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It’s that time of the year 
when I reflect on whether 
I’ve learned or done some-
thing new. For several years 
now, this has been my goal. 
I’ve learned new languages, 
dance and music. For most 
people, vacations are a time 
for novel experiences, and 
activities during holidays 
have often helped me over-
come my fears. On a recent 
trip to Japan, I had a wholly 
unexpected moment of self-
discovery.

But first, come with me 
on a trip back in time to 
Cavelossim Beach, where 
we watched the last sunset 
of 2008. I realised I hadn’t 
done anything new that 
year. It was already Decem-
ber 31, and in a few hours, 
the year would fade away 
taking my self-set goal 
with it. I didn’t want to ad-

mit defeat, even to myself. 
That’s when the answer 
floated right in front of 
me. My eyes followed the 
parasailers in the Arabian 
Sea, and I impulsively an-
nounced that I wanted to 
try it. My family was sur-
prised, as I wasn’t then one 
for physical adventure—es-
pecially anything involv-
ing heights. My discomfort 
with heights likely began 
on a school excursion when 
a Ferris wheel malfunc-
tioned. I was stuck with a 
hysterical classmate whom 
I had to hold on to, to stop 
her from jumping off.

That warm December 
evening on a Goan beach, 
my family encouraged me, 
and soon I found myself in 
a tandem harness with my 
ever-supportive son, who 
was then a teenager. I tried 

to listen to the instructions, 
but my nervousness dis-
tracted me. When we were 
up and away, I initially kept 
my eyes tightly shut. My 
son, meanwhile, was exu-
berantly hooting and hol-
lering, while I kept begging 
him to stay quiet. Then, I 
sensed a sudden change—
the speed had reduced, the 
wind had stopped whoosh-
ing, and we were floating. 

I opened my eyes and saw 
the blue sea and the white 
sails of ships far below. It 
was both serene and spec-
tacular, and my fear evapo-
rated.

That experience has be-
come my go-to memory to 
summon calmness and re-
inforce positivity. It helped 
me overcome my fear of 
heights to some extent. 
While I won’t be skydiving 

or bungee jumping any-
time soon, I enjoyed a hot 
air balloon ride without hy-
perventilating and braved 
the rapids while river raft-
ing.

This year, my novel ex-
perience was at an onsen 
in Osaka. I was eager to 
visit the much-touted hot 
springs resort towns that 
have long been popular 
tourist draws for Japa-

nese and foreign tourists. I 
found this beautiful wood-
cut by artist Chikanobu 
Yoshu ‘Ikaho Onsen Hanei 
no Zu’ commissioned as an 
advertisement. We couldn’t 
fit a mountain resort into 
our schedule but by sheer 
chance, our hotel in Osaka 
had an onsen. I was looking 
forward to using it until I 
realised I’d have to be com-
pletely nude in a commu-

nal area. Swimsuits aren’t 
allowed, nor can you use a 
towel as a cover-up.

While some onsens are 
used by both men and 
women, our hotel had 
separate onsens for men 
and women. Despite this, 
it took me a while to per-
suade myself to go, and I 
chose a quiet time and en-
tered gingerly. I won’t go 
into the elaborate details of 
an onsen; in retrospect, it 
seems to me that each stage 
is meant to relax the body 
and mind. You shed your 
worries when you shed 
your clothes before a pre-
paratory bath. There were 
only two other women 
when I went, one of whom 
cheerily welcomed me 
and scooted over to make 
space in the indoor onsen 
or steam room. When I 
got into the outdoor onsen 
with hot water, I tried to 
stay far from the woman 
who was already there. Af-
ter showering at one of the 
rows of seats, I ventured 
into the dry area. I took 
my cue from the other two 
women, who were pamper-
ing their skin with an im-

pressive array of products. 
Only after completing this 
soothing self-care routine 
do you dress and face the 
world again.

Though I remained hesi-
tant and shy, I also experi-
enced a remarkable sense 
of liberation. The two wom-
en, who were friends, chat-
ted merrily and were ut-
terly unselfconscious about 
their nude state. It made me 
reflect on how much undue 
attention we give to body 
image. Why do we shame 
our bodies or those of oth-
ers? Round, pear, square, 
thin, fat, tall, short—what-
ever the shape or size, 
we can make the best of 
what we have by keeping 
it healthy and fit. Perhaps 
everyone should experi-
ence an onsen at least once 
in their lifetime to truly 
embrace their body with 
love. It could help shift the 
concept of body conscious-
ness from a purely physical 
focus to a more philosophi-
cal self-awareness. 
Sandhya Mendonca, author, 
biographer, and publisher, 
casts a female gaze at the world 
in this column.

Self-DiScovery in a JapaneSe onSen: letting go of inhibitionS anD embracing boDy poSitivity

Right since our birth, 
we are trained to 
conduct ourselves 

according to others’ ex-
pectations. Everything 
about us seems to come 
from outside; every single 
identity is social. We write 
in prescribed ways, speak 
in acceptable tones, wor-
ship in traditional patterns, 
hold sanctioned beliefs 
about life, and shape our 
responses to please family, 
peers and lords. This con-
ditioning runs so deep that 
we unconsciously continue 
our perpetual performanc-
es. The same pattern ex-
tends seamlessly into pro-
fessional life as well, where 
the stakes of impressing 
others appear even higher, 
and the consequences of 
failing to do so seem more 
dire.

In today’s world, where 
lives seem to be lived on-
line, this tendency mani-
fests most visibly on social 
media. Here, genuine ex-
pression often takes a back-
seat to calculated perfor-
mance. We carefully curate 
content designed to sparkle 
in followers’ eyes, priori-
tising potential ‘likes’ over 
authentic insights. Our 
posts become exercises in 
strategic timing and careful 
editing rather than authen-
tic sharing. This behaviour 
stems from a fundamental 
desire for recognition and 
respect, yet we must ques-
tion: What value truly ex-
ists in such carefully manu-
factured presentations?

When we examine this 
compulsion to impress oth-

ers, we find that at its core, 
it is an attempt to impact 
minds. If such influence is 
inevitable, why not channel 
it toward genuinely ben-
eficial ends? The problem 
lies not in the act of making 
an impression, but in the 
hollow motivation behind 
it—the mere gratification of 
ego. This pursuit of exter-
nal validation often leaves 
us feeling more empty than 
fulfilled, trapped in an end-
less cycle of seeking ap-
proval that can never truly 
satisfy.

Look to history’s influ-
ential figures—leaders, 
thinkers, spiritual guides. 
Their impact often came 
through complete immer-
sion in their work. Most of 
them did not even target 
to be impactful, and many 
gained recognition long af-
ter they were gone. Some 
found themselves admired 
simply through dedication 
to their craft, while others 
shaped thoughts and be-
liefs in ways that blessed all 
concerned. Their influence 
stemmed not from ego but 
from meaningful contri-
bution. These individuals 
understood, either intui-
tively or through wisdom, 
that true impact comes not 
from seeking admiration 
but from offering genuine 
value. This is what is also 
at the heart of Bhagavad 
Gita—the doctrine of de-
sireless action, which is to 
be immersed so completely 
in the value of the action 
that you forget desiring the 
fruit of the action.

Most attention-seeking 
behaviour stems from un-
certainty about one’s own 
worth, resulting in a des-
perate need for external 
validation to feel secure. 
Such behaviour serves nei-
ther the seeker nor the giver 
of attention. The valida-
tion received feels hollow 
because deep down, the 
receiver knows it was ob-

tained through contrived 
manipulation rather than 
authentic expression. This 
recognition only deepens 
the underlying insecurity, 
creating a vicious cycle 
of seeking even more ap-
proval.

Is it possible to pause for 
a while and look at one-
self? Instead of chasing 
acknowledgment from oth-
ers, can we reflect on what 
is it within that bases its 
very sustenance on exter-
nal recognition? Who sits 
within me and craves for 
social approval? Is it the 
authentic me, or is it rather 

a superimposition over my 
authentic self? When we 
give attention to the desir-
ous one within, we find that 
most of its values are not 
internal. It has been trained 
and conditioned to desire a 
lot, including the desire to 
be socially recognised. The 
more lucidly we see this, 
the more reduced stands 
the urge to operate like a 
puppet to some unknown 
puppeteer. And then it is 
possible to get rid of fake 
representation and come to 
authentic expression. 

An extraordinary trans-
formation now occurs. And 

with it comes genuine rela-
tionship. With self-knowl-
edge, when one expresses 
herself purely and directly, 
it turns out to be the best 
service one can render to 
others. It is strange—when 
you are too concerned with 
others, you mostly end up 
losing your true self, and 
when you lose your true-
ness, you cannot be of any 
help to others. Whereas 
when you are primarily 
concerned with being au-
thentic, true help automati-
cally radiates to others in 
unplanned and unknown 
ways. That’s at the heart of 

spiritual mysticism.
When you are free of care 

about yourself, then you 
become free to take care 
of others. The first thing is 
to reclaim your own free-
dom from the world. And 
once you are inwardly 
free, then you will inevita-
bly bring value to others’ 
lives. Think of the Buddha 
who left his palace and the 
throne, discovered himself, 
and then returned to the 
society in the most impact-
ful way possible. Buddha 
or Krishna - though we 
might hesitate to call them 
‘impression-makers’ - they 
undeniably occupy central 
places in billions of minds. 
Their enduring influence 
demonstrates the profound 
impact that’s possible when 
one enters others’ lives not 
to extract value for person-
al gain, but to express our-
selves in the truest way pos-
sible. They exemplify the 
possibility of influencing 
others without the burden 

of self-interest, showing us 
a path toward meaningful 
contribution that overshad-
ows the need for personal 
validation.

Every relationship in-
evitably creates mutual 
impressions. It’s impossible 
to interact without leaving 
some imprint on each oth-
er’s minds. If such impres-
sion-making is unavoid-
able, why not approach it 
with the highest possible 
purpose, benefiting both 
ourselves and others? This 
understanding liberates 
us from the anxiety of im-
pression management and 
allows us to focus on the 
quality of our contributions 
rather than the perception 
of our performance.

External admiration 
cannot fill internal void. 
Someone who thinks of 
themselves as being infe-
rior cannot find completion 
through others’ approval. 
No amount of skilfully 
manipulated admiration 

can substitute for genuine 
self-worth. The admira-
tion of others offers little 
solace to those who do not 
hold themselves in right 
regard. It is, therefore, far 
more valuable to approach 
others from a place of in-
ner assurance than to seek 
from them that which they 
anyway cannot provide. 
This brings a fundamental 
shift in our interactions and 
relationships—they are no 
more opportunities to gath-
er validation, but chances 
to contribute meaningfully 
to others’ lives. When re-
lationships emerge from 
this perspective, we find 
that the recognition we 
once sought so desperately 
comes naturally—though, 
ironically, by then, we are 
free from the need of it.

The way forward lies not 
in perfecting a rehearsed 
performance but in find-
ing the truth of who we 
are. The method for that 
is honest observation of 
our usual thoughts and ac-
tivities. Once it is seen that 
most of our values, desires 
and goals are just exter-
nal implants, that which is 
needless gets dropped ef-
fortlessly. The suffocation 
and indignity one endures 
for living a second-hand 
life too goes. One sees that 
the search for security 
through external validation 
is a fruitless endeavour. 
And then one helps others 
truly—one’s spontaneous 
expression becomes an in-
strument of help. 

There is a profound dif-
ference between seeking to 
falsely impress and choos-
ing to truly express – the 
first pulls everybody down, 
including the self, and the 
latter serves the world. 

(Acharya Prashant is an 
IIT-IIM alumnus, a Vedanta 
exegete, philosopher, social re-
former, and a national bestsell-
ing author.)
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Chikanobu Yoshu’s woodcut showing Japanese women at an onsen “Ikaho Onsen Hanei no Zu” 

Most attention-seeking behaviour stems from uncertainty 
about one’s own worth, resulting in a desperate need for external 
validation to feel secure. Such behaviour serves neither the seeker 
nor the giver of attention. The validation received feels hollow 
because deep down, the receiver knows it was obtained through 
contrived manipulation rather than authentic expression.


