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Editorial 

Levels .and Organization of Consciousness 
(~eorientation, Hypotheses Related to Psychiatry) 

Consciousness, as a concept and as a phenomenon is getting more and more to 
bc denied ,nepted andncglccted by the majority of psychinvisls and psychologists. 

This denial, as shown by Ey (1978) is fulfilled through different r~ductionistic 
approaches by: 

1 - considering consciousness as purely subjective experience. 
2- reducing consciousness to a simple property or function c.allcd wakclulncss. 
It is rather negated by : 
1- being inflated to such degree that it becomes lost in the generality of the supre- 

macy of physical life by being assimilated exclusively in the higher level (reflective 
and creative thought) whether one defines it by the self or personality or confuses it 
with praxis and ethic (Monl consciousness). 

2- d i s sWq 3t in a network of existential relationship (Hiedger) or impersonal 
structure (structuralism ) . 

In a previous insight (Rakhawy 1980) the author considered consciousness as the 
vital matrix of mental life where other circumscribed discrete psychological func- 
tions couldfind its place and activity . This seems to me, by now, as splitting the 
complex vital organization into a figure and ground. As this concept is put into test 
in my clinical practice it has also proven to be a sort of oversimplification. 

Consciousness is to be considcrcd as part and parcel of any included phenomenon. 
As transitory step, I come to define consciousness for now as: consciousness is 
the structuring of a given organizarion into i u  specific wholeness at a f i d  moment. 
If this hsts for sometime and becomes able to be ready to reorganize itself nearly in 
the same pattern every now and again then consciousness acquires some relative de- 
lineated e&y that wonh a relatively stable term like level or organization . 

This reorientation approaches parallel trials to delineate consciousness in terms of 
relations and organizations. For instance Ey (1978) describes consciousness 
as:the organization ofthe system of vital relations which binds the subject to orhers 
and the world. 

It is not right to state that one has (or does not have) such quality of being con- 
scious. One is but a conscious whole at a certain level through a particular experi- 
ence. Ey, again, has put it as such: ".. to be conscious is to live the uniqueness of 
one's experience while tran$orming it into the universality of one's knowledge ". 

Thus consciousness is both a process and a holistic organization at the same 
time. It is also an experiential, relating and cognitive mode of being in the world 
in a particular quality towards some definite goal ( not necessarily well delineated or 
known). As such we can speak about levels of consciousness . 
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I,cvcls of consciousness: 
7 ' 1 ~  term level hcrc is to rcfcr to boh a tcmporal as wcll as a modc of organizing 

at a ccrtain "how ofcxi~lcncc" (cxpcricncc). During evolution (and then dcvcln~mcnt) 
this has bccn cs~blishcd at diffcrcnt s ~ c s  of cvolution to scrve ccrtain life dcmands 
at a particular epoch. The arrangcmcnt of such organizations is not the last  simple. 
A single expcriencc could bc rcprcscnlcd and arranged at various lcvels in different di- 
mcrlsions simultaneously. Also cxisling organizations (consciousncsses) do inter- 
act, altemm and intermingle according to the prc-existing structure as wcll as the 
dctcnining activating variables. At this stlgc one can say that consciousncss is 
sorc  ready to unfold whole organization as wcll as it is the actual mode of existing 
and relaling in almost every expcriencc. 

For tllc sake of dcscription, onc has to inuoducc various dimcnsions indcpcndcnt- 
IY. 

1- The structural hierarchical level . 
The ncrvous systcm as a wholc and the central ncrvous systcm in particular is ar- 

ranlged in dcfinite well organized hierarchy that corresponds to the evolution, both 
phylogenetically and ontogenetically. This has been vcry much cmphasizcd by 
Hugling Jackson. Such organizational disciplinc is not simply a c l o s ~  mode ol ar- 
ranjng the individual's: "Consciousness exists between the life of lhc organism and 
thal system of reality which man must construct in ordcr to adapt himsclf to reality." 

""he mode of unfolding such structural organization is not simply repetition of an 
already made organization neilher it is temporarily influenced by the interaction with 
cxtcmal factors. It is a process of continuous modification and reorganization accord- 
ing to the transactions and dialect of active vwiablcs. To quote Ey again here: " the 
gcnesis of consciousncss follows the dialect of experience ". 

For the sakc of description we have to accept some sort of approximation to un- 
derstand how organizations (levels of consciousness) arc hierarchically arranged. The 
go:l of this scction is not the least to define different lcvcls along the hierarchy. It is 
enough to show that then: are old ,oldcr and oldest levcls of organizations as well as 
rco:nt ones on various depths. The so called ego states (Eric Bem, 1975). schizoid, 
paranoid,depressive positions (object relation theorists e.g. Guntrip 1968) or soli- 
tary, aggrcssivc and ambivalent brains (Rakhawy, 1979) correspond to this or that 
lcv :l of consciousness hierarchically organized . 

:!- Parallel levels of consciousness 
Adopting tf,c idea of be  axial organization of thought chains as a central idea par- 

alcllized with nearer goal-ideas of shorter destiny could be translated in terms of con- 
sciousncss. At a fixed moment some central (goal) idea cxists to achicve a particular 
meaningful goal. Simultaneously there are some parallel goal-ideas as well that go 
along wilh the main cenml ideas whether to be included ultimately into it or to bc 
ready to rcplacc it. This depends on the d e p c  and extent of alicnated activity going 
on at the moment. At a particular moment any information could be prmsscd si- 
multaneously at different parallel axial level of thc system ready to process. Under 
o p ~  imum conditions these levcls arc interconnected and lcd by lhc main central idca 
in i1 particular moment to a pxlicular goal (not necessarily wilhin thc rcach of aware- 

Egypt. J. Psychial 152. July 1992 151 



ness). If this is not the case we can expect a normal or abnormal alienation to set in. 
Reduplication of this second way of organization with the first we can assume 

that each hierarchical level of organization has its parallel disciplines at the same 
time. 

3- Concentric level 
If we come to see now the extent of conscious organizations we can find that it is 

also arranged in concentric manner. This could start from any limited cenbral focus to 
extend out to beyond whatever we can reach even through imagination. To take one 
dimension we can start by body sensation level of consciousness extending to the so 
called self, society (through and through all its circles: family,work, country,world, 
race, the cosmos and beyond. Usually the inner (more central) has the potentialities, 
landmarks and is representing the outer and the outer includes the inner some way or 
another (under optimum harmonious conditions). 

Interaction between levels of consciousness: 
Again, for the sake of description we are going to present any one level of con- 

sciousness as if it could be independent and working in one direction at a time. 
This is, of course, neither practically possible nor logical. The inter-relation and in- 
teractions between such levels are too complex to describe. We can only refer to 
some possible hypothesis as they emerge, phenomenologically in clinical practice as 
valid hypotheses. 

Level of consciousness. at any dimension, could interact with each other in many 
ways 

1- Alternation The most illustrating example is the alternation between the 
level of consciousness of sleep with that of wakefulness. Also alternation between 
REM sleep and NREM sleep. Alternation does not mean that one level completely 
replaces the other but that one level is definitely leading (dominating) at a time, then 
the other. This type of relation could be demonstrated in relation to any mode of or- 
ganization (hierarchical axial etc..). For instance, in Eric Bern terms(1975) alterna- 
tion between ego states in appropriate situations is a healthy way of fulfilling the 
need of each egestate in the proper time and proper setting.The pathological version 
of such relation is to be found in periodical illnesses in general . 

2-Confrontation . This term needs special attention since it does not refer to a 
definite conflict, contradiction, competition or stable (stationary) compromise. It 
does not exclude any of these, but it refers mainly to the type of inter-relation be- 
tween two (or more) levels where each one faces the other in a mobile dialogue (not 
dialect).This necessitates that Lhe two confronting (relatively opposing) forces are 
strong enough to continue together, at least for some time, in this confrontation 
mode of relating. The pathological version of this relation is to be found in manic 
depressive illness depressive type and to a lesser extent mixed type. 

3- Compromise:: This type of relation refers to some stable agreement between 
the two opposing forces. There is neither dialogue or dialect nor conflict or active 
confrontation. Opposing forces (consciousness/es) have come to some agreement 
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that seems to satisfy both of them, at least in pan This occurs an the expense of 
the natural movement towards growth. Closed circular conflicts and completely 
stable repetitive scripts are types of this compromise relation. Two forms of compro- 
m ise reIation worth mentioning: exclusion and inclusion types. 

a) In exclusion one level almost permanently dominates the other (s). This sta- 
bldity is what has made w consider this mode of relation as some sort of compro- 
mise. The excluded level is not inert or actually submissive. Perhaps it is passively 
pxticipating in such exclusion. In other words exclusion occurs only on behavioral 
rather than structuraI level. 

b) Inclusion is another form of compromise where one level seems to include the 
other and thus fulfills its requirements instead. This is also a relatively stable rela- 
tion. 

This type of relations is to be found pathologically in what is called personality 
disorder. 

4-Break through : One level of consciousness emerges through the other. It 
does not supplement or exclude the other. It is not conflicting with, neither confront- 
ing the other. Although it goes along with the other it neither apes to a compro- 
mise nor confronts into a real dialogue. Ultimately it is far from going through a 
synthetic relation with the other although it is to be considered as the frrst step in 
such process( the process of dialectic integration ). 

Although it does not m m  except partly, the RENl emerging through the M E M  
sleep is traditionally called emerging consciolcsness . It is both emerging and alter- 
nating. Another example is the emerging consciousness during prolonged running 
therapy particularly in a group.This is usually recorded where qualitative changes of 
perception is noticed. It also happens during certain early moments of illumination 
in the creative process whether it ends in creation or not 

At a pathological level we can notice this type of relation in early psychoses with 
qualitative perceptual changes particularly in the form of depersonalization and dereal- 
i zation (such as the so called incipient schizophrenia, some manic and depressive ill- 
r,ess depressive type and some subacute paranoid states ... etc.). 

5- Synthesis: The ultimate of any of the above mentioned relation, under opti- 
mum conditions for growth, is to have some chance sometimes to relate with each 
other in a synthetic way. In other words all other relations are some temporary stay- 
i ng~  until favourable conditions permit this dialectic growth relation (synthesis).In 
this relation, levels tend to oppose, contradict each other in an active complementary 
penetrating way at a time. It starts by dislodgement of any compromise relation. 
Alternation becomes less complete. It passes some more steps beyond breaking 
through and confrontation.. The outcome is usually construction of some new level 
of consciousness (higher unit of organization) as if it is some sort of qualitative re- 
birth experience. If this is properly established, it is hardly reversible. It may corre- 
qmnd to what Ey calls "autostructuring of the self". 



Practical application of such reorientation in psychiatric prac- 
tice: 

Psychiatric practice includes bolh ways of interaction and inter-relation of levels of 
consciousness. Too much emphasis on control and adaptation through the use of 
long term overtranquilization or suppressive therapies could be act as some sort of 
static contamination of levels of consciousness. This is not contraindicated or hazard- 
ous all the time& could be considered as an essential step in a long term therapeutic 
plan. 11 could also be indicated whenever frccing growth march is impossible or &n- 
g m s .  

On the othcr hand in many growth oricntcd activities the tcndcncy Lo achieve co- 
herence through intricate complex teleological organization is a declared or more 
commonly an implicit activity. Higher units of organization are but higher levels of 
consciousness resulting from proper dialectic synthesis through genuine growth. 
This could not bc achieved unlcss some sort of orientation is working phenomeno- 
logically along the basic integrating processes in health and disease. 

In intensive psychiatric therapies (such as some marathon encounter groups, sleep 
depivation therapy, prolonged running therapy) the available dislodgement of various 
levels of consciousness lends to facilitate proper alternation and ultimately inrep- 
tion between such levels into higher units of consciousness. This is the basis of radi- 
cal qualitative changes of personality which is the only guarantee against relapse and 
deterioration. Most profound therapeutic activities are trials to go along with the nat- 
ural biorhythm and the corresponding therapeutic activation/ranquilization rhythm 
(Rakhawy 1986) to achieve such goal. 

Y.T. Rakhawy 
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