
Unlocking the hidden mystery of the self and the other in our time! 

by Elizabeth Carmack 

Friday evening 24 July 2015, I was at the Rudolf Steiner Centre in Vancouver, Canada. I had 

come to listen to Bodo von Plato lecture on “Philosophy, Anthroposophy and Everyday 

Life.” The following morning we were asked to give a free interpretation of what the 

lecture had meant to us. My original quotation captured the essence of the process of inner 

transformation presented in the lecture and although originally formulated as a stream of 

consciousness statement, for the sake of grammatical accuracy and intellectual clarity it 

now takes a more complex form on the page. Asked to present my summary statement for 

purposes of publication I decided to write a detailed interpretation of Bodo von Plato's 

lecture. My text captures my understanding of the lecture, which remains faithful to 

interpreting the value of these ideas for our time.  

 

“Unlocking the hidden mystery of the self relies on the other. How does the secret self 

become known? What makes the individual unique? Often we develop a sense of our 

separate existence through experiencing how different we are from others. Feeling 

isolated, being ostracized, failing to belong or overwhelmed by inconsistencies within our 

own nature, we begin to forge the unique terms of our existence. In a moment of eclipse 

the secret self evolves through vulnerability to awaken to the necessity of community. In a 

social context we find common ground. Unexpected arguments can lead to catastrophe, but 

also develop clarity. Expectations of fairness perceive extreme injustice in the world, but 

also recognize good fortune in life. Although my sense of truth can be compromised by the 

world and others, as my inner reality diverges from anything known to me or anyone else, I 

experience my individuality as the very essence of my being.” Elizabeth Carmack 

 

The core of the individual as a unique emerging identity is constantly evolving. Ironically, 

sense of self often develops on account of sense of difference in relation to other/s. 

(Possibly add reference to Plato's sense of sameness and sense of difference!) Although we 

rarely if ever provide inner space or possess sufficient imagination for the differences in 

others to come to light, we feel compromised, if we are not given enough inner space for 

the expression of our own voice and values. Such double standards need to be clearly 

understood and consciously worked with so as to cultivate community based on freedom 



rather than subtle forms of psychological coercion and socio-ethical uniformity. Inclusion of 

the voice and values of the individual depends on active listening from others. Active 

listening leads to recognizing and cultivating difference. For example, rather than 

disapprove of an individual's thoughts, feelings and behaviour – see them as a manifestation 

of the individual's unique identity.  

 

Ironically the nihilistic conditions of modern day society are ideal terms for unlocking the 

secret self. For the individual living in conflict with the world and society, a sense of being 

different from others can be heightened. Such a dynamic interplay between the self and 

the world confirms that individual terms are being forged. Although difference catalyses 

conflict, which many judge on the surface as negative and destructive, conflict can 

cultivate individual terms, because disagreement can ultimately be positive and 

constructive. Disagreement can be seen from at least two points of view. Affirmation 

occurs for the individual expounding his/her truth, potentially opening the doors of 

perception in the other. For many people present day life appears to compromise our 

existence and alienate us from our values. However, for those who survive the negation of 

the sacred in our time, which many of us fear will cause our  spiritual extinction, seven 

inner developments can lead to affirmation of the self. 1. Inner Isolation, 2. Social 

Prejudice; 3. Inconsistencies and Contradictions; 4. Personal Vulnerability; 5. Articulating 

Differences; 6. Sense of Fairness and 7. Diverging Truths.      

 

Contrary to popular belief self realization from conflict is possible through inner dialogue 

with the self and social interaction with the world. The seven steps of self realization 

through conflict help transform  suffering into wisdom. Contact between the inner life of 

the individual and the unknown terms of the world can be abrasive, but can be transformed 

into something fruitful. Sometimes in affirmation the secret self of the individual can 

emerge in harmony within community, but as often as not the voice and values of the free 

individual challenge social expectations. In fact, the spirit of freedom often refuses to 

conform to social norms in very much the same way as the voice of the political dissident 

challenges the lockhold and tyranny of autocracy. For the free individual to be able to bring 

to expression the unique terms of his/her existence in the world, personal differences 

should not only be tolerated, but cultivated and valued. Forging individual terms means a 



person's inner life often emerges through conflict. The nihilistic terms we face in the world 

create opportunities of self knowledge by challenging the inner sanctuary of the soul. Social 

interaction can often threaten the inner voice and values of the individual. Although 

endorsement of difference from others can present us with sufficient freedom to explore 

our true inner nature, such affirmation from the outside does not always result in inner 

recognition of the individual's authentic self. Often simply recognizing how our personal 

limitations impede the inner make-up of another human being from emerging can unlock 

the hidden mystery of the secret self, acknowledging the unknown individual within. 

However, people still feel compelled to self-censor! Therefore, understanding how my 

expectations potenially impair a faithful expression of the other can help. Fear of rejection 

occurs because one has learnt that if one's true nature deviates too much from the social 

norm, one will be stigmatized. Rather than rouse social condemnation one denies one's 

inner being expression in an effort to save face. Such behaviour is far more common than 

one would like to admit. Although seen as an aberration by some, it simply reflects the 

narrow-mindedness of society and is a symptom of the widespread expectation for us to 

conform. If we sought contact with others with the heartfelt wish of discovering how 

different they are from us, honest self-disclosure could occur. Eliminating all forms of self-

censorship manifest as self-protective lying will transform artificial exchange into sincere 

encounter.    

 

1. Inner Isolation  

Inner isolation, although a source of suffering, means we are able to experience our 

existence as separate from the world. Although often quite painful on account of being 

accompanied by a strong sense of not belonging, being alone presents us with the creative 

confrontation of how to exist within our own terms and develop an inner framework. Jung 

perceives an individual's sense of isolation as the first inkling of personal freedom, which 

can awaken us to the source of freedom at the heart of our existence. Jung's concept of 

individuation, ie the process of becoming an individual begins within the context of inner 

isolation. 

 

2. Social Prejudice  

Social prejudice that discriminates against the other for being unknown to a group with a 



distinct set of mores, results in rejection and exclusion from an existing community, 

whereas isolation occurs on account of an existential crisis, in which our sense of difference 

arises from within our own being. Isolation separates us from the world on account of 

something inherent with our own nature, whereas social prejudice alienates through 

rejection from the outside. On account of noticeably diverging from cultivated social norms 

and expectations, an individual is ostracized for simply being different. In Camus's “The 

Outsider” the quality of the narrative voice intentionally arouses suspicion in the reader. 

The uncultured voice of the “narrative I” is an intentional aesthetic devise resulting in 

discrimination. Prejudice in the reader results in creating the social exile known to us as 

the outsider. Camus effectively reveals how unacknowledged silent prejudice can result in 

making an individual into a social outcast.  

 

3. Inconsistencies and Contradictions 

Oddly enough in spiritual communities subtle forms of criticism occur far more frequently 

than is recognized. On account of assumptions, condescension and intolerance the spiritual 

integrity of the newcomer is often judged quite wrongly. The active spiritual effort of the 

new individual in the group is often destroyed by the negative value judgements of the 

collective, who in the absence of humility are unable to identify their misjudgements. 

Rather than acknowledge the inconsistencies within their judgements they find fault with 

the other, thereby undermining the birth of the spirit in the one actively seeking truth. 

Such transference means one projects one's failings onto others. Perceiving the flaw in the 

other is an unacknowledged spiritual violation of sorts. A more enlightened position would 

be to recognize the flaw in one's criticism and thought. Simply seeing the beauty of such 

inconsistencies in the other and allowing them to coexist will set a precedent that unique 

spiritual terms cannot falsify the self. Social pressures force us to conform to false notions 

of ideal behaviour, which can alienate us from our true nature. Liberating the mind from 

misconceptions of ideal behaviour as a prerogative to validating the self in society needs to 

be challenged. Free beings naturally self-determine and self-initiate their own terms and 

for another person to judge the spiritual value of such is presumptuous. Schiller explains 

how human contact naturally goes through four stages of transformation. Human 

relationship starts with love and affirmation, then turns to criticism and rejection, matures 

with knowledge and recognition, but ultimately will fracture on account of witnessing the 



inconsistencies in oneself as contradictions in the other.           

 

4. Personal Vulnerability 

Personal vulnerability always exists, but an individual becomes all the more exposed 

through consciously and actively opening up within any personal interaction. As the world 

has become more dependent on electronic communication, people's behaviour has become 

far more anti-social. Today confessions within the context of social media, in stark contrast 

to the past, often result in further fracture, alienation and criticism. Electronic 

communication creates the illusion of being together and being perceived, and as a result 

the consequences of any criticism are not experienced because of the electronic 

disconnect. Personal vulnerability is understood far less now than in the past resulting in 

the individual taking fewer risks. In the absence of empathy or compassion, coupled with a 

fear of being challenged and threatened, self-disclosure rarely occurs. Trusting another out 

of a state of inner vulnerability results in integration of oneself in the world. Through 

making yourself vulnerable you open yourself up to your own humanity, as well as to the 

humanity of the other.   

 

5. Articulating Differences 

Should we stop arguing or not? Articulating differences can result in catastrophe, as well as 

clarity. Mental differences are underpinned by values, so the real difficulty arises when one 

or both individuals insist that their values are right and as a result insist that their 

convictions are right as well. Actively trying to understand the value of another approach or 

perspective can help eliminate conflict. However, evidence substantiated by examples can 

often result in creating objectivity within the argument, also providing common ground for 

further analysis even from completely incompatible perspectives. Argumentation does not 

need to lead to conflict, but can result in an informed position of greater clarity. Being 

presented with the inherent weaknesses of my own convictions should not result in my 

undoing. On the contrary, recognizing my weaknesses will ultimately make me all the more 

credible. Through informed argument one can overcome blind beliefs. 

 

6. Sense of Fairness   

Can one expect to be treated fairly? Lack of fairness in the world can exacerbate sense of 



injustice. Simply accepting an asymmetry of justice means people are forced to interpret 

the terms they face beyond an ethical framework. Why one individual appears to be 

burdened by injustice and tragedy facing intolerable hardship, whereas another is blessed 

by goodwill and providence remains an unknown mystery, often explained by some as 

“karma”. What is more, how one faces circumstance can transform external adversity into 

inner strength. Similarly when blessed with success, humility can eliminate the natural 

tendency of conceit. Although many people never get beyond a sense of injustice or 

blessing, understanding the wisdom behind such realities can help. Furthermore, 

compassionate understanding for people faced with suffering and hardship may be the only 

relief they experience from their crisis. Ironically all too often good luck in life inspires 

envy or resentment in others. Celebrating the good fortune of another as though it were 

your own is rare, but can happen within the context of love.  

 

7. Diverging Truths: Philosophy Seeks the Truth 

What is the truth? Does universal truth still exist or not? Will deferring to the truth of 

another compromise my own terms of truth and sense of reality? Moving from truth as an 

absolute to seeking truth as a process not only eliminates conflict, but encourages the 

individual to remain faithful to his/her true nature and inner being. Different deeds are 

necessary to cultivate different individuals. Thinking is a real deed. Authenticity in life 

allows me to be faithful to myself!  

 

              To thine own self be true,  
  And it must follow, as the night the day,  
  Thou canst not then be false to any man.  

         Shakespeare Hamlet I, iii 
 


