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Chapter 1 

  
Introduction  
 
One of the most amazing things that can happen to a child is having the sudden 

realization that he or she is an individual person. When this insight suddenly 

emerges in the child’s consciousness, the effect can be almost overwhelming. 

The impressions made on children who experience such revelations are often 

profound.  

For centuries, scholars have racked their brains about the origins of 

phenomena such as consciousness and self-awareness. Modern developmental 

psychology has endeavored to determine how and when self-awareness forms in 

children. In general, research proves that the ability to reflect on the self 

develops gradually in a child’s mind. In chapter 13 I will give a brief summary 

of what is known about this development in early childhood. But sometimes 

there are cases in which the child, at a later age, suddenly becomes conscious of 

him or herself in a new way. This experience can leave such a deep impression 

on a child that he or she never forgets it. Even at an advanced age, some adults 

still remember the details and circumstances associated with this revelation.  

It is important to distinguish these moments from our earliest childhood 

memories. Every one of us has a first or earliest memory, usually of a fairly 

unimportant aspect of daily life. Usually, people’s earliest memories are from 

when they were three years old. However, there are also those whose memories 

are from when they were two years old; and then there are those who don’t 

remember anything that happened to them before they were five. Earliest 

memories are almost always of relatively mundane things, although their 

emotional significance for us can be great.  
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The sudden insights that are the subject of this book are usually experienced 

by children who are somewhat older: in most cases, not before the age of seven. 

Sometimes, they are even from adolescence.  

The number of adults who remember such illuminating instants from their 

childhood is not very high. But there are many more than I had previously 

thought. This has become clear to me from the many letters and e-mails I have 

received on this subject. Most people thought that they were the only ones with 

such ‘strange’ memories, since they had never read or heard anything about such 

memories.  

But why did they contact me with their stories at all? In order to be able to 

answer this question, I will have to backtrack a little. Some years ago, a Swedish 

friend in Switzerland showed me a tape of an interview with C.G. Jung, the 

well-known Swiss psychiatrist. The video had been taken in the summer of 

1959, when Jung was 84 years old. What Jung said at the beginning of this 

discussion made a strong impression on me.  

 

Interviewer: Do you still remember the occasion when you first felt 
consciousness of your own individual self? 

Jung: That was in my eleventh year. There I suddenly, on my way to 
school, I stepped out of a mist. It was just as if I had been in a mist, walking 
in a mist, and I stepped out of it and I knew “I am,” “I am what I am.” And 
then I thought: “but what have I been before?”, and then I found that I was, 
that I had been in a mist, not knowing to differentiate myself from things. I 
was just one thing among many things.  

Interviewer: Now, was that associated with any particular episode in your 
life or was it just a normal function of adolescence?  

Jung: Well, that’s difficult to say... eh... as far as I can remember, nothing 
had happened before that would explain this sudden coming to 
consciousness.   

Interviewer: You hadn’t, for instance, been quarreling with your parents 
or so?  

Jung: No, no.1 

                                           
1 Later I learned that Jung had described the same episode in his autobiography Memories, Dreams, Reflections, 
recorded and edited by Aniela Jaffé. I quote from the 1967 English edition published by Collins, London, page 
49: 
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I can’t say exactly why I had such a strong reaction to this particular part of the 

interview. Did I recognize something of my own adolescence in what he had 

recounted? I actually remember two events that are somewhat similar to Jung’s 

description, though the similarities were not great enough to trigger a ‘déjà vu.’ 

No, it was more likely because I had already been interested in children’s 

sudden insights for a long time. Many years before, when I had just begun 

studying psychology, I read what my grandfather, a Dutch education professor, 

had written about Helen Keller. He was very interested in an experience that she 

had undergone at seven years of age.  

Who was Helen Keller, and what developmental leap did she make at this 

specific point in her life? When Helen was one and a half years old, an illness 

rendered her completely blind and deaf. Consequently, she did not develop any 

further speech faculties, and she turned into a wild, unruly little girl. Her parents 

despairingly turned to a home teacher named Annie Sullivan to oversee little 

Helen’s education. This woman who was brought into the family to fulfill her 

duties was clearly an affectionate, patient, and extremely intelligent teacher.  

In a letter to an acquaintance, she recorded something that happened one 

morning in 1887 at the water pump in front of the Kellers’ home. This letter, 

written the evening of that day, has been preserved, and I’ve gathered the 

following from it:  

For a long time, Annie had been trying to teach Helen the names of different 
objects and various everyday activities by drawing letters in Helen’s hand 
with her fingers. One morning, Helen made it clear that she wanted to know 
the word for water. Then Annie took her outside to the pumphouse, where 
she let the water run over Helen’s hand. Then she wrote the letters for the 

                                                                                                                                    

I had another important experience at about this time. I was taking the long road to school from Klein-
Hüningen, where we lived, to Basel, when suddenly for a single moment I had the overwhelming impression 
of having just emerged from a dense cloud. I knew all at once: now I am myself! (org. : Jetz bin ich). It was 
as if a wall of mist were at my back, and behind that wall there was not yet an ‘I’. But at this moment I came 
upon myself. Previously I had existed too, but everything had merely happened to me. Now I happened to 
myself. Now I knew: I am myself now, now I exist. Previously I had been willed to do this and that; now I 
willed. This experience seemed to me tremendously important and new: there was ‘authority’ in me. 
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word water into her hand: W-A-T-E-R. In the other hand, the child was 
holding a mug. Annie’s letter further describes: 
 
The word coming so close upon the sensation of cold water rushing over her 
hand seemed to startle her. She dropped the mug and stood as one transfixed. 
A new light came into her face. She spelled ‘water’ several times. Then she 
dropped on the ground and asked for its name and pointed to the pump and 
the trellis, and suddenly turning round she asked for my name. I spelled 
‘teacher’. Just then the nurse brought Helen’s little sister into the pump-
house, and Helen spelled ‘baby’ and pointed to the nurse. All the way back to 
the house she was highly excited, and learned the name of every object she 
touched, so that in a few hours she had added thirty new words to her 
vocabulary. Here are some of them: Door, open, shut, give, go, come, and a 
great many more.2 
 

She stood as if “transfixed,” and with “a new light” coming into her face... this 

face with eyes that could evidently see nothing. By mentioning this famous 

example, my implication is not that Helen Keller became conscious of herself on 

this day. That phase in her development was still to come. Her new 

understanding was limited to the sudden discovery of a symbolic system of 

tactile ‘words’ for things. But her moment of being transfixed, this absorption in 

the sudden change of one’s thinking, is also present in many of the descriptions 

of memories thatI received. Well-documented observations of such sudden 

changes in children’s behavior are rare, and this is why Miss Sullivans report is 

so valuable. My grandfather believed that, in education, insights were of vital 

importance. He regarded the rise of Gestalt psychology as a revolution for the 

cognitive psychology of his time. In his opinion, Gestalt psychology was a 

“Copernican revolution” in thought about thinking. A ‘gestalt’ is a whole that 

the brain constructs from a number of separate elements. The brain takes in our 

surroundings through the sensory organs. The amazing thing about our brain is 

that it has learned to look for important connections among separate sensations. 

Our brain seems designed to make connections between perceptions which, 

                                           
2 Dorothy Herrmann (1998). Helen Keller, a life. New York: Knopf 
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from a purely physical point of view, have nothing to do with one another, but 

which act simultaneously on perception, and integrate these into a meaningful 

whole, what German psychologists labeled “Gestalt” in around 1900. Thus, the 

human brain constructs wholes from individual parts – totalities which can be 

recognized from their similarities to previous constructs. Therefore, perception 

is not a passive process of receiving visual input through the retina, stimuli 

through the skin, or vibrations in the eardrums, but is an active process of 

interpreting what significance these different perceptions have for the wholes, or 

Gestalts. This is also central to the main idea behind Gestalt psychology: “The 

whole is more than the sum of its parts.” Another main idea is that “the whole 

precedes the parts.” What this means is that our consciousness first registers the 

whole. It is only afterwards that we pay attention to the elements that comprise 

the whole. Thus, our brain produces a meaningful whole at lightning speed, then 

delivers it to our consciousness. Only after this first step can we focus on the 

individual components of the greater whole.  

For example: consider how you perceive a landscape after you have climbed 

a mountain and are taking in the valley below all at once – or how you look at a 

picture that you are seeing for the first time – or how you register a hazardous 

traffic situation. Particularly in this last scenario, it is almost a blessing that you 

can first take in the overall picture before noticing and processing the individual 

elements of the situation.   

Over the course of evolution, our brains have developed ever larger 

capacities for noticing meaningful ‘big pictures.’ We call this assembling of 

such important information ‘insight.’ It’s not surprising that philosophers and 

psychologists are fascinated by the sudden appearance of new insights; for 

herein lies the key to all progress. Countless inventions have been based on 

sudden insights that have arisen when elements are suddenly related in a new 

way.  
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In daily life, one may have such insights related to our interpersonal 

relationships and the changes they undergo. All of a sudden, a realization may 

come to our consciousness. As the philosopher Bertrand Russell  wrote in his 

autobiography:  

I went out bicycling one afternoon, and suddenly, as I was riding along a 
country road, I realized that I no longer loved Alys, I had had no idea until 
this moment that my love for her was even lessening.3  

 
But, in contrast, about Alys’ mother, he wrote: “I (…) came gradually to think 

of her one of the wickedest people I had ever known.”  

Suddenly or gradually? Insights may come suddenly but have in fact been 

prepared unconsciously,  gradually.  

This book focusses on one particular kind of sudden insight that is 

experienced in childhood: the moment a child becomes conscious of his or her 

own índividual self. Why did I start to collect the memories that adults had of 

such sudden realizations that they had experienced as children? Wouldn’t it have 

been better to ask children directly? For now, I rely on what adults think they 

remember from long ago, and everyone knows that memories of the distant past 

can often be fairly inaccurate. The problem was that I assumed I would have had 

to interview many children, perhaps thousands, in order to obtain a few dozen 

descriptions that would resemble young Jung’s experience. Also, I did not know 

in advance how old these children would have to be. The only relevant literature 

which I found was an article, first published in 1961, by the German-American 

philosopher and historian of ideas Herbert Spiegelberg. In this article, 

Spiegelberg quoted several authors whose novels or autobiographies describe a 

sudden revelation which he called an “I-am-me" experience.”4  

Further on, Spiegelberg described his own research, which consisted of 

asking students about their recollections of similar, sudden insights. I have 

                                           
3 Bertrand Russell (1967) The autobiography of Bertrand Russell. London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd. 
4 Herbert Spiegelberg (1961) On the ‘I-am-me’ experience in childhood and adolescence. Psychologia, 1961, 4, 
135-146. 
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summarized the results from this research in a chapter at the end of the book 

dedicated to Spiegelberg’s work. His questionnaire results were not particularly 

informative, and Spiegelberg did not pursue the subject further. However, he 

expressed the hope that psychologists would take up the subject of his research 

again sometime in the future. Since I know of no other publication on this 

subject, I assume I am the first to do so. 

When I had just begun working on this subject, I wrote a column for a Dutch 

newspaper about my interest in suddeninsights. In the column, I mentioned the 

above example from Jung. At the end of the second column, I asked readers who 

had similar memories from their own childhoods to write to me about them. I 

received about twenty letters in response. Among them, I found very precise 

descriptions of experiences that were like Spiegelberg’s I-am-me experiences. 

So I discovered that by making such requests, I could make a collection of case 

studies much more quickly, and in a much more targeted way, than I could if I 

had interviewed thousands of children. Therefore, I repeated my request several 

times, in a radio broadcast, in a Dutch psychology monthly, and in the German 

magazine Psychologie Heute. Over time, a considerable collection of written 

memories accumulated, and I have chosen the most interesting and informative 

for this book.  

Approximately half of all the letters and e-mails fulfilled the (subjective) 

criteria I had established in terms of clarity, relevance, and apparent credibility. 

Then, based on their contents, I divided the descriptions which met these 

standards into different groups, which correspond to chapters 3-12 of this book.  

The second chapter is about descriptions of such memories that appear in 

novels and autobiographies. At the end of the book, in chapter 13, I give a bird’s 

eye overview of how psychology has thus far treated the subject of gradually 

emerging and growing self-awareness in children. Subsequently, in chapter 14, I 

give a brief description of Spiegelberg’s work.  Finally, in the last chapter, I 
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discuss some questions of method and significance that may arise when reading 

this book.  

 

I would like to extend great thanks to all who entrusted me with descriptions of 

their highly personal memories. In many cases, I was the first person to whom 

they revealed their childhood experience. 

Sometimes, I ask myself why I’m so fascinated by these kinds of memories. 

It must have something to do with how I like to think about people, myself 

included: as beings that reflect upon their own existence; as people who are 

conscious of their own individualities; who do not always want to lose 

themselves in groups; who don’t follow every fashion; who occasionally stop 

and think about who they really are or want to be; who do not shirk from 

looking the truth in the eye, the truth about the solitariness of individual thought, 

of individual self reflection – a solitariness which still exists even when we are 

surrounded by loved ones.   

In such a person’s life, there is perhaps a time when he or she becomes so 

astounded by a thought that he or she is left "as one transfixed."  

We know that children are almost perpetually in motion, that they are 

intensely engaged with the outside world and are eager to absorb everything that 

is going on around them. Then, amidst all of this bustling activity, there 

suddenly comes a moment of distance. A thought emerges in the child’s mind, 

and he or she suddenly passes into a different state of awareness. And this 

consciousness, and the consciousness of this consciousness, leaves such a strong 

impression that this child never forgets this moment, and can still remember it 

vividly into adulthood.  
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Chapter 2 
 

Literary Representations of Sudden Self-Awareness in Childhood 
 

There are several examples of novelistic and autobiographical scenes that depict 

experiences very much like Jung’s. The famous conductor Bruno Walter 

provided an especially beautiful description in his autobiography, Theme and 

Variations: 

 

Besides, there dwelled within me not only violent commotion, but also its 
counterpart, a deep calm. The growing boy, too, frequently manifested a 
strange condition of dreaminess, of absorption or enchantment, when all the 
wheels, usually turned so violently by the torrent of inward and outward 
phenomena, were halted and stood still as if they had been disconnected. I still 
recall how such a calm first manifested itself to me as a melancholy emotion, 
am still conscious of what I felt at the time, and can still visualize the place at 
which, a boy of ten or eleven, I experienced that spiritual thrill. I have 
forgotten how it came about that I was standing alone in the schoolyard – I 
may have been kept in as a punishment – but when I stepped out into the large 
square associated in my mind with the noise of playing or romping boys it 
seemed to me doubly empty and forsaken. I can see myself standing there, 
overwhelmed by the deep quiet. While I listened to it and the soft wind, I felt 
an unknown and powerful something clutch at my heart from out of the 
solitude. It was my first dim conception that I was an I, that I had a soul, and 
that it had been touched – somehow – from somewhere.5  

 

Born in 1876, Bruno Walter gave his first piano concert at the early age of ten. 

At roughly the same age, he had an experience that stayed with him for the rest 

of his life. Evidently, his early talents and musical nature did not mean that he 

was never kept in after school – quite the opposite. He himself says in his 

memoir, “the emotional exultation, temperament and excitability that 

                                           
5 Bruno Walter (1946) Theme and Variations. Trans. James A. Galston. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, p. 15. 
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characterized my musical activities [...] naturally were reflected also in my 

personal conduct.”  

Certain elements of this memory are very typical of sudden ‘I-am-I’6 

experiences. First of all, the boy was standing alone in the large schoolyard, 

which normally teemed with students running around and playing. The 

emptiness was surprising and overwhelming, and his attention, usually focused 

on his schoolmates, was now directed at himself. Such introspection was not 

unusual for him, as he writes; but this was the first time it occurred to him – and 

at the same age as we have seen with C.G. Jung – “that I was an I.” While Jung 

remembered something “tremendously important,” Bruno Walter said that a 

“powerful something” clutched at his heart. For Jung, there had been no 

particular trigger; he was just walking to school alone, as usual. With Walter, 

however, there was a concrete cause. But in both cases, the end result was the 

same.  

In looking at the memories I received from ‘regular’ people, it is remarkable 

to see how often the playground provides a backdrop for moments of self-

awareness. In later chapters, we will look at examples of such memories, many 

of which take place on the playground.  

In his book about Charles Baudelaire, Jean-Paul Sartre wrote the following:  

Each of us was able to observe in childhood the fortuitous and shattering 
advent of self-consciousness. Gide has described the experience in Si le Grain 
ne meurt and after him Madame Maria Le Hardouin in La Voile noire. But no 
one has described it better than Hughes in A High Wind in Jamaica.7 

 

Unlike Sartre, I do not believe that we all have such an experience in childhood. 

That is, most people I know and asked do not recall any such event at all. But at 

least Sartre paid attention to a phenomenon that the psychologists of his time 

had failed to address. He generalized it as a universal human experience and 

gave this experience a place in his philosophy and his picture of humankind. 
                                           
6 See page 16 for an explanation of my preference for using ‘I-am-I’ instead of ‘I-am-me’. 
7 Jean Paul Sartre (1950) Baudelaire. Trans. Martin Turnell. New York, NY: New Directions Publishing  
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Sartre quotes from the passage in Hughes’ novel where the main character, in 

essence, ‘discovers’ herself. I follow his model, though I quote from the original 

English version, whereas he was working with the French translation. Sartre 

omitted parts of the passage, and I myself cite even less of the text, focusing on 

the elements that relate to the ‘I am I’ experience.  

 

…and then an event did occur to Emily of considerable importance. She 
suddenly realized who she was. There is little reason that one can see why it 
should not have happened to her five years earlier, or even five later [Emily 
is ten years old]; and none, why it should have come that particular 
afternoon. 

She had been playing houses in a nook right in the bows, behind the 
windlass…; and tiring of it was walking rather aimlessly aft, thinking vaguely 
about some bees and a fairy queen, when it suddenly flashed into her mind 
that she was she. 

She stopped dead, and began looking over all of her person which came 
within the range of her eyes. She could not see much, except a fore-shortened 
view of the front of her frock, and her hands when she lifted them for 
inspection; but it was enough for her to form a rough idea of the little body 
she suddenly realized to be hers. 
[Different thoughts run through her mind] Each consideration came to her in a 
momentary flash, quite innocent of words; and in between her mind lazed 
along, either thinking of nothing or returning to her bees and fairy queen. If 
one added up the total of her periods of conscious thought, it would probably 
reach something between four and five seconds; nearer five, perhaps; but it 
was spread out over the best part of an hour.8 

 

Herbert Spiegelberg, mentioned in the previous chapter, asked Hughes whether 

there was something of his own childhood memories that informed this 

description. Hughes answered Spiegelberg: 

 

You have of course guessed right: the whole incident is based on a memory of 
my own childhood (…) I was younger than Emily, though; around six or 
seven years. Oddly enough, when I was writing the book I recollected it as 
happening to me just as casually as to Emily. 

 

                                           
8 Richard Hughes (1932) A High Wind in Jamaica. New York: Modern Library 
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Hughes also remembered that the incident in his case was not associated with 

being on a ship but with being on a stretch of garden path. 

 
…today I can’t help wondering whether it wasn’t triggered by another 
incident I now recall separately: the almost unbearable spectacle of a cat 
playing with a live mouse. For sympathetically I identified myself with that 
hopeless, tortured mouse; and it could be the discovery that I really wasn’t 
that mouse after all led on to the question “Well, in that case who am I?” and 
so to the discovery that I was ‘me’. Both incidents were associated with the 
same stretch of garden path, but I remember them separately and have no 
evidence they happened at the same time or even in that order…9 

 

It is evident that Emily’s experience made a strong impression on the novel’s 

readers because not only Sartre, but also Erich Fromm and Simone de Beauvoir 

referred to it in their writings, long before the appearance of Spiegelberg’s 

article. 

Here, we have a novelist whose own childhood experience provides the basis 

for one of his character’s experiences. In such cases, only more information 

about the writer can illuminate what actually happened, how old he or she really 

was, and under what circumstances the events took place.  

It is remarkable that in the description of Emily’s experience, there is nothing 

to suggest that it made her afraid, whereas fear may have played a role in 

Hughes’ own memories. Sartre interpreted this kind of experience as follows: 

This lightning intuition is completely empty. The child has just acquired the 
conviction that she is not just anyone, but it is precisely by acquiring this 
conviction that she becomes just anyone. She feels, to be sure, that she is 
someone different from the others, but each of the others has the same feeling 
of being different from everyone else.[…] What can we make of a discovery 
which frightens us and offers nothing in return? Most people contrive to 
forget it as quickly as possible. But the child who has become aware of 
himself as a separate being with a sense of despair, rage and jealousy will base 
his whole life on the fruitless contemplation of a singularity which is formal. 
“You threw me out,” he will say to his parents. “You threw me out of the 
perfect whole of which I was part and condemned me to a separate existence. 

                                           
9 Quotations from the article by Spiegelberg mentioned in the previous chapter 
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[...] If you ever wanted to get me back again, it would be impossible because I 
have become conscious of myself as separate from and against everybody 
else.” And he will say to his school-fellows and the street urchins who 
persecute him: “I’m someone else, someone different from all of you who are 
responsible for my sufferings. You can persecute my body, but you can’t 
touch my ‘otherness’.” 

 

In his autobiography, the French writer Julien Green related a moment in which 

he was seized by the feeling of being chased out of Paradise, “sharply divided 

from the rest of the world.” At the time, Green must have been around five years 

old. 

 

... seated in front of the window, I was suddenly conscious of existing. Every 
man has known the particular instant when one feels sharply divided from the 
rest of the world... all I know is that I left paradise at that moment. It was the 
melancholy hour when the first person singular put in an appearance in human 
life to occupy the center of the stage and stay there jealously till the last gasp. 
Of course I was happy later, but not as I used to be in the Eden from which we 
are chased away by the fiery angel called Me.10 

 

The “rest of the world” – or, as Sartre said in the earlier quote, “the others,” 

includes parents. For Sartre and Green, sudden self-awareness therefore also 

involves insight into our state of plain isolation, the separation of the individual 

from others, an existential angst.  

Other writers, whom Sartre was probably not aware of at the time, have 

described similar experiences – also from their early childhoods – in neutral or 

positive tones. To the best of Spiegelberg’s knowledge (and to mine as well), the 

first to do so was the German writer Jean Paul (actually Johann Paul Friedrich 

Richter, 1763-1825) in his autobiography, which was published posthumously. 

Like C.G. Jung, Jean Paul was a minister’s son, and he lived in a vicarage in 

Joditz, a small village in Upper Franconia. It is not known how old he was when 

                                           
10 Green, J. (1993) The Green Paradise. Trans. Anne and Julien Green. Marion Boyars: New York 
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the following happened. Jean Paul remembered that he was “a very young child.” 

In Spiegelbergs translation: 

 
I shall never forget what I have never revealed to anyone, the phenomenon 
which accompanied the birth of my conscientiousness of self 
(Selbstbewusstsein) and of which I can specify both the place and the time. 
One morning, as a very young child, I was standing in our front door and was 
looking over to the wood pile on the left, when suddenly the inner vision ‘I 
am a me’ (ich bin ein Ich) shot down before me like a flash of lightning from 
the sky, and ever since it has remained with me luminously: at that moment 
my ego (Ich) had seen itself for the first time, and for ever. One can hardly 
conceive of deceptions of memory in this case, since no one else’s reporting 
could mix additions with such an occurrence, which happened merely in the 
curtained holy of holies of man and whose novelty alone had lent permanence 
to such everyday concomitants.11 

 

Carlyle, in his review of Richter’s autobiography, quoted this passage, in his 

own translation, with the introductory comment “To some of our readers, the 

following circumstance may seem unparalleled, if not unintelligible; to others 

nowise so”12.  

Jean Paul’s memory is not connected with fear, a feeling of isolation, or any 

resulting sense of being ‘other’ than others. This is the same for C.G. Jung and 

Bruno Walter, who were older at the time of their experience. Rather, Jean Paul 

(Richter)’s words speak of the overwhelming feeling of having a new insight 

that illuminates everything. 

It is important to note how Spiegelberg translated Jean Paul’s “ich bin ein 

Ich” into “I am a me”, following Carlyle’s translation. In accordance with this, 

Spiegelberg coined the phrase ‘I-am-me experience,’ whereas I prefer a more 

literal – not indicative of a particular psychological theory – ‘I-am-I experience.’ 

We will return to this matter in Chapter 13.  

Jean Paul’s childhood account is reminiscent of an experience that the 

American-Russian writer Vladimir Nabokov described in his autobiography. 
                                           
11 Quotation from Spiegelbergs article mentioned in the previous chapter.  
12 Thomas Carlyle (1899) Critical and miscellaneous essays. London: Chapman & Hall 
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From 18th century southern Germany, we jump to Russia just prior to the 

Revolution, at which time Vladimir was four years old.  

 
In probing my childhood (which is the next best to probing one’s eternity) I 
see the awakening of consciousness as a series of spaced flashes, with the 
intervals between them gradually diminishing until bright blocks of 
perception are formed, affording memory a slippery hold. 

I had learned numbers and speech more or less simultaneously at a very 
early date, but the inner knowledge that I was I and that my parents were my 
parents seems to have been established only later, when it was directly 
associated with my discovering their age in relation to mine. Judging by the 
strong sunlight, when I think of that revelation, immediately invades my 
memory with lobed sun flecks through overlapping patterns of greenery, the 
occasion may have been my mother’s birthday, in late summer, in the country, 
and I had asked questions and had assessed the answers I received. All this is 
as it should be according to the theory of recapitulation; the beginning of 
reflexive consciousness in the brain of our remotest ancestor must surely have 
coincided with the dawning of the sense of time. 

Thus, when the newly disclosed, fresh and trim formula of my own age, 
four, was confronted with the parental formulas, thirty-three and twenty-
seven, something happened to me. I was given a tremendously invigorating 
shock. (…) I felt myself plunged abruptly into a radiant and mobile medium 
that was none other than the pure element of time.(…) 

At that instant, I became acutely aware that the twenty-seven-year-old 
being, in soft white and pink, holding my left hand, was my mother, and that 
the thirty-three-year-old being, in hard white and gold, holding my right 
hand, was my father. (…) Indeed, from my present ridge of remote, isolated, 
almost uninhabited time, I see my diminutive self as celebrating, on that 
August day in 1903, the birth of a sentient life.13 

 

So for Nabokov, as with many other writers, it was not a matter of a single flash 

of insight, but rather a succession of smaller illuminations. But the awareness 

that “I was I and that my parents were my parents” constituted “a tremendously 

invigorating shock” that followed many small revelations. None of the pages 

that follow, in which he records his childhood memories, describe such a flash 

of insight. And this event must have been something somewhat special, since he 

                                           
13 Vladimir Nabokov (1966) Speak, memory; an Autobiography Revisited. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons. p. 
20-21. 
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remembered the details of the situation so clearly, just like Bruno Walter, C.G. 

Jung, and Richard Hughes.  

The fact that these memories have small, concrete details, as in the quotation 

from Jean Paul, attest to the reliability of the depictions and show that they were 

not invented afterwards. In addition, the same elements occur again and again in 

these memories, such as the play of sunlight on where the child is looking. In a 

fair number of the memories that I have collected, sunlight is described, not 

always as poetically as with Nabokov, but powerfully. For example, as a little 

girl is sitting on the toilet, sunbeams come in through the window and fall onto 

her arm; suddenly she looks at the small hairs on her arm which are lit up by the 

sunshine and comes to he realization: I am! Or a boy who is walking home looks 

at a shiny new copper coin which he has just been given – and the realization 

strikes him like a bolt of lightning.  

And in Nabokov’s description, there was no trace of fear in the little boy, 

rather joy and elation. I think that Sartre wanted to see more existential angst in 

such experiences than is substantiated by most accounts, such as those given in 

this chapter and the many that follow in the chapters to come.  

At the end of the last chapter I will return to this seeming contradiction with 

Sartre’s view on the emotional quality of the I-am-I experience in childhood. 
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Chapter 3  
 

I am I   
 

I-am-I experiences occur at very different ages. Since my inquiry’s point of 

departure was a memory that Jung had from when he was 11 years old, I was 

initially suspect of the memories that adults sent to me of experiences they had 

at the age of three. Admittedly, Vladimir Nabokov was only four years old when 

he had the moving experience described in the preceding chapter. But, I thought, 

Nabokov isn’t just anybody, and maybe he was already far ahead of his time, 

even as a child. Therefore, from my collection of memories that I had received 

from Dutch people, I took out the ones that relayed events from when the author 

was three or four years old, and I did not publish them in the first (Dutch) 

edition of this book. Meanwhile, however, I have received more memories from 

German-speaking readers that relate to this early age, and I can no longer ignore 

such accounts.  

The memories are organized according to the ages which they refer back to, 

which makes it possible to see whether there are typical differences between 

younger and older children. It would naturally be anticipated that very early 

memories would exhibit less differentiation, less ‘depth’ of self-awareness, less 

sophistication in terms of existential isolation, and a less pronounced awareness 

of autonomy. We shall see.  

A middle-aged Swiss woman, a translator, remembers the following:  

 

3 years old: Not these clothes. I was around three years old. It was morning, 
and I had just woken up. I took the clothes my mother had put out for me. I 
looked at these clothes and thought, “Not these!” I didn’t want to wear the 
clothes. The moment is very clear in my memory: “I am different from her; I 
don’t ever want to be the same as her; she has no idea who I am; I’ll wear 
what I want.”  I couldn’t and wouldn’t wear these clothes, and picked out 
what I wanted myself. I felt very clearly that I was my own person with 
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individual desires. On the one hand, I felt very strong at this moment, but on 
the other hand I also felt somewhat sad and alone.  

 
Here, the trigger is a quiet protest against the mother, the stubbornness of a 

defiant three year-old. The consciousness of being different from the mother, of 

wanting and being able to decide for herself, leads to a feeling of strength, as 

well as isolation. This woman, who had recently submitted her master’s thesis, 

which focused on the possible fallibility of memories from early childhood, 

added the following:  

 

Throughout my life, I have always been able to remember this scene. With 
your article in Psychologie Heute, I realized for the first time that it probably 
was a part of the ‘birth of self-awareness.’  
 

Nevertheless, my doubts remained. Is a three year-old child capable of such a 

thought sequence? And so here we continue with two further examples. A young 

German woman writes: 

 

3 or 4 years old: In the swimming pool. It must have been summertime. I 
was three or four years old. I was just sitting there on the steps in the water of 
the wading pool at the municipal swimming center. My hair was wet. As I 
could tell from later pictures, this was my favorite thing to do: put my hair in 
the water. The first thing I noticed was: the light blue color of the swimming 
pool, and the drain I was sitting close to.  
And then there was this feeling: that I could remove myself from the crowd, 
from the confusion of voices around me. Suddenly have my own world. I 
didn’t exactly think, “Hey, I’m somebody,” but I could distinguish myself 
from others. This experience has remained vividly in my memory, even 
today. So now, when I close my eyes, I can still hear this confusion of voices 
around me.  
And the memory of this feeling I had at the time still makes me smile. 
Perhaps I also did so at the time.  

 
Here, the description is of someone having the very simple experience of 

noticing – and, in stark contrast to the preceding example, there is no trigger – 
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that she can withdraw into her own world. With its vividness and insightfulness, 

the description is pure and simple, and strikes me as entirely authentic.  

Next, we have a last memory of an experience from such an early age. A 21 

year-old woman who majors in Asian studies at the University of Würzburg 

describes the following scene:  

 

3 or 4 years old: Traveling by car through a village. At the time, I was 
about three or four years old. We were driving to my grandparents’ house. I 
had three older brothers and we always had to fit six people into the car, 
which actually only had enough room and seat belts for five. So I often stood 
between the two front seats in order to not be cramped and to get a better 
view of the road. As we were traveling through a village, I was suddenly 
overcome with exactly this feeling, that I had just discovered myself – my 
‘I’. I started to repeat my name to myself (I don’t remember if I said this 
inwardly or out loud): “Ca-ro-lin, yes, I am Carolin.” I repeated my name 
over and over, and in so doing became more conscious of myself. This state 
lasted until we had driven through the village.   

 
Here, the name acts as the point of departure for her focusing on her own 

person, for her becoming aware of herself. Again, there are no external reasons 

for this to take place, and the event is also devoid of any feelings of fear and 

isolation or defiance and joy (as in the first example). What is related is an 

emotionally neutral experience with a description of convincing situational 

details, of how she was between the two front seats of a driving car, surrounded 

by the other members of her family. In a second letter, the young woman 

described her personality as calm and introverted (“I like to look within 

myself”), close to nature, etc. I have often been asked whether people who have 

such memories of suddenly emerging I-consciousness are characterized by any 

particular traits. We will return to this question in the last chapter. 

 
As we saw in the previous chapter (with Sartre), such sudden insights can also 

produce feelings of fear. A middle-aged woman from Osnabrück, Germany, an 

employee of a histologic laboratory and the mother of two children, wrote to me:  
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5 years old: Afraid in a room in Hamburg. I think it was before I had 
started school, so I was five years old. It was at our home in Hamburg. 
Something happened beforehand, but I don’t remember what. Anyhow, I still 
see myself sitting in a particular room and being overcome with a feeling. In 
a flash I ‘knew’ that I was an individual being, a self-contained person, 
removed and separate from all other people, even from my two older 
siblings. I remember  that I was also afraid and that I felt vulnerable. In that 
second, I knew that not even my parents could really protect me. In that one 
moment I ‘knew’ that I was alone, and that I would remain alone in a certain 
sense. This experience made me afraid.  

 
In my eyes, this expresses the same sentiment as the quotation from Sartre in the 

previous chapter. If you take a moment and try to put yourself in this little girl’s 

place, then it’s not surprising that her realization provoked the reaction it did. In 

a second letter, the writer added:  

 

I’ve been thinking about your article in Psychologie Heute for a long time. I 
had never read or heard anything about the ‘birth of self-awareness’ and am 
therefore curious to learn more about it. I stopped having psychoanalysis 
seventeen years ago and think it’s strange that the experience of becoming 
aware of my own individuality never entered into the discussion. I think that 
this is a field that has not been explored very much.  

 
Was this girl alone when she had this experience in the room? It’s likely. A girl 

of the same age definitely had her ‘aha’ experience when she was alone. In her 

experience, though, there are no traces of fear; on the contrary, she felt liberation 

and strength. A recently retired pediatric nurse from Dortmund, Germany, 

remembers back to an event from the year 1952.  

 

6 years old: Illumination in the outhouse. My parents were refugees from 
West Prussia. We lived in cramped government housing, where nobody 
could really be on their own. In addition, there was my father’s 
indoctrination. He was a preacher by profession, and he told us that God 
could see everything. The only place where you could really be alone was in 
the outhouse in the yard. I can’t remember if I felt I was in God’s presence 
when I was there, that I was being watched. I only know that the old landlady 
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had drowned the young kittens there, so this place was rather unpleasant for 
me, but it was the only place where I could be by myself. I must have been 
around six years old when I had this feeling when I was there one evening. I 
can only describe it as overwhelming, it was a kind of revelation and it just 
came from out of the blue. I was sitting on the privy with the door shut, all 
alone, and said out loud, over and over: “I,” “I,” “I am I.” There was 
something liberating about it and today I can still feel something of the 
strength that I felt at the time.  

 
What is exceptional about this memory is that the child has her I-experience in 

the only place nearby where she cannot be heard or seen by others – observed 

only by God, at the most. Apparently the girl does not just go to the outhouse in 

order to go to the bathroom, but also so as to be able to spend time alone. And 

then this is where, completely unexpectedly, she has this overwhelming 

experience.  

 

A 19 year-old student from Germany remembers being astonished at being 

able to remember things from before the event that she calls the “most formative 

experience of my life.”  

 
5 or 6 years old: At the bus window. I must have been five or six years old. 
I was still attending kindergarten. We always took the bus there. I was sitting 
next to the window and looking out. I was disinterestedly watching as we 
followed our route, which was all too familiar to me. Suddenly I felt a surge 
of energy, or something like that, in my head. It seemed like it was a brief 
electrical impulse that woke me up, as if I had been woken up from everyday 
life. I understood that I am an individual person who only exists once. I also 
remember that this frightened me, and that I couldn’t quite understand why I 
could remember my name, places that I had been, and my previous existence. 
When I went into kindergarten that day, everything seemed different, even 
though it was the same as it had been before. I began to look at my friends 
from a distance, to evaluate them, and in so doing also compared myself  
with them. I had become conscious of myself, but I only first understood this 
some years later. Even riding the swing on the playground seemed to have a 
certain intensity that day. Today, I still think back on this, because this 
experience fills me with pride, though after reading the article in Psychologie 
Heute I know am not the only one to have had such an experience.  
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The young girl was frightened as the moment was occurring, but in looking 

back, the experience fills her with pride. Her astonishment at being able to 

remember things that happened prior to this experience is reminiscent of the fog 

which Jung saw himself emerging from, and which led him to wonder who he 

had been prior to that moment. Such astonishment is even more evident in the 

following account. A young German teacher who works at a kindergarten 

actually remembers nothing that took place prior to this experience.  

 
6 or 7 years old: A jolt while lying in my bed. The ‘birth’ of my self-
awareness took place on a weekend. I can’t say whether it was a Saturday or 
a Sunday, but in any case I was not at school. It was early in the morning and 
I was lying in bed. I can’t say how I came to have this train of thought, but it 
was like a jolt. All of a sudden it was clear to me how unique I was. 
Everything about me, my appearance, and most of all, my thoughts. The 
feeling that I got from this was so strong and thrilling. I have never felt it 
with such intensity again. This experience also shaped my ability to 
remember. I can’t remember anything from before this day. It almost seems 
as if my life only really began then. At the time, I must have been around six 
or seven years old.  

 
The fact that this I-experience constitutes her first memory is very remarkable, 

especially because the girl was already six or seven years old. After all, most 

people have memories of events that go back much farther - back to the third 

year or even earlier. The above description serves as a very remarkable 

exception, and is unique in my collection.  

As we have already seen, having these experiences is not contingent on being 

alone. This sudden self-awareness may occur even when a child is among 

people that he or she feels comfortable with. In the following example, sent to 

me by a German journalist, the girl does not dwell on the realization that she is 

an independent individual, but comes to the corresponding conclusion that this 

also applies to other people.  

 
Elementary school age: While looking at my sister’s friend. 
Unfortunately, I can’t remember how old I was at this time, but it was at the 
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age when I was attending elementary school. I was spending the afternoon 
with my sister, seven years older than me, at her friend’s house. We were 
sitting in her friend’s room, she and my sister in chairs, with me sitting on the 
floor next to them. The balcony door was open, it was a pretty spring or 
summer day. There was a large tree just past the balcony, and I could hear 
the birds twittering. In the background the song Seasons in the Sun, evidently 
the older girls’ favorite one, was playing over and over. They were talking, I 
don’t remember what about, and I was only halfway paying attention to what 
they were saying. I felt very good. And suddenly, when I looked at my 
sister’s friend, I thought: “She‘s not me. I am I, and she is a different 
person.”(Sie ist nicht ich, Ich bin ich, und sie ist ein anderer Mensch)  And 
then I looked at my sister and had exactly the same feeling. “These two are 
other people, I am separate from them.” (Diese beiden sind andere 
Menschen, ich bin von ihnen getrennt und ein eigenes Wesen)  I can still 
remember this situation exactly and my thoughts and feelings at the time.  On 
the one hand I was frightened, but on the other hand, it was still a good 
feeling. I felt somehow ‘more adult’ than before.  

 
So far, we have only looked at memories from women. Actually, there were 

many more women who responded to my request than men - a fact we will 

return to in the last chapter. But, happily, I can include a memory from a man 

here. A 62 year-old biologist from Regensburg University wrote to me: “Today I 

read your article in Psychologie Heute and was amazed that there was someone 

studying experiences of the kind that I myself have had and will never forget.” 

He continued:  

 
8 years old: I must remember that. On this particular day, I had just gone 
to bed and my thoughts were rambling. Then I suddenly became aware of 
this: “there is a me (dass es mich gibt), and now I feel and experience that 
there is a me in a entirely different way, since I perceive myself as I exist.” I 
marveled that I had only now become aware of myself for the first time, and 
knew for sure that this must have been a very special step in my 
development. ‘I am I’ describes it very well. It was so vivid that I was 
conscious of myself entirely at the time and it remained fixed in my memory 
that I was eight years old when I had these kinds of thoughts for the first 
time. I thought to myself that I absolutely had to remember when I first 
became conscious of myself.  
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Here, what we can see is a memory of consciously thinking about the particular 

experience immediately after it has occurred, including the decision to keep this 

moment fixed in his memory, so as to never forget it. Such considerations only 

occur among children who are somewhat older. There was no trigger for this 

realization in the eight year-old boy; he had simply gone to bed to go to sleep.                 

 
In contrast, in the following memory, there is a definite catalyst: A German 

girl who lives in a damp, dingy post-war home picks a flower on her way to 

school. The consciousness of being in possession of this treasure lets her 

momentarily forget the adverse conditions of her day-to-day life. This little girl 

later became a degreed educator and psychological counselor.  

 
8 or 9 years old: On the way to school, I picked a flower. I must have been 
eight or nine. The inhospitableness of the post-war period, so around 1950, 
was even evident in the children’s room, which I shared with my brother and 
sister, who were both older than I was.  

The room’s wallpaper was always damp, in the winter as well as the 
summer. The difference was that in the winter, it would also come off, cold 
and wet, from different parts of the walls. And so each morning, with the 
expectation of feeling dry and somewhat warm, I would go to school, half of 
which had actually been bombed, though in the other half a bare-bones, 4-
hour class was allowed.  

It took a 15 to 20-minute walk to get there. For me, this route was 
exciting, even though it was just a sandy, partially paved little road that led 
me from the town outskirts to the school building. On the way, I discovered 
little houses that were surrounded by fences. Wild-growing climbing vetch 
plants had worked their way up and through them to assert their blooms, 
which went from tender pink and light blue to brilliant violet. I felt so 
complete in the nearness of this beauty, which presented itself to me in all of 
its simplicity, that I often spoke with these flowers and would draw them 
close to me with childish naïvité and stroke them tenderly. And one time – I 
had already done this several times – I picked an especially pretty, deep 
violet bloom and placed it with care in one of my books. At that moment, I 
could sense a feeling of what was probably deep consciousness, something 
that I had never felt before. Something was spreading out inside of me. It was 
something special and proud, something very rich from possessing this 
flower, and I never shared this with anyone. After this, my academic 
performance was very different.  
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Following the description of her experience, this psychologist addresses a 

question that many readers may have also asked themselves: What significance 

does such an experience have later on in life, for the development of the 

personality?  

 
To date, I consider this experience of finding my I as the key experience for 
my healthy sense of self-awareness, my ideas about lifelong learning, my 
positive attitude towards life and my choice of occupation, which, however, 
were not all easy roads, but had to be mastered by way of many detours and 
stumbling blocks. 

 
This chapter ends with the memories from four women who were older – 

namely, 11, 12, and 13 years old – when they had their respective I- experiences. 

With all three, there is a trigger from their day-to-day experience. A middle-

aged German psychotherapist relates that she grew up in her parents’ family 

business, where she developed close friendships with all of the employees.  

 

11 or 12 years old: How are you doing? At that time, I went to school 5 
kilometers away in the main town in the county. One day, I unexpectedly met 
a former office worker of ours on my way to school. She sat down with me 
on a bench and asked me the question: “How are you doing?” I remember 
that the sun was shining and that people were passing and that the old 
barracks building, where my grandfather had served as a soldier, stood 
behind us. I liked this rather round, red-haired lady very much. It was as if I 
was hearing the question for the first time. Me? Somebody is asking about 
me? Suddenly I realized that there was a me. It was a decisive turning point 
in my childhood.  
 

The following description comes from a Dutch woman in her early thirties:  
 

11 years old: The first prayer. It happened one morning when I was in fifth 
grade. My best friend was in the hospital, and it was feared that she would 
die. I went to a Catholic school, and on this morning, in class, I prayed for 
the first time. I never did this otherwise. In our home, we weren’t religious. 
In our classroom, a porcelain angel was hanging on the wall, and I directed 
my gaze at it. The teacher had already begun the lesson. Suddenly I was 
seized with a profound feeling. Little by little I sensed that I was going ever 
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farther into myself and I thought: “I am I, I am Liesbeth and this will always 
be.” It was somehow frightening, because I had been determined for all time 
and would never be able to become somebody else. But it was also beautiful 
that I would be able to experience everything and that I would be able to 
perceive it. “I was I.” When I repeated this later to myself, I would have this 
feeling again of descending, layer by layer, deeper inside of myself: it is still 
like that today. 

As I child, I was very closed in on myself and never spoke to my parents 
about this experience. Sometimes I also felt rather lonely, but from this 
moment on I had myself!  

  
This feeling of descending ‘layer by layer’ deeper into oneself is unique in my 

collection: The ‘observing I’ enters the ‘being I’ layer by layer. Here, the term 

‘introspection’ acquires a completely physical meaning. At the moment of 

perception, the conscious I watches – presumably from the frontal lobes of the 

cerebral cortex – the other I, the child who plays and experiences. And then it 

occurs to the conscious I that this is forever its home. Fortunately or not? 

Wouldn’t many of us temporarily like to slip into another head, another body, as 

‘observing I’s ? Some would also have no objections against making a 

permanent move. But in childhood – at least, when it is a happy one – the 

comfort of being at home in oneself prevails. 

In this case, praying for her sick friend may have steered this child’s thoughts 

inwards. Certainly, the fear that you, your parents, or your siblings may die, 

frequently leads to a higher awareness about your own existence. What is 

exceptional about the experience described here is that this awareness surfaced 

so suddenly and so forcefully that this moment was fixed in her memory. 

  

 In conclusion, we have two short memories from Dutch women who were 

13 years old when they experienced the following:  

 
 

13 years old: Schubert’s Erlkönig. I was in high school. In music class, the 
teacher played the Erlkönig for us: “Who rides so fast, through night and 
wind? It is the father, with his child.” The danger of death approaching is 
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conveyed by the music’s threatening sound. But the voice of death is inviting 
and friendly. The music moved me so profoundly. I had never had such an 
overwhelming feeling. I got lost in emotion. I came home and told my 
mother what had happened to me. I said, “Funny, but I didn’t know until now 
that I am Helly, and that that is not just my name.” Shortly after, I received a 
‘just because’ present from her: the Erlkönig record. 
 
13 years old: As if cold water were coursing through me. It happened 
during the first week after I had changed secondary schools. I was alone at 
home. Suddenly, I was seized by the thought that I was a human, somebody, 
a person, distinct from others. I felt as if I were a flower that had suddenly 
blossomed, as if the top of my head opened up, as if cold water were 
coursing through me. This made me feel strong, free, and full of possibilities. 
[...] I think that the change to the new school provided the impulse for this 
sudden revelation.  

 
In this last case, the girl’s head is again experienced as the place where the self 

resides, although in this case there is no gradual descent, but a development, an 

unfurling, as with a flower. Here, the trigger was not the threat of death, but the 

thought of a new life after leaving what she later described to me as an austere 

elementary school with a rigid educational program. 

 


