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The Timeless Inquiry: Who Am I By Ramana
Maharshi

In a world saturated with noise, distraction, and endless external validation,
the most profound question often remains the most neglected: Who am 1I?
This simple yet revolutionary inquiry forms the cornerstone of the spiritual
teaching of one of the 20th century's most revered sages, Bhagavan Sri
Ramana Maharshi. His direct, non-dogmatic approach to self-realization has
captivated seekers from all walks of life, from Western philosophers to simple
villagers in South India. The text "Who Am [" (Nan Yar? in Tamil) is not
merely a philosophical treatise- it is a practical laser-focused manual for
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Am I" teaching, its core methodology, and its enduring relevance for modern
life.

The Life and Awakening of Ramana Maharshi

To understand the power of the "Who Am I" teaching, one must first
understand the extraordinary life of the being who delivered it. Born
Venkataraman Iyer in 1879 in a small village in Tamil Nadu, his life changed
forever at the age of 16. While alone in his uncle's house, he was suddenly
seized by an intense, overwhelming fear of death. Instead of panicking or
seeking help, he lay down and staged his own death. He imitated a corpse,
holding his breath and closing his senses, and asked himself a single, burning
question: "Now that the body is dead, what am I?"

In that profound moment, he experienced a direct, spontaneous realization.
He understood that the body dies, but the consciousness that witnessed the
body and the fear was eternal and untouched. This was not a belief or a
concept; it was an undeniable, living experience. Shortly after this
awakening, he left his home and family to travel to the sacred mountain of
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Arunachala in Tiruvannamalai, where he remained for the rest of his life. This
initial, dramatic inquiry into the nature of the self became the foundation of
his entire teaching.

The Origins of the Text "Who Am I"

The text entitled "Who Am I By Ramana Maharshi" was not written by the
sage himself; rather, it is a compilation of answers he gave to a seeker named
Sivaprakasam Pillai around 1902. Pillai approached the young Ramana (who
was then living in Virupaksha Cave) with a list of twenty-one questions about
the nature of reality, the mind, and liberation. Instead of delivering lengthy
lectures, Ramana answered briefly and directly, always steering the
questioner back to the central practice of self-inquiry. These questions and
answers form the core of the Nan Yar? text, a concise and potent spiritual
classic that is perhaps the most direct introduction to Advaita Vedanta in
practice.
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The Core Teaching: Self-Inquiry (Atma Vichara)

At the heart of Who Am I By Ramana Maharshi is the practice of Atma
Vichara, or self-inquiry. Ramana taught that all spiritual practices (yoga,
meditation, chanting, studying scriptures) are helpful but often indirect. They
are like using a stick to stir a fire; they work from the outside. Self-inquiry,
on the other hand, is the direct method. It cuts to the very root of the
problem: the identification of the self with the body, mind, and ego.

The practice is deceptively simple. Whenever a thought arises, instead of
following it, you turn the mind back on itself and ask, "Who is having this
thought?" or simply "Who am I?" The goal is not to find an intellectual
answer. The goal is to use the question as a tool to trace the "I-thought" back
to its source. Ramana Maharshi stated clearly that the "I" that feels like an
individual, separate doer is actually a mental construct—the ahamkara (ego).
By persistently holding the mind to this inquiry, the ego dissolves, and one
abides in the natural state of pure Being, which he called Self-Realization
or Atma-Sakshatkara.
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How to Practice the "Who Am 1?" Method

Many seekers find the teaching of "Who Am I" both fascinating and
confusing. How does one "do" self-inquiry? Is it a mantra? Is it intellectual
analysis? Ramana Maharshi offered clear, practical guidance that is
remarkably simple, though not easy. Here are the key steps as derived from
the teachings:

1. Distinguish Between the Self and the Ego

The first step is to understand that you are not the body, the mind, or the
intellect. These are objects that you perceive. You are the perceiver, the
witness, the Pure Consciousness (Chaitanya) that illumines all thoughts
and experiences. The "Who Am I" practice is about shifting your identification
from the object to the subject.

2. Hold the Mind to the Inquiry
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mind wander aimlessly. Whenever a thought arises (whether it is about work,
family, or a memory), do not try to suppress it or analyze it. Instead, ask
yourself: "To whom does this thought come?" The answer will be "To me."
Then ask, "Who is this 'me'?" This turns the mind inward, away from the
object and toward the source.

3. Do Not Seek an Answer; Seek the Source

A common mistake is to try to find a verbal or conceptual answer to the
question "Who am I?" You might say, "I am the Self" or "I am Brahman."
Ramana cautioned against this. The answer is not a thought; it is the
cessation of all thoughts. The inquiry is a process of quieting the mind until
the ego, which is the root thought ("I am the body"), dissolves. What remains
is not a new thought, but a wordless, direct experience of Being.

4. Practice in All States

Self-inquiry is not limited to sitting meditation. Ramana Maharshi taught that
it should be practiced continuously, even while walking, talking, or working.
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With practice, the inquiry becomes a subtle, effortless current of awareness
that persists in the background of all activities. It is a way of life, not a
technique to be performed for an hour a day.

5. Surrender as an Alternative Path

For those who find self-inquiry too difficult or dry, Ramana offered the path
of Bhakti (devotion) and surrender. He said that self-inquiry and surrender
are essentially the same. If you cannot hold the mind to the "Who Am I"
question, then completely surrender your ego and all your burdens to God or
the Guru. In total surrender, the ego dies just as surely as it does through
active inquiry.

The Philosophy Behind the Question: Advaita
Vedanta

The teaching of Who Am I By Ramana Maharshi is firmly rooted in the

non;aual RATRSORM. Al ddvalia yegania, particuiany as taught by Adi
Page 7




Shankaracharya. However, Ramana did not teach philosophy as a system of
thought. He taught it as a direct, experiential truth. The core tenets are:

e The Self alone is Real. The Atman (the individual self) is identical
with Brahman (the universal, absolute reality). There is no real
separation.

e The world is a projection of the mind. The world we perceive
through our senses is not ultimately real; it is like a dream. It appears
real only because of the Maya (illusion) of the mind.

 The Ego is the obstacle. The feeling "I am this body" or "I am the
doer" is the primary illusion (Mula Avidya). Once this root ignorance is
removed by self-inquiry, the true Self shines forth spontaneously.

e Liberation (Moksha) is here and now. You do not attain liberation in
the future. You are already free. The bondage is only imagined. Self-
inquiry removes the veil of ignorance, revealing the eternal freedom
that has always been present.

Ramana Maharshi was often asked, "What is the nature of the Real Self?" He
would typically remain silent, or say that the Self is beyond words and
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intellect. It is Sat-Chit-Ananda (Existence-Consciousness-Bliss). It is not a
state to be reached, but the very substrate of all experience.

Common Misconceptions About the Practice

Given the popularity of the "Who Am I" inquiry, several misconceptions have
arisen. Understanding these can help the sincere practitioner avoid pitfalls:

It is not a mantra

Repeating "Who am I, who am I, who am I" as a verbal chant is not self-
inquiry. That is a form of Japa. Self-inquiry is a silent, vigilant turning of the
mind inward. It is a subtle attention to the feeling of "I." The question is used
to locate the source of the ego, not to fill the mind with words.

It is not intellectual analysis

Engaging in philosophical debate or psychological analysis about who you are
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concepts. The inquiry is a direct, intuitive investigation, not a mental
exercise.

It is not about suppressing thoughts

Some practitioners try to force their minds to be blank. This is violence
against the mind. Self-inquiry does not suppress thoughts; it simply refuses
to engage with them. When a thought arises, you ask "Who is thinking?" and
the mind naturally subsides. It is a gentle, non-violent method.

It is not a path for the few

Some believe self-inquiry is only for advanced monks or renunciates. Ramana
Maharshi insisted it is for everyone, regardless of caste, creed, or lifestyle.
The householder can practice it as effectively as the sannyasi. The only
requirement is sincerity and a burning desire for freedom.
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The Benefits of the "Who Am 1" Practice

While the ultimate goal of self-inquiry is Self-Realization and liberation from
the cycle of birth and death (Samsara), there are tangible benefits even on
the path. Practitioners often report:

* Reduced anxiety and fear: As the identification with the ego- self
weakens, the constant fear of death, loss, and failure diminishes. One
begins to rest in the peace of the Self.

¢ Greater clarity and focus: The mind becomes quieter and less
reactive. With fewer distracting thoughts, one can function with greater
efficiency and presence.

e Ease in relationships: When the ego is less demanding, relationships
become more harmonious. There is less need to defend one's position or
to be right.

e Inner contentment: The relentless seeking of external pleasures and
achievements begins to fade. One discovers an innate, unconditional
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mirror. Actions arise spontaneously, without calculation or selfish
motive. This is what the Bhagavad Gita calls Nishkama Karma (action
without



