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Prologue – When the Past Returns
A quiet old age may seem an unlikely time to revisit the past. It might feel wiser to let things rest, look ahead, and leave earlier years behind. Yet looking back brings more than memories. Between the familiar images, questions surface—some so old that we have forgotten ever asking them.
At sixty-eight, I find it harder to resist looking back. A question I once acknowledged without truly facing it now feels close: how much time do I have left?
I am not thinking of the years statistics might predict for me. Such calculations feel both abstract and unsettling: they reduce a person to a probability. What concerns me is the growing sense that time no longer stretches ahead as an almost boundless expanse. It now has limits. Seeing those limits changes how I understand the past.
I once assumed there would be enough time—for decisions, change, new plans, and even postponement. I still want to begin new things, make changes, and have new experiences. But I can no longer take “later” for granted. That is sobering, yet also liberating: when time feels limited, what gives it meaning becomes clearer.
My life has been anything but dull. Some periods brought success; others brought decisions I would make differently today. People mattered then and still matter now. Relationships shaped me, alongside achievements, disappointments, fresh starts, and retreats. For much of my life, I understood myself only imperfectly. For years, I saw my life mainly as a sequence of events: one thing happened, another followed, and each led to the next.
Later, I began to wonder what lay between those events. What had I carried away without noticing? Which beliefs about myself and others had taken root? Which fears, habits, and expectations had taught me how to be and what to hide? Above all, how much of this had I recognized?
The more I reflected, the less separate those events seemed. Connections emerged beneath the surface. Experiences I thought were over resurfaced in later choices. Old reactions revealed their origins; familiar certainties revealed their histories. I began to see that the past does not vanish as time passes. Some things simply grow quiet, waiting to be noticed again.
This process of inquiry took me deeper into myself than I had expected. Eventually, looking only at what happened to me was no longer enough. I had to examine my own choices and reactions, the paths I took and those I avoided. An uncomfortable but necessary question followed: what part had I played in my own story?
Not in what was done to me—I bear no responsibility for that. But in what I later made of those experiences, the choices I made, and the patterns I continued, although I could have questioned them much earlier.
I call the things I failed to recognize for so long my lost treasures. They were never truly lost. They accompanied me through years, relationships, choices, and mistakes, but remained outside my awareness. Only with the distance of time did their outlines become clear.
That is why I look back now: not to rewrite the past, accuse myself, or absolve myself of everything, but to understand who I have become, the traces my past has left, and what still lives within me.
Here begins the search for those treasures—and the attempt not merely to remember my story, but to see it through the eyes of the person I am today.
1. Where I Come From
To understand who I am today, I need to return to the place where so much of my life began. Childhood cannot explain everything that followed, but it shaped ideas I carried for years without recognizing them as learned beliefs. To a child, the world they are born into is simply the world. They have little basis for comparison, little distance, and few ways to question what surrounds them.
My childhood was a time of little protection. My stepfather was violent, I did not know my biological father, and my mother worked long hours while also providing care. My family’s views on men and women, authority and obedience were marked by what I would now call chauvinism, sexism, and racism. National Socialism was also downplayed. At the time, I had no words for much of what I was experiencing. I did not understand that families pass on worldviews, or that what a child takes for granted can reflect an era, a social order, and a particular attitude toward others.
Children do not choose their families or the ideas they inherit about men and women, strength and weakness, right and wrong. At first, they accept what surrounds them because they know no alternative. Only later, with distance and different experiences, can they begin to examine those beliefs and decide how to relate to them. I came to understand this only much later in life.
This is why we so easily underestimate the power of our beginnings. Early lessons feel like reality, not like beliefs we might one day discard. They shape how we see the world, how we react, and how we understand ourselves. Some of what I later regarded as character was less fixed than I had assumed; much of it had been learned.
Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus helps explain this connection: internalized patterns of perception and action, shaped by the social conditions in which we grow up, can influence our thoughts and behavior without our being aware of them[1]. This idea helped me recognize that what I had long regarded as simply my nature was, in part, something I had learned. I learned early that a man should persevere, show little pain, keep functioning, and solve problems alone. What felt like personal strength was also an expectation from my surroundings, absorbed so deeply that I could barely distinguish it from myself.
Today, I see this as part of both my personal history and the history of the era and social environment in which I grew up. Expectations of how a man should be do not emerge in isolation. They are repeated, reinforced, and sometimes passed down almost unnoticed through generations. Even what a family leaves unsaid can shape a child. Silence, too, has a history.
None of this means that childhood alone explains my later life. Early influences are not a lifelong excuse. They may explain where patterns began, but they do not determine what I do with them as an adult. That distinction matters to me today: I can acknowledge where much within me comes from without believing I must remain at its mercy.
The traces of my origins remain. Some are obvious; others are so subtle that I noticed them only decades later. To recognize them, I first had to step back from what I had long taken for granted.
My history has shaped me, but it does not fully define me. I did not choose where I came from. What I later made of that beginning is a different question.
2. What I Came to Understand Only Later in Life
Early influences are difficult to recognize not only because they are powerful, but because they feel so natural. For years, I did not see how strongly my childhood experiences shaped my later behavior. I thought it sensible to keep feelings private, solve problems alone, and reveal little of my inner life. To me, strength meant enduring difficulties without having to speak about them.
Only much later did I realize that this attitude was not simply part of my nature. It was also a response to experiences, expectations, and circumstances I had long accepted without question.
Today, I see that period differently—not necessarily more clearly, but with greater distance. Personality develops within the world, not apart from it. Norbert Elias described the individual and society as inseparable: we develop through social relationships and historical circumstances[2]. Applied to my life, this sociological idea becomes deeply personal. Asking why I became who I am also means asking what kind of world taught me to become that person.
Who I am cannot be separated from my history. People, relationships, and expectations shaped me, as did both spoken words and unspoken assumptions. The era in which I grew up also left its mark. Ideas woven into everyday life seemed self-evident then. Only much later could I recognize them as influences rather than simply reality.
Understanding these influences does not remove my responsibility for my later life. It makes confronting them more necessary. Blaming every difficulty on the past would have been an easy escape from responsibility. Yet pretending that my past had no bearing on who I became would have been equally wrong.
I began looking for traces of the past within myself, paying closer attention to my reactions and their origins. Why did some things affect me so deeply while others barely reached me? How could a minor incident awaken something much older? Gradually, I saw that the past does not disappear as time passes. It may change, grow quieter, or slip from awareness, yet continue to work within us.
Personal freedom begins here: not by shaking off the past, but by finding the courage to face it within ourselves—even when that encounter is uncomfortable and another explanation would be easier to accept. Recognizing what shaped me allows me to choose how I relate to it, rather than merely react to it.
This understanding came late—sometimes later than I wish. For decades, I treated many traits as fixed parts of my character, although they were partly responses to a world that had long since passed. Slowly, I realized that the past was not simply behind me. It still spoke within me.
Perhaps growing up also means learning to distinguish our own voice from one we have mistaken for ours simply because we have heard it since childhood.
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