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 NO MAN IS AN ISLAND:
NOTIONS OF CONSCIOUSNESS

AND THE SELF
By Richard F lynn

 "Most of us, for exam ple, assum e that we are
som e k ind  of solid  self--a real, acting, decid ing,
powerfu l en tity wh ich  goes on  and  on  through
an  en t ire l i fet im e an d  perh aps  beyon d .
Psychology is now revealing m ore and  m ore of
the constructed  nature of self. T he self we value
so m uch  is a m en tal m odel we have developed
through  a lifetim e and  wh ich  perhaps has no
persistence beyond  its sim ilarity (bu t defin itely
not iden tity) from  one day to the next.” (3c).

Th e  P sych ologica l Se lf
Consciousness a n d selfhood , a r e som e of

the most  difficu lt  concept s to dea l with  in  the
ordina ry sense. In  it s effor t s t o be r ecogn ized
as "scien t ific", ea r ly psychology worked hard to
be  r a t ion a l ,  p r ed ict ive ,  exp er im en t a l ly
repea table and thereby fa lsifiable, in  the best
t r a d it ion s  of P opper 's  ph ilosoph y.4  (Mor e
recent ly, parapsychology has followed the same
route). But  as confidence has grown, so has the
a bilit y t o a sk  ju st  wh a t  we do m ea n  by t h e
"self', and "consciousness':
 Th e em ph a sis , per h a ps  in evit a bly, h a s
been  on  h u m a n  con sciou sn ess, a s  t h e m ost
a cces s ible  s t u dy. An d  in t er es t in gly, t h e
a ccept a n ce of m edit a t ion  wor k  over  t h e pa st
t h ir t y yea r s (in  t h e West ) h a s been  a ble t o
con t r ibu t e  t o su ch  s t u dy.3c Wh i le  m a n y
scien t is t s  wou ld  a ssu m e (pen din g fu r t h er
developm en t s) t h a t  m in d, con sciou sn ess a n d
br a in  a r e syn on ym ou s, it  is  becom in g clea r
tha t  other  in t r igu ing and crea t ive possibilit ies
a lso exis t . Th e idea  of con sciou sn ess  a s  a
men ta l model of self, and the wor ld, is a  new
paradigm being explored.

The more soph ist ica t ed the ability to form
m en t a l  m od e ls  of t h e  s e lf a n d  on e 's

environmen t , it  seems, t he more complex and
r ich  t h e s el f ’ becom es . Bla ck m or e 3 a  cit es
exper imen t s which  indica te tha t  the conscious
self rides, a s it  were, upon  a  much  la rger  field
of a wa r en ess, dr a win g in t o it s field of dir ect
kn owin g on ly t h ose even t s  or  poss ibilit ies
which  can  be fit t ed in to it s cu r ren t ly accepted
models of r ea lit y. M u ltiple person alit ies t hen
a r e "a n  ext r em e for m  of t h e n or m a l ca se";
models t ha t  jost le for  dominance r a ther  t han
in t egr a t e in t o or  sh a r e a  r ea son a bly st a ble
overa ll field of self-awareness.

We can  use th is approach  to develop ideas
on  con sciou sn ess n ot  ju st  for  h u m a n  bein gs,
bu t  other  species a s well. Insect s and an ima ls
h a ve som e t ype of a wa r en ess, obviou sly; bu t
seem to lack tha t  flexible self-awareness which
character izes humanness, and which  gives us a
sense of t ime--the ability to compare past  with
pr esen t , a n d pla n  for  t h e fu t u r e. As Su sa n
Bla ckm or e com m en t s , "...t h e m odels  in  t h e
lower  levels of perceptua l processing en ta il no
concept  of a  self, a ct ion  or  an  ext erna l wor ld.
Th is con sciou sn ess wou ld be cor r espon din gly
limit ed. On ly the complex model of self in  the
w or l d  su s t a in s  fu ll r eflexive a wa r en ess -
con sciou sn ess  of bein g con sciou s. I t  is  t h is
which  seems to be "me”.3a

              A Mu ltitu de  of Live s
One of the most  ha rmfu l illusions tha t  can

beguile us is probably the belief tha t  we a re an
in d ivis ible , im m u t a ble, t ot a lly con s is t en t
being", says Fer ruci a t  the sta r t  of Chapter  4 of
"What We May Be”. Psychosyn thesis has from
the st a r t  held t he idea  of a  “const ella t ion" of
su bper son a lit ies  t h a t  for m  "psych ologica l
sa t ellit es, coexist in g a s a  m u lt it u de of lives
with in  the overa ll medium of our  persona lity”.
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Wh en  we lea r n  t o r ecogn ize t h em , oft en
st a r t in g by givin g t h em  h u m or ou s n a m es, it
enables us to dis-identify with  them, "snapping
ou t  of t h is illu sion  and r etu rn ing t o oneself”.
Su ch  r ecogn it ion  m a y be a ccom pa n ied  by
in s igh t , a  sen se of liber a t ion , or  per h a ps ,
d is m a y or  a n xie t y. I n  p s ych os yn t h es is ,
l e a r n i n g  t o i n t e g r a t e  t h e  v a r i ou s
subpersona lit ies in to a  connected whole which
on e ca n  ca ll on  a s  a n d wh en  n eeded, is  a
hea lthy and act ive par t  of the work.

"All su bper son a lit ies  a r e expr ession s of
vit a l elemen t s of ou r  being, however  nega t ive
they may seem to u s a t  fir st ”. As Will Par fit t
com m en t s , "we becom e like t h e con du ct or ,
a llowin g ea ch  in dividu a l m em ber  t o pla y a
pa r t , a n d wor kin g t owa r ds or ch est r a t in g t h e
per son a lit y in t o a  h a r m on iou s wh ole. Th is
conductor  is the self or  “I”.”  And he goes on  to
add, "As the conductor , we will a lso contact  the
com poser , t h e t r a n sper son a l Self, wh o will
supply us with  in forma t ion  abou t  how to play
the musica l composit ion  of life…”.7

So in  t h is  pa r t icu la r  a ppr oa ch , a ct ive
acceptance of the m ultiple self exist s, a longside
a n  ext en sion  of t h e idea  t o a  t ra n sp erson a l
S elf. Th e self, or  Self, a r e sim ply defin ed a s
"cen ter s" or  "cores" of pu re awareness, wh ich
in  s om e wa y p r ovid e  con s is t en cy, a n d
reliability. To know them as such , they have to
be exper ien ced, r a t h er  t h a n  t a lked a bou t :
cor r ect ly so, per h a ps , bu t  u n h elpfu l in  a
discussion .

Qu an tu m , Ce llu lar an d Cosm ic
P aralle ls

Scien ce, t h en , t en ds t o eit h er  a void t h e
subject , or  become en tangled in  it s mystery a s
does  t h e a ver a ge per son . Yet , r em a r ka bly,
qu a n t u m  t h eor y, a  m a in s t a y of m oder n
ph ysics , seem s t o dem a n d it s  pr esen ce for
r ea lit y t o t a k e sh a pe.4  E xa ct ly h ow m in d
'm a k es ’ m a t t e r  is  obs cu r e ; a n  "a ct  of
measu remen t " is needed by an  observer, a n d
tha t  is as fa r  as most  physicist s will go.

T he Quantum  Atom .   
Danah  Zohar  and Ian  Marsha ll have made

much of th is in  their  book "The Quantum Self”.

Th ey com pa r e t h e well-kn own  wa ve-pa r t icle
du a lit y beh a vior  of su ba t om ic pa r t icles wit h
t h e wa y in  wh ich  t h e self m u st  bot h  be
individua l and pa r t  of groups, for  example. We
ca n  a ls o con s id e r  t h is  d u a l i t y  t o be
character ist ic par t icle behavior . Perhaps th is is
a n  in dica t ion  of a  lim it ed ch oice of iden t it y
when  given  a  specific labora tory environmen t
in  which  to manifest?
T he Cell.
 Developing a  modern  descr ipt ion  of a  cell,
"The New Biology" quotes Pau l Weiss, "There
is  a  m a jor  fla w, h owever , in  t h e a n a logy
between  a  cell and a  man-made factory. While
in  the la t t er , both  bu ilding and mach inery a re
perma nen t  fixtu r es, est a blished once a nd for
a ll, many of the cor responding subun it s in  the
system of the cell a re of ephemera l exist ence--
in  t h e sen se t h a t  t h ey a r e con t in u ou sly or
per iodica lly dissembled and rebu ilt , yet  a lways
ea ch  a ccor din g t o t h eir  k in d a n d s t a n da r d
pa t t er n . In  con t r a st  t o a  m a ch in e, t h e cell
in t er ior  is heaving and churn ing a ll t he t ime;
the posit ions of granu les or  other  deta ils in  the
picture, therefore, denote just  momentary way-
st a t ion s, a n d t h e differ en t  sh a pes of sa cs or
tubu les sign ify on ly the degree of t heir  filling
a t  t he momen t . The on ly t h ing t ha t  r ema ins
predict a ble a midst  t he er r a t ic st ir r ing of t he
molecu la r  popu la t ion  of the cytopla sm and it s
su bs t r u ct u r es  is  t h e  over a ll  pa t t er n  of
dynamics tha t  keeps the componen t  act ivit ies
in  definable bounds of order ly rest ra in t s. These
bou n ds  a ga in  a r e  n ot  t o be  viewed  a s
mechanica lly fixed st ructures, bu t  as boundary
conditions set  by the dynamics of the system as
a  whole.”
T he Universe.

And in  t erms of tha t  encompassing whole,
t h e  u n iver s e , we h a ve  a t  p r es en t  t wo
in t er est in g scen a r ios . In  E ver et t 's  "pa r a llel
u n ive r s e " in t e r p r e t a t ion  of q u a n t u m
m ech a n ics, we see a  u n iver se t h a t  con t a in s
wit h in  it self a  va st  va r iet y of a lt er n a t ives,
depending on  the choices made by those living
wit h in  it  wh o a r e a ble t o ch oose a lt er n a t ive
act ions. While such  a  complex field of m ultiple
selves upset s many physicist s, it  has not  been
dispr oved. Alt er n a t ively, we ca n  look  a t  ou r
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un iver se in  more or thodox t erms, an  all-there-
is com pr ised of a n  evolvin g com plexit y of
spa ce-t im e, a n d  obser ve t h a t  it s  in t er n a l
na tu re (in  the form of ga laxies, sola r  systems,
et c.) is  it self evolvin g over  eon s, wh ile s t ill
being a un iverse: subpersona lit ies of a  self on  a
cosmic sca le.

Esote ric  Ide as  on  th e  Se lf
In  or t h odox esot er ic t h eor y t h er e is  a

com for t in g s im plicit y a t  fir s t  r ea din g. Th e
(human) per sona lit y is a  t h r eefold expression
of t h e sou l, wh ich  in  t u r n  is  a  t h r eefold
expression  of spir it , or  monad. On ly or thodox
Buddhism sounds a  warn ing note: tha t  there is
essen t ia lly no self, ju st  a s t her e is no simple
God. Th er e is , in st ea d, m er ely a  cor u sca t in g
pa t t ern  of though t s, emot ion  and act ion  which
wh en  u sed t oget h er  seem  t o m a ke u p a  self.
Never theless, r einca rna t ion  is st ill inevit able,
u n t il fu ll en ligh t en m en t  is  r ea ch ed! Th e
pa r a dox of n o self a s su ch , bu t  som e sor t  of
consisten t  reincarna t ion , is not  easily resolved.

Most  esot er ic psych ology t oda y is  dea lt
with  in  either  a st rologica l t erms, or  by ca lling
on  t h e "seven  r a y" syst em  of Alice Ba iley.
Ba iley provides a  list ing of t he psychologica l
effect s of t h ese "r a ys", plu s a n  exa m ple of a
human individua l with  a  cer ta in  ray profile, to
show how it  migh t  work ou t .2 Given  a  cer t a in
em ph a s is  ("pola r iza t ion ") of on e s t a t e  of
con sciou sn ess  over  a n ot h er , yet  t a k in g t h e
ot h er s in t o a ccou n t , a  pa t t er n  of t h e cu r r en t
st a t e of a ffa ir s , wit h  in dica t ion s for  fu t u r e
development , can  be der ived. In  th is approach
we see t h e con s is t en cy of selfh ood bein g
recogn ized, with  t he poten t ia l for  change and
growth  implied.

By con t rast , when  we look a t  more modern
m a t er ia l, we s ee  em ph a s ized  m or e  t h e
flexibility and open-endedness of consciousness
a n d t h e h u m a n  self. We r ea d, for  exa m ple:
"Ego r ises ou t  of wha t  you  a re, in  other  words.
I t  is  a  pa r t  of t h e a ct ion  of you r  bein g a n d
con sciou sn ess, bu t  a s t h e eye ca n n ot  see it s
own sh ift ing colors and expressions, as it  is not
aware t ha t  it  lives and dies const an t ly a s it s
a tomic st ructure changes, so you  a re not  aware
tha t  t he ego con t inua lly changes, dies and is

reborn”.
 "So psychologica l st ructures form to which

va r iou s  n a m es  a r e given . Th e n a m es  a r e
mean ingless, bu t  t he st ructu res beh ind t hem
a r e n ot . Su ch  psych ologica l s t r u ct u r es  a lso
r e t a in  t h e ir  id en t i t y, t h e ir  p a t t e r n  of
u n iq u e n e s s ,  e ve n  w h i le  t h e y  ch a n ge
constan t ly, die and a re r eborn ." Sou ls a re a lso
crea t ive psych ic st ructu res, ever -changing and
yet  a lways r et a in ing individua l in t egr ity, and
a ll a r e depen den t  on e u pon  t h e ot h er . Sou ls
make up the life of the en t ity, in  those terms.”8

In  both  of t hese approaches, old and new,
there is a lso t he idea  possession  or  obsession ,
t h e wa y in  wh ich  idea s  a n d em ot ion s  ca n
m a gn et ica lly a t t r a ct  ot h er s of like ilk , even
u lt ima tely self-aware en t ir e st ructu res wh ich
then  t ake over  the or igina l ego and effect ively
pu sh  it  ou t  of con t r ol. Th is , wh ile fa r  less
common than  popula r  fascina t ion  with  the idea
wou ld in dica t e, does sh ow a ga in  h ow open -
ended yet  specific the self can  be.2

Con sis te n cy  an d Ch an ge
All of t h is , obviou s ly, is  des ign ed  t o

encourage readers to explore r esponsibly their
sense of self, and to get  a  feel for  not  ju st  t he
r a n ge of t h eir  con sciou sn ess, bu t  a lso wh a t
J ane Rober t s ca lls the "contours of the psyche"-
-t h e  over a ll  n a t u r e  of you r  own  in n er
landscape. Yet  the Buddhist  pa radox remains--
wit h  a ll t h is  flexibilit y, in clu din g a  possible
feedba ck  wit h  a lt er n a t e selves , wh y do so
m a n y of u s  go on  feelin g obst in a t ely like
"ourselves"?

 The modern  esoter ic approach  would say it
comes from wha t  it  ca lls "belief st ructu res", in
par t icu la r  their  rela t ive st rengths, and thereby
t h eir  per sist en ce, or  con sist en cy. E ven  if t h e
self is r ecr ea t ed momen t  by momen t , even  if  
alternative selves are brought  in to exper ien t ia l
focu s, t h e m or e st r on gly cer t a in  beliefs  a r e
h eld, t h e m or e r igidly t h ey will cen sor  ot h er
ava ilable possibilit ies, and so lead to consisten t
behavior  pa t t erns. Where beliefs or  pr inciples
a r e more ea sily held, or  seen  a s less crucia l,
a lt erna te opt ions can  presen t  themselves, even
apparen t  pa radoxes, and be accepted as par t  of
the la rger  dim ensions of the conscious self.  3c; 8
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A Spe ctru m  of P e rspe ctive s
Bot h  Ba iley a n d Rober t s , t h en , pr esen t

essen t ia lly t he sa me ca se, bu t  fr om differ en t
per spect ives. Both  suggest  selves, or  st a t es of
con sciou sn ess  a ble  t o gr ow a n d  expa n d ,
u lt imately r igh t  away from their  or igina l sta te.
Bot h  a lso see a  con s is t en cy, or  in t egr it y,
ma in t a ined by a  "belief st ructu re" on  the one
h a n d, or  a n  a wa r en ess "pola r ized in  a  given
vehicle " of specific ray or  ast rologica l qua lit ies,
on  the other .

Most  of t he cu r r en t  esot er ic focus follows
t h ese  t wo lin es  of t h ou gh t , wh ich  a r e
essen t ia lly one line of though t , and a s we can
see, they t ie in  fa ir ly well with  cur ren t  models
of p e r s on a l i t y-ba s ed  s e l fh ood  bot h  in
psych osyn t h es is  a n d  cogn it ive psych ology.
Wh ile t h e n a t u r e of con sciou sn ess  r em a in s
elu sive in  a ll t h ese a ppr oa ch es, scien t ific or
esot er ic, t h e qu a lit ies a ssocia t ed wit h  it  a r e
ver y s im ila r ; a  d yn a m ic a b il i t y t o be
r ea son a bly con sis t en t  yet  a lt er a ble, u n der
a ppr opr ia t e  con d it ion s . An d  in  a ll t h ese
approaches, too, it  seems tha t  it  is our  choice of
h ow fa r  or  h ow fa st  t o go, in  ou r  sea r ch  for
growth  and the meaning of the self.

R ich ard  Flyn n , w h o resid es in  Cam brid ge,
E n glan d , is  a  Ch em ist  w ith  a  part icu lar
in terest  in  th e pract ical applicat ion  of th e
principles of esotericism  to science.
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