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To answer the question “What is Consciousness?”, 

we need to understand our relationship with it. 

And to understand that relationship, we need to 

understand how we develop as people. That's 

because who we see ourselves as being 

determines our relationship with and thus 

perception of consciousness. To use an analogy, if 

we want to know a house, we get to know the 

rooms and step outside and see the house as a 

whole. Similarly, to know consciousness, we get to 

know its facets and then see it from outside of 

itself. That may seem impossible but I'll explain 

how shortly.

Understanding consciousness not only allows us to 

understand who we are but also the fundamental 

principles that underly the universe. 

What is Consciousness?

Buckland 



In the Beginning

To put development in context, let's 
start with birth. When we're first 
born, the focus of our development is 
on the senses and motor activity. We 
learn to perceive and interpret the 
world, to walk and to talk. We then 
shift to desires and basic emotions 
with the “terrible twos.” As we reach 
school years, the mind becomes the 
focus. During the teens, the intellect 
engages and we're able to explore 
abstract thought. These stages 
(A l e xande r ) c o r r e spond w i t h 
cognitive (Piaget), ego (Loevinger) 
and moral (Kohlberg) development 
studied in psychology.

Notice how the leading edge of 
development dominates at each 
stage. Also, note how each stage is 
progressively more subtle and 
abstract but equally, more powerful 
and inclusive. Each stage sets the 
context for how we see ourselves, 
others, and the world. While we may 
have become used to our own way of 
seeing the world, we've not seen it 
this way for large sections of our 
lives.

M a n y a d u l t s b e g i n s t a l l i n g 
development here in what Loevinger 
called the “conventional” stages such 

as in “conformist” and “self-aware.” 
But some continue into “post-
conventional” development. First 
comes the more subtle feelings and 
in tu i t i on . Then we reach the 
i n d i v i d u a l e g o i t s e l f . T h i s 
development allows what Maslow 
described as self-actualization.

Given that up to this point, our states 
of consciousness (waking, dreaming, 
and sleeping) are directed by brain 
functions, it's natural to assume all of 
consciousness is the same. Also, our 
subjective reality is often seen as 
unreliable and imaginary while what 
we can sense and measure seems 
real. Seeing is believing. 



However, to really understand 
consciousness, we have to go quite 
a bit deeper. Each time we change a 
state of consciousness, like falling 
asleep, we briefly go into a kind of 
neutral gear. We shift out of one 
state before going into the next. 
This neutral gear is a moment of 
pure consciousness. Normally, we 
don't notice this due to its brevity 
and the “noise” in our physiology. 
B u t i f w e c u l t u r e p u r e 
consciousness or samadhi through 
meditation, it becomes quite 
apparent. Take away the busy mind 
and emotions and we're left with 
silent awareness. We can begin to 
recognize that consciousness itself 
a c tua l l y unde r l i e s a l l o the r 
experiences and states.

Psychology has begun to study ego 
transcendence or transpersonal 
stages of development, partly 
because of the influence of eastern 
thought, but also because now 

t h e r e a r e f a r m o r e p e o p l e 
experiencing “higher states” or 
stages than in the past. This is due 
both to the many millions of people 
who meditate and the effect of 
that: rising world consciousness. 
Millions of people enlivening pure 
consciousness every day enlivens it 
for everyone as it's a common, 
shared field. People with no known 
history of practice are having 
profound shifts too.

Higher Stages

Going beyond the individual ego-
sense moves us into several stages 
of development of consciousness 
itself. First as the observer, then 
with the observation of the world 
becoming, and then united as 
oneness. Then we move into stages 
beyond consciousness.

Given that scientists are typical 
members of the population but with 
developed intellects, it's not a big 
surprise that mainstream science views 
consciousness as an unpredicted 
byproduct of brain functioning.

Consciousness



First as the observer, then 

with the observation of the 

world becoming, and then 

united as oneness.



These stages of consciousness may 
be a new field in the west but it's 
one with a rich history in the east. 
However, history is full of lost 
understanding. A great teacher or 
revivalist comes along with not only 
the understanding but also the 
means for people to have the direct 
experience themselves. For several 
hundred years, there are many 
a d e p t s a n d m u c h a d va n c e d 
development. Buddha, Jesus, 
Shankara, and many others light the 
pages of history. However, with time 
and generations, the means are 
s omehow d i s t o r t e d and t h e 
development withers. Within a few 
generations, the understanding 
becomes conceptual rather than 
lived and then becomes dogma. 
What was once alive becomes 
instruction into what to believe. This 
is true of many of our traditions and 
religions today, east and west. The 
t ru th i s the re bu t i t ' s been 
misunderstood by minds trying to 
understand what they have not 
e x p e r i e n c e d . H o w c a n y o u 
understand the taste of a dragon 
fruit if you've never eaten fruit?

Puberty is a good example. The 
same underlying process unfolds for 
all to the same general result. But 
how it is experienced varies widely 
and it helps to have a sense of 
what's going on. While there are 
many experiences and sub-stages 
that may arise, the first major stage 
is known as Self Realization or 
Cosmic Consciousness. In this stage, 
we shift from identification with the 
individual self or ego to the cosmic 
Self. Other traditions may refer to 
this as a shift to no-self. Many 
describe things like “awakening to 
their true nature.” The inner 
awakeness of consciousness is 
continuous throughout the daily 
cycles of waking and sleep. We are a 
witness or observer to all and ever 
awake, even in deep sleep. Science 
confirms that in witnessing sleep 
state, the EEG alpha waves of 
alertness are blended in with the 
delta waves of deep sleep.

As with any human development, the 
process is not linear and tidy but rather 

unfolds uniquely for each person. 



We are a witness or observer to all 

and ever awake, even in deep sleep. 

Consciousness



This shift is often characterized by a 
sense of freedom or liberation and 
being unlimited or boundless. We are 
a deep inner peace and silence. As 
the lively edge of consciousness is 
bliss, a profound inner happiness will 
arise. Thus, it is the Buddhist 
nirvana or sat chit ananda, absolute 
bliss consciousness. As noted above, 
this unfolds in steps uniquely for 
each person.

Another characteristic of this stage is 
that we now know ourselves as 
unchanging, limitless being. The 
inner world is stable and real and the 
outer world comes to be seen as an 
illusion or mirage. Thus it can 
reverse our sense of what is real.

For a long time, it has been thought 
that such development was a high 
ideal, only possible with many 
lifetimes of arduous practice and 
austerity. However, t imes are 
changing. Many thousands of people 
have had this shift in recent years 
and the numbers are growing 
rapidly. For example, there are now 
several weekly interview shows that 
chat with the “ordinary awakened.” 
Most such people are quietly going 
on with their lives, deepening into 
silence and bliss. But if the millions 
of meditators are having the effect 
they are, imagine the effect of 
thousands enlivening consciousness 
all the time.

Coming back to the open ing 
question, we now know ourselves as 
consciousness but what is it? Those 
living this may have a nice answer 
like “limitless aware being.” But even 
here, we are still inside the house, 
getting to know the rooms of 
consciousness. Many beautiful 
expressions of this stage exist but all 
point only to the lived experience, 
not the deeper source of it.

Living this stage, we are effectively 
meditating 24-7. Progress often 
rapidly accelerates. A new stage 
dawns as the focus of development 
shifts to the refinement of perception 
and the awakening of the heart. In 
ayurvedic terms, we are living atman 
(Self) so now we develop more 
sattva (purity/clarity).

While the prior and later stages start 
with a realization or shift in our 
sense of who we are, this stage can 
begin earlier or later and has its 
realization at the climax instead, 
after the next stage of unity. 

This climax is 
known as God 
Realization.



All those layers of the world between 
the source of thought in consciousness 
and physical objects gradually become 
known: sound/vibration, geometry, 
fields, and form. We come to literally 
experience that the fine vibrations in 
consciousness that give rise to 
thoughts and feelings are the same 
fine vibrations that give rise to form 
and the apparently solid world. With 
our senses, we perceive quantum 
mechanics in action and watch and 
hear the world being continuously 
formed before us. The world shifts 
from being seen as an illusion to 
being recognized as Lila, a play of 
the divine.

We may infer from this that 
consciousness IS the unified field 
of physics. However, let's be a 
little more precise. The lively 
inner surface of consciousness is 
known subjectively as universal 
mind and objectively as the 
unified field from which quantum 
fluctuations of the vacuum arise. 

As such, it is universal mind that is the 
subjective equivalent to the unified 
field. But universal mind is non-
separate from consciousness, just as 
waves are one with the ocean. We 
could say this is the difference 
between surface dynamics and the 
quiet depths. In fact, this field is often 
described subjectively as an infinite 
golden ocean. To quote Donovan's 
song, “There is an ocean of vast 
proportion, And she flows within 
ourselves.”

“There is an ocean of vast 

p r o p o r t i o n , A n d s h e 

flows within ourselves.”

We may infer from this 
that consciousness IS the 

unified field of physics. 



These fine levels we're getting to 
know directly are where artists find 
the i r muse and sc ient i s ts get 
breakthroughs. You've undoubtedly 
had some experience of getting 
“ d o w n l o a d s ” o r a s u d d e n 
understanding or “aha!” This stage is 
like that, only more so. Unlike 
occasional experiences, once a value 
opens to you it remains available at all 
times. More and more values or 
“rooms” open to our perception. It is 
the awakening of the inner guru.

In this phase, there are two primary 
modes . Th rough the i n t e l l e c t 
(impersonal) we experience and 
understand the fundamental laws and 
principles of nature. Through the heart 
(personal), we see these same laws 
personified, hence the many ancient 
stories of gods dreaming the world 
into existence and angels managing 
creation. The mode is just a chosen 
orientation. Each mode has its 
advantages.

We can see that this phase is the most 
variable subjectively due to the wide 
range of prior refinement, orientation, 
cultural factors, mode, and simply 
where we put our attention. In the 
mind-dominated west, the refinement 
i s o f ten happen ing la ter than 
historically. But in any case, the 
profound love and intelligence at the 
foundation of creation becomes 
unmistakably recognized.

Personalized, the love and intelligence 
are described as the divine Mother-
creator and Father watching over. In 
the east, they are Shakti and Shiva. 
From them, Narayana (first born) and 
all experience and creation arise. In 
this, you may recognize a variation of 
the Holy Trinity of Christianity. In 
other words, not just something to 
believe but something that can be 
directly experienced.

The next stage is a recognition by the 
intellect. That pure consciousness I 
am is directly cognized to be the same 
as what underlies the world. We don't 
just experience the two are the same 
- we become both as one. We step 
beneath the waves and recognize the 
common ocean. The intellect turns 
from looking out and dividing to 
looking in and joining. As the 
Upanishads put it, “I am That, Thou 
art That, all this is That, That alone 
Is.” This stage is known as Unity 
Consciousness.

Unity is characterized by oneness or 
non-duality, right on the surface. 
When we touch an object, we feel 
both the object and, as the object, 
feel being touched. We are both and 
they are one and the same, differing 
only in superf ic ial appearance. 
W h a t e v e r w e e x p e r i e n c e i s 
p rogress i ve l y j o ined i n to one 
wholeness, including such things as 
the aforementioned Trinity.



As the Upanishads put it, 

“I am That, Thou art That, all this is That, That alone Is.”

This stage is known as Unity Consciousness



Fewer people have reached this 
s tage in the recent wave of 
awakening and there is some 
confusion about its existence as 
some teachers have not recognized 
it yet. But with time awake, this will 
unfold for many and become more 
clear. The traditions of Zen, Tantra 
and Vedanta still recognize it.

 But we're still inside the house, in 
atman. At this point, we come to 
recognize that consciousness is 
internally aware of itself both 
globally (omnipresently) and at 
every point within itself. We as 
humans could be said to have a 
vantage from one of those points.
As we approach the next stage, we 
come to the “edge” of the cosmic 
Self or consciousness itself. We are 
stepping out of consciousness 
looking in on itself. One point of 
awareness is then able to look 
beyond itself and see consciousness 
becoming. This may seem nonsense 
to prior stages - how can something 
that is boundless infinity and eternal 
have an outside edge? But as 

science tells us, there are infinities 
w i t h i n i n f i n i t i e s . A n d i f 
consciousness is always looking in 
on itself, what happens if we turn 
and look out?
From a unity perspective (not 
separate things), liveliness stirs 
alertness and it becomes aware. 
Awareness flows within itself. 
Curving back on itself, it recognizes 
itself. In that recognition is profound 
l o v e a n d t h e e n l i v e n i n g o f 
intelligence mentioned prior.

From this perspective, we can 
pe r ce i ve how cons c i ousnes s 
becomes and how all creation and 
experience arise out of the liveliness 
of consciousness. We can know the 
origins of the universe and time and 
space, and the nature of the 
quantum fluctuations of the field. 
While science may not have devices 
that can sense at such fine and large 
levels, scientists themselves have 
the ability to systematically discover 
them subjectively.

In the fullness of Unity, we can become 
f a m i l i a r w i t h a l l t h e r o o m s o f 
consciousness, plus its plumbing and 
wiring and thus, all facets of creation.

What then is 
Consciousness?



Consciousness
Finally, we've stepped 
out of the house and 
can see the whole of 
consciousness and its 
origins. We can say 
consciousness is the 
l ively f low of That 
within Itself . It is 
made of that which 
contains it. But that is 
a Unity perspective.



The next stage 
is Brahman

Just as we once transcended ego, 
now we transcend atman. Being 
beyond consciousness, it is no 
longer a state or stage of higher 
consciousness. We're talking 
about something beyond being or 
non-being, beyond even a notion 
of space or time, beyond all 
development to that point. 
Brahman is all of it and none of it, 
a totality greater than what has 
been known before. As the Tao 
says, the Tao that can be 
described is not the Tao.

These stages we've reviewed are 
no t a menta l “aha” o r an 
experience or mood but rather 
permanent major shifts in our 
relationship with that which 
contains all experiences. They are 
as distinct from each other as a 
teen is from a toddler.

All of this is simply the foundation 
of a lived stage of development. 
In the same way, puberty is the 
transition, not the lived state of 
adulthood. The old texts give us 
c l u e s t o f u l l y e m b o d i e d 

development. It is certainly well 
beyond our usual concepts of our 
potential, the nature of reality, 
and the breadth and diversity of 
life.

This is a necessari ly short 
overview of human potential and 
the nature of consciousness. Your 
mind may be quite unsatisfied 
with the answer but remember 
that consciousness is beyond 
mind. The mind cannot properly 
conceive of anything that has not 
yet been experienced. But if you 
use the general map, you'll find 
that sages and saints throughout 
the ages have spoken to and 
from the different stages in their 
own language. Just keep in mind 
where they're speaking from and 
who they were speaking to. The 
rea l i ty and resu l t ing t ruth 
depends it.

David F. Buckland 
Blog
 http://davidya.ca/

This is a necessarily short overview of 
human potential and the nature of 
consciousness.
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