspectives, P. 101)



ANTHONY: How do you like that? It’s a trick that the ego plays on itself.

HS: I don’t like that at all.

ANTHONY: I don’t blame you.

AB: Within the thought process that produces the ego, the ego seems to be more than a thought. It seems to be the holder of the thought or the producer of the thought. Wouldn’t that be the sense in which it was a trick played on itself?

ANTHONY: It’s a thought that believes in itself.

HS: So Alan [AB], you would say that your ego is inside the continuum, the mental stream, and appropriates parts of it.

ANTHONY: It is the continuum, not inside the continuum. Within the functioning of a matrix of those possibilities, one of them is that it’s going to believe in its own validity. You’ve seen that in many psychotics, right—“I’m Napoleon!”

HS: And it’s an objective process? Like the way a circle might inhere in an object?

AB: The ego is a thought just like all the other thoughts but in my everyday experience the ego seems to be the subject which has the thoughts, and the thoughts appear to belong to or relate to the ego. That is the sense in which it’s a trick.

ANTHONY: If the ego is a bunch of thoughts that are constantly externalizing themselves, then one of the things that they have a belief in is its own reality. That’s what’s going on all the time. The ego’s a bunch of thoughts constantly externalizing and manifesting themselves and corporealizing themselves and believing in itself. What’s wrong? Isn’t that a perfect description of our behavior?

HS: I think the whole thing is wrong. But the description is quite accurate.

ANTHONY: It’s accurate, yes.

HS: I think the interesting thing is that a thought could actually appropriate, attach, keep you in bondage. This is an interesting kind of thought.

ANTHONY: That’s why it has to be taken seriously. It’s like a snake pit.

DB: It doesn’t seem like the ego is one thought amongst all the others.

ANTHONY: That’s why I call it a matrix of possibilities actualizing themselves continuously and uninterruptedly and believing in that actualization. You could almost say that in the very instant where you have a subject-object relationship—a thought which would include both—the whole of the matrix of possibilities, or this nucleated structure of thought, is present in that one instant and the next instant and the next instant. And so it goes on perpetuating its belief in itself, which, when we inquire into it, is enough to frighten us all.


WHEN it is declared that the ego is a fictitious entity, what is meant is that it does not exist as a real entity. Nevertheless, it does exist as a thought.

(V6, 8:2.32)



AH: So from that perspective, if the ego is at base this thought, how can part of the ego disassociate itself from another part of itself?

ANTHONY: You’re doing what he tells you not to do. He tells you the ego is not a permanent entity. So now you say it’s a thought and you make that a permanent entity.

AH: From the point of view of living a better life, how shall I jump over my own shoulders?

ANTHONY: Don’t you do that when you meditate? You use one thought to try to put down the other thoughts. So you say a japa, you say a mantram, Om Bitsu: That’s a thought. And the purpose of that thought is to stop and block all the other thoughts, to reduce the multiplicity of thoughts to one thought. So if you keep saying Om Bitsu intensely enough and with enough perseverance, that thought becomes dominant. All the other thoughts subside in comparison to that. Now you have only one thought to work with, whereas before you had millions.

AH: Anthony, if you’re successful in that exercise and reduce it to one thought, is that one thought still the root of the ego?

ANTHONY: No. Let me ask you something. Someone praises me or criticizes me. Let’s say they criticize me, and at that moment I feel hurt. That feeling of being hurt, that’s the ego. If you want to grab it with your fingers, go ahead and try. But the next instant, the same person will say what a nice guy I am. Now I feel good. There’s the ego again. Are you going to grab that with your two hands and embrace it? You keep trying to make a thing out of this. In both cases, it just slipped by. It’s necessary to understand its elusive nature.

Remember the Zen story of the man who came over to the teacher and told him he was egoless, and the teacher started pouring the tea? He filled up the cup and it started overflowing and the man was getting mad. It was the ego. And the teacher did that very deliberately. “Oh, you have no ego?” And he kept pouring the tea out. [laughter] But if you try to grasp it, where is it? This conflict is ever present in all thoughts or in any number of them, and the conflict could always go on. But don’t look for some thing. You won’t find it. Try to remember, though, the basic thing is that in meditation you do this all the time. You use one thought to subdue all the other thoughts.

AH: The example of meditation can be understood. But how can we subjugate thought or ego when we’re not meditating?

ANTHONY: You can try to take a witness position. This is the
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