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Editorial 
 
As I reflect on them, I find the topics addressed in both sections of this issue are truly 

inspiring, in their breadth and their creators’ motivations for offering them. Consistent with IR’s 
purpose as a forum for new thought, research, and praxis, the theme of the peer reviewed section 
is the advancement of fields of study and their applications. This theme takes shape as articles 
lay foundations for advancing the application of developmental psychology through more 
rigorous standards, break new pedagogical ground in the use of intersubjective forms of 
contemplative practice, and reposition phenomenology within integral theorizing and in its own 
field. In the section of editorially reviewed works, the span continues to range over diverse 
horizons. Those horizons offer a way to understand the added value an integral approach offers 
education and what sets it apart from other progressive educational practices, an interview with a 
pioneer in the evolutionary consciousness movement, artistic creations inspired by three of the 
texts in this issue, a book review, and a report from the field using recently published praxis,  and 
finally a tour through the history of transcendence and its profound influence on some of the 
icons of Western culture. This whirlwind scan of the contents of this issue shows the power and 
broad ranging influence that integral thought is able to take.  

 
We begin this issue with Zak Stein and Katie Heikkinen’s Models, Metrics, and Measurement 

in Developmental Psychology. This article addresses growing concerns about quality issues in 
the application of developmental psychology. To unpack the dimensions involved, the authors 
distinguish between developmental models (explanatory or descriptive) and metrics (calibrated 
or soft measures) and the quality-control parameters of validity and reliability. They also relate 
models and metrics to different types of quality-control devices, and reveal why there is a need 
for more rigor in the field. We believe this article lays a solid foundation for continuing the 
discussion about how the field of developmental psychology might ensure that researchers and 
practitioners advance the application of developmental psychology in our world with 
consciously-deployed levels of quality. The authors and Integral Review invite responses to this 
article to carry forward the conversation. 

 
Next, Olen Gunnlaugson contributes Establishing Second-Person Forms of Contemplative 

Education: An Inquiry into Four Conceptions of Intersubjectivity. This work is part of 
Gunnlaugson’s doctoral research into the growing field of contemplative education practices. He 
delves into the works of Martin Buber, Thich Nhat Hahn, Christian De Quincey and Ken Wilber 
to show how the contribution of each can deepen our understanding of intersubjectivity. From 
there he shows how this understanding can add a neglected dimension to contemplative 
educational practices, the domain of second person forms of education. His work opens up a 
previously neglected field of inquiry, offering new spaces for future research and practice. 

 
In our third peer reviewed article, Wendelin Küpers’ The Status and Relevance of 

Phenomenology for Integral Research: Or Why Phenomenology is More and Different than an 
“Upper Left“ or “Zone #1” Affair combines an overview of phenomenology with a critical 
examination of the current status the field is assigned within the AQAL model of Wilber. This 
examination presents a view that challenges the prevailing perception of phenomenology within 
the Wilber-oriented integral community. In addition, Küpers shows how the more advanced 
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phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty embodies a proto-integral perspective and proposes an 
“adequate phenomenology” for integral research, or an integral “pheno-practice.” The depth and 
scope of this work makes a significant contribution to integral understandings of 
phenomenology, as well as bringing something new to the field of phenomenology itself.  

 
Opening our editorially reviewed section, Tom Murray has turned his attention to What is the 

Integral in Integral Education? From Progressive Pedagogy to Integral Pedagogy. The field of 
education is rife with reforms, alternative, progressive and now even integral approaches. But in 
reality, what actually sets integral apart from this crowd? Or are integral approaches to education 
simply the new fad for dressing up progressive pedagogies? Murray addresses these questions 
with a nuanced yet clear description of the main features of progressive pedagogies and indicates 
how this reveals both overlap and distinctiveness in relation to integral approaches. To help 
distinguish what integral adds to existing pedagogies, he shows how it functions as a model, a 
method, a community, and a developmental stage.  

 
Next, Russ Volckmann’s Interview with Barbara Marx Hubbard takes us through a 

fascinating conversation that roams over highlights of Hubbard’s career in creating new kinds of 
politics, her involvement with the Club of Rome, evolutionary trends and how she has applied 
her ideas in creating synergistic spaces for emergent processes and structures. Her high energy 
and ongoing engagement with life shines through in this wonderful interview. 

 
Inspired in part by the above interview, Amy Leung and Andrew Campbell, our Arts and 

Creativity Editor, contribute So I was Playing With Brushes on the Back of My Hand. This series 
of artistic creations is interspersed with text from three of this issues’ articles, (Volckmann’s 
interview, and the Gunnlaugson and Currie articles). The juxtaposition of these excerpts with the 
visual art opens up spaces for the contemplation of those texts in a new way.  

 
We then have Jan Inglis, a regular contributor to IR, reviewing Integral Ecology: Uniting 

Multiple Perspectives on the Natural World by Sean Esbjorn-Hargens and Michael Zimmerman. 
In addition to offering a high-level overview of the structure and contents, Inglis articulates some 
critiques of some of the book’s treatments. These include the emphasis on interiority, the relation 
of integral theory to Wilber and how much the book is possibly constrained by the positions 
taken, the question of what is research in this field and how it could be applied. Her review gives 
us a feel for the book, the issues it raises, and some of the struggles the authors might face as 
they aim to plant a stake in this ecological territory. Here also we invite responses. 

 
My own contribution is Immunity to Change: A Report From the Field, which describes the 

recently published work of Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey, Immunity to Change. How to 
Overcome it and Unlock the Potential in Yourself and Your Organization. In addition to a 
summary of the book, I present my experience with applying their work in two contexts. This 
includes some reflections on how the process described in the book unfolds in practice, and how 
the book can support work that can truly make a difference for individuals and organizations.  

 
Finally, we close this issue with Paranada: Beyond Beyond by Hector Currie with Juan 

Pacheco. This essay is the culmination of Currie’s lifelong passion for how the notion of 
transcendence has woven its way from ancient India through Greece and on into the arts and 



Reams: Editorial 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    June 2009    Vol. 5, No. 1 

3

sciences. In particular, this passion has been fueled by his research findings of geometric 
evidence for how the concept of a transcendent kosmos is realized in the Pythagorean design of 
the temple and theatre complex of the ancient Greek Temple of Delphi. After detailing the nature 
of this discovery, the thread of transcendence is followed through examples in both literature and 
modern science, leading to a call for the transcendence of differences to allow for tolerance.  

 
All of us here at Integral Review hope that you enjoy this issue as much as we have enjoyed 

the process of putting it together. 
 

Sincerely, 

 
Jonathan Reams 
Editor-in Chief  
Integral Review  
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Models, Metrics, and Measurement  
in Developmental Psychology 

 
Zachary Stein and Katie Heikkinen 

 
Abstract: Developmental psychology is currently used to measure psychological 
phenomena and by some, to re-design communities. While we generally support these 
uses, we are concerned about quality control standards guiding the production of usable 
knowledge in the discipline. In order to address these issues precisely, we provide an 
overview of the discipline's various facets. We distinguish between developmental 
models and developmental metrics and relate each to different types of quality-control 
devices. In our view, models are either explanatory or descriptive, and their quality is 
evaluated in terms of specific types of disciplinary discourse. Metrics are either 
calibrated measures or soft measures, and their quality is evaluated in terms of specific 
psychometric parameters. Following a discussion on how developmentalists make 
metrics, and on a variety of metrics that have been made, we discuss the two key 
psychometric quality-control parameters, validity and reliability. This sets the stage for a 
limited and exploratory literature review concerning the quality of a set of existing 
metrics. We reveal a conspicuous lack of psychometric rigor on the part of some of the 
most popular developmental approaches and invite remedies for this situation.  
 
Keywords: developmental assessment, developmental psychology, epistemology, meta-
theory, psychological technologies, psychometrics, quality control, usable knowledge. 

 
Introduction: Concern Over the Measuring of Psychological 
Phenomena  

 
The marketplace of ideas is rife with various instruments, measures, and techniques designed 

to gear into the psychological lives of individuals and the lifeworlds of communities—from 
Spiral Dynamics to Requisite Organization, Integral Life Practice, and a multitude of leadership 
initiatives. But what are the standards that should determine which of these psychological 
technologies should go to market? And what of the psychological technologies to come? What 
are the quality-control parameters for this kind of knowledge production? These are the concerns 
that guide this paper. We provide an overview of the discipline's various facets in an attempt to 
clarify our call for quality control efforts, and guide their execution. This is the second of two 
papers about exercising quality control over the production of usable knowledge in the discipline 
(see Stein, 2008a). We are not the only ones worried about the market cultures consuming 
psychological technologies manufactured by the discipline (see Ross, 2008) and we hope to 
contribute to the conversation by introducing key theoretical and methodological distinctions.  

 
More specifically, the heart of the concerns we raise here are psychometrical. Psychometrics 

is a branch of metrology, which is the transdisciplinary study of metrics. As the term implies, 
psychometricians are specifically concerned about measuring psychological phenomena. As 
explained below, developmental psychologists build models and metrics, seeking both to 
understand the development of psychological phenomena, and to measure them. Developmental 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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metrics—often called scoring systems—deserve attention because they are situated near the heart 
of the discipline, and radically shape both research and practice.  

 
Below, we provide an overview of developmental psychology as a discipline, presenting a 

map representing its different important aspects. We then discuss this map, paying particular 
attention to methods for building developmental metrics. This sets the stage for a limited, 
exploratory literature review covering a set of metrics currently in use. According to our review, 
the literature reveals a conspicuous lack of psychometric rigor on the part of some developmental 
approaches. Generally, this paper is an invitation to the community to remedy this situation, and 
begin more a serious discourse about quality control in the field.  

 
Models and Metrics in Developmental Psychology 

 
To start, we will situate some of our key terms. Table 1 below displays four example 

disciplines, along with their metrics, models, and technologies. The distinctions we suggest—
e.g., between metrics and models—are discipline-general distinctions. In other words, they are 
meta-theoretical distinctions, insofar as they oversee and explicate discipline-specific 
distinctions. Thus our concerns about technologies are also meta-theoretical. The question of 
how general and useful these distinctions are is not a question we will address in the context of 
this paper. Do all sciences have some variety of metric, model, and technology? It seems so from 
what we can see, but this paper will focus solely on developmental psychology. These 
distinctions are certainly relevant to developmental psychology and the issues immediately at 
hand. We discuss how to use these distinctions—and a host of others—to institute quality control 
standards for the production of usable knowledge in the field. 

 
Table 1. Knowledge Production in Selected Disciplines 

Discipline Metrics Models Examples of 
Technologies 

Developmental 
psychology 

Psychometrically 
calibrated 

Disciplined discourse 
about developmental 
models 

Psychological 
technologies for 
education 

Medicine Biometrically 
calibrated 

Disciplined discourse 
about models of 
disease 

Medical technologies 
for healing 

Sociology Sociometriclly 
calibrated 

Disciplined discourse 
about models of social 
life 

Social technologies 
for group 
transformation    

Economics Econometrically 
calibrated 

Disciplined discourse 
about economic 
models 

Financial 
technologies for 
market amelioration. 

 
Figure 1 zooms in on the first row of Table 1 to reveal more detail about developmental 

psychology. As discussed below, metrics and models are further characterized as 
representational devices, both with subtypes. Figure 1 relates metrics and models to their 
respective quality-control devices. Technologies are not represented because they require their 
own separate map; an interesting map that nonetheless will not be rendered here. Importantly, 
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according to our view, in developmental psychology metrics and models set the conditions for 
the possibility for psychological technologies. The two-way arrows—both horizontal and 
vertical—signify the complex inter-animations and relations between the various areas 
differentiated in the map. Metrics, models, and their respective quality control devices inter-
participate in dynamic ways, especially during the generation of usable knowledge and the 
building of psychological technologies. However, these complexities are beyond the scope of 
this initial treatment of the issues. Nevertheless, despite neglecting some important topics, this 
paper should still be viewed as a critical meta-theory for guiding the production of future 
psychological technologies brokered by developmental psychologists.  

 

 

Figure 1. A Meta-theoretical Explication and Representation of Knowledge Production 
Processes in Developmental Psychology 

 
The distinctions and relations displayed in the map above are based on a broad survey of 

comparable meta-theoretical projects concerning the epistemological workings of psychology as 
a discipline. Most useful in this respect are the following: Piaget's (1970a, 1970b, 1970c) work 
on interdisciplinarity in psychology; Habermas's (1988) work on the logic of the social sciences; 
Donald Campbell's (1959, 1969, 1987) work on an epistemologically relevant social psychology 
of the disciplines; Overton's (2006, 2007) systems-theoretic meta-theory for developmental 
psychology; Fischer and Bidell (2006) and Van Geert's (1994) work on model building in 
developmental psychology; and Dawson (Dawson-Tunik, 2004) and Jaques's (1978) work on 
metrics in developmental psychology. The fully explicated set of working terms garnered and 
synthesized from this cast is presented in Figure 2. Once again, we are simply presenting a 
collection of meta-theoretical distinctions topographically, as a system of related terms and 
categories. Figure 2 explicates Figure 1 in a slightly different representational modality.   

 

Developmental psychology

Metrics Models

Psychometrics Disciplined 
discourse

Representational 
devices

Quality-control 
devices

validity reliability theoretical practical

clinical 
assessments

soft 
measures

calibrated 
measures

descriptive 
model

explanatory 
model
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Developmental Psychology 
Representational 
devices: methods, 
symbol systems, 
and propositions—
built by 
communities of 
developmental 
psychologists—
which in some way 
claim to be about 
cognitive 
developmental 
processes.      

Metrics: representational devices built 
and used to determine the amount of or 
degree to which a specific 
psychological trait is found to be in a 
sample of performances. 

Models: representational devices built 
and used to account for or characterize 
the presence of a specific psychological 
trait found in a sample of performances.  

Calibrated 
measures: 
metrics that 
adhere to 
strict 
quantitative 
standards for 
determining 
the amount 
of a trait. 
Mainly for 
use in 
measuring 
individuals.  

Soft 
measures: 
metrics with 
mainly 
qualitative 
standards for 
determining 
the amount of 
a trait. 
Mainly for 
use in 
conducting 
research.  

Clinical 
assessments: 
judgments and 
diagnoses 
rendered by 
professionals, 
informed by 
models and 
based on 
clinical 
experience. 

Explanatory 
models: 
models that 
posit 
mechanisms 
or processes 
to account for 
the 
occurrence of 
the trait. 

Descriptive 
models: models 
offering 
idealized or 
exemplary 
characterizations 
of the trait. 

Quality-control 
devices: methods 
created by 
developmental 
psychologists for 
selecting between 
different types of 
representational 
devices, e.g., 
ranking them in 
terms of their 
validity.  

Psychometrics: research and theory 
concerning the creation and 
maintenance of quality-control 
standards for metrics. 

Disciplinary Discourse: critical 
exchange of evidence and argument 
concerning the creating and maintenance 
of quality-control standards for models.  

Validity: the 
focus of 
psychometric 
studies about 
the types of 
reasonable 
inferences and 
claims we can 
make in light of 
the results 
yielded by a 
metric. 

Reliability: the 
focus of 
psychometric studies 
about the 
performance-quality 
of metrics, 
specifically about 
the degree and type 
of their error-
proneness. 

Theoretical: 
disciplinary 
discourse about the 
truth, coherence, 
and reasonableness 
of models. 

Practical: 
disciplinary 
discourse about 
the ethics, 
efficacy, and 
implications of 
putting models to 
use. 

Figure 2. Terms and Definitions about Knowledge Production Processes in Developmental 
Psychology  

 
Figures 1 and 2 require elaboration. Examples will be useful in clarifying some of the key 

distinctions. A good place to begin is the work of Erik Erikson (1980), who offers perhaps the 
most widely known instance of a developmental model not tied to a metric. That is, Erikson's 
model—which describes and explains the life course in terms of eight stages of increasing 
maturity—has no accompanying metric. Such a metric would be an explicit procedure for 
determining the degree of maturity evidenced in an individual's language or actions. So while 
Erikson offers descriptions and explanations of development—based on clinical experience, and 
useful in honing clinical assessments—he offers no explicit tools for making measurements or 
assessments of development. Models inform our understanding insofar as they characterize and 
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account for things, but they don't interface with and disclose the world in the same way as 
metrics do.   

 
Kohlberg (1981, 1984), on the other hand, had both a metric and a model. Following Baldwin, 

Mead, Dewey, and Piaget, Kohlberg offered a model of moral development wherein an 
individual is socialized into a world of norms and systems of mutual expectation, passing 
through six stages on the way to a kind of post-conventional moral autonomy. Alongside this 
model was Kohlberg's metric (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987a; 1987b), which would come to be 
known as the Standard Issue Scoring System (the SISS). The SISS was a codified, explicit 
procedure for disclosing and determining the degree of moral development in evidence in 
particular linguistic performances. Metrics gear into the properties researchers are interested in 
and disclose them for measurement, while models describe or explain those same properties, 
accounting for their being the way they are.  

 
Importantly, both models and metrics are representational devices. This is a term that can be 

traced to Rawls (1996), who originally used it in the context of moral and political philosophy. 
He famously explicated the "original position"—an impartial and radically perspectival post-
conventional view of social reality—in order to codify the basic tenets of a comprehensive 
theory of justice (Rawls, 1973). He would later retrospectively characterize the function of the 
"original position" by calling it a representational device. That is, he argued that it is best 
understood as a contrivance to help us see the world—to represent it—in terms of justice, and 
thus to help us hone our moral judgments about political situations. He had a broad notion of 
justice, and wanted to make a certain view of it readily accessible, so he built a representational 
device.   

 
Understandably, philosophers have adopted the term for use in debates surrounding post-

positivist theories of knowledge (Elgin, 2004). In this context, representational devices play a 
role in disciplinary knowledge production. Roughly speaking, representational devices serve as 
the parts of a discipline's epistemic architecture that purport to be about the world. That is, 
disciplinarians do not traffic in facts, first and foremost; they mainly traffic in representational 
devices, which are, more or less, a condition for the possibility of facts. From dynamic systems 
theorists' mathematical mock-ups to the Weberian ideal-types built by sociologists, we place 
representational devices between ourselves and the world, in order to arrange for a specifically 
desirable view.  

 
In developmental psychology, as we have been discussing, metrics and models are the two 

main species of representational devices. Importantly, they come in different varieties. Models 
can be characterized as being more or less descriptive or explanatory. Piaget (1972) famously 
built both descriptive and explanatory models of cognitive development. Over the course of 
more than half of a century and based on observations and experiments on literally thousands of 
children, Piaget described various stage sequences (e.g., sensorimotor, pre-operational, concrete-
operational, formal-operational) and suggested a set of explanatory constructs to account for 
their genesis (e.g., assimilation, accommodation, equilibration).  

 
There are many approaches to building models in developmental psychology, but they can all 

be described in the terminology of a reasonably nuanced philosophy of science (Magnani & 
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Nersessian, 2002). Briefly, descriptive models arise from reasoning that is inductive (Peirce, 
1986), that is, reasoning that involves generalizing from properties of a sample to properties of a 
population. Piaget found ways to usefully classify and describe the various types of cognitive 
structures he witnessed, and built a descriptive model by positing the general applicability of an 
idealized account of these cognitive structures. Explanatory models, on the other hand, arise 
from reasoning that is abductive (Peirce, 1986), that is, reasoning involving inferences to the best 
explanation. Piaget looked to the general principles of biological evolution and to philosophical 
logic in order to account for the transformations of cognitive structures he witnessed, and built an 
explanatory model by explicitly codifying these "guesses at the riddle."  

 
Closely related to models and to metrics—but belonging strictly in neither category—are 

clinical assessments. This important area of developmental psychology is the province of trained 
professionals, from therapists to teachers and consultants. Clinical assessments are complex 
judgments about individuals rendered in uncertain real-life conditions, such as during the 
practice of psychotherapy (Sullivan, 1964). They are based on models of development endorsed 
by professionals and they function like metrics insofar as they classify and discriminate between 
persons. However, they are not as explicit and codified as true metrics; they must remain flexible 
and facile in the hands of the professionals who make them. Moreover, the value of different 
types of clinical assessments hinges in large part upon the quality of the professional practices 
that surround it. This also sets them apart from metrics, which are deemed valuable in terms of 
specific psychometric quality control parameters.  

 
Metrics can be classified as calibrated measures or soft measures. As mentioned above, 

Kohlberg devised a metric for looking at moral development. Importantly, the SISS was a soft 
measure of moral development, built via mainly qualitative methods and offering a content-
based means for honing in on the properties of moral reasoning indicative of its developmental 
sophistication. As such, it was mainly built for research purposes, and not for measuring 
individuals. Loevinger (1976) aimed to devise a metric for looking at ego-development. 
Specifically, she was looking to build a calibrated measure. By merging quantitative methods 
with qualitative ones and adhering to strict psychometric parameters, she constructed a scale of 
sentence-stem response-types. Although it is interesting to note that as well calibrated as 
Loevinger's metric was, she clearly stated that it was not to be used for rendering measurements 
of individuals (Loevinger, 1979; 1993).  

 
On the Construction of Metrics in Developmental Psychology 

 
The distinction between calibrated measures and soft measures is more difficult to understand 

than the difference between explanations and descriptions. This is because it requires some 
knowledge about how metrics are built in developmental psychology, and few know what goes 
on behind the scenes where developmentalists make their metrics. Therefore, before moving on 
to discuss the quality-control devices that should regulate the construction of models and metrics, 
and carrying out a limited literature review, it is worth explaining how researchers build 
developmental metrics. But to talk about developmental metrics requires some knowledge of 
metrology—the meta-disciplinary study of metrics.  

 



Stein & Heikkinen: Models, Metrics and Measurement in Developmental Psychology 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    June 2009    Vol. 5, No. 1 

10

Many who do theoretical work in metrology (e.g. Peirce, 2000; Piaget, 1972; Husserl, 1970) 
maintain that we can trace physical metrics like rulers and scales—and all the science that 
depends on them—back to the reliable capabilities of our organism and the concomitant 
sensorimotor practices that attune us to invariance in the world. These basic skills of being-in-
the-world congeal into everyday practices that we take for granted (i.e., they form a part of the 
lifeworld). It is in the course of working to clarify this background of informal practices that we 
begin to build intersubjectively codified and calibrated metrics.  

 
According to this view of metric making, the invariant psychophysical structures of our eyes 

account for the reliable differential responsiveness that justifies their use in gauging distances, a 
use eventually honed and codified during the collective construction of our metrics for length. 
However, the reliable differential responsiveness we take for granted when we interact with 
things differs from what it is during our interactions with people (Baldwin, 1906; Habermas, 
1988; Wilber, 1995). Efforts at explicating deep-seated invariance in the social lifeworld have 
been dubbed rational reconstructions (Habermas, 1988, 1990). So when we set out to build 
metrics of psychological phenomena, it is the "invariant [psycho-social] properties and 
constitutive rules of the primary lifeworld…that can be made explicit [i.e. be rationally 
reconstructed] as a system of reference [allowing] for the transformation of communicative 
experience into measured data" (Habermas, 1988, p. 100).  

 
Along these lines, we propose that developmental metrics should be understood as rational 

reconstructions of a kind of deep-seated intuitive knowledge that is always already a part of the 
network of practices and beliefs that constitute the lifeworld. Just as we unreflectively wield an 
intuitive knowledge of distance (based upon certain invariant relations between organism and 
environment) we also unreflectively wield an intuitive knowledge of development (based upon 
certain invariant psycho-social structures). Elsewhere, Stein (2008b) has marshaled suggestive 
empirical and theoretical arguments for this understanding of metric making in developmental 
psychology. This insight is important and ultimately suggests that developmental metrics are 
simply attempts to improve upon the ways we have always already made developmental 
judgments of each other and ourselves. 

 
Again, the key to making a metric in developmental psychology is, as Habermas aptly 

described above, "the transformation of communicative experience into measured data." 
Specifically, we are suggesting that metrics in developmental psychology are built by rationally 
reconstructing—explicating and codifying—certain aspects of a preexisting reliable differential 
responsiveness, which we ordinarily use to make informal and intuitive developmental 
judgments, for example, for purposes of communication or education. Normally socialized adults 
automatically change their speech, action, and expectations when interacting with a child. They 
also typically change these over the course of an interaction with a stranger, as they gather a 
sense of where their interlocutor is coming from. Building a metric entails moving from this kind 
of everyday interpretation of language towards more systematic modes of differentiating 
between different types of linguistic performances.1 To foreshadow: inter-subjectively codified 
modes of systematic differential classification lend themselves to techniques for calibration, and 

                                                 
1 Importantly, with the exception of a few experimental paradigms (e.g., Piagetian balance beam tasks) all 
developmental metrics entail the interpretation of linguistic performances. This point is often overlooked.  
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the degree and type of calibration determines a metric’s status as either a soft measure or a 
calibrated measure. 

 
The history of cognitive developmental research has been, in part, a history of techniques for 

the systematic classification of various performances and behaviors. It was Piaget who first 
pioneered the use of clinical or qualitative interview techniques for cognitive developmental 
research. In a series of now classic studies, Piaget (1926, 1932) demonstrated how to look for 
and discover the structural properties of linguistic performances that are indicative of 
development. As scholars have noted (Mayer, 2005), the radical innovation here was the careful 
and systematic classification of performances in terms of their developmental level. Piaget, who 
was trained as a biologist, was out to differentiate between different species of thought and 
action, so he built a hierarchical taxonomy of cognitive-structure types for classificatory 
purposes. Along with his collaborators, he codified methods for systematic differential 
classification that geared into specific properties of performances, properties that were officially 
christened as indexes of development. The first developmental metrics were built.   

 
In the wake of Piaget, different developmental researchers have offered a variety of 

hierarchical taxonomies and related indexes of development for use in the systematic differential 
classification of performances. However, the general approach to metric making has been the 
same. As noted by various researchers (e.g., Colby & Kohlberg 1987a; Cook-Greuter, 1999; 
Jaques & Carson, 1994; Loevinger, 1976; Piaget, 1926), the codification of a metric begins with 
a research team issuing relatively informal judgments about how the various performances in a 
dataset should be organized developmentally. That is, they argue about why one performance is 
more developed than another, suggesting various properties of the performances that should 
function as indexes of development. Then through iterative procedures for garnering 
intersubjective agreement, an explicit hierarchical taxonomy emerges and specific properties of 
the linguistic performances are promoted to the status of being indexes of development. That is, 
developmental metrics are built to function as representational devices; they are created to help 
us see development by privileging specific properties of linguistic performances that have proven 
useful for the purpose of reliable differential developmental classification.  

 
For example, Kohlberg (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987a; 1987b) and others (Armon 1984; Fowler, 

1981; Kitchener & King, 1981) built their metrics by privileging certain types of conceptual 
content—conferring them a status as indexes of development.2 These content-based 
developmental metrics facilitate differential developmental classifications by explicating and 
codifying the types of ideas and concepts that appear at different levels (e.g., in Kohlberg's SISS 
certain specific notions about "the golden rule" appear at stage 3). Thus, researchers analyze 
linguistic performances by looking for the presence of specific conceptual content, which is 
taken to be indicative of developmental level. Decisions about which types of content are 
indicative of which levels are made in the process of codifying the metric. As explained above, 
standard practice has been to bootstrap the codification of indexical content from large 
longitudinal data sets, organized via the collective judgment of a research team and then refined 
                                                 
2 This characterization of Kohlbergian metrics as content based is really just a claim about their scoring 
manuals. There is a great deal to be said for the domain specific structural indexes discussed in this 
tradition (e.g. socio-moral perspective taking), but the scoring manuals are mainly codified inventories of 
level-specific content.  
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into an inventory of level-specific conceptual content via iterative procedures for garnering inter-
subjective agreement. This yields a soft measure that can be used for research purposes.  

 
Metrics based on the use of sentence-completion methods (Cook-Greuter, 1999; Loevinger, 

1976) are almost exactly the same, except instead of developmentally classifying qualitative 
interview performances, they are used to classify responses to sentence-stems. As explained in 
detail by Loevinger (1976), the initial steps toward making her metric involved a group of 
researchers creating a hierarchical taxonomy of sentence-stem response-types by relying on their 
collective informal judgments. This initial intuitive developmental classification of response-
types was transformed via iterative procedures for garnering intersubjective agreement into an 
explicit system for the differential developmental classification of sentence-stem responses. Then 
Loevinger carried out quantitative procedures for determining the internal consistency and 
interval spacing of the response-type categories, because, as mentioned above, she was out to 
build a calibrated measure. 

 
A third family of developmental metrics has been developed alongside content-based and 

sentence-completion methods. This family of metrics was built in a slightly different way, 
focusing on the deep structures of linguistic performances. These metrics facilitate the 
differential developmental classification of performances without bootstrapping from conceptual 
content or an inventory of sentence-stem response-types. Instead, these metrics facilitate 
developmental analyzes that focus on ostensibly universal properties indicative of development, 
which have been distilled in the wake of empirical research and model building. 

 
Kurt Fischer (1980) first explicitly characterized and gave primacy to the basic developmental 

process of hierarchical integration, which had been an important but relatively implicit construct 
in developmental theorizing for nearly a century. This important advance in modeling 
development cleared the way for new analytic techniques useful in describing developmental 
pathways and constructing hierarchal taxonomies for the developmental classification of 
performances. These new analytical techniques dubbed structural properties as indexes of 
development: for example, they privileged attention toward properties like 
differentiation/integration, concreteness/abstractness, simplicity/complexity. This approach 
makes it possible to build many domain-specific hierarchical taxonomies using one general 
procedure for differential developmental classification. As explained elsewhere, using Wilber's 
terms (Stein & Heikkinen, 2008), privileging structural indexes of development allows us to 
measure and assess development in many lines using one metric. Dawson, Commons, Wilson, 
and Fischer (Dawson-Tunik, Commons, Wilson, Fischer, 2005) employed a variety of 
sophisticated quantitative techniques in order to refine an elegant set of deep-structural 
properties indicative of development.3 The General Stage Scoring System (the GSSS has more 

                                                 
3 Jaques and colleagues devised a comparable structure-based developmental metric, utilizing unique 
metric calibration techniques (Jaques, 1978) and a profound set of theoretical (Jaques 1970; 1976) and 
meta-theoretical accouterments (Jaques, 2002). This important strand of developmental research, theory, 
and practice has received only a footnote here because we are focusing on—for clarity's sake—the Neo-
Piagetian tradition of structural metrics. However, in later work Jaques and colleagues (Jaques & Cason, 
1994) have recognized their relations to this tradition, citing Fischer and Commons and drawing parallels 
between their respective metrics. (Cont’d next page). 
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recently been named The Hierarchical Complexity Scoring System, the HCSS; but see: 
Commons & Richards, 1984) and the Model of Hierarchical Complexity (Commons, Trudeau, 
Stein, Richards, & Krause, 1998) were devised. The construction of the Lectical Assessment 
System (the LAS: Dawson, 2003, 2002, 2008) took off from this tradition of deep-structural 
analysis. 

 
Importantly, steps toward specific quantitative refinements of an otherwise qualitatively built 

metric—the steps that Loevinger and Dawson took, which Kohlberg did not—are what separates 
calibrated measures from soft measures. This excursus has set the stage for the discussion of 
psychometrics below, where we discuss in some detail what it means to calibrate a metric. 
However, at this point it should be said that we are definitively not suggesting that calibrated 
measures are, in principle, better than soft measures (or that these metrics are in principle better 
than clinical assessments). Depending on the situation and the metrics in question, a calibrated 
measure can be misleading where a soft measure is revelatory, and vice-versa. Moreover, a 
metric that was once calibrated can become soft when quantitative evidence wanes (e.g., Cook-
Greuter, 1999). And a metric that was once soft can become calibrated if the accumulation of 
quantitative evidence waxes (e.g., Dawson-Tunik et al, 2005).  

 
Nevertheless, calibrated measures and soft measures are different, and should be treated 

differently. Crucially, the inferences we are respectively entitled to make in light of them are not 
the same. For example, as mentioned above, if we want to measure individual performances we 
need to use a certain type of calibrated measure capable of making reliable fine-grained 
distinctions. If our categories are too loose and our expected measurement errors are too great, 
then we cannot reasonably say one performance is really more developed than another. This 
leads us into discussions about the validity and reliability of different types of metrics, which 
broaches the topic of quality-control devices more generally and the kinds of procedures that 
ought to be regulating the production of usable knowledge in developmental psychology.    

 
Quality-Control Parameters: Building Useful Languages of 
Evaluation   

 
We have seen how metrics are made and we have talked about models. Now we get to the 

heart of the matter, which is concerns about how we can make evaluations concerning the worth 
of specific metrics and models. Discussions about which metric or model is better than which 
other require decisions about how to determine their respective values. We are proposing a 
specific modus operandi for determining these values. We propose discussing the worth of 
metrics and models by adopting specific evaluative vocabularies—languages of evaluation4—
that focus on the most important qualities that bear on the worth of both metrics and models. We 

                                                                                                                                                             
It is also worth noting here the influential model and metric devised by Kegan (1982; 1994), which 
deserves to be classed as a structure-based metric. However, while Kegan can be thought of as in the 
lineage of Piaget, he has never brought his work in line with the comparable Neo-Piagetain structure-
based metrics discussed above.  
4 Stein (2007) has overseen the construction of comparable evaluative vocabularies elsewhere. The idea 
and phraseology can be traced in part to Taylor (1985). Although, Emerson and Marcus Aurelius toyed 
with the idea that to be human is to create and traffic in "vocabularies of praise."    
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dub these kinds of lexicons quality control devices. Inquiry-oriented communities of research 
and practice should, and often do, codify standards of quality for the representational devices 
they endorse and use. We are suggesting a way forward in this regard for certain areas of 
developmental psychology.  

 
Figure 1 above specifies the key quality parameters that should guide the evaluative 

vocabularies we choose to deploy when considering different metrics and models. The 
distinction between theoretical and practical disciplined discourses is offered in light of a variety 
of comparable distinctions commonly made in epistemology and the philosophy of science. 
Habermas (1984, 1987) offers perhaps the most convincing and high-profile recent account, 
where he marshals his formal pragmatic analytical methods to justify a specific taxonomy of 
discourse types. Habermas includes a distinction between theoretical discourse (about the 
objective world; roughly cognitive-scientific) and practical discourse (about the social world; 
roughly moral-pragmatic). Importantly, just as descriptive and explanatory models come in many 
forms, there are many ways to tackle practical and theoretical disciplinary discourses. 

 
For example, Habermas (1993) further specifies the topography of practical discourse by 

differentiating pragmatic, moral and ethical sub-discourses. These three focuses of practical 
discourse concern how we ought to be using our models: pragmatic concerns are about model's 
problem-focused efficacy; ethical concerns are about the value of the problems the model can be 
used to solve; moral concerns are about the social constraints on the proper use of the model. 
The point is not that Habermas' is the only evaluative vocabulary on offer, but rather that 
practical discourse represents a key area of concern—a key quality control parameter—that 
should orient the construction of some kind of related language of evaluation. 

 
Importantly, Peirce (1931) offers his own comparable differentiations, likewise clearly 

partitioning practical discourse from theoretical discourse in his broad taxonomy of inquiry-
types. He further specifies the topography of theoretical discourse by differentiating utility, 
security and uberty as the topics of specific sub-discourses (Peirce, 1998). These three focuses of 
theoretical discourse are roughly what are typically considered a model's scientific acumen: a 
model's utility is judged in terms of its functional-fit as a means-to-an-end; a model's security is a 
matter of the coherence and type of evidence in its support; a model's uberty concerns its 
suggestiveness and world-disclosing power. Again, the point is not that we must adopt Peirce's 
vocabulary, but that we must have some shared vocabulary to deploy when discussing the 
theoretical value of a model.  

 
Thus, the goal of introducing these terms is to beef up the language of evaluation we bring to 

bear when we talk about the worth of various models produced by developmental psychologists. 
For example, take Wilber's (1999) early model of human development, as offered in the Atman 
Project. If we organize a discussion of its value around the terms just introduced, we can 
generate a rough profile of the model's practical and theoretical worth. Regarding its theoretical 
aspects, we think the Atman Project warrants valuing because of the model's uberty. That is, in 
our view, the model remains one of the only full-spectrum accounts of human development, and 
as such remains impressively suggestive as a rough overview of human potentials. This leads the 
model to have some minimal utility as a heuristic for various purposes, for example, alterations 
of one's action-orienting self-understanding. We do not think—and neither does Wilber—that the 
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model boasts a great deal of security, however. That is, many of the particular claims are in need 
of revision in light of existing evidence, and many of the explanations and descriptions offered 
are only roughly correct. Regarding its practical aspects, we think the Atman Project is valuable. 
Its stated use as an overview of human potentials positions the model admirably in ethical and 
moral discourses. Who can object to what is ultimately a positive psychology? But the devil is in 
the pragmatic considerations; specifically, how can a model that is so general address any but the 
most abstract problems?  

 
Now, the point here is not to merely pass judgment on models from the past. Our goal is to 

demonstrate how the evaluative vocabulary we suggest might orient our model-condoning 
discourses. At issue is not the evaluative judgments just rendered, but rather the terms we use to 
render these kinds of judgments about developmental models at all. At issue is how we arrange 
our language of evaluation and thus set the parameters of our concerns about quality control. Of 
course, we have no illusions about the selective and parochial nature of the specific vocabularies 
deployed above. There is a great deal to say when evaluating models, much more than we cover 
in this brief introduction. Questions of how and why a model is true enough (Elgin, 2004) are as 
complex and heated as questions about how it ought to be used (Habermas, 1971).  

 
Psychometric Quality-control Parameters: Validity and Reliability  

 
It should be clear from the symmetry of Figure 1 that the same idea holds when we switch to 

discuss psychometrics. The broad distinction between reliability and validity is canonical. But 
while there is agreement about this general differentiation of psychometric concerns, there are 
many different ways to unpack validity and reliability in more specific terms. Of particular use in 
this regard are the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, a document that has 
been recursively revised for over three decades by the American Educational Research 
Association (AERA), American Psychological Association (APA), and the National Council on 
Measurement in Education (NCME) (1999). The Standards represent the considered judgments 
of literally hundreds of disciplinary experts about the kinds of quality control standards that 
ought to be in place for metrics of various types; they guide the discussion that follows.  

 
Concerns about the validity of a metric are concerns about the legitimate inferences that can 

be made about the measurements it yields. There are many different kinds of validity including 
but not limited to construct validity, content validity, ecological validity, and external validity.5 
Depending on the metric in question and the uses to which it is put, different aspects of validity 
become relevant. But all types of validity concern the question: does the evidence suggest that 
the metric is measuring what it claims to be measuring? It is important that the results yielded by 
a metric be valid—that we can be sure they are an index of what we think they are—so that we 
can make reasonable and responsible inferences based on them.   

 
For example, it is generally agreed that construct validity is the most important dimension of 

psychometric concern (Messick, 1980). Evaluating a metric in terms of its construct validity 
entails looking into various types of evidence concerning how the results yielded by the metric 

                                                 
5 Definitions for all these terms can be found in any standard reference (e.g., Colman, 2001; AERA et al, 
1999).  



Stein & Heikkinen: Models, Metrics and Measurement in Developmental Psychology 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    June 2009    Vol. 5, No. 1 

16

conform to expectations about the postulated construct or trait it is meant to be measuring. That 
is, if the metric is meant to measure unidimensional wave-like growth—as certain neo-Piagetain 
metrics are, e.g., Dawson-Tunik et al. (2005)—then the result yielded by the metric should 
display a certain type of specific patterning. A metric with high construct validly allows us to 
make sophisticated inferences, guided by justified beliefs that we are, in fact, measuring what we 
claim to be. Of course, depending on what the metric claims to measure and on the uses to which 
it is put, different degrees and type of validity apply (AERA et al, 1999). But in general, we need 
information about the validity of a metric before we can responsibly do anything with it at all 
(Messick, 1980).  

 
Being concerned about reliability, on the other hand, entails looking into how well a metric 

performs its function as a measure. Put another way, this means considering the kinds of errors 
that are likely to systematically affect the results yielded. There are many different dimensions of 
reliability, including but not limited to inter-rater reliability, internal consistency reliability, and 
test-retest reliability.6 But all forms of reliability concern issues of measurement error. It is 
important that we know the reliability of our metrics—that we know their degree and type of 
accuracy—so we can use them appropriately.  

 
For example, internal consistency reliability is a quantitative index of how the items or levels 

of a metric function in relation to one another. As explained above, every metric is a system of 
categories for use in the classification of performances. Insight into the internal consistency of a 
metric gives us a sense of how much noise—how much measurement error—surrounds each 
category. Importantly, if the measurement error is too great—if the categories are too fuzzy or 
noisy—then few categories can be reliably distinguished from one another, and this reduces the 
accuracy of the metric.  

 
Inter-rater reliability also bears on issues of measurement error. This form of reliability 

concerns the noise surrounding the metric as it is put to use by different human raters—i.e., 
different researchers using the metric. That is: how much consensus is there between two or 
more raters when they award a particular performance a particular level score? Low inter-rater 
reliability is an index that the results yielded by the metric are noisy; a certain performances is 
relatively likely to be given two different scores by two different raters. High inter-rater 
reliability is an index of the opposite; the performances are likely to be given the same scores.  

 
Noisy metrics with reasonable measurement error are soft measures, and can be very useful 

for research purposes that place less demand for strict precision in differential classification. 
Metrics with very little measurement error are calibrated measures, and in some cases can be 
used to reliably measure individual performances because they offer a precise means of 
differential classification. However, as with validity, depending on the metric in question and the 
use to which it is put, different degrees and types of reliability become relevant. But in general, 
we need information about the reliability of a metric before we can responsibly make use of the 
results it yields. 

 

                                                 
6 Definitions for all these terms can be found in any standard reference (e.g., Colman, 2001; AERA et al, 
1999). 
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Limited and Exploratory Literature Review  
 
This brief overview of psychometric quality control parameters is meant to serve only as an 

introduction to the kind of language of evaluation we ought to employ to distinguish between the 
value of different metrics. Importantly, as mentioned above, metrics claming to be soft measures 
should be held to different standards from those that claim to be calibrated measures. That is, 
soft measures have different reliability and validity profiles than calibrated measures. But 
because this kind of information is essential to how we can appropriately use each measure, we 
are suggesting that we ought to issue some kind of reliability and validity profile for every metric 
in circulation. This would amount to adopting an explicit and shared multidimensional 
psychometric evaluation matrix, representing the quality control standards we think should 
regulate the production of metrics.  

 
To this end we offer Table 2, which represents the result of a limited and exploratory 

literature review of metrics currently in play. This is not meant to be an exhaustive survey; 
instead our intention is to evoke the state of the readily available literature. First, we sought out 
references to validity and reliability studies in those key publications of the primary authors that 
we happened to have on hand. Second, we conducted searches in two databases: Google Scholar 
and PsycInfo. We reviewed the first 20-30 citations listed, passing over most dissertations and all 
conference papers. Any citation that included validity or reliability studies was then included. To 
give the reader an idea of the relative sizes of the available pools of literature, the number of hits 
from the primary search term in each database is listed in parentheses in the footnotes. 

 
Table 2: Exploratory Review of Validity and Reliability Studies for a Set of Developmental 
Metrics 

Metric Source Aspect of psychometric quality 
addressed 

Publication 
type 

Leadership 
Development Profile7 

None found.   

Spiral Dynamics8 None found.   
SCTi / MAP9 Cook-Greuter, 1999 Content validity, inter-rater 

reliability 
Dissertation 

Requisite 
Organization10 

Jaques, 1978  Construct validity Book 
Jaques & Cason, 1994 Inter-rater reliability Book 

                                                 
7 Search terms: "leadership development profile" (hits: 35; 0), "leadership development profile" 
reliability, "leadership development profile" validity. Rooke and Torbert (1998) and several other Torbert 
works cite Loevinger’s studies as confirmation of the LDP’s reliability and validity. But Loevinger's 
studies are out of date (new raters, scoring criteria, and levels are now used; metrics need to be re-
calibrated), so they are not included here.  
8 Search terms: “spiral dynamics” (hits:879; 11) “spiral dynamics” “people scan,” “spiral dynamics” 
validity, “spiral dynamics” reliability. Includes a large number of irrelevant hits having to do with 
physical science.  
9 Search terms: SCTi (irrelevant results), MAP assessment (irrelevant results), “Susanne Cook-Greuter” 
(hits: 71; 2). 
10 Search terms: "requisite organization” (hits: 526; 4), "requisite organization" reliability, "requisite 
organization" validity. 
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Metric Source Aspect of psychometric quality 
addressed 

Publication 
type 

Subject Object 
Interview11 

Lahey, Souvaine, Kegan, 
Goodman, and Felix, 1988 

Inter-rater reliability, test–retest 
reliability, construct validity 

Self-published 
training manual 

Pratt, Diessner, Hunnsberger, 
Pancer, and Savoy, 1991 

Inter-rater reliability, construct 
validity 

Peer-reviewed 
journal  

Harris & Kuhnert, 2008 Inter-rater reliability, predictive 
validity 

Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Lewis, Forsyth, Sweeney, 
Bartone, Bulls, and Snook, 
2005 

Inter-rater reliability, predictive 
validity 

Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Hierarchical 
Complexity Scoring 
System (General Stage 
Scoring System)12 
 

Dawson 2003 Congruent validity, internal 
consistency, inter-rater reliability 

Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Dawson, 2004 Congruent validity Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Dawson & Gabrielian, 2003 Congruent validity Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Dawson, Xie, & Wilson, 
2003 

Congruent validity, internal 
consistency, inter-rater reliability 

Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Dawson-Tunik, Commons, 
Wilson, & Fischer, 2005 

Construct validity, internal 
consistency, Inter-rater reliability, 
evidence of fine-grained interval 
scale 

Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Xie & Dawson, 2006 Construct validity Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Lectical Assessment 
System13 
 

Dawson,* 2000 Congruent validity, internal 
consistency, inter-rater reliability 

Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Dawson,* 2002 Congruent validity, inter-rater 
reliability 

Peer-reviewed 
journal 

Dawson, 2006 Construct validity, evidence of 
fine-grained interval scale 

Book chapter 

Dawson-Tunik, 2004 Construct validity, internal 
consistency, evidence of fine-
grained interval scale 

Peer-reviewed 
journal 

 
Importantly, Table 2 is not meant to be an exhaustive literature review. We know we have 

missed some studies and left a few metrics out. But the table is offered as a kind of proof-of-

                                                 
11 Search terms used: "Subject Object Interview" (hits: 105; 30), "Subject Object Interview" validity,  
"Subject Object Interview" reliability, "Subject Object Interview" interrater reliability, "constructive 
development theory" 
12 Search terms used: "hierarchical complexity scoring system" (hits: 49; 9). System had a name change 
from GSSS to HCSS. 
13 Search terms used: “Lectical Assessment System” (hits:12; 0). Studies with an asterisk are those 
conducted on an early version of the LAS, temporally named the HCSS. However, despite all name 
changes, the LAS is significantly different from the HCSS previously known as the GSSS.  
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concept, an example of the way our concerns about quality control interface with knowledge 
production in the discipline. In this respect, the table is an invitation to the community; we would 
like to see comparable tables built by others, especially by the actual researchers concerned. We 
are just trying to kick-start a concerted discourse about quality control in the field.  

 
From what we could find, there is no evidence that the Online PeopleScan by Spiral 

Dynamics Integral offers reliable or valid measurements of anything. In this preliminary review, 
it also appears that contemporary uses of sentence completion methods to measure ego-
development are not justified by peer-reviewed validity and reliability studies, and what studies 
there are do not address the most important aspects of psychometric concern (i.e., construct 
validity and internal consistency). In fact, in light of this exploratory literature review, it appears 
that the LAS and HCSS are the only metrics that have been calibrated using quantitative indexes 
of internal consistency. This means that the LAS and HCSS are the only ones that can be validly 
and reliably used to assess individuals; they are the only calibrated metrics in the set, the rest are 
soft measures that should only be used for research purposes. If we have missed publications (or 
unpublished white papers) we apologize, but offer this table as an invitation for greater 
transparency and integrity amongst researchers. Let us work together to fill out and expand the 
table, making clear to each other and to all those affected exactly what we are doing.  

 
If we want to see an integral and developmental worldview gain a real institutional foothold—

radically reforming business, government, education, therapy, and our own sense of human 
potentials—we need to get serious about our quality control standards. How can we expect to 
change status quo means of human resource management, educational testing, and mental health 
care when their knowledge production processes are more rigorous and professionalized than 
ours? Of course, there are more than merely pragmatic concerns on the table. As explained 
elsewhere (Stein, 2008a), there are important ethical issues in play. Concerns about 
psychometrics dovetail with concerns about justice insofar as our measures affect the lives of 
individuals and structure the shape of communities (Fisher, 2004; 2005). The call for quality 
control issued here is not a merely academic exercise.   

 
Conclusions: Toward an Integral and Problem Focused 
Metrological Pluralism  

 
In this paper we have offered an overview of knowledge production processes in 

developmental psychology, with an eye toward instituting quality control parameters for the 
creation of usable knowledge in the discipline. Clearly, the cursory treatment offered here 
requires further elaboration. In particular, the complex relations between metrics, models, and 
their respective quality control devices has been left for another day. Likewise, a very important 
discussion needs to take place concerning the transition from theory and research to practice, that 
is, about the methods we use in the creation and dissemination of psychological technologies. 
But we have not been seeking to offer the definitive account. We are really just pointing to the 
kind of reflective explication and survey that should be done by those concerned about the 
production of this kind of usable knowledge. 

 
We have focused on metric-making in particular because it seems to be the least understood 

aspect of the discipline. We traffic in models all the time, and are more or less used to judging 
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their worth (even if we have no shared language of evaluation). But metrics play a very specific 
role in developmental psychology, as embodiments of usable knowledge. As Table 2 begins to 
demonstrate, there are many metrics currently in play and they are not all equally valid and 
reliable. The kinds of validity and reliability profiles we are suggesting would go a long way 
toward raising the level of our discourse about developmental metrics. Importantly, a 
sophisticated discourse about metrics would not necessarily result in a homogenization of metric 
types or a marginalization of metrics with certain profiles. In fact, we firmly believe that such a 
discourse about metrics would move us toward an integral and problem focused metrological 
pluralism.  

 
The ideal of an integral and problem focused metrological pluralism suggests that we reflect 

on the way we use developmental metrics, in order to make principled decisions about which 
types of metrics are appropriate for which purposes. In order to do this we need to build validity 
and reliability profiles for existing metrics and begin to dialogue about the implications of what 
we have to work with. This rigorous reflection on metrics should be supplemented with 
reflections on the problem-spaces we face. What are we trying to do with the metrics we have? 
For example, it is likely that clinicians and coaches need different metrics than researchers, while 
educators require measures that differ from those used by organizational consultants.  

 
This ideal would also suggest that we need to study the efficacy of our efforts, and feed this 

data back into our reflections about which metrics are good for which purposes (Stein, 2008a). 
Currently, our success stories are anecdotal, so our enthusiasms seem a bit naïve. As the limited 
and exploratory literature review above suggests, we do not really know the nature of the 
instruments we wield. We need real clarity on a variety of issues—including not only 
psychometric ones, but also ethical, political, and pedagogical ones—before we can reasonably 
and responsibly move forward. To our minds, this clarity is a function of collaboration.  

 
An integral and problem focused metrological pluralism ultimately requires open 

collaborative efforts toward building usable knowledge. A first step would be expanding and 
filling out Table 2 above, that is, building something like an information clearinghouse for 
developmental approaches. This kind of transparency among researchers, and between 
researchers and the public, could catalyze the growth of the discipline, moving us away from a 
set of cloistered consultancies and toward a network of collaboration, knowledge sharing, and 
rigorous debate. Thus, we echo the call for something like an Institute for Applied 
Developmental Theory, as articulated by Ross (2008) on prior pages of this journal. More 
specifically, this paper is offered as an invitation to those who might want to shape the future of 
the field and—with the support of Integral Review editorial staff—invite responses from the 
community.  
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Establishing Second-Person Forms of 
Contemplative Education: 

An Inquiry into Four Conceptions of 
Intersubjectivity1 

 
Olen Gunnlaugson 

 
Abstract: Four accounts of intersubjective theory are explored as a means for providing 
distinctions that support the development of second-person approaches to the emerging 
field of contemplative education. I examine Martin Buber’s conception of the 
interhuman, Thich Nhat Hahn’s interbeing, Christian De Quincey’s three modes of 
intersubjective engagements, in addition to Wilber’s five categories of intersubjectivity 
with consideration for how each will contribute to further outlining second-person 
dimensions of contemplative education. I then locate intersubjectivity in a broader 
epistemological terrain and propose the notion of critical second-person contemplative 
education as a type of pedagogy and approach to learning within contemplative 
education. 
 
Key words: consciousness, contemplative, intersubjective, second-person education. 

 
Introduction 

 
While contemplative practices have been foundational to wisdom traditions throughout 

recorded history, it is only recently that these practices are being examined in different contexts 
of learning, particularly in higher education. In the past decade, several academic conferences2 
and a growing educational literature have focused on contemplative approaches to teaching, 
learning and knowing (Brady, 2007; Duerr et al., 2003; Hart, 2004; Miller, 1994; Seidel, 2006; 

                                                 
1 This article was researched with the financial support of a Doctoral SSRHC (Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada) Canadian Graduate Scholarship.  
2 The following conferences have either exclusively focused on or featured presentations about 
contemplative education in recent years: Contemplative Pedagogy in Higher Education (Amherst 
College, May 2003), Contemplative Practices and Education: Making Peace in Ourselves and in the 
World (Teachers College, 2005), Uncovering the Heart of Higher Education (San Francisco, 2007), 
Mindful Learners: The Uses of Contemplative Practice in the Classroom (CUNY, 2006), Developmental 
Issues in Contemplative Education (Garrison Institute, 2008). Additionally, there is a graduate program in 
Contemplative Education at Naropa University, Contemplative Studies at Brown University and the 
University of Michigan as well as the Rocky Mountain Contemplative Higher Education Network based 
out of Colorado for academics interested in contemplative approaches to education. Over the past decade 
through the Center for Contemplative Mind there have been annual contemplative retreats and over 130 
individual fellowships for $10,000 US issued to academics across North American campuses to develop 
courses that employ contemplative practices. Also, over the past decade there have been annual retreats at 
Naropa’s Center for the Advancement of Contemplative Education, as well as a special feature journal 
issue on contemplative education with the Teacher’s College Record (September, 2006). 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Thurman, 2006). Existing theoretical and qualitative research in contemplative education 
includes the following areas of focus: integration of contemplative practice in academia (Apffel-
Marglin & Bush, 2005; Hall & Archibald, 2008; Nelson, 2006; Zajonc, 2006); studies of 
mindfulness in higher education settings (Holland, 2006; Langer, 1997); presence (O’Reilly, 
1998; Seidel, 2006); contemplative learning in holistic education (Grossenbacher & Parkin, 
2006); teacher development (Brown, 1998; Miller, 1994); prospects for a new field of studies 
(Duerr et al., 2003; Roth, 2006); survey of K-12 programs using contemplative practices 
(Garrison Report, 2005); meditation as a vehicle for contemplative education (Brady, 2007; 
Sarath, 2003; Zajonc, 2008); and contemplation as creativity (Brady, 2007; Sarath, 2006). These 
and other contributions draw broadly from the perennial world wisdom traditions (i.e., Buddhist, 
Taoist, Quaker) and recent scientific research (i.e., neuroscience, cognitive science, clinical 
psychology) in the interests of investigating contemplative practices3 as a means for enhancing 
learning and development across a broad array of educational contexts and disciplinary fields. 

 
Naropa University, a leader in contemplative education, defines and outlines their approach: 
 
Contemplative education is learning infused with the experience of awareness, insight and 
compassion for oneself and others, honed through the practice of sitting meditation and 
other contemplative disciplines. The rigor of these disciplined practices prepares the mind 
to process information in new and perhaps unexpected ways. Contemplative practice 
unlocks the power of deep inward observation, enabling the learner to tap into a wellspring 
of knowledge about the nature of mind, self and other that has been largely overlooked by 
traditional, Western-oriented liberal education. This approach to learning captures the 
spark of East and West working within; it’s the meeting of two of the greatest learning 
philosophies in the history of higher education. (Naropa University, 2008) 
 

Informed by various contemplative wisdom traditions, contemplative education involves the 
integration of contemplative practices into the curriculum of traditional higher education settings 
for the purposes of fostering intuitive, non-conceptual and experiential forms of knowing along 
paths of learning characterized by wholeness, unity and integration.  

 
As a prominent voice within contemplative education, scholar-practitioner Harold Roth 

(2006) advocates exploring contemplative exercises from critical first-person and third-person 
perspectives.4 In the few articles that address epistemological issues (Roth, 2006; Sarath, 2006), 
sufficient attention has not yet been given to contemplative pedagogy5 from second-person 

                                                 
3 Traditional contemplative practices include meditation, prayer, chanting, ink brush painting, ritual 
performance as well as music, dance, storytelling, martial arts, contemplative art, among others. 
4 Roth (2006, p. 1805) points out that first-person approaches to contemplative experience involve 
exploring contemplation from a subjective position within the individual learner, while third-person 
approaches aspire to examine contemplative experience from an objective position that is presumed to be 
outside of us.  
5 I define contemplative pedagogy as any first-, second- or third- person contemplative practice that is 
utilized for educational purposes. Generally contemplative practices invoke heightened states of 
consciousness or contemplative awareness, which is “a state of being in which one is fully present and 
attuned to the world, bracketing thinking, judging, and analyzing, while trying to see clearly (Kesson, 
2006, p. 1879). While contemplative pedagogy may draw on contemplative practice, not all 
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perspectives, with a present gap in the literature concerning intersubjective approaches to 
pedagogy and learning. Given the absence of a systematic study of the philosophy, psychology 
and phenomenology of intersubjectivity, as scholar-practitioners, there is a need to further 
outline how to identify, discern and experience key second-person approaches to contemplative 
pedagogy and learning in our classrooms.  

 
For the purposes of this article, second-person approaches to contemplative education involve 

exploring contemplative experience from an intersubjective position that is represented spatially 
as between us, in contrast to inside us (subjective position) or outside us (objective position). As 
the four accounts of intersubjectivity in this article attempt to demonstrate, there are different 
dimensions to shared experience that call upon distinct features of this relational perspective.6  

 
Intersubjective theory has surfaced in recent decades from diverse developments in 

consciousness studies, integral studies, philosophy of mind, transpersonal psychology and 
feminist critical theory among others. Partly in response to the problematic legacy of Cartesian 
rationalism that proceeds epistemically by objectifying and depersonalizing one’s self and the 
world (Ferrer, 2001), a number of intersubjective theorists (Bai, 1999, 2004; De Quincey, 2000, 
2005, Heshusius, 1994; Thompson, 2001) have made the effort to establish the validity of certain 
shared processes of knowing born through and inside relationship. In doing this, these 
contributions have provided an important epistemological rebalancing and movement towards 
more integrated visions of knowledge and the processes of knowing.  

 
Within educational contexts, intersubjectivity has been applied for improving teaching 

designs for a community of learners in terms of focusing on the common elements of attention, 
understanding and communication (Matusov, 2001). Related to this application is the design of a 
shared pedagogical object for the learning activity (EngestroKm, 1990), which the educator and 
students explore during the lesson (Wertsch, 1979). Intersubjectivity has also been applied in the 
context of special consensus-based learning activities (Matusov, 1996). Framed as a move from 
egocentric to sociocentric thought (Soltis, 1985), intersubjectivity has served the educational 
purposes of dialogue instruction (Guilar, 2006) focusing on the interrelationships between 
teachers, student and content.  

 
In the upcoming sections I consider the following accounts of intersubjectivity7 with an 

interest8 in their relevance to contemplative education: Martin Buber’s conception of the 
                                                                                                                                                             
contemplative practices are suitable within educational contexts. As such, it is advisable that educators 
explore a particular contemplative practice outside the classroom in order to determine which (if any) 
elements will be appropriate in serving their teaching objectives and the learning needs of students. 
6 For the purposes of this article, I am focusing primarily on the individual and shared aspects of 
consciousness in the context of relationality and group discourse. Due to the limitations of space and the 
specific focus and scope of the article, I have not chosen not to address the myriad personal histories, 
social, cultural or political voices of students that play an important role in shaping classroom 
interactions.   
7 I chose to focus on these four intersubjective theorists as their contributions to intersubjectivity theory 
are rooted in and informed by deeper existential interests in the human condition. Additionally, each 
proceeds with an underlying sacred orientation to their inquiry and holds a deep-seated commitment to 
evolving human consciousness with their work. I believe these aspects are particularly relevant to my 
project insofar as theorizing about the deeper dimensions of intersubjectivity seems to require at the very 
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interhuman (Buber, 1965, 1966, 1984; Kramer, 2003), Thich Nhat Hahn’s interbeing (Bai, 1999, 
2004; Nhat Hanh, 2000; Nakagawa, 2000; Rothberg, 1998), Christian De Quincey’s three forms 
of intersubjectivity (2000; 2005; Hargens, 2001) and Ken Wilber’s integral dimensions of 
intersubjectivity (Wilber, 1996, 1997, 2000, 2006; Hargens, 2001). Following this, I 
recontextualize these intersubjective approaches as contributions from a second-person 
perspective within both Wilber’s (2006) and Edwards’ (2005) epistemological maps. I then take 
up Sarath’s (2006) consideration of second-person forms of knowing and learning and introduce 
the notion of critical second-person forms of contemplative education raised in my brief 
summaries and critical readings of the four above accounts of intersubjectivity as a framework 
for engaging with contemplative educator’s approach to teaching and classroom learning. 

 
Four Conceptions of Intersubjectivity 

 
Buber’s Conception of the Interhuman 

 
A twentieth century religious existential philosopher, Martin Buber has been a prominent 

voice in advocating the ideals of sacred consciousness, interpersonal relationship and dialogue in 
community. Buber’s philosophical contribution involves framing human existence as contingent 
upon interpersonal modes of consciousness, interaction and being through which one engages 
with other humans, nature, the inanimate world and the sacred. Best known for his distinctions of 
I-Thou and I-It relationships (1965, 1966, 1984), Buber argues that human life consists of a 
movement between meeting and mismeeting in these realms, with the I-thou representing a 
sacred form of relationship (which is central to interhuman relations) and the I-It a more 
common secular variety (Buber, 1965). In Buber’s (1984) monological I-It relationship, others 
are regarded like an “object” in a world that largely consists of people to be interacted with in 
order to serve our desires and ends. Buber (1984) elevates the personhood, needs and interests of 
the other as “subject” in the dialogical I-Thou mode of relationship, basing it on a responsiveness 

                                                                                                                                                             
least, an experiential familiarity with the shared potentials of consciousness—a capacity that is 
exemplified in the work of each of these theorists. 
8 My interest and passions for intersubjectivity and contemplative education arise from a number of 
sources. As a dialogue educator and facilitator, I have taught post-secondary courses over the past eight 
years utilizing generative dialogue processes in Sweden, USA and Canada. My research, partly informed 
by these experiences, has been primarily of a theoretical and philosophical nature with an overarching 
interest in clarifying and inquiring further into the conditions for students to experience integral forms of 
transformative education mediated by deeper intersubjective dimensions of teaching and learning. As an 
eclectic Buddhist practitioner and meditator, I am interested in inquiring further into consciousness-
related approaches to learning and related themes. This project is in part motivated by an interest in 
deepening and broadening the evolution of consciousness discourse in the contemplative education 
literature as well as improving upon my knowledge and expertise in these areas as a scholar-practitioner. 
In addition, as a personal coach, my interests in self-actualization have developed a strong interest in 
learning the skillful means and capacities needed to support the conditions for personal transformation in 
my students and clients. Finally, my interest in cultivating second-person forms of contemplative 
education is also motivated by my experiences in various communities of practice that applied presencing 
and other intersubjective practices to our collective process, where we discovered and co-enacted deeper 
creative possibilities that I believe have a yet untold significance in classroom life. 
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to and confirmation of the other, the other’s deeper humanity and the existing present-ness of the 
situation. Wood (1999) elaborates on the I-Thou relation: 

 
For Buber, I-Thou relations are unique, unpredictable, immediate, and involve the whole 
of oneself ‘bound up in reciprocity’ with the other. I-It relations are linked to the universal, 
are predictable, mediated by past experience, and involve only a part of oneself which 
stands at a distance from the object. I-It relations are third-person relations, so that for ‘It’ 
one could substitute also ‘He’ or ‘She’ of ‘They.’ (Wood, 1999, p. 84) 
 
Distinguishing these two very different modes of existence, the I-Thou relation draws upon a 

second-person basis of connection that emerges through our encounters with others. In adopting 
the I-Thou attitude or stance towards relationship, there is a turning towards and 
acknowledgement of a more elemental and existential experience of another.  

 
Throughout Buber’s works, he tends to sharply contrast the I-It relationship and I-Thou 

relationship. At times this leaves little room for more nuanced and paradoxical modes of being 
and meeting that are not exclusively apart of either archetype. Sidorkin (2000) elaborates:   

 
It is either I-Thou or I-It, all or nothing. There is nothing else and nothing in between. In 
his later work, Buber tried to enrich this binary model by introducing the notion of 
Zwischenmenschliche, or the interhuman. The interhuman consists of elements of every 
day life that may lead to a genuine dialogue, or, as Buber describes it, “I-Thou” relation. 
(Sidorkin, 2000, p. 10) 
 
As a context that is “generated by the immediate presence that binds together a conscious 

“self” with a conscious “other.”” (Kramer, 2003, p. 78), the interhuman offers a key dormant 
dimension of intersubjective experience that learners discover through I-Thou meeting:  

 
When two individuals "happen" to each other, there is an essential remainder that reaches 
out beyond the special sphere of each-the "sphere of the between." In an essential relation 
the barriers of individual being are breached and "the other becomes present, not merely in 
the imagination or feeling, but in the depths of one's substance, so that one experiences the 
mystery of the other being in the mystery of one's own. (Buber, 1965, p. 170) 
 
The interhuman involves relating to others as partners in a living intersubjective event, 

bringing about a context where I-Thou relationship may emerge (Buber, 1966). Given that the 
interhuman offers no smooth continuity, it has been largely ignored (Friedman, 2001). Yet, in 
aspiring to meet from the interhuman and confirming one another, in spite of whether one is in 
agreement or not, there is an occasion to stand one’s own ground while (in the context of our 
classrooms) we meet our students on theirs. In a classroom where an educator is exploring a 
collective form of contemplative pedagogy, learning from the context of the interhuman would 
be contingent on the educator’s quality and capacity for sustaining presence with her students. 
Additionally, it would depend upon her capacity to confer, share and invite students into 
fostering I-thou forms of relating collectively as an underlying process informing the inquiry. 
Buber’s characterization of the interhuman describes a subtle way of being with others from the 
condition of presence, where former barriers or boundaries between self and other soften, 
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offering an existential referent in that it enables the self and the other to become more 
immediate, tangible and real.  

 
Buber locates the interhuman sphere of the between beyond the domain of the conditioned 

socialized self which typically engages in I-It forms of relationship. For Buber, the interhuman 
cannot be reduced to an “it” or “thing” and emerges “in the presence of spontaneous mutuality” 
(Kramer, 2003, p. 104). Expanding upon the modes of mismeeting that typify I-It encounters, 
and forms of meeting with the I-Thou, Buber posits the “supreme meeting” (2003, p. 47) as 
indicative of special peak experiences in the deeper realms of the interhuman where it is possible 
to experience pure relation. From these moments of supreme meeting with students, one is 
initiated as it were into a sacred relational experience of second-person knowing through the 
interhuman realm of intersubjectivity.  

 
Ironically, while Buber advocated for such encounters, he disliked groups as Sidorkin (1995) 

elaborates: 
 
Buber is right, most of the groups most of the time probably do suppress an individual 
relation. But a group might become a nurturing community, a special kind of group that is 
not hostile to, but inviting of the interhuman. As we can see, Buber states that the 
interhuman encounter happens within the group only as a secondary meeting, while the 
work of the group is the main concern. A nurturing community is the group where this 
hierarchy is reversed. It is a group where the interhuman is the primary concern, and what 
the group actually does together moves into a subordinated position. (Sidorkin, 1995, p. 5) 
 

In this passage, Sidorkin uncovers a key insight concerning the importance of leading classroom 
interactions from the intersubjective domain of the interhuman. This becomes quite relevant in 
the context of second-person forms of contemplative education, as all conversations take place 
intersubjectively. Yet, contact with and inquiry informed by the deeper ontological domain of the 
intersubjective that Buber’s interhuman signifies may be subtly eclipsed, inadvertently 
marginalized or skipped over in the effort to fulfill content objectives in the courses we teach. 
Reflecting on previous teaching experiences that draw upon collective forms of contemplative 
pedagogy, I have come to appreciate the importance of aspiring to speak and listen from Buber’s 
interhuman sphere of the between with students as the primary context for orienting collective 
contemplative learning processes.  

 
With the interhuman encounter as the primary basis for meeting, it becomes possible for both 

the educators to recalibrate their teaching stance and the students to in turn recalibrate their 
learning stance towards a shared I-Thou orientation. Honoring a primary commitment to 
fostering Buber’s sphere of the between with our students helps bring about a shift in the 
classroom ethos towards becoming a more nurturing community (Sidorkin, 1995). In this sense, 
Buber’s work offers a helpful insight into the transformative potential of addressing one another 
through deeper presence in the intersubjective encounter, which can give rise to an ontological 
shift in the context of our inquiry and learning within educational settings. By implementing 
contemplative second-person approaches that are not only aware of the relational and sacred 
implications of I-thou encounters with our students, but also committed to enacting the 
interhuman as a primary concern, I believe Buber’s contributions to intersubjectivity can shed 
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important light on one of the necessary preconditions for collective contemplative methods 
informed by the deeper ontological realms of the interhuman sphere of the between. 

 
Nhat Hanh’s Interbeing 

 
Drawing from his Vietnamese lineage of Buddhism in the East and life experience in the 

West, Buddhist monk, scholar, poet, and peace activist Thich Nhat Hanh’s teachings of engaged 
Buddhism speak to a broad cross section of people from various religious, spiritual, and cultural 
backgrounds. Known for his work with mindfulness in daily life, Nhat Hanh is a passionate 
exemplar of uniting Buddhist contemplative practice with social action and inter-religious 
dialogue.  

 
Within Nhat Hanh’s teachings, his depiction of interbeing (2000) is informed by the central 

Buddhist theory of pratitya-samutpàda (Nakagawa, 2000), which literally means contingent 
origination, but is often translated as dependent co-arising. From the perspective of interbeing 
we radically coexist and are fundamentally interrelated with what is “other” unlike the Cartesian 
dualistic account of human experience, in which we exist independently in and for ourselves. As 
a lens to help us experience the ground and fabric of relationality within and beyond the human 
domain to include all of life, interbeing depicts the self as an active co-participant in a greater 
shifting matrix of mutual causality and interrelationship. Within the Buddhist tradition, when 
pratãtya-samutpàda is deeply understood by practitioners, it helps bring liberation from the root 
of suffering and delusion insofar as the separate self-sense is seen through as an impermanent 
psychological construction, empty of any abiding or independent constitution (Nakagawa, 2000). 
Pratãtya-samutpàda also offers a classic phenomenal depiction of how we emerge through 
interdependent relations and how all events are deeply interwoven and mutually conditioned.  

 
Nhat Hanh (2000) builds upon this classic Buddhist insight and goes a step further by 

emphasizing how the realization of interbeing gives rise to an increased sense of 
interconnectedness, bringing about a more inclusive and deepened ethic of responsibility for 
others. As such, his account of interbeing offers an important perspective for engaging with the 
underlying process-oriented nature of reality. By illustrating how our everyday experience of self 
and world are deeply interconnected, interdependent and interrelated, interbeing validates the 
underlying intersubjective ground of being that human experience is ultimately contingent upon. 

 
When viewed within a contemplative educational context, interbeing brings attention to how 

the students, the classroom subject of inquiry, the process of inquiry and educator shape and co-
constitute one another. As a “pedagogy of communion” (Nakagawa, 2000, p. 50), interbeing 
helps deconstruct our conditioned identification with our separate self-identity as an educator 
and, in turn reconstruct our primary identification with interconnected experiences of self and the 
attendant co-constitutive classroom processes. The practice of interbeing foregrounds the 
dynamic interrelated elements of the learning process with one’s students, which cultivates 
compassion and an education of heart (Dalai Lama, 1999). Whether through a contemplative 
reconstruction of our student’s points of view or a willingness to feel our student’s distress 
concerning a particular injustice and resulting suffering on a particular issue, interbeing disrupts 
our traditional sense of agency and western self-sufficient ideals of individuality.  

 



Gunnlaugson: Establishing Second Person Forms of Contemplative Education 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    June 2009    Vol. 5, No. 1 

32

Upon closer inspection, interbeing offers the possibilities of what Wilber describes as 
“agency-in-communion” (Rothberg et al., 1998, p. 216). That is, an agency that is no longer 
being motivated by a traditional idealized masculine stance of autonomy that avoids, suppresses 
or denies communion. From the perspective of interbeing, our individual strength and source of 
empowerment are fueled by our connection(s) with others within greater fields of 
interrelatedness, further helping us see through the false Cartesian dualism of personal autonomy 
versus relationship. Bai (1999) elaborates: “The self dynamically flows into, out of, and with the 
other, creatively assuming a complex, polymorphous sense of agency. It is not the simple sense 
of agency wherein the subject (the self) does something to its object (the other)” (p. 4). 

 
Through this polymorphous sense of agency, the tensions of individual agency and 

communion lie in the paradoxical dance of, on the one hand, becoming increasingly attentive to 
our interrelatedness with others (i.e., our students) without, on the other hand, binding one’s 
sense of self to them. Such an intersubjective orientation can also help us avoid falling into either 
extreme of what Wilber (Rothberg et al., 1998, p. 216) frames as pathological agency (which 
avoids or denies communion) or pathological communion, where we become overly identified 
with relationality to the extent that we find ourselves submersed in orienting from the needs of 
others.9 

 
How might interbeing advance the project of developing second-person contemplative 

pedagogy in higher education settings? Interbeing provides an intersubjective context and 
process that can be of great use in informing the development of second-person methods. By 
attending phenomenologically to the distinctive intersubjective space(s) we co-inhabit with our 
students, the educator learns (with practice) to see through the dualistic tendencies of his or her 
own consciousness—particularly in terms of how this reinforces different forms of separateness 
and fragmentation in group contexts of classroom learning. By forging a more distributed basis 
of connection with our students, the class subject and the processes of contemplative inquiry, 
seeing with the eyes of interbeing can help facilitate a shift into a deeper second-person 
intersubjective experience. As these elements coalesce, occasions for engaging with multiple 
contexts of self and otherness invariably arise. By modeling and encouraging a less rigid 
identification with our conventional identities, interbeing also offers a more distributed context 
of inter-relationality, which in turn establishes a broader ground and intersubjective context out 
of which we can lead the class inquiry. This helps relieve everyone of the individualistic if not 
narcissistic habit of blocking the intersubjective view by being in the middle of a conversation or 
steering classroom discourse with one’s private agenda. By valuing and amplifying our shared 
experience of consciousness, the lens of interbeing brings into focus the more subtle unseen 
aspects and sinews of interrelatedness with our students, the subject and process of inquiry.10 
This helps us relax the habituated compulsion to know and deliver an authoritative view to our 

                                                 
9 While our culture suffers from both pathological tendencies, Wilber’s integrated notion of agency-in-
communion offers a helpful distinction to monitor our ontological orientations for being in the world. 
10 Given that (a) interbeing extends far beyond the context of intersubjectivity and (b) the urgent need for 
a more comprehensive ethic of responsibility towards others, in certain higher education classroom 
settings it will be constructive to broaden the scope of the interbeing lens by expanding beyond the 
students in the class to include greater contexts such as all humans and the more than human world.  
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students.11 In the context of classroom inquiry, interbeing can help students and educator regard 
the classroom as a place for occasions of interconnectedness and the co-constitution of shared 
meaning.  

 
In addition to the applications of Interbeing discussed above, educators may wish to impart a 

taste of the experience by introducing a guided visualization informed by Nhat Hanh’s (1998) 
writings: 

 
If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper. 
Without a cloud, there will be no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow; and without 
trees, we cannot make paper. The cloud is essential for the paper to exist. If the cloud is not 
here, the sheet of paper cannot be here either. So we can say that the cloud and the paper 
inter-are. “Interbeing” is a word that is not in the dictionary yet, but if we combine the 
prefix “inter-” with the verb “to be,” we have a new verb, inter-be. Without a cloud and the 
sheet of paper inter-are. If we look into this sheet of paper even more deeply, we can see 
the sunshine in it. If the sunshine is not there, the forest cannot grow. In fact, nothing can 
grow. Even we cannot grow without sunshine. And so, we know that the sunshine is also in 
this sheet of paper. The paper and the sunshine inter-are. And if we continue to look, we 
can see the logger who cut the tree and brought it to the mill to be transformed into paper. 
And we see the wheat. We know the logger cannot exist without his daily bread, and 
therefore the wheat that became his bread is also in this sheet of paper. And the logger’s 
father and mother are in it too. When we look in this way, we see that without all of these 
things, this sheet of paper cannot exist. Looking even more deeply, we can see we are in it 
too. This is not difficult to see, because when we look at a sheet of paper, the sheet of 
paper is part of our perception. Your mind is in here and mine is also. So we can say that 
everything is in here with this sheet of paper. You cannot point out one thing that is not 
here-time, space, the earth, the rain, the minerals in the soil, the sunshine, the cloud, the 
river, the heat. Everything co-exists with this sheet of paper. That is why I think the word 
inter-be should be in the dictionary. “To be” is to inter-be. You cannot just be by yourself 
alone. You have to inter-be with every other thing. This sheet of paper is, because 
everything else is. (Nhat Hanh, 1998, p. 3) 
 
While such visualization exercises can be helpful in bringing about a shift in our accustomed 

habits of perception and ways of apprehending and relating to the world, there invariably will be 
occasions when it can be challenging to experience interbeing with students. Nhat Hanh’s 
depiction of interbeing offers a means for working with the resistances in ourselves to what is 
“other” in our classrooms, as well as to the elements in our students and ourselves that we may 
resist and for whatever reasons, cannot or refuse to openly engage with. By identifying and 
finding a basis to transform the elements in ourselves that prevent us from recognizing our inter-
relatedness with our difficult students, we become more prone to experiencing our students and 
our selfhood as interdependent and thus our processes of inner transformation and our students’ 
transformation as likewise interdependent. 

 

                                                 
11 This does not suggest that professors are not also balancing content objectives, teaching aims, purposes 
and other considerations that shape the post-secondary classrooms. 
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De Quincey’s Three Forms of Intersubjectivity 
 
Instead of being lone subjects in our own life's drama, we are ‘intersubjects' created by the 
original worldwide web - the web of intersubjectivity woven in the Great Cosmic Drama, 
in the Great Unfolding of Being.  (de Quincey, 2005, p. 182) 
 
Christian de Quincey is a theorist in the field of consciousness studies and the philosophy of 

mind. His more recent work focuses on legitimizing second-person forms of knowing and 
inquiry by arguing for fundamental shifts in our understanding of human experience and 
consciousness. Like Nhat Hanh and Buber, in Radical Knowing De Quincey presents his thesis 
of intersubjectivity as both the ground and precondition that human consciousness arises out 
from. Like Buber, he tends to emphasize the interpersonal dimension of relationship given that 
communication is among his chief concerns. Tracing out the philosophical and spiritual roots of 
intersubjectivity in his work (2005), he argues overall that it has not been given sufficient 
attention as a legitimate ground of knowing and path for exploring consciousness.  

 
De Quincey (2000, 2005) distinguishes among three types of intersubjectivity, each offering 

an important contribution to the project of bringing forth a second-person approach to 
contemplative education. He derives his first meaning of intersubjectivity from the basic 
Cartesian worldview where “individual subjectivity ontologically precedes intersubjectivity” 
(2005, p. 183). Communication in intersubjectivity-1 takes place primarily through sharing 
language and linguistic signals. Comparable to Buber’s I-It relationship, linguistic 
intersubjectivity is commonly found in academic culture where the prevailing pattern is to 
develop one’s own unique point of view “independently” of others. This can lead to a 
pedagogical orientation that privileges agency, where as educators we may find ourselves siding 
with those students who share a similar view to us. Prone to overlooking the entangled matrix of 
interbeing and corresponding forms of collective intelligence, from intersubjectivity-1 we teach 
from our established funds of knowledge as the meeting point or center of convergence in the 
classroom or online learning environment.  

 
The meaning of intersubjectivity-2 refers to the psychological dimension of intersubjectivity, 

which, according to De Quincey (2005), is explored in the intellectual and feeling realm of 
relationship through presence. De Quincey remarks that intersubjectivity-2 focuses more on the 
interpersonal domain of communication, but not the deeper intersubjective context of an 
interaction. Here, participants’ subjectivity is still ontologically prior to intersubjective 
encounters. For the purposes of contemplative pedagogy, intersubjectivity-2 draws upon felt-
relational forms of presence, providing an important intermediate depth of intersubjective 
experience that is comparatively more engaged than intersubjectivity-1. Given that 
intersubjectivity-2 relies on personal or interpersonal presence, the educator is focused on 
shifting the classes’ participation into presence, but as a means for affecting their learning of the 
subject, not transforming their sense of self to “understand the deeper co-arising and engagement 
of intersubjective subjects or intersubjects” (p. 281), which is the hallmark of the third sense or 
“intersubjectivity-3” (2005). For De Quincey, intersubjectivity-3 involves the radical shift from 
separate subjects interacting psychologically to a more profound transpersonal form of 
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interacting that is also based upon shared presence.12 However, in this mode of intersubjectivity, 
our interrelatedness with another is experienced as primary to one’s ontological constitution. For 
De Quincey, this deep form of intersubjectivity contains the seeds of co-creative process and 
“relies on co-creative nonphysical presence, bringing distinct subjects into being out of a prior 
matrix of relationships” (2000, p. 2). 

 
For the project of developing intersubjective approaches to contemplative education, De 

Quincey’s intersubjectivity-2 and -3 offer important contributions. By drawing attention to the 
significance of felt-relational presence, intersubjectivity-2 offers an important intermediate 
context that focuses on the personal dimension of learning with others. In focusing on a shared 
transpersonal basis of learning with intersubjectivity-3, De Quincey identifies a path to 
generative interactions through the vehicle of a sacred co-creative relationship where our 
experiences of self and the world are chiefly mediated by engaging in presence with other 
centers of experience (i.e., subjects). Both forms involve learning to facilitate interactions 
beyond De Quincey’s first mode of intersubjectivity where educator and students exchange 
language and inform each other (intersubjectivity-1). While De Quincey locates 
intersubjectivity-2 interactions as arising from independent subjects, his emphasis on felt-
relational presence and incorporating the psychological dimension of learning are essential in 
creating the conditions for safety, compassionate listening and interpersonally mediated forms of 
co-creativity. For intersubjectivity-3, the aim is to experience the interhuman sphere of the 
between as ontologically prior to our individual subjectivities. Expressed in another way, the 
relational context or interhuman field becomes more prominent in one’s awareness than our 
individual sense of separateness from both one another and this interhuman sphere of the 
between. By aspiring to learn together as interdependent subjects, our very identities become 
involved with the co-creative processes of conversation. It is not that individual meaning is no 
longer important. Rather, the emphasis of intersubjectivity-3 shifts to co-creating new shared 
meaning through collective felt presence and what is emerging through the class. My 
understanding of this intersubjective turn is that it involves listening and speaking from a subtly 
different self-location that is interwoven with, rather than separate from the interhuman field that 
envelops the participants. From this collective shift in attention and raising of collective 
mindfulness, in intersubjectivity-3 students and professor are more able to collectively 
experience its thinking processes together, rather than (a) simply verbalizing or downloading our 
thoughts when communicating, which is characteristic of intersubjectivity-1 or (b) overly relying 
on the interpersonal qualities of intersubjective experience as is characteristic of 
intersubjectivity-2. 

 

                                                 
12 Though De Quincey does not elaborate on how to make the shift from psychological to transpersonal 
modalities of intersubjectivity, my experience is that each form involves a different quality of presence 
and self-sense of the individuals engaging within these interactions. In other words, from 
intersubjectivity-2 one is still relating primarily to another as a separate self, whereas in intersubjectivity-
3 one is relating to another from an interconnected sense of self that is informed by Bai’s (1999) notion of 
a more polymorphous sense of agency that arises in part from the field of relationship that one 
experiences one’s self co-arising with others from. 
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De Quincey’s philosophical project lies in legitimizing second-person forms of knowing (i.e., 
particularly intersubjectivity-3).13 As he points out, “we tend not to notice the second-person 
perspective because it is right in front of our noses every day. It is the medium in which we most 
naturally live” (2005, p. 178). However, it is also a medium that is most taken for granted or that 
we are most unconscious of, too, hence the importance of his three definitions and emphasis on 
presence, shared meaning, relationality and collective ontology as keys to deepen and refine our 
practice of second-person forms of knowing and being. As De Quincey’s three definitions arc 
towards an increased degree or levels of intersubjective depth, they mark a progression from 
separate individuals interacting towards a more unitive and interwoven movement of shared 
consciousness. The shifts from intersubjectivity-1 to -3 represent not only new possibilities for 
co-creative manifestation within contemplative classroom settings, but make specific aspects of 
intersubjectivity (i.e., communion, co-presence, shared meaning) progressively more prominent 
than the individual agency, presence and personal meaning of learners who are co-participating 
in the intersubjective event—a change in pedagogical approach that has yet to be accounted for 
within the existing contemplative education literature. 

 
Wilber’s Five Dimensions of Intersubjectivity 

 
Over the past three decades, American philosopher Ken Wilber has developed a 

transdisciplinary and transcultural integral philosophy that draws from a wide cross-section of 
perspectives, methodologies and paradigms across a breadth of fields and traditions. Wilber’s 
recent AQAL approach14 (2006) serves as a model through which theorists and practitioners can 
explore an integrally-informed perspective to their work within their respective fields of 
knowledge. Integral theorist Sean Hargens (2001) has identified at least five types of 
intersubjectivity throughout Wilber’s writings (1996, 1997, 2006). In contrast to De Quincey’s 
three definitions, which address instances of communication and were developed out of his 
research in academic philosophy and consciousness studies, Hargens’ account of Wilber’s 
“types” of intersubjectivity are culled from a comprehensive review of Wilber’s writings and are 
presented in terms that are internal to Wilber’s integral paradigm. In this regard, Hargens 
provides a summary of Wilber’s broad research into intersubjectivity by highlighting five distinct 
forms that intersubjectivity takes within Wilber’s integral model. 

 
The first form is “intersubjectivity-as-spirit” (Hargens, 2001, p. 13) with spirit being in this 

context, the ontologically prior, always present background or non-dual ground of being (Wilber, 
2006). This meaning of intersubjectivity adds an important distinction to Nhat Hanh’s account of 
interbeing and De Quincey’s intersubjectivity-3. Where interbeing refers to the co-arising 
constituents and elements of intersubjective experience, intersubjectivity-as-spirit identifies the 
deeper undivided formless source of consciousness that our experience of interbeing arises in 

                                                 
13 De Quincey does not address ways in which first and third-person forms of knowing might support his 
project of validating second-person forms of knowing. Instead, he tends to downplay third-person 
perspectives (2005), by claiming we need to set up experiments to induce the illusion of the separation 
between observer and observed “this stepping-back allows us to notice the third-person in action because 
it is not “normal”” (p. 178). He also downplays the role of first-person perspectives as being dependent on 
withdrawing from the world as in the case of meditation. 
14 AQAL is short form for quadrants, levels, lines, states and types—five key features of Wilber’s (2006) 
integral framework. 
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and out of. Intersubjectivity-as-spirit offers an important transpersonal referent to the realm of 
the absolute within each intersubjective experience, signaling the non-dual space or root context 
out of which our experience of interbeing arises. This distinction also becomes significant within 
De Quincey’s intersubjectivity-3 insofar as it draws our attention to a dimension of awareness 
that is not mediated by second-person forms of knowing and being. While certain educators15 
may aspire to engage with their students in a manner where second-person forms of knowing are 
informed by non-dual awareness in the classroom, students unacquainted with non-dual 
experience will require being introduced to it through some form of pointing out instructions.16  

 
The second form “intersubjectivity-as-context” (Hargens, 2001, p. 13) refers to the structural 

elements of intersubjectivity, which for Wilber is located within the lower left of his four 
quadrants (see Figure 1 below).17 Hargens (2001, p. 13) identifies the intersubjective matrix of 
contexts as “physical laws, morphic fields, linguistic, moral, cultural, biological, and aesthetic 
structures.” Hargens does not elaborate on how other structural elements from other zones18 
might influence our understanding of intersubjectivity. Such a consideration would involve 
taking into account the structural influences of Wilber’s account of developmental lines,19 where 
personal and interpersonal capacities, skills and intelligences influence the possibilities of 
specific intersubjective engagements between teacher and students or classroom life. 

 
Intersubjectivity-as-context viewed in this light highlights developmental issues educators 

would benefit from considering in their work with contemplative education. Further research 
would need to establish which lines and levels20 of development or capacities have a bearing on 
contemplative processes of education (i.e. stages of insight or concentration). Attention would 

                                                 
15 Though such an approach to second-person contemplative education will be unsuitable for many 
educators in higher education classrooms, it has been my experience that learning to locate the non-dual 
quality of unconditioned experience firstly in one’s own experience as an educator and secondly (where 
appropriate) within one’s classroom interactions will invite a beneficial quality of shared learning and 
communication.  
16 I realize that educators also unacquainted with the non-dual experience will also require being 
introduced to it. It is important to note that according to Buddhist traditions, one does not, technically 
speaking, “have” a non-dual experience, for this would be enacting a subtle dualism. Rather, nonduality is 
viewed as a radical realization that requires ongoing meditative practice to stabilize as a view in one’s 
everyday consciousness. In spite of non-duality being traditionally conceived as the essential condition of 
enlightened consciousness, in recent years practitioners have moved towards adapting pointing out 
instructions to give people a taste of this unconditioned experience through various intersubjective 
methodologies such as Genpo Roshi’s Big Mind, Big Heart, Peter Fenner’s Radiant Mind, Andrew 
Cohen’s Enlightened Communication among others.  
17 Alternatively, in the language of his 8 primordial perspectives (2006), intersubjectivity-as-context 
would be in zone four within the lower left quadrant. 
18 The eight zones refer to the inside and outside of Wilber’s four quadrants. 
19 In educational circles, developmental lines are referred to as intelligences made known by Howard 
Gardner (e.g., kinesthetic intelligence, musical intelligence, emotional intelligence, cognitive intelligence, 
etc.). Picking up where Gardner left off, Wilber (2006) outlined at least two dozen of these lines as a key 
dimension of his integral AQAL theory.  
20 Levels of consciousness are abstract measures that represent fluid yet qualitatively distinct classes of 
recurrent patterns within Wilber’s construct of developmental lines. Some examples of levels include 
egocentric, ethnocentric and worldcentric (Rentschler, 2006, p. 20). 
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also need to address the misconceptions around conflating levels of development with states21 
and state-stages22 (Wilber, 2006) and to determine which contemplative practices are 
developmentally-contingent23 and if so, in what ways. Both Hargens (p. 15) and Wilber (2006) 
point out that these background structures constitute the subject before experience and are 
therefore not accessible to direct experiential knowing. Given that not all students will be at the 
same contemplative capacity as their teachers and conversely in certain situations, 
intersubjectivity-as-context is a helpful consideration in refining our approaches to contemplative 
pedagogy.  

 
The third type, “intersubjectivity-as-resonance” (2001, p. 14), arises out of mutuality of 

presence shared between people, reflecting De Quincey’s intersubjectivity-2 and -3. Hargens 
elaborates upon worldspaces and worldviews as contexts out of which the resonance takes place. 
In terms of worldspaces, Hargens (p. 14) introduces the distinction of ontological resonance 
between subjects and for worldviews and epistemological resonance between subjects who share 
a common stage of psychological development. Both of these terms attempt to locate where 
intersubjective resonance is taking place within Wilber’s AQAL model. However, these 
distinctions become problematic in practice. For example, epistemological resonance between 
two subjects does not necessarily presuppose a common level of psychological development. 
Hargens’ claim that ontological resonance is contingent upon a shared worldspace is helpful in a 
broad sense and resembles De Quincey’s ontological definition of intersubjectivity. However, 
once again identifying the specific shared worldspace that resonance is taking place within 
Wilber’s integral system or any developmentalist’s model is a speculative matter, even when 
subjects are in broad agreement with the interpretive frameworks being applied. What would be 
helpful for contemplative educators interested in exploring second-person modalities of 
contemplative learning is a more nuanced heuristic to differentiate between the different forms of 
resonance. Such a heuristic would not need to be developmentally contingent, but could rather 
represent the possible stage-processes that groups go through or the characteristic forms of 
resonance that distinguish different intersubjective contexts such as De Quincey’s -1, -2 and -3 in 
classroom settings. Resonance is often a marker of mutual understanding. However, Hargen’s 
(2001) portrayal of Wilber’s intersubjectivity-as-resonance traces each form of resonance back to 
Wilber’s AQAL model. Again, I am not convinced this captures the significant intersubjective 
qualities of resonance that would shed further light into the nature of different encounter(s), 
particularly within classroom settings where learning is the underlying objective. 

 

                                                 
21 States of consciousness are temporary (from a few minutes to several days) and range considerably 
from ordinary to peak experiences including meditative states (induced by contemplation and meditation) 
and altered states (induced by psychedelic substances, demanding physical exercise, athletics, etc.). 
22 Rentschler (2006) defines state-stages as “states that unfold in a sequence, usually as the result of 
training. State-stages generally move from gross experience, to subtle experience, to causal experience, to 
nondual” (p. 30). 
23 This article will not address developmental considerations in educators, students or classroom life as 
this might pertain to contemplative education or intersubjective approaches. This is due in part to the 
sheer complexity of the subject but also the lack of established research in understanding how 
developmental awareness plays out experientially given the invisibility of these background structures 
and lack of clarity in understanding to what extent and precisely how successful applications of 
contemplative education are contingent or helpfully guided by such awareness. 
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The fourth type of “intersubjectivity-as-relationship” (p. 14) offers a further explication of 
types of relationship. Hargens offers two important sub-distinctions of relationship-as-solidarity 
(p. 14), where the basis of intersubjective interaction lies in the shared values, ethnicity, gender, 
interests and so on, as well as relationship-as-difference (p. 14), where one relates to another 
subject and makes the effort to reach across differences in the interest of arriving at a fuller 
understanding of one another or a given issue. This latter distinction has important ramifications 
in educational settings, in that the cultivation of this form of intersubjectivity flourishes when 
collaboration and shared meaning across difference take place, but also perhaps more 
importantly, enabling both educator and students to recognize one’s self in difference. 
Relationship-as-difference follows on Nhat Hanh’s account of interbeing, where the point of 
resistance in whatever we happen to disagree with is connected in some way to the point we are 
advocating for. While the deeper interwoven pattern that connects these points may not be 
initially evident to our students or us, this principle highlights the importance of the latent 
potential of intersubjectivity as a robust container for the transmutation of our understanding of 
conflicting and contradictory views. 

 
The last category, “intersubjectivity-as-phenomenology,” touches on elements of De 

Quincey’s intersubjectivity-2 and -3 by focusing on the felt experience of intersubjectivity. 
Hargens associates the felt-sense with the previous three types of intersubjectivity: spirit, 
relationship and resonance. The felt-sense of spirit has an important implication in terms of 
deeper shifts in states of consciousness24 (Wilber, 2006) that become more pronounced within 
intersubjective-3 engagements. Given the potential for deeper states in providing an ontological 
window into our deeper motivations and shared meaning (Wilber, 2006), the temporary 
emergence of transcendent states of consciousness and their potential to evoke deep feelings of 
sacred connection with life and the cosmos make the felt-sense of spirit a significant dimension 
of intersubjectivity that merits further exploration, particularly in the context of contemplative 
educational pedagogies. The felt-sense within intersubjectivity as relationship offers a widely 
subscribed to moral compass to navigate what educational philosopher Nel Noddings (1984) 
defines as an ethic of caring, which centralizes love in the particular, reciprocal, and personal 
forms of classroom relationship.  

 
Recontextualizing Intersubjectivity Within Broader Epistemological 
Horizons 

 
This article has attempted to convey the importance of second-person contemplative 

classroom processes, which draw upon the depth of shared relations and quality of 
intersubjective experience, expanding our scope of contemplative practice to include and build 
upon key insights of intersubjective theory is a natural next step. With the development of 
second-person approaches to contemplative pedagogy, as educators our approaches to classroom 
learning will increasingly ask for more distinct shared mode(s) of participation with our 

                                                 
24 Wilber (2006) outlines five primary states of consciousness in his AQAL framework: gross waking 
states (everyday); subtle states; causal formless states; witnessing states and non-dual awareness. States of 
consciousness range considerably from ordinary to supernormal varieties. Similar to meditative states, 
intersubjectivity-3 engagements, varieties of Buber’s notion of supreme meeting and other sacred 
intersubjective encounters tend to evoke deeper states of consciousness. 
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students—including key distinctions that have been outlined and developed throughout this 
paper.  

 
Rather than proclaim the strengths of intersubjectivity and problematize other ways of 

knowing,25 I believe a more fruitful course forward involves first establishing the contributions 
of intersubjectivity theory that could be helpful in developing a second-person contemplative 
educational approach as I have attempted to convey by highlighting features of each 
intersubjective theorist’s work above. Second, as I address in the next section, I believe it is 
important to contextualize intersubjectivity as a distinct perspective alongside other primary 
epistemological perspectives—i.e., subjectivity, objectivity and inter-objectivity. However, in 
doing this it is crucial to acknowledge that intersubjectivity is more than an epistemological 
perspective with distinct processes and dimensions of knowing. 

 
As I have pointed out in the above sections, intersubjectivity has an ontological dimension 

(Buber, 1965; Roy, 2006) with both an interpersonal (Nhat Hanh, 2000; De Quincey, 2000; 
Wilber, 2000) and transpersonal relational significance (Buber; 1965; De Quincey, 2005). 
Intersubjectivity is also a conversational field of inquiry (De Quincey, 2005) that is contingent 
upon second-person contextual structures (Hargens, 2001) and interwoven relational elements of 
self and other (Nhat Hanh, 2000) that influence any given interhuman encounter. Finally, 
intersubjectivity also has a phenomenological (Wilber, 2006) dimension that is experienced 
through co-presence (De Quincey, 2005) and resonance (Hargens, 2001) among other 
characteristics outlined above, as well as beyond these four accounts.26  

 
Keeping in mind these and other richly textured facets of intersubjectivity as we locate it 

heuristically as an epistemological perspective, we will then embark on our third step in 
considering what intersubjectivity might bring to the project of establishing second-person 
modes of contemplative education. In addition to preparing the theoretical terrain for such work, 
ongoing experimentation will be needed to gain a more direct understanding of the distinctive 
qualities, meaning and significance of intersubjectivity as a contemplative form of knowing and 
learning in classroom settings. Explorations of this nature could help identify a more nuanced 
and comprehensive understanding of second-person contemplative pedagogical approaches, 
experiences and their relevance for educator and students both inside and outside the classroom.  
                                                 
25 As a result of the traditional marginalization or omission of intersubjectivity, problematizing first-
person subjective or third-person objective onto-epistemological habits may have been an appropriate 
stance to take in certain debates. My hope is that we can turn the conversation towards a post-Cartesian 
inquiry that honors both limiting the problematic features and including the respective gifts of each 
perspective and way of knowing. By sufficiently differentiating and untangling these three 
epistemological forms in the context of our classroom pedagogies, we can then move towards a stronger 
integration of each, with further consideration for how first-person and third-person contemplative 
pedagogies might support the development of second-person approaches. Given that the deeper forms of 
second-person engagement are partly contingent upon first-person contemplative practice, there is value 
in proceeding with a more integral orientation here. 
26 In introducing the related yet distinct elements, terminology and conceptions of intersubjectivity, this 
article does not go into depth with either comparing or contrasting each theorist’s perspective of the 
ontological nature of intersubjective forms of communicating, relating, communion, agency or other 
modalities relevant to teaching across the four accounts. Largely this is due to the limitations of space and 
scope of this particular project. 
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Returning to the first objective, to help establish intersubjectivity as a key epistemological 
perspective within contemporary teaching and learning practices, there is value in consulting 
with a more encompassing epistemological map that differentiates intersubjectivity from its 
neighboring perspectives. Wilber (2000) provides us with such a map in his account of the four 
quadrants in figure 1 below.  

 

 
Figure 1. Wilber’s (2000) Four Quadrants  

 
Wilber’s quadrants locate four primary perspective-dimensions of reality that co-arise: subjective 
(i.e., the interior of an individual), intersubjective (i.e., the interior of a collective), objective (i.e., 
the exterior of an individual) and inter-objective (i.e., the exterior of a collective). The quadrants 
essentially represent the broad range of interior and exterior perspectives within individuals and 
collectives. Each specific quadrant is a referent for one of these four primordial perspectives. 

 
Wilber’s four quadrants are useful to our purposes in several ways. By distinguishing each 

epistemological perspective in addition to their validity claims and criteria, we are in a better 
position to untangle methodological issues that invariably arise in our research. For example, if 
we are tacitly or unknowingly employing “objective” validity criteria to understand a contested 
intersubjective experience as a way of inquiring into whether it is true, we are proceeding 
incoherently. Insofar as the intersubjective experience we are investigating is contingent upon 
mutual understanding, shared resonance and co-presence, understanding the validity of the 
experience becomes an interpretive exercise, not an empirical one. By conflating the methods 
and measures of validity across different epistemological perspectives, the language and validity 
criteria naturally become muddled and academic turf wars ensue—hence Wilber’s map helps 
locate and defend the partial merits of each first-, second-, third- and third-person plural 



Gunnlaugson: Establishing Second Person Forms of Contemplative Education 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    June 2009    Vol. 5, No. 1 

42

perspective of knowing and their accompanying methodologies. In this way, Wilber’s quadrants 
help prevent colonization from other perspectives or privileging one form of knowing to the 
exclusion or diminishment of another.  

 
Given that contemplative education draws from the perennial world wisdom traditions (i.e., 

whose knowledge horizons are generally located in the left hand quadrants—particularly upper 
left) and recent scientific research (i.e., that is generally located in the right hand quadrants), 
contemplative education research in academic settings is attempting to occupy an uncomfortable 
position or movement between the more objective sciences and the more subjective and 
intersubjective interpretive social sciences. As a case in point, Wilber’s quadrants offer a helpful 
augmentation of Roth’s (2006) binary contemplative framework that differentiates first and third 
person methods. In turn, the quadrants offer us a more comprehensive epistemological map to 
distinguish and validate intersubjectivity as one of four broad perspectives of contemplative 
knowing. Differentiating intersubjectivity from its neighboring perspectives ensures that 
educational researchers utilize the appropriate truth claims and methods27 required to coherently 
work with intersubjective approaches to contemplative education, as each perspective carries 
with it inherent methods for experiencing and interpreting the world (Wilber, 2006). 

 
Nevertheless, while Wilber’s quadrants are helpful in broadly differentiating these 

perspectives, they have the limiting condition of offering a more “structural approach and 
interpretation of reality” (Roy, 2006) than a process approach.28 Roy (2006, p. 119) makes a 
helpful distinction between “epistemological categories of knowing” which help us apprehend 
reality and the related yet distinct “ontological ways of understanding” that are gleaned through 
deeper modes of consciousness and being. In this regard, Wilber’s quadrants do not satisfactorily 
account for the ontological ways of understanding intersubjective reality that this article attempts 
to convey. Additionally, neither do Wilber’s quadrants nor his eight native perspectives (2006) 
satisfactorily locate the second-person perspective or differentiate singular or plural forms of 
second-person knowing.29 Integral theorist Mark Edwards (2005) has advanced a more nuanced 
account of intersubjectivity in his rendering of the three basic first-, second- and third-person 
epistemological perspectives. 

                                                 
27 Intersubjective truth claims from the second-person perspective involve knowledge developed by a 
group of inquirers about some theme, issue or domain of inquiry. This second-person knowledge is 
concerned with the shared, intersubjective processes which groups of people explore when they meet in 
the context of discussion, dialogue, presencing and other inquiry formats. Epistemological validity in the 
intersubjective deals more with interpretivistic methods or procedures for conducting inquiry that are 
grounded in the second-person world-space of shared experience. 
28 Roy derives her process-model in part from process-theory, which is informed by intersubjective theory 
to the extent that a process-model is contingent upon a relational understanding of reality as comprised 
fundamentally of processes rather than things. 
29 Within Wilber’s eight native perspectives (2006), he identifies the interior and exterior of the 
intersubjective by noting first-person and third-person accounts of second-person reality. However, he 
does not distinguish a second-person perspective or differentiate between the singular and plural forms of 
second-person knowing in his mapping out of the eight native perspectives.  
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Figure 2. Edwards’ (2005, p. 280) Account of First-, Second- and Third-person Perspectives  

 
By framing Edwards’ epistemological map as an appendage to Wilber’s quadrants,30 in 

addition to legitimizing the intersubjective dimension of reality, we can now honor the second-
person perspective more fully by distinguishing between second-person singular and plural 
varieties. In the context of contemplative education, Edwards’ map becomes particularly useful 
in distinguishing intersubjective reality from the distinct second-person perspectives that co-arise 
within it. Given that the field of contemplative education is in its formative stages, legitimizing 
and further differentiating (a) second-person perspective(s), (b) intersubjective reality and (c) the 

                                                 
30 For the purposes of my project in legitimizing and further developing second-person forms of 
contemplative education, I have drawn on Wilber’s (2000, Figure 1) and Edward’s (2005, Figure 2) 
frameworks as a way of establishing how intersubjective/second-person approaches to contemplative 
education are situated, epistemologically-speaking. This work is consistent with and in several cases 
informs the contemplative pedagogy heuristics that Roth (2006) and Sarath (2006; 2009) have developed 
in framing their approaches to contemplative education. As this article explores, specific shared 
experiences within the intersubjective/second-person domain of classroom life are qualitatively distinct 
from the modes of knowing and learning that emerge from the private-subjective first-person and public-
objective third-person domains, hence the importance of distinguishing them. Some readers may find the 
technical  presentation of Wilber’s and Edward’s frameworks to be incongruous or unsuitable to the 
above inquiry into the four conceptions of intersubjectivity. However, my intention in utilizing their 
frameworks is to provide further heuristic and conceptual clarification by locating these four accounts 
epistemologically, not to suggest that Wilber’s or Edward’s frameworks are in any way necessary to 
experience the different aspects of intersubjectivity explored above. 
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neighboring first-person and third-person primary perspectives raises important foundational 
clarifications and questions in terms of how we proceed to develop the field of contemplative 
education. By differentiating and including single and plural varieties of second-person 
pedagogies alongside their first- or third-person counterparts, we can begin to more clearly 
demarcate the epistemological terrain underlying these different pedagogical orientations. As an 
example, without distinguishing second-person forms of contemplative pedagogy, deeper forms 
of intersubjective collective knowing may remain dormant, obscured or completely hidden from 
our awareness as educators. Acknowledging second-person forms of contemplative pedagogy 
will help locate and map out the respective depths of intersubjective reality, as well as deeper 
forms of intersubjective knowing than the conventional varieties that prevail at the physical-
material and conceptual-mental levels of existence (i.e., intersubjectivy-1). By mapping out the 
different regions of intersubjective experience, further interpretive validity criteria can be 
established to determine to what extent if at all we are enacting distinct senses/experiences of 
intersubjectivity. Additionally, as second-person forms of contemplative education is a broad 
distinction, there is room for including the intersubjective insights and distinctions of Buber, 
Hahn, De Quincey, Wilber and others who have shed helpful light onto different contours and 
dimensions of intersubjectivity. 

 
Establishing Critical Second-Person Forms of Contemplative 
Education 

 
In the September 2006 contemplative education issue of the Teachers College Record, 

alongside Roth’s (2006) call for developing pedagogies that support students’ investigation of 
contemplative states of consciousness through first- and third-person approaches, Sarath (2006) 
briefly comments on second-person approaches of contemplative practices as a “movement from 
education’s conventional focus on third-person knowledge toward a more inclusive approach 
that also includes second- and first-person approaches to knowledge” (p. 1817). He locates 
second-person educational approaches along an integrated continuum of first-person and third-
person knowing and inquiry and points out that any subject can be studied through each 
perspective. Sarath describes his experiences with second-person approaches to contemplative 
education:  

 
I move into the intersubjective domain with exercises done in small groups that invite 
students to share and connect deeply with others. Common examples are exercises in 
which students reflect on, identify, and discuss inner feelings, behavior patterns, 
frustrations, and sources of fulfillment. Community based learning is another example of 
intersubjective learning that can both thrive within and feedback to strengthen a creativity 
and consciousness framework. (Sarath, 2006, p. 1836) 
 
On the whole, Sarath offers brief third-person descriptions of the content of second-person 

interactions in the classroom, however he does not comment further on the process of second-
person approaches to education other than it is “more process-oriented” (p. 1817) than first-
person or third-person forms. Roth, on the other hand, advocates for critical first-person and 
third-person approaches to contemplative education. 
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By critical, we mean that students would be encouraged to engage directly with these 
techniques without prior commitment to their efficacy. They would then step back and 
appraise their experiences to gain a deeper appreciation of their meaning and significance. 
Students will learn to identify contemplative states of consciousness both as objects and 
subjects of study. (Roth, 2006, p. 1788) 
 
Roth does not address second-person approaches to contemplative education in this article31 

or in any of his published work to date. Given the academic heritage of valuing third-person 
forms of learning at the expense of other forms, one of Roth’s key points of focus in this paper is 
to advocate for critical first-person methods of contemplative education. 

 
Building from where Sarath and Roth left off, I am advocating for developing second-person 

methods of contemplative education that take into account the above perspectives on 
intersubjectivity. The interhuman encounter, the interbeing of students and educator, the shared 
presence of intersubjectivity-2 and -3 and the intersubjectivity-as-spirit and –resonance in the 
class field among other intersubjective distinctions further explicate the contemplative 
dimensions of this broader project. To the extent that not all forms of second-person education 
are oriented towards the depths of learning and co-creativity that the application of the work of 
the above theorists entails, there is a need for distinguishing critical second-person forms of 
contemplative education and pedagogy as a means for establishing a new theoretical domain of 
inquiry within the field. Additionally, such an initiative will also help students and faculty 
identify a broader spectrum32 of contemplative pedagogy than if they had been primarily 
exploring first- and third-person approaches as advocated by Roth’s (2006) framework.  

 
Consider the following description of an intersubjective experience, which exemplifies a 

second-person contemplative encounter: 
 
There’s nothing like the joy, freedom, and deep intimacy of intersubjective space … our 
shared and passionate attention to what wants to come into being didn’t diminish, but 
rather it enhanced our senses, receptivity, deep intuition, as well as the faculties of thinking 
together, building on each other's ideas and inspirations, and profoundly appreciating the 
value of everyone’s perspective. They became notes in a larger harmony that has a 
message that we can receive only when the chatter of the conditioned mind stops, and we 
share with one another what is perceived in that precious state. (Por, 2004,  n.p.) 
 
I believe Por’s brief description conveys key aspects of intersubjective space that arise when 

the conditions for second-person education are present in that it draws attention to a distinct 
quality of feelings and attention, mode of shared thinking, a state of consciousness and way of 
being together with others in conversation. How might our current approaches to contemplative 
education facilitate intersubjective experience(s) for learners along these lines in a manner that 
serve the course’s pedagogical and content goals? 
                                                 
31 I will speculate that this omission is because second-person forms of inquiry are not an important focus 
of the proposed contemplative studies concentration at Brown University—the subject of Roth’s (2006) 
article. 
32 A broader spectrum would not leave out second-person approaches, but include an array of first-, 
second- and third-person forms of contemplative study. 
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As an educator, my urgent felt-sense of the call for developing intersubjective methods of 
contemplative education arises in response to having witnessed and endured countless hours of 
classroom life shaped by “the most minimal sense of we” possible” (Balder, 2007):  

 
It is a functional “we” designed to serve the interests of private selves. There are, of 
course, advantages to our modern self-centered “public sphere,” allowing for freedoms that 
were not possible in the mythic membership societies of the past, but these freedoms come 
at a cost. The self, in winning and maintaining its independence, is cut off from the whole 
in fundamental ways, which are frequently difficult to identify. (Balder, 2007, p. 1) 
 
As a basis for fostering an optimal “we,” critical second-person contemplative educational 

approaches work with varied processes of collective contemplation and inquiry into the class 
subject that are shaped by subtle and emergent dimensions of intersubjective experiences. What 
discoveries await a graduate seminar or cohort group where conversations are oriented from a 
collective investment in speaking and listening that is attentive to what is emerging from the 
intersubjective worldspace of the class field of learning?  By experimenting with second-person 
approaches to contemplative education that engage students in intersubjective forms of learning, 
thinking and being together introduced from the distinctions brought forth in this paper, as 
educators we bring long awaited attention to the deeper intersubjective spaces that await us and 
our students in daily classroom life.  

 
Closing Remarks 

 
To briefly summarize, Buber offers a helpful compass to orient second-person contemplative 

interactions with his distinction of the primacy of intersubjective learning processes unfolding 
from the interhuman sphere of the between, which establishes a transpersonal context and 
process from which to orient classroom inquiry. Nhat Hanh’s description of interbeing conveys 
rich insight into the ground and fabric of intersubjective relationality, helping foster an inclusive 
and deepened ethic of responsibility for the intersubjective encounter with “other”, whether our 
students, a differing opinion, perspective or some element of the cosmos one has neglected to 
include in our picture of inquiry and communication. De Quincey’s three modes of 
intersubjectivity, particularly intersubjectivity-2 and -3, build on his epistemology of presence, 
relationship and collective co-creativity. Signifying different depths of intersubjective knowing, 
intersubjectivity -2 and -3 offer helpful markers of the respective levels of epistemology and 
reality that second-person experiences of contemplative education uncover. Wilber’s 
intersubjectivity-as-spirit provides a referent to the deeper source of our human experience, 
which re-situates second-person modes of engagement within a greater emergent cosmology. 
Intersubjectivity-as-resonance in the context of our modes of knowing and being as well as 
intersubjectivity-as-relationship (i.e., relationship as similarity and difference) and the felt-sense 
in intersubjectivity-as-phenomenology also offer key distinctions to further explore in our critical 
contemplative classroom experiments with second-person education.  

 
Alongside critical first-person and third-person contemplative methods, the related yet varied 

assortment of intersubjective accounts culled from the literature on intersubjective theory outline 
key aspects of the epistemological territory for developing second-person forms of contemplative 
learning and knowing together in the classroom. The purpose of this article is not so much to 
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show how these distinctions improve upon existing second-person contemplative pedagogical 
methods, as there are presently few to draw from, but more to illustrate the need for a subfield of 
inquiry to establish and inspire the future development of second-person pedagogical approaches 
to contemplative education. 

 
In framing these interpersonal methods pedagogically as “inter-subjects” of study from 

critical second-person perspectives that arise with post-Cartesian first- and third-person 
perspectives, my intent has been to cast new light on collective contemplative practice by 
recontextualizing this body of work within a more comprehensive epistemological framework 
and domain of inquiry within the emerging field of contemplative education. By presenting key 
elements from these four accounts of intersubjectivity, then introducing Wilber and Edwards’ 
epistemological maps to reinforce and advocate for the inclusion of these accounts within a 
broader critical framework of second-person education, my hope is this contribution will provide 
scholar-practitioners with useful distinctions to further differentiate and build upon second-
person approaches to contemplative education. 
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The Status and Relevance of Phenomenology  
for Integral Research:  

Or Why Phenomenology is More and Different  
than an “Upper Left” or “Zone #1” Affair 

 
Wendelin M. Küpers 

 
Abstract: The specific treatment that Ken Wilber gives phenomenology in his model of 
integral theory requires a critical investigation. According to Wilber's model, different 
methodologies are situated in distinct quadrants or "domains of knowing," namely the 
subjective, objective, intersubjective and interobjective domains, labeled by their position 
in the model's matrix illustration, upper left, upper right, lower left, lower right. In this 
model, phenomenology is isolated in the UL quadrant, and even more specifically as the 
inside perspective of this subjective domain. What this means is that, according to 
Wilber's classification, phenomenology is an exclusive, rather than inclusive, approach 
that limits its field of inquiry and therefore its range of knowing also to an inside 
exploration of the subjective. 

In contrast to this positioning, a critical reflection on the current status and usage of 
phenomenology in integral theory is provided. The goal of this undertaking is to show 
that phenomenology – particularly in its more advanced forms – is  more and different 
than something to put merely into “upper left” quadrant or to understand only as a “Zone 
1” affair suggested in the conventional integral model.  

In the first part the paper outlines an introductory understanding and examines 
classical (Husserlian) phenomenology as well as illustrates some of its limitations. Based 
on various critiques and further developments of phenomenology, the status and usage of 
phenomenology in integral (AQAL) theory is discussed critically. Particularly, this 
concerns the ordering of phenomenology into a separate realm or zone, the status of 
consciousness, including the debate related to its structure and states, and inter-subjective 
dimensions as well as the relation to contemplation and meditation. In a second part the 
paper introduces the more advanced phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty that overcomes 
the limitations of the previous versions of phenomenology. Advanced phenomenology 
entails a strong proto-integral potential and as such contributes to compensating for some 
of the weaknesses and limitations of integral theory.  

Furthermore, a third part proposes that such advanced phenomenology provides the 
foundations for an “adequate phenomenology” in integral research. Based on the specific 
ontological, epistemological, and methodological considerations, this final part and the 
conclusion outline some perspectives on what is called integral “pheno-practice.” The 
explicated criticism and the proposed pheno-practical approach might enrich integral 
research, improve its theory building and empirical testing by offering perspectives of a 
more inclusive, coherent and relevant nexus of ideas and possibilities for integrative 
theory and practice. 
 
Keywords: Adequate phenomenology, integral theory, Merleau-Ponty, phenomenology.  
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Introduction 
 
Following multiple historical predecessors and developed and promoted inside and outside 

academia by avant-garde thinkers like Jean Gebser, Roy Bhaskar, Ervin Laszlo, Edgar Morin, 
Basarab Nicolescu and Ken Wilber, integral approaches have emerged responding to different 
contemporary challenges. In a way the emerging revival and further development of integralism 
manifests and provides a systematic and systemic response and guide to the complex 
environmental, economic, societal, religious, political, educational, as well as scientific crises we 
intensifying face individually and collectively. Among other aspirations integral orientations and 
theoretical practices attempt to reach a required synthesis grasping the major insights of pre-
modern, modern and post-modern worldviews and re-integrating modern differentiation between 
science, arts and spirituality as the three major realms of human beings’ expression and 
construction of reality. 

 
In this context, the all-encompassing but difference-sensible integral thinking and theory of 

Ken Wilber and corresponding research inspired by it, represents one of the most sophisticated 
and advanced integral philosophies for understanding and dealing with the problems and 
potentials not only for current but also future realities. Moreover, it provides a well-founded base 
for a much needed integral science, which allows not only including, but transcending 
conventional research orientations in a coherent and adequate way. Integral theory – as 
developed by Wilber – has already achieved important insights and results as well as found 
extending developments, refinements and practices. However, what is necessary is furthering and 
deepening a critical appraisal and evaluations of integral theory and practice. Appreciating the 
tremendous achievement of integral research to date, the following criticism tries to contribute to 
a specific advancement and theory building. Accordingly, the following paper – and research 
initiative which may be inspired by this – tries to provide a constructive critique. In particular 
this analysis concerns the status and usage of phenomenology in integral theorizing.  

 
Generally, phenomenology is discernible as a specific style and “movement of thought” 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962: xxi). It is characterized by a flexible and vivid way of inquiry, as it takes 
different directions, tries out continuously new ways of reasoning. Thus, it approaches the 
experienced phenomena in question and its various and inexhaustible dimensions of meaning and 
ambiguities perspectively. Therefore, phenomenology can be seen as an attempt to understand 
what experience is and means, better to say a formalized account of conscious experience and its 
implications.  

 
However, what is called phenomenology is not a rigid school or uniform philosophic 

discipline with an undisputed set of dogmas. Rather there is a great diversity in various points of 
view of thinkers and approaches who and which could be classified under the general rubric of 
phenomenology. Consequently, as a philosophical movement, phenomenology is marked by a 
variety of different forms, themes, ideas, problems, and issues and further developments and 
variations. Therefore, the horizon of phenomenology cannot be taken in at a single glance or 
framed as one united school (Embree, 1997; Moran, 2000; Spiegelberg, 1982; Stewart & 
Mickunas, 1990). Based on outlining some selective but important issues out of the diverse 
scope, the following will argue that the status of phenomenology in integral theorizing needs to 
be rethought and extended for gaining a more adequate and comprehensive understanding. 
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Especially it will be shown that as a methodology phenomenology is more and different than an 
upper left or Zone #1 affair, as it is modeled in hitherto existing integral theory and 
methodology.1  

 
After introducing specific ontological and epistemological positions and limitations as well as 

discussing criticism of classical phenomenology, further developments and refinements are 
briefly presented. Based on this introductory understanding the status and usage of 
phenomenology in integral research will be problematized critically. In a second part, then the 
advanced phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty will be presented as a proto-integral philosophy and 
finally perspectives of an adequate phenomenology and an integral pheno-practice are outlined.  

 
All in all, this article proposes that a more complete accommodation of an adequately 

understood phenomenological science within integral theory building and integral research 
development opens up a more enriched and coherent system of enlightening ideas and relevant 
fields for its applications. 

 
Part I: Understanding Phenomenology  

 
What the following attempts to convey is an introductory understanding of phenomenology 

and its relationship to integral theory by indicating to some of its central themes, methodologies 
and applications. It would be beyond the scope of this article to describe phenomenology in a 
comprehensive way. The aim will be to show the relevance and potency of phenomenology for 
advancing a more integral research and practice.  

 
In general, phenomenology represents a philosophical discipline that has been central to the 

tradition of continental European philosophy throughout the 20th century and still provides a 
relevant contemporary purview (see e.g., Hammond et al., 1995; Macann, 1993). Literally, 
phenomenology is the study of phenomena: appearances of things, specifically things as they 
appear in human experience. Thus, it concerns ways that humans experience phenomena, 
particularly the experientially realized meanings things have for them. Therefore the call to the 
things themselves (Zu den Sachen selbst) as they are given in experience marks in a nutshell is 
the program of phenomenology. However, this call is not a demand for a “realism,” because the 
things at stake are the acts of consciousness and the objective entities that are constituted in 
them, both forming together the realm of the phenomena. As its name connotes, phenomenology 
is, fundamentally, a philosophy which attends to phenomena. The term phenomeno-logy is 
derived from the two Greek words phainomenon (an “appearance”) and logos (reason or word). 
Accordingly, phenomenology is a reasoned inquiry: a method of scientific philosophy in general 
which tries to discover the essences of appearances which are anything which human beings can 
become conscious. More precisely the word phenomenon means that which reveals itself. 
Therefore, phenomenology refers in the more refined way of Heidegger´s ontology to the attempt 

                                                 
1 Wilber (2006) differentiates eight complementary perspectives or hori-zones whose paradigms and 
methodologies are used to enact, disclose, and bring forth valid data for any occasion within a community 
of the adequate. Phenomenology is put with introspection into Zone #1 within the Upper-Left Quadrant 
(Subjective Intention). 
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to let the thing speak for itself, specifically: “to let that which shows itself be seen from itself in 
the very way which it shows itself from itself” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 58). 

 
The classical phenomenological approach focuses on the world appearing to us through our 

stream of consciousness as a configuration of meaning. Elements of consciousness, i.e., 
perceiving, willing, thinking, remembering, anticipating, etc., are our modalities of self-world 
relationship. They give us access to our world and to that of others by reflecting on the content 
(i.e., its meaning or the what), which we thus encounter, and also by reflecting on the process 
(i.e., the how). What makes an experience conscious is a specific awareness one has of the 
experience while living through or performing it. Specific refers here to a direct investigation 
and description of phenomena as consciously experienced, “without theories about their causal 
explanation and as free as possible from unexamined preconceptions and presuppositions” 
(Spiegelberg, 1975, p. 810). With this orientation, phenomenology refers not only to a 
philosophical inquiry, but serves also in an adapted way research purposes and methodological 
pursuits. Being a specific research methodology, it is striving to portray phenomena from the 
personal and contextual perspectives of those who experience them. Accordingly, classical 
phenomenology – as initiated by Edmund Husserl (1859 – 1938) – approaches phenomena by 
studying conscious experience as experienced from the subjective or first person point of view 
along with relevant conditions and horizons of experience, within the larger sphere of the unified 
field of a person's consciousness and existence; “the psycho-cosm” (Eckartsberg, 1981). 
Accordingly it basically represents a philosophy that considers anything appearing to 
consciousness as a legitimate field of inquiry (Stewart & Mickunas, 1990, p. vii).  

 
As a distinct philosophical movement, phenomenology emerged largely from the 

philosophical views of Husserl, who was struggling against psychologism, historicism and 
scientism, in so far as they reduce the life of man to a mere result of external conditions acting on 
him. He was seeking to reaffirm rationality at the level of experience, without sacrificing the vast 
variety that it includes while laying aside (bracketing) all the processes of conditioning which 
psychology, sociology, and history reveal. Moreover, Husserl dealt critically with the Cartesian 
philosophy regarding the rational justification of knowledge. Instead of the Cartesian distinction 
between the subject and the object of thinking, he maintained that the two must be considered 
together (Husserl, 1963, 1964, 1989). Thus Husserl, like Heidegger, also early on understood 
that the phenomenology project could not exclude the objective domain even though the starting 
point and approach was from the subjective perspective.  

 
Husserlian philosophy considers the unique and virtual experience of things themselves that is 

to allow experience to speak for itself through conscious subjectivity. With this aspiration, 
Husserl is part of a movement at the end of the nineteenth century and early 20 century to 
transcend the limitations of the materialist, empiricist and positivistic approach to science and 
philosophy.  

 
Husserl`s call to return to the investigation of the things as they appear tried to overcome 

examining and explaining only their material conditions, extrinsic causes etc. without finding out 
what they are and mean intrinsically. He extended the Cartesian cogito, ergo sum (I think 
therefore I am) to cogito, ergo die Welt ist (I think, therefore the world exists). Accordingly, the 
objective world is “proved” through subjective identification. Thereby ontology is consequently 
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founded upon epistemology, more precisely on transcendental (inter-)subjectivity that is a 
reflection of the possibility for knowledge and experience.  

 
Husserl used the concept of experience to mean anything of which we may be conscious or 

aware of: perceptions of natural phenomena, affective states, desires, moods, but also ideas, 
mathematical entities, or values etc. All these are phenomena which one can be aware of are 
phenomena to be investigated. Consequently, phenomenology studies various types of immediate 
and given experience ranging from perception, bodily awareness, feeling, and volition to 
thoughts, memory, imagination, and social and linguistic activities.  

 
Importantly, Husserl tried to investigate the formal qualities of the concrete reality which 

human beings become aware of as their experience. He was searching for an architectonic of 
thought, which would express and uncover the specificity of the world that is “the genesis and 
development of phenomena from their most primordial roots in pre-reflective consciousness to 
their most reflectively sophisticated exemplification in science” (Natanson, 1973, p. 5). 
Correspondingly, a phenomenologist distinguishes between how phenomena are experienced 
from how they appear in a subject’s awareness for investigating the structures of consciousness 
and essences. 

 
Investigating the Structures of Consciousness and Essences 

 
The program of phenomenology aims for disclosing and clarifying the true epistemic and 

ontological significance of consciousness. As mentioned before, phenomenology is specifically 
dedicated to describing and reconstructing the structures of experience as they present 
themselves to consciousness. This implies a systematic study of the structures of consciousness 
that enable consciousness to refer to objects outside itself. Thereby, phenomenology deals with 
phenomena that are with those objects as we experience them in consciousness and with our 
different ways of relating to these objects experientially as content of consciousness. 
Accordingly, phenomenology investigates conscious experience (as experienced) by analyzing 
the structure, that is the types, intentional forms and meanings, dynamics, and (certain) enabling 
conditions of various forms of experiences.  

 
The basic structure of forms of conscious experience typically involves what Husserl – 

following antique and medieval precursors and Brentano – called intentionality. This orientation 
refers to the directedness of experience toward things in the world. It is a special characteristic, 
of consciousness that it is always one of or about something or someone. According to 
phenomenology, our experience is directed towards something through particular concepts, 
thoughts, ideas, images, etc. These modes make up the meaning or content of a given experience, 
and are distinct from the things they (re-)present or mean. Corresponding to the anti-
representationalist stance of phenomenology, consciousness via intentionality reaches out 
beyond its own acts to the phenomena. However, it can do this only because it constitutes these 
objects as meaningful. Importantly, constitution for Husserl is not the recognition of a pre-
established meaning or value. Rather it is the realized and reflected establishment of a meaning 
or value in the first place. By the study of consciousness in its world-directedness 
phenomenology claims to provide insights into not only the structure of subjectivity, but also 
into the nature of objectivity, thus about the world. In other words objectivity is co-constituted 
by structures, which are giving meaning-value. 
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In order to study the structure of consciousness, a phenomenological researcher distinguishes 
between the act of consciousness and those phenomena at which it is directed. Therefore, 
classical phenomenology makes a distinction between the perceiving act of consciousness 
(noesis) and the phenomena at which it is directed (noemata) that which is perceived. While the 
noetic refers to the act of consciousness (e.g., believing, willing, hating and loving); the noematic 
refers to the object (noema), as it appears in the noetic acts, for example as being believed, 
wanted, hated and loved etc. What we observe is not the object as it is in itself, but how and 
inasmuch it is given in the intentional acts. Accordingly transcendental phenomenology2 is the 
study of the basic components of the meanings that are made possible by intentionality. This 
implies that something cannot be meaningful unless it is constituted accomplished by 
(transcendental) subjectivity. For that reason, traditional phenomenology is kind of a priori 
science of subjectivity to study human consciousness in its relation to its objects.  

 
Corresponding to the underlying transcendental orientation, phenomenologically we can 

know nothing that is non-constituted; in other words there can be nothing, which is not given 
meaning by acts of a transcendental subject. The implication of this orientation is that 
phenomenology is not concerned with situating consciousness (as merely yet another object) 
within an already well-established naturalistic framework and captured by a corresponding 
objectivism. Rather consciousness is seen in connection with overarching transcendental 
dimension, which implies also non-psychological reflection. It is important to add that this 
transcendental subjectivity should not be taken as some kind of other-worldly, ghostly, 
homunculus. The empirical subject and the transcendental subject are not two different subjects, 
but rather two different ways of conceiving one and the same subject(ivity). The difference 
between the two refers to either one being aware of oneself as a causally determined known 
object, as a part of the empirical world, and on the other hand being aware of oneself as a 
knowing subject, as the limit of the world.  

 
The underlying goal of phenomenological investigations is to understand essences or essential 

themes. However, knowledge of essences is only possible by suspending all assumptions about 
the existence of an external world and the inessential aspects of how the object is concretely 
given to us. This implies putting into {brackets} the pre-set framing that constitutes the 
ubiquitous background of everyday life. To access essences, what is needed is an unassumptive 
and non-intervening study of a personally or socially significant phenomena, which are 
investigated as an experience, rather than as a “conceptualization.” By holding off pre-

                                                 
2 Transcendental is used here in its Kantian sense to mean an investigation concerned with the modes or 
ways in which objects are experienced and known, as well as the a priori conditions for the possibility of 
such experience and knowledge. However, transcendental phenomenology focuses not on what things are, 
but on the ways in which things are given. For Husserl, this means focusing on phenomena (appearances) 
and the senses or meanings they have for us and asking how these meaningful phenomena are constituted. 
Constitution does not mean fabrication or construction; the mind does not fabricate the world. To 
constitute, in the technical phenomenological sense, means to bring to awareness, to present, or to 
disclose. That is objects are disclosed or made available to experience in the ways they are thanks to how 
consciousness is structured. Things show up, as it were, having the features they do, because of how they 
are disclosed and brought to awareness, given the structure of consciousness. Consequently, 
transcendental phenomenology attempts to reconstruct the structures, which are underlying and making 
possible these constitutive achievements. 
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conceptions, personal knowledge and habitual beliefs the stage is set, as it were, for a 
phenomenological description and reflection of the various counters and relations that make up 
the life-world and its meanings. Consequently, one of the key principles in Husserl's 
development of phenomenology as a means of philosophical inquiry is the methodological 
suspensions of all assumptions about the nature of any reality.  

 
Methodologies of Phenomenology 

 
Based on the need for suspension, the phenomenological inquiry is specified by 

methodological procedures and techniques of epoché, bracketing, reduction, and as well as free 
variation.3 These methodological concepts, although being often used synonymously, refer to the 

                                                 
3 Epoché, (literally: astention) is borrowed from the Greek skeptics, refers to the questioning of 
assumptions in order to fully examine a phenomenon. The epoché requires the suspension of commonly 
held beliefs about one's object of study. By suspending our beliefs, we open ourselves to new 
experiences; we allow our object of experience to present itself to us in new forms. Bracketing describes 
the differential setting aside of some portion of an inquiry, so as to look at the whole. It engages in a 
process in which the natural attitude is placed aside such that the researcher may begin with the things 
themselves, that is in the phenomena as they show themselves in experience. (Phenomenological) 
Reduction – as a kind of attentive wonder at the world in which we live – phenomenological reduction is 
simply the consideration of only the basic elements of an inquiry without concern for what is accidental 
or trivial. It involves ignoring one's prejudices about the world and focusing on the essential aspects of 
one's object or subject of study. is a specific method of “Rückführung” drawing-back (re-ducere = to lead 
back) of what appears to how it shows itself, allowing a return to a presuppositionless world. Thus 
reduction reverses – re-flects – man's direction of sight from a straightforward orientation toward objects 
to an orientation toward consciousness. The aim of the reduction is to re-achieve a direct and primitive 
contact with the world as we experience it rather than as we conceptualize or construct it. What is left 
over then is the pure transcendental ego, as opposed to the concrete empirical ego. The reduction to the 
sphere of immanence, can then be followed by or in concert by heuristic, hermeneutic reduction, 
methodological and particularly the movement from fact to essence via eidetic reduction. Eidetic 
reduction requires a shift to consider things not as realities but as instances of idealities, as pure 
possibilities rather than actualities. With this the various acts of consciousness are made accessible in 
such a way that their essences--their universal and unchangeable structures--can be grasped. Foregoing 
everything that is factual and merely occurs in this way or that, this “Wesensschau” is a means of 
intuitively grasping the essence and essential structures. For Husserl, this second reduction is necessary to 
fulfill the conditions for genuinely rigorous science. By eidetic reduction Noema can be reduced to their 
essential (invariant) form or "essence." With this phenomenological interpretation steps back decisively 
from everyday perspectives and involvements to comprehend their encompassing intelligibility. 
Transcendental Reduction consists in a reversion to the achievements of that consciousness that Husserl, 
following Kant, called transcendental consciousness. The most fundamental event occurring in this 
consciousness is the creation of time awareness through the acts of protention (future) and retention 
(past), which is something like a self-constitution. To do phenomenology is tantamount to returning to the 
transcendental ego as the ground for the foundation and constitution (or making) of all meaning (Sinn). 
Only when a person has reached this ground can he achieve the insight that makes his comportment 
transparent in its entirety and makes him understand how meaning comes about, how meaning is based 
upon meaning like strata in a process of sedimentation. Finally there is free variation or imaginary 
variation of the reduced thing to a common variation or essence (eidos) that is changing - as far as 
possible - all kinds of aspects (e.g. color, shape, etc.) to see what is essential, what we cannot leave out.. 
These variations can be put into the service of whatever becomes the focus of the analysis: perception of 
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suspended judgment necessary for phenomenological inquiry. From a Husserlian philosophical 
stance, only by suspending our judging and a corresponding phenomenological clarification can 
inquiry proceed, as only this frees from masked assumptions about the nature of the phenomena 
observed. For Husserl this methodological freeing of the mind from the culturally prevalent 
habits of thought, and feelings brought with it a strange change in consciousness, which he called 
a “new universal direction for our interest” (Husserl, 1954, p. 147) which he interestingly 
compared to a spiritual “Umkehr” (turning or conversion) (Husserl, 1954, p. 140). By 
consciously investigating the phenomena of life that we habitually take for granted, the world 
changes before our eyes and reveals the mysterious lining of the all embracing world horizon and 
the entwining of each thing with universal being. The world then becomes the universal field into 
which all our experiencing, understanding, and doing are directed. To investigate the relational 
structure of consciousness and meaning of this plenum of the world as they reveal themselves to 
reflective consciousness became the task of phenomenology ever since Husserl.  

 
Realizing this phenomenological clarification can metaphorically be compared with using a 

brush, (a) negatively, doing away with the “dust” of entrenched interpretations or theories, etc., 
and (b) positively, polishing revealing the phenomena in their full brightness. This suspending 
and bracketing gesture transforms a naive or unexamined experience into a reflexive or second-
order one, which is shifting from the natural to the phenomenological attitude. The result of these 
procedures is that a field of experience appears both less encumbered and more vividly present, 
as if the habitual distance separating experience and world were dispelled; which then can be 
further explored in imaginary variation as and communicated.4 The methodological 
disengagement from the empirical is practiced in order to highlight consciousness itself and to 
approach conscious experiences of the world. It is only through the suspension of the natural 
thesis of the world, that consciousness attains by reflection a level of pureness, which transcends 
nature and which operates its transcendental constitution of meaning.  

 
As a transcendental philosophy, Husserlian phenomenology is ultimately interested in the 

possibility conditions and foundations for justified knowledge; not factual, empirical, 
descriptions of psychological processes. To address this constitutional problem of how 
meaningful phenomena are brought to awareness or disclosed, transcendental phenomenology 
tries to uncover the invariant formal principles by which experience necessarily operates in order 
to be constitutive. As a transcendental project, phenomenology involves a search for a priori 
structures of consciousness. These structures are the conditions of possibility for any experience, 
                                                                                                                                                             
aesthetic forms, the manifestations of empathy, the structure of nowness for improvisation and so on. It is 
through these multiple variations that a new stage of understanding or intuition arises, an 'Aha!' 
experience which adds a new evidence and “vision” of connecting structures that carries a force of 
conviction. 
4 After investigating a particular phenomenon; attending to the mode of appearance involved; and 
watching the constitution of the phenomenon in consciousness as well as practicing free variation, the 
intuited need to be expressed and communicated. To stop at reduction followed by imaginary variations 
would be to condemn this method to private ascertainment. Therefore with a next component the gain in 
intuitive evidence must be inscribed of translated into communicable items, usually through language or 
other symbolic inscriptions. The materialities of these descriptions however are a constitutive part of the 
phenomenological approach and shape our experience as much as the intuition that shapes them. In other 
words we are not merely talking about an 'encoding' into a public record, but rather again of an 
'embodiment' that incarnates and shapes what we experience. 
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including the experience of the objective world as well as the very idea of objectivity that forms 
the basis of science. According to Husserl, this transcendental sphere represents the inevitable 
juncture of object and subject of the thinking self and the object of one's thoughts – in any 
inquiry.  

 
Even more in the systematic work of phenomenology the old traditional ambiguous antitheses 

of the philosophical standpoint like oppositions such as between rationalism (Platonism) and 
empiricism, relativism and absolutism, subjectivism and objectivism, ontologism and 
transcendentalism, psychologism and anti-psychologism, positivism and metaphysics, or the 
teleological versus the causal interpretation of the world can be resolved (Husserl, 1927).  

 
For Husserl the objective truths of science must be recognized as grounded in the living acts 

of human consciousness in relation to worldly phenomena. Accordingly, man and the world are 
first and foremost in relation. Thus phenomenology is fundamentally about relationships and not 
about the subjective end of an encounter between a subject and an object. It is only at the 
subsequent, reflective level of logic that we divide them into separate entities. 

 
With this orientation, phenomenology was conceived by Husserl as a foundational and far-

reaching enterprise to secure the basics and methodologies of a rigorous ‘scientific’ investigation 
of the essential nature of consciousness and its generation of meaning in order to turn back to the 
world of living. 

 
Return to Life-World 

 
Where science claims to establish facts based on empirical observation, phenomenology seeks 

to describe the structures of the “life world” (Lebenswelt), the world as it is lived and 
experienced by conscious subjects. The life-world is the world as it is lived by the person in her 
everyday life that is not a separate and independent entity. It is the realm where we share 
knowledge which is useful in its own way for “daily practices” (Husserliana = Hua. VI, 126), as 
well as “daily practical circumstantial truths” (Hua., VI, p. 135). 

 
This life-world is also the unexamined foundation and matrix of scientific activity; and 

phenomenology makes these common-sense phenomena its object of investigation. “From a 
phenomenological viewpoint, the life-world is pre-theoretical and pre-scientific. . . . It is the 
foundation of all sciences” (Giorgi, 1997, p. 248). If science forgets the life-world as their 
foundation of meaning and base it “hang in the air groundlessly” (Hua., VI, pp. 48, 144). 
Furthermore, by presenting scientific images of the world as representing “reality,” modern 
science conceals the life-world that is the origin of scientific re-presentations. Therefore a return 
to the life-world is proposed by Husserl, particularly in his later important writing on the “Crisis 
of European Sciences” (1970). Emphasizing the challenges presented by increasingly one-
sidedly empirical and naturalistic orientation in modern science, Husserl is showing the need for 
linking the basic notions of science back to their conceptual roots in the pre-scientific regions of 
the life-world which is the background, horizon (framework of interpretation), and foundation of 
cognitive activities.  
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To elucidate and systematically understand the dynamics of experience related to the principle 
of correlation in the life-world is the task of phenomenology. This focus on life-worldly 
phenomena, which is also closely related to intersubjective and socio-cultural processes5, have 
become programmatic in the development of a more hermeneutically and existentially oriented 
phenomenology. It is a program, which aims at describing how phenomena present themselves in 
lived experience in human existence of what Heidegger (1962) calls “being in the world” (In-
der-Welt-Sein). As the life-world is a social, political, historical, and cultural environment where 
human beings interpret, communicate, and socially engage in multiple communal spheres this 
opened up a series of questions and issues dealt with in further developments of phenomenology. 

 
Critique and Further Developments of Phenomenology 

 
The following gives an introductory overview of basic limitations and criticisms of classical 

phenomenology and the development of various phenomenological movements. Husserl´s 
original inspiration of phenomenology has undergone significant development and change 
through the work of his successors. According to Ricoeur (1953, p. 836), phenomenology is the 
story of the deviations from Husserl; its history, as it were, is the history of Husserlian heresies. 
Various criticisms have been raised concerning the partly supposed implicit Cartesianism, 
transcendental idealism, essentialism, monism and supposed solipsism as retained problematic 
metaphysical assumptions in Husserl´s substance philosophy. Accordingly, Husserl´s work has 
been interpreted as a radicalized neo-Cartesian philosophy6 and essentialistic neo-Idealism 
                                                 
5 In his later works Husserl showed that below the personal activity of the individual and transcendental 
ego there is a prior meaning-giving function, that of transcendental intersubjectivity. This one offers to 
each individual a set of prefabricated meanings handed down from history through the medium of 
language. We come to consciousness within a life-world, which has already been given meaning by a 
cultural originator of meaning, transcendental intersubjectivity. According to Husserl, intersubjective 
experience plays a fundamental role in our constitution of both ourselves as objectively existing subjects, 
other experiencing subjects, and the objective spatio-temporal world. Just as intentionality constitutes a 
self-identical object within the constantly changing flux of experience, so contingent intersubjective 
constitution can establish objects accessible to anyone able and willing to take on the scientific project. 
6 Although unlike Cartesian subjectivism, Husserl's phenomenology is not based expressly on the pure 
interiority of the self-conscious ego but on the consciousness of the world taken strictly as one's – the 
transcendental ego's phenomena. On the Cartesian model, the reality and truth of objective being, 
including that of other selves, lie originally outside the essential structure of consciousness understood as 
"representation" (i.e., as the subject's positing and securing of cogitations in self-certainty), and so against 
the presumed errors and uncertainties of everyday experience, philosophy must attempt to "recreate" this 
reality and truth on an absolute philosophical foundation. With the phenomenology of consciousness, in 
contrast, the reality and truth of objective being are in principle implicated originally in the essential 
structure of consciousness as intentionaland so have only to be explicated more originally. By means of 
such explication, then, the human beings that exist for one in everyday lived experience are not, as it 
were, made to disappear, as they are in Cartesian doubt. Rather they are transformed into alter egos 
having the ontic meaning of implicata. Moreover, as such implicata these alter egos are not simply a 
particular, possible achievement of intentional life but an intrinsic, essential dimension of it. Within the 
vitally flowing intentionality in which the life of an ego-subject consists, every other ego is intentionally 
implied in advance, implied not as real particular persons in the flesh, but as others in general, that is, as a 
transcendental intersubjectivity that precedes and makes possible all relations to actual others within a 
monadic community. It is the exploration of this transcendence which in principle distinguishes all radical 
phenomenology from Cartesianism. 



Küpers: The Status and Relevance of Phenomenology for Integral Research 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW  June 2009  Vol. 5, No. 1 

61

following basic form of intentionality in the experience: subject-act-content-object, and trying to 
discover ideal form of phenomena (eideia) and stressing a priori conditions of knowledge. 
However, the image of classical phenomenology as being one-sidedly conceived as an 
investigation of a detached transcendental ego from whom its own body, worldly things, and 
other subjects were but constituted objects appears as a pejorative caricature, underestimating 
Husserl’s endeavor (Zahavi, 2008, p. 662).  

 
Nevertheless, post-Husserlian phenomenology, including that developed by Husserl himself, 

is marked by attempts and self-critical moves towards over-coming classical phenomenology 
that is focusing primarily on the study of structures of subjective experience or consciousness in 
relation to phenomena as very base of research. Husserl’s “identification of phenomenology with 
subjectivism [was] an unfortunate and unnecessary narrowing of its original objective, violating 
the ideal of freedom from the unexamined presuppositions” (Spiegelberg, 1975, p. xxiii). 

 
Consequently, succeeding phenomenologists developed a resistance to Husserl´s turn to 

transcendental idealism and problematized the methodological limitations of classical 
phenomenology. For such philosophers, phenomenology should not bracket questions of being 
or ontology, as the method of epoché would suggest. They have loosened Husserl’s strict 
requirements by recognizing that it is impossible to interpret social action without relying upon 
prior knowledge and experience.  

 
“In place of the Husserlian procedure which moves from the world of the natural attitude 
up to a higher, transcendental plane with a view to bring to light the transcendental 
structures constitutive of the objectivity of the entities encountered in the natural attitude, 
(starting with Heidegger) we find an alternative procedure which moves from the ontic 
level down to a deeper, ontological plane with a view to bringing to light the ontological 
structures constitutive of the being of the entities in question.” (Macann, 1993, p. 63) 
 

The basic pattern shift can be described as moving from value-free phenomenological reflective 
analysis operating under the self-imposed methodological disciplines to passionate value-
engagement and existential commitment. This shift marks a move from the primacy of knowing 
to the primacy of enacted life praxis.  

 
Both the subjects' descriptions and the researchers own characterizations of general meanings 

are socio-culturally embedded in articulated language. That is to say, they are already encrusted 
with the presuppositions and preconceptions of a culture. Being is always already embedded and 
related to a horizon of meaning, and therefore all approaches and findings are bound by historical 
and cultural perspectives. Researchers therefore cannot actually and totally bracket all they know 
or believe that they know about their phenomena of interest; hence the phenomenological 
reduction cannot be fully attained. According to Merleau-Ponty (1962, p. xv) “the most 
important lesson which the reduction teaches us is the impossibility of the complete reduction”. 
A modified phenomenological suspension method is not, as in Husserl, to bracket off the world 
in order to discover the pure, worldless that is a-contextual structures of consciousness. It is 
rather, to use the distance supplied by the reduction as a heuristic device to reveal and interpret 
the genuine phenomena and the implicit pre-reflective background. 
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Husserl’s original concept has taken flesh, in a variety of ways, some of which are hardly 
compatible with each other. With Heidegger (1962), phenomenology resolved into what he 
called “fundamental ontology” purging residue of Aristotelian and Kantian mentalism in 
Husserl´s approach. Philosophising on “In-der-Welt-Sein (being-in-the-world), Befindlichkeit 
(attunement in mood) and Da-Sein (t/here-being) and the corresponding development towards a 
hermeneutical phenomenology endeavors to disclosure of unconcealed temporal and historical 
“Being.” This attempt to overcome conventional metaphysical orientations of philosophical 
tradition and raising the question of the meaning of Being as well as reintegrating ontological 
dimensions and Heidegger's analysis of became influential for many subsequent philosophical 
views and approaches (Dreyfus, 1991).7  

 
Related to this ontological phenomenological orientation further streams of phenomenologies 

emerged. Among others there are “existential” (e.g., Sartre, de Beauvoir, Marcel), 
“hermeneutical” (e.g., Gadamer, Ricoeur), “ethical” (e.g., Scheler, Levinas), and “experiential” 
or “practice-oriented” orientations (e.g., clinical psychology, medicine, education or pedagogy, 
nursing, counseling etc. An important application is also what has been named “eco-
phenomenology” (e.g., Brown & Toadvine, 2003). This kind of phenomenology tries to develop 
a middle ground between phenomenology and naturalism, opening up an access to the Nature 
and the natural that is both independent of the conceptuality of the natural sciences, and of 
traditional metaphysics.  

 
Schütz’s social mundaned phenomenology of acting and the social world having various 

provinces of meaning (Schütz, 1972; Schütz & Luckmann, 1989) became important for 
application of phenomenology to social sciences, sociology, social psychology, but also 
economics and organization studies as well as and methodologies like ethnomethodology and 
conversation analysis. Furthermore, phenomenology has been a source or given rise to various 
related philosophical movements such as “linguistical” and “post-structuralist” postmodern, 
philosophy (e.g., Barthes, Blanchot, Deleuze, Derrida, Foucault, Kristeva Lyotard), but also 
feminism, (e.g., Langellier, 1994) or culture critique (e.g., Fay, 2003). More recently, there are 
new bridges been built between phenomenology and “techno-science” (Ihde, 1979, 1986) and 
cognitive science (Baumgartner et al., 1996; Gallagher, 1997, 2003, 2005, 2007) and neuro-
                                                 
7 Heidegger became one of the most influential philosopher of the 20th century in continental philosophy, 
but has been exposed to radical criticism, including his priority of ontology, his neglect of ethics and the 
body and embodiment as well as sexual difference. For the later Heidegger the essence of being human is 
the maintenance of an authentic openness to Being. Relevant for economics and organization studies, 
interestingly the later Heidegger problematized the technological-scientific-industrial modes and what he 
calls "calculative thinking," – in contrast to a meditative one – restless thinking directed toward 
manipulation, toward obtaining some specific result. Meditative thinking, however, requires patience and 
silence, being as well as doing. It requires that we somehow stop and recollect ourselves. It requires 
conditions in which we can practice innocent looking and listening, the kind of awareness that we 
experience when we truly, unselfishly love someone or something – when we love the truth. For real 
thinking depends on openness, openness to whatever is in front of us. And it must start with what is 
closest – our own being. It is only then, when we are truly open to ourselves, that what is true can enter 
our perception and reveal itself fully to us. It is only then that we can go beyond the "stimulus-response" 
mode of living, a mode of living that is suited to machines not people. It would be important to 
investigate critically Wilber’s interpretation of Heidegger’s ontology and hermeneutics, which is 
insufficiently classified as subjectivist form of hermeneutics (Wilber, 2006, p. 188). 
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science i.e. “neuro-phenomenology” (Varela, 1996; Varela et al., 1991) as well as a naturalized 
phenomenology (Petitot et al., 1999; Petitot, 2000; Zahavi, 2004). The latter one is pursuing the 
integration of the disciplines, thus relating phenomenology and its refined accounts of 
consciousness with contemporary cognitive and natural science. 

 
In a second part of this article, I will outline in detail the important advancement of 

phenomenology by the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, who is emphasizing the neglected role of 
the living body and embodiment in human experience. I will try to show how his reformed 
phenomenology provides a base for a proto-integral interpretation. But before that, there is the 
need to critically reflect on the status of phenomenology in integral theory. 

 
Status of Phenomenology in Integral AQAL Theory  

 
In the following I will discusses the status and usage of phenomenology in integral theorizing. 

This is not pursued in a spirit of fault-finding or narrow-minded judgmentalism, but scholarly, 
reasoned scientific critique for showing deficiencies and potentials of some ideas of the integral 
model as it has been developed by Ken Wilber. As a contribution for a discourse that aims at a 
critical appreciation, but also appraisal and evaluation of some propositions, assumptions and 
interpretations of integral theory. This kind of critical inquiry is motivated also by a quest for a 
true, good and perhaps more beautiful integration of phenomenology into the emerging body of 
integral theorizing. Hence it tries to contribute for the further development and refinement of the 
integral vision, by adding a voice to the integral adventure (Wilber, 2006, p. 170). 

 
Generally, Wilber recognizes phenomenology as an useful, if limited, aspect of a more 

integral methodology, respectively a methodological pluralism (Wilber, 2000d, p. 153; 2000b, 
note 21 for chap. 14). However, the problematic status, which phenomenology gets in integral 
research is based on, what seems to me a highly selective reading and interpretation of 
“phenomenology” by Wilber. If a critical reader studies the definitions and understanding of 
Wilber’s interpretation of phenomenology, (e.g. 2000a, Vol. 6, note 28 for chap. 4, p. 583, 
Wilber 2000c not 21 for chap. 14 Wilber, 2000d, 152, and note 7; 2006 chapter 3, p. 64) it 
appears as only those aspects are brought into the front which fit into the constructed framework.  

 
This does not do justice to phenomenology and to a truly integrated orientation. Focusing 

mainly on the classical phenomenology, variations are mentioned, though decisive further 
developments are ignored or underestimated. Although Wilber recognizes that the 
phenomenology of the I-space is a “rich and complex topic” the mentioned “short-cuts” and 
phaneroscopic ways taken (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, Endnote 28) in his quick introductory 
overview, are in danger of turning into aberrations. Furthermore the “liberties of simplification” 
(Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, Endnote 29) may lead to distorting interpretations and complications, 
as only selective and fitting parts are chosen. Emphasizing merely partial or narrowed aspects 
could be misleading uniformed readers into an inadequate representation of phenomenology. In 
Wilber`s interpretation phenomenology is merely a “philosophy of the subject and subjective” 
(Wilber, 2006, p. 92). 

 
It is true that (classical) phenomenology studies conscious experience as experienced from the 

(transcendental) subjective or first person point of view. But this positioning and the 
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interpretations given all need to be qualified and specifically discussed and contextualized. In the 
following I will do this by raising some important issues. In particular;  

 
− the “ordering” of phenomenology into one quadrant (upper left) or zone (#1),  
− the status of consciousness, and the states/structures debate, 
− inter-subjective dimensions in phenomenology, and  
− the relation to contemplation and meditation. 
 

The “Ordering” of Phenomenology into Upper Left Quadrant and Zone #1 
 
For Wilber phenomenology stands as a “representative methodology” for the study of the 

occasions that arise in an I-Space” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, II, 43ff). As a “general disposition” 
he puts phenomenology in line with human interest in consciousness like “introspection, 
meditation, contemplation, or simply feeling” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, II, 43ff). For Wilber the 
phenomenological space is “an indigenous perspective that is embodied, embedded, enacted and 
enfolded in other spaces,” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, II, 46): a nexus of inter-holonic occasions.  

 
Like the classification of phenomenology into the upper left quadrant, Wilber assigns 

phenomenology – in his further developed approach (Wilber, V) – as a representative 
methodology for the Hori-Zone #1 (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, II, 48), that is an interior reality 
seen from within its own boundaries. Again, he equates for the singular form of the inside of an 
“I” phenomenology, introspection and meditation all together as classic paradigms or injunctions 
that bring forth, enact and disclose first-person singular dimensions of being-in-the-world 
(Wilber 2003, Excerpt D, 12). Wilber interprets indiscriminately all of those many forms of 
phenomenology as “variations on zone-#1 approaches, some of which investigate particular 
types of interior experiences known as phenomenal states” (Wilber, 2006, p. 93). However, this 
supposedly clear assumed positioning is neither valid for “classical phenomenology” and even 
less true for advanced phenomenology and interrelational pheno-practice as outlined in the 
second and third parts of this paper.  

 
Methodologically, Wilber equates bracketing with the “non-exclusion principle applied to 

interior domains” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, II, 45). Focusing on phenomenological methods of 
bracketing cannot only be applied or limited to interior domains. Such usage does not cover the 
full-range of phenomenological methodologies and their fields of empirical application. 
Furthermore, it is possible to use phenomenological methods as lenses to make distinctions and 
to ask different kinds of questions, develop research designs and pursuit empirical research 
related to phenomena in various quadrants or zones as they are holonically interrelated fields.  

 
The emphasis that phenomenology lays on the importance of the first-person perspective 

should not be confused with the classical idealistic attempt to detach the mind from the world in 
order to let a worldless subject or pure consciousness constitute the richness and concreteness of 
the world. Phenomenologically, the truth is not be found in the interiority of human beings since 
for Heidegger (1962) as “Dasein”8 (literally meaning being-there/here) it is in the world and any 

                                                 
8 Importantly for Heidegger (1962) Dasein must not be mistaken for a subject, that is something definable 
in terms of consciousness or a self. Being situated as Dasein is part of the being-structure of being human 
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knowing of phenomena can only be gained by means of inhabiting and being intentionally, 
actionally or otherwise related to and engaged in a world. Thus, the “subjectivity” disclosed by 
the phenomenological reflection is not a concealed interiority, but an open world relation; and 
phenomenology is interested in consciousness because it is world-disclosing (Zahavi, 2008, pp. 
664-665, 675).  

 
Status of Consciousness and the States/Structures Debate 

 
One important contentious issue of the role of phenomenology for integral research concerns 

the status, and in particular the states and stages of consciousness. Although states involve both 
consciousness and behavior, Wilber usually refers to states as subjective phenomenological 
patterns of consciousness (Wilber, 2000d). These subjective states may be comprised of feelings, 
thoughts, intentions and other experiential events, including subconscious or pre-conscious 
contents as well as occur as so called altered states of consciousness.9 Furthermore 
corresponding to normal states there are transpersonal states of consciousness (psychic, subtle, 
causal, and non-dual), which in turn again are supported by a corresponding body (Wilber, 
2000d, p. 151).  

 
In order for temporary states to become permanent traits or structures, they must enter the 

stream of development. Thus, “any given broad state of consciousness (such as waking or 
dreaming) can contain several different structures (or levels) of consciousness” (Wilber, 2000d, 
p. 151). Within broad states of consciousness there are structures of consciousness, within which 
there are phenomenal states (joy, happiness, sadness, desire, etc.) (Wilber 2000c). 

 
According to Wilber “phenomenology usually focuses on phenomenal states and thus fails to 

spot the existence structures of consciousness” (Wilber, 2000d, p. 152). As the structures of 
consciousness are not directly perceived by the subject they10  

                                                                                                                                                             
and as such permeates every aspect of our pragmatic activities and our social relations. Thus, the 
fundamental mode of Being is not that of a subject or of the objective but of the coherence of Being-in-
the-world. 
9 Edward notes: 

Because they are often characterized as rather atypical occurrences, it might be added that altered 
states of consciousness (ASC) are usually defined as conditions where the self-system is 
temporarily transported into a non-normative condition. In this sense, states are often discussed as 
ASC in that they are different to the normative waking state of identification of the self-system. In 
terms of the AQAL framework, an ASC is one where the self-system temporarily identifies with a 
different level of consciousness, (and, in quadratic terms, with a different level of behavior, 
meaning/values system and social identity). An ASC can be naturally induced, self-induced or 
result from environmental factors. They can be consciously aimed for or accidentally stumbled on. 
They can result from behaviors, cognitions and images, social and interpersonal situations and 
cultural practices. They can be healthy for the development of the self-system and they can be 
harmful and inhibit growth. It all depends. (Edwards An Alternative View on States, in 
http://www.integralworld.net/edwards14.html)  

Here Edwards criticizes that the integral theory model of states is committing the category error of falling 
into the Pre-trans Fallacy, when it proposes that individuals access transpersonal states and/or realms 
when they enter into the natural states of dream sleep and deep sleep. 
10 For Wilber consciousness (cont’d next page) 
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are almost never spotted by phenomenology, which inspects the present ongoing stream of 
consciousness and thus only finds phenomenal states. This appears to be a significant 
limitation of phenomenology. That is, phenomenology usually focuses on phenomenal 
states and thus fails to spot the existence structures of consciousness…. (Wilber, 2000d, 
152, see also Footnote 7)  
 

Wilber regards the phenomenon of states – in contrast to stages (Wilber, 2006, Chapters 2 and 3) 
– as one factor among many others that can be used to understand the nature of individual 
experience: Having a conscious awareness and mindfulness, everybody experiences various 
states of consciousness, and these states often provide profound motivation, meaning, and drives, 
in both yourself and others. In any particular situation, states of consciousness may not be a very 
important factor, or they may be the determining factor, but no integral approach can afford to 
ignore them (Wilber, 2005, p. 15). State-based explanations of subjective experience are closely 
allied, therefore, to stage-based models of development. Where stages account for the structures 
of consciousness, states provide the content. Accordingly, integral theory’s system of 
phenomenal states provides a framework for interpreting, understanding and explaining 
phenomena associated with the dynamic and fluid nature of subjective aspects of the human life-
world.  

 
However, it is not correct to allege that structures of consciousness are not “spotted” by 

phenomenology. Phenomenology does not only inspect phenomenal states, but investigates 
essences as invariant structures also of consciousness. Based on a deliberate anti-psychologism it 
is an intrinsic characteristic of phenomenological analysis that inquiry strives to be eidetic, that 
is, to distinguish the essential from the accidental or incidental (states). It is not just any 
constituent, implicit dimension or relation among aspects, or pervasive orientation that 
phenomenological analysis seeks to discern, but those which constitute the essential structural 
being of experience. Thus, phenomenology seeks to describe the experiential structures in their 
phenomenal purity and does not psychologise them, that is, it does not objectify and naturalize 
them. Thus descriptive analysis of states is part of a more comprehensive project of 
phenomenological investigations, which also aims at examining structures of consciousness. 

 
In addition to descriptive phenomenology, in which phenomena and states of consciousness 

are explored, scrutinized and described so as to enrich the awareness of the richness of 
experience, essential or eidetic phenomenology involves a more profound exploration of 
phenomena and consciousness, with the goal of uncovering the essential relationships, and 
meanings embedded within them. For phenomenology, particularly intentionality, describes a 
basic structures of consciousness. With this focus one of the most radical stances of 
phenomenology is its recognition of the relational structure and characteristic of consciousness. 

                                                                                                                                                             
…is not a thing or a content or a phenomenon. It has no description. It is not worldviews, it is not 
values, it is not morals, not cognition, not value-MEMEs, mathematico-logico structures, adaptive 
intelligences, or multiple intelligences. In particular, consciousness is not itself a line among other 
lines, but the space in which lines arise. Consciousness is the emptiness, the openness, the clearing 
in which phenomena arise, and if those phenomena develop in stages, they constitute a 
developmental line (cognitive, moral, self, values, needs, memes, etc.). The more phenomena in 
that line that can arise in consciousness, the higher the level in that line. Again, consciousness itself 
is not a phenomenon, but the space in which phenomena arise. (Wilber, 2006, p. 87) 
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Phenomenological inquiry posits that – as mentioned before – fundamentally consciousness is 
always structured and directed relationally, that is it is always consciousness “of” something or 
someone.  

 
As phenomenal structures of experience are richly intentional, these involve not only sensory 

ideas and qualities of states, but complex representations of time, space, world, body, and the 
organized structures of lived reality in all its conceptual and non-conceptual forms. Thus 
conscious mental acts are not only about concrete appearances of material things such as trees, 
houses or computer hardware, but also past or future ideas like a conscious memory of the attack 
on the World Trade Center or a conscious anticipatory desire for a glass of clean and cold water. 
Thus the relational structure of consciousness to things encompasses also immaterial phenomena 
such as emotions, dreams, concepts or even seemingly irreal imaginations. By and through this 
recognition of relationality, the equal right of things towards which consciousness is directed is 
asserted. In other words, phenomenology has its starting point by assuming that consciousness 
cannot function independently of structural relations to “things” to be conscious of, which are 
interrelated to inter-subjective and objective spheres 

 
Conscious experience presents us not with isolated properties or features but with objects and 

events situated in an ongoing world-contact, and it does so by embodying in its experiential 
organization and dynamics the dense network of relations and interconnections that collectively 
constitute the meaningful structures of a world of objects. 

 
Phenomenologically, consciousness is a kind of medium through which various phenomena 

and dimensions appear and unfold.11 Actually, this understanding is close to Wilber’s 
interpretation of consciousness: “Consciousness is not a phenomena but the space in which 
phenomena appear, and therefore “levels of consciousness” simply means levels of the 
phenomena appearing” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt D 94, Wilber, 1997).12 If consciousness is a such 

                                                 
11 Part of the nature or structure of conscious experience is the way it is being experienced, that is the way 
they are lived through or performed. The essential structures or forms of consciousness maintain a 
specific tension in relation to its contents: For example the forms of temporalizing consciousness, i.e., the 
living present with its primordial impression, retention, and protention, are essential structures of 
consciousness that remain ever constant. Meanwhile, however, the contents of conscious experience 
(which, in a way, are the conditions of possibility for these structures’ existence), are by definition 
continually passing away. Consciousness itself, therefore, is necessarily a stable force and a flowing 
away, a standing and streaming. 
12 Wilber states: 

Rather, it appears that consciousness actually exists distributed across all four quadrants with all of 
their various levels and dimensions. There is no one quadrant (and certainly no one level) to which 
we can point and say: There is consciousness. Consciousness is in no way localized in that 
fashion….Rather, consciousness is a four-quadrant affair, and it exists, if it exists at all, distributed 
across all four quadrants, anchored equally in each. Neither consciousness, personality, individual 
agency, nor psychopathology can be located simply or solely in the individual organism. The 
subjective domain (Upper Left) is always already embedded in intersubjective (Lower Left), 
objective (Upper Right), and interobjective (Lower Right) realities, all of which are partly 
constitutive of subjective agency and its pathologies. It is true that the Upper Left quadrant is the 
locus of consciousness as it appears in an individual, but that's the point: as it appears in an 
individual. Yet consciousness on the whole is anchored in, and distributed across, all of the 
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an “opening or clearing13 in which things and events arise” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt D 95) and if 
basic levels of consciousness are what all concrete streams have (or can have) in common 
(Wilber, 2003, Excerpt D 94), then this has far-reaching implications and consequences. Of 
course, like other scientific disciplines or analytic philosophy, phenomenology offers not one, 
but many accounts of consciousness (Kriegel, 2007; Thompson 2007; Thompson & Zahavi, 
2007; Woodruff Smith & Thomasson, 2005). 

 
Understanding that the irreducible consciousness is embedded and distributed across all 

quadrants with all of their various levels and dimensions, then the upper left quadrant cannot 
simply be the functional locus of a consciousness (quadrant), which then methodologically can 
be approached by phenomenology (Wilber, 1997). A genuinely integral theory of consciousness 
requires to be a radical decentred and processual approach. Only such a dynamic understanding 
allows us to realize that consciousness is not an interior anything, nor an exterior anything, but 
that it permeates both and that is the space or better medium from and through interior and 
exterior subjective and objective dimensions arise and process.  

 
Consciousness is always what is seen and felt (psychic-intentional) and embodied and enacted 

(behavioral) within a socio-cultural (the other) and systemic nexus. If we see that the 
phenomenological space or medium of consciousness is inherently related to the entire AQAL-
space, then we need considering further advanced phenomenological approaches to 
consciousness and mind (e.g., Gallagher, 2007; Gallagher & Zahavi, 2005, 2008) and with this, 
more inter-subjective and inter-relational perspectives (see part I, II).  

 
Inter-subjective Dimensions 

 
Wilber alleges a general inadequacy of phenomenology for spotting intersubjective structure-

stages. He states that phenomenological method cannot easily spot subjective structures (i.e., 
psychological structures in the Upper-Left quadrant, such as those discovered by Graves; Piaget; 
Loevinger; etc., nor spot inter-subjective structures and inter-subjective stages (in the Lower-
Left quadrant, e.g., Gebser's worldviews, Habermas's stages of communicative competence, 
interpersonal moral stages, Foucault's interpretative-analytic side of the structures of power, 
etc.). As suggested in the main text, no amount of introspection by individuals will disclose 
social structures of oppressive power (e.g. Foucault), moral stages (e.g., Gilligan), linguistic 
structures (e.g., Chomsky), stages of ego development (e.g., Loevinger), stages of values (e.g., 
                                                                                                                                                             

quadrants – intentional, behavioral, cultural, and social. If you `erase' any quadrant, they all 
disappear, because each is intrinsically necessary for the existence of the others. (Wilber, 1997, pp. 
71-92) 

13 Knowing about the problematic use of the metaphor of “space” which tends to be interpreted wrongly 
as container Wilber rightly uses – like the later Heidegger in a different way – the image of an opening or 
clearing:  

Consciousness is not itself a stream, line, module, function, or intelligence—it is not any thing or 
event or process of any sort. Consciousness is rather the opening or clearing in which things and 
events arise. A ´level of consciousness´ is simply a measure of the types of things and events that 
can arise in the first place; a measure of the spaciousness in which a world can appear; a degree of 
openness to the possibilities of the Kosmos; a sweep of the horizons within which phenomena can 
manifest; a measure of the awareness inhabiting each perspective, moment to moment to 
moment.(Wilber, 2003 Excerpt D 95) 
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Clare Graves), and so on – all of those are inherently invisible to mere phenomenology (Wilber, 
2000d, 153, see also Footnote 7). 

 
For Wilber “…phenomenological approaches tend to be strong in the “I” components but weak 
in the “we” components” (Wilber, 2000d, 153, Footnote 7). For him also the cultural 
phenomenologists (e.g. ethnomethodologists), although being relatively strong in the “we” or 
intersubjective components, do not cover sufficiently stages or structures of intersubjectivity, or 
when presented “phenomenology shades into neo-structuralism” (op.). According to Wilber 
phenomenological methods miss virtually all of the intersubjective structures and intersubjective 
stages (Wilber, 2000d, 153, Footnote 7; see also Wilber 1995, p. 771). Thus, for Wilber 
phenomenology has an “incapacity to comprehend inter-subjective structures not given in the 
immediacy of felt body meanings, and thus its incapacity to deal effectively with the 
development of consciousness and the social world” (Wilber, 2000c, p. 286, endnote 21. 
emphasis in the original). In Wilber’s interpretation “phenomenology failed to take into account 
the cultural embeddedness and the intersubjectivity of all awareness” (Wilber, 2006, p. 64). For 
Wilber phenomenology is merely a “philosophy of the subject and subjective” (Wilber, 2006, p. 
92), which needs to be supplemented – not replaced – with the philosophy of intersubjectivity. 

 
However, in contrast to this critique and positioning, intersubjectivity is one of the main 

themes already of transcendental phenomenology (see Husserl 5th of the Cartesian Meditations 
and Hua XIII-XV of Husserliana). According to Husserl, intersubjective experience plays a 
fundamental role in our constitution of both ourselves as objectively existing subjects, other 
experiencing subjects, and the objective spatio-temporal world. According to Husserl, the “I” 
becomes conscious and particularly aware of “myself” specifically as a human person only in 
intersubjective relations (Husserl, 1973b, p. 175; 1952, p. 204). Furthermore developing as a 
person depends heavily upon social interaction (Husserl, 1973b, pp. 170-171).14 

 
I and we and world belong together and are intertwined, partly as they reciprocally illuminate 

one another, and can only be understood in their interconnection (Zahavi, 2008, p. 681). Thus 
phenomenology considers the very constitutive nature of the Lower-Left quadrant and even 
exterior quadrants. Husserl already suggested a theory of intersubjectivity or social cognition that 
was based on an embodied, inter-modal perception. For him the perceptual experience of the 
other person involved a kinaesthetic reverberation of the perceived action of the other in our own 
sensory-motor system. According to Gallagher,  

 
Phenomenology tells us that our primary and usual way of being in the world is pragmatic 
interaction (characterized by action, involvement, and interaction based on environmental 
and contextual factors), rather than mentalistic or conceptual contemplation characterized 
as explanation or prediction based on mental contents. (Gallagher, 2005, p. 212) 
 
The integration of inter-subjectivity shows that the social world has been systematically and 

methodologically considered in the development of the phenomenology project. Accordingly the 
                                                 
14 My experience of the world as objective is mediated by my experience of and interaction with other 
world- engaged subjects. Only insofar as I experience that others experience the same objects as myself 
do I really experience these objects as objective and real. To put this point in phenomenological language, 
the objectivity of the world is intersubjectively constituted (i.e., brought to awareness or dis-closed). 
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philosophy of the subject and subjectivity is always already supplemented with the philosophy of 
intersubjectivity. Related to the AQAL-framework, the upper left needs its lower left, not to 
mention its upper right and lower right spheres (Wilber, 2006, p. 64). A more adequate 
understanding of phenomenology recognizes that the subjective space itself develops via inter-
subjective patterns of dialogue and interpretive cognition (Wilber, 1995, pp. 28, 576ff, 583).  

 
Accordingly, further developments of phenomenology and as we will see, particularly 

Merleau-Pontyian interpretations have deeply investigated the complex patterns and structures of 
inter-subjectivity and inter-relations between subjects as well as (inter-)objective dimensions and 
conditions, as outlined in the second and third parts of this paper. 

 
Phenomenology in Relation to Introspection and Meditation  

 
Wilber equates for the singular form of the inside of an I likewise phenomenology, 

introspection and meditation as classic paradigms or injunctions that bring forth, enact and 
disclose first-person singular dimensions of being-in-the-world (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt D, 12). 
Putting phenomenology on a level with (non-methodical) introspection and meditation is to 
equalize approaches, which are different, incomparable and hence incommensurable. There is a 
tremendous difference between phenomenology, as a specific philosophical school and a 
“general movement” or “general disposition,” being “as old as the human interest in 
consciousness itself, whether we call it introspection, meditation, contemplation, or simply 
feeling” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, 43).  

 
Taking a step back, in order to better jump forwards in ways that otherwise would have been 

difficult to do, there is certainly a kind of parallel or common orientation between contemplative 
and phenomenological scientific research. By redirecting our attention to what is most directly 
given in experience, as (conscious) experience, phenomenology can help us overcome all kinds 
of mistaken identification. Phenomenology follows a kind of contemplative and in some ways 
even meditative attunement to the phenomenon in question. This is due to the orientation that it 
refers to more receptive and aesthetic forms of thinking and focusing attention, holding back 
from closure and from discriminatory analytic thinking in favor of a more contemplative-like 
process. In this form of thinking the mind does not “seize upon” the object to analyze and subdue 
it but attempts to behold it, to allow its reality, its beauty and its texture to become more and 
more present. But the stance and quest phenomenology was developed for and has been used by 
researchers, particularly social scientists, serves as a systematic, rigorous search for truth. 
Accordingly, the outcomes of phenomenological reflection are not just “insights” or epiphanies 
but thoughts, discourses and written texts, that is forms of interpretation of a processed and 
elevated experience. 

 
Furthermore, phenomenology and introspection “enact, bring forth, and illumine the first-

person singular dimensions of being-in-the-world” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, 43) very differently 
than a spiritual revelation. Husserl called one of his originally speeches – which became later an 
important book – Cartesian Meditation (Husserl, 1960). However, this is not a meditation in the 
sense of a spiritual practice. Rather Husserl saw it as a scientific contribution and introduced in it 
a genetic phenomenology, which he defined as the study of how these meanings are built up in 
the course of experience. In particular, the sixth Cartesian Meditation deals with the question of 
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how a phenomenologist can explicate a subjectivity that both belongs in the world and yet 
constitutes objectivity and its world and deals with transcendental inter-subjectivity, to overcome 
the solipsistic objection. 

 
Already, classical phenomenology argued for a proper understanding of transcendence, for 

not falling into solipsism:  
 
Is phenomenological research therefore solipsistic research? Does it restrict the research to 
the individual ego and precisely to the province of its individual psychic phenomena? Not 
in the least. [A] misunderstanding of the particular meaning of transcendence and its 
exclusion leads to a confusion of psychological immanence (that which is precisely 
solipsistic) and phenomenological [immanence]. (Husserl, 1910-11, p. 154) 
 

It is important to understand that phenomenological reduction is not an introspection, it is not 
“seeing inside,” but a tolerance concerning the suspension of conclusions that allows a new 
aspect or insight into the phenomenon to unfold (Varela, 1996, p. 339). “Phenomenology is not 
another name for a kind of psychological self-observation, nor is it simply to be identified with a 
first-person description of what the “what is it like” of experience is really like” (Zahavi, 2008, 
p. 678). 
 

Therefore the methods of phenomenology do not rely on introspective peering internally at 
one’s passing stream of consciousness, but – as shown before – redirecting the focus away from 
the entire empirical natural world, including real psychological and introspective experiences, 
and to refocus the study of the mind on essences of conscious experience of various kinds.  

 
At the heart of the phenomenological method is the assumption that human experience 

follows fundamental structural principles that express themselves differently and contingently. 
Experience is necessarily personal, but not necessarily private. Therefore, phenomenology is not 
a reiteration of introspective solipsism, for it assumes that the study of particular experience 
leads to the recognition of generative structures that are common to human beings more 
generally.  

 
For this reason, the interpretation and radical designation of phenomenology as (solipsistic) 

introspectivism and equating it with contemplative literature is, if at all, only partially justified. 15 
Moreover, the supposed link to introspective orientation of phenomenology does not consider 
further and advanced phenomenological developments, which disclose and take inter-subjective 
and inter-objective patterns, structures and processes into systematic account. 

                                                 
15 In Husserl’s private letters one can find statements showing his struggle with a religious and spiritual 
quest. “The life is at all hard and I long much for that peace, which must form the natural conclusion of 
this terrestrial existence. However, I feel not yet enough religiously prepared and the end of my 
philosophical life longs for the last religion-philosophical completion” (Husserl, Brief IX, 93, 1917). 
Interestingly Husserl lived in the “solid faith of the divine meaning of the world and mankind.” (Husserl 
Brief III, 494). In a telling proclamation he stated: “Finally for me philosophy is my a-religious way to 
religion, as it were my atheistic way to God.” (Husserl, B IX, 124). “It is my conviction that intentional 
phenomenology has for the first time made spirit (Geist) qua spirit the field of systematic scientific 
experience, thus effecting a total reorientation of the task of knowledge” (Husserl, 1970, Pt. III). 
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Inherently, phenomenology is not only related to art and aesthetics, but also to morals and 
intersubjective ethics as well as to “objective” bodily states and structures and behavior and 
inter-objective realties, thus linked to behavioral and “objective” science. Particularly, advanced 
phenomenology as outlined in the following part is fundamentally concerned with socio-cultural 
life as well as objective and inter-objective spheres.  

 
With this orientation, the status of phenomenology in relation to hermeneutics, anthropology 

and structuralism, but also to autopoieses, empiricism and system theory as described in integral 
theory is questionable. Again this positioning needs to be investigated and scrutinized more 
thoroughly to enable an adequate integral post-metaphysics and integral methodology. 

 
Part II: Advanced Phenomenology – Merleau-Ponty 

 
The following outlines basic ideas of one of the most fascinating further developments and 

advancement of phenomenology, the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty (1960, 1962, 1988, 1995). He 
departs from the orthodox Husserlian conception of the purpose and scope of phenomenology. 
With him phenomenology realized particularly a turn to the body and to embodiment as a basic 
nexus of living meaning, as by virtue of being embodied we find ourselves always already 
situated to meaningful inter-relationships.  

 
Correspondingly, Merleau-Ponty developed a rich variety of phenomenology emphasizing the 

neglected role of the body in human experience. Using Husserlian inspired methods of analysis 
Merleau-Ponty’s overall ambition was to disclose the roots of rationality and Being. Close to 
Husserl he tried this through philosophy’s efforts to reawaken an understanding of the original 
acts whereby humans come to awareness in the world. However, by extending Husserl's account 
of the “lived body” that is the body as it is experienced and experiences as opposed to the merely 
physical body, Merleau-Ponty resisted the traditional Cartesian separation of mind and body. 
Instead he developed the idea of the body-mind as the basic connection to the life-world, ever 
adjusting and constituting in inseparable bond with the vastness of experience and existence as a 
being-in- and towards-the-world.  

 
Taking the body and embodiment as “base” his existential form of phenomenology addresses 

a wide range of embodied phenomena and bodily experiences, from perception, spatiality and 
motility of the body, to the body in sexual being and in speech and other embodied relationships 
to others, up to questions regarding temporality, and freedom. Correspondingly, Merleau-Ponty 
advancement of phenomenology strived for overcoming (or perhaps better to say undermining) 
the de-corporealization of the body and the neglect of embodiment, be refocusing on an extended 
understanding of experience.  

 
Experience for him was no longer given to a subject, mind or consciousness, which could then 

be appealed to as substance within the world. On the contrary, the world is originally given and it 
is from this pre-subjective giveness that concrete definitions of the subject are formulated. For 
Merleau-Ponty the body itself is already lived, meaningful and relational and intentional, thus no 
longer merely a matter of cognitive consciousness. The life of embodied existence and 
interactive communication precedes and is the foundation for explicit and thematic 
consciousness. Importantly, Wilber confirms this embodied perspective as also for him “each 
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state of consciousness is supported by a corresponding body, so that consciousness is never 
merely disembodied” (Wilber, 2000d, p. 151). 16 

 
Influenced and critically using insights by Heidegger and the Gestalt theorists, Merleau-Ponty 

is not only rejecting the modernist version of referentialist-representalism but critically refuting 
the dominating strands of Western philosophy and science; those being the empiricistic-
objectivistic and the rationalistic-subjective paradigms. Both empiristic realism and materialism 
as well as rationalistic idealism (intellectualism), are reductionistic as they reduce live-worldly 
phenomena either to matter or to an idea.  

 
Focused instead on bodily experiences and embodiment not as objects or representations but 

as constitutive and “open” media led him to an anti-foundationalism, anti-essentialism and non-
dualism, and philosophy of ambiguities,17 which marks his groundbreaking post-Cartesian and 
non-reductionistic approach.  

 
With this orientation, Merleau-Ponty sought to rearticulate the relationship between “subject” 

and “object,” self and world, mind and matter, culture and nature among various other dualisms 
through an account of the lived and existential body.  

 
In terms of methodology, for Merleau-Ponty the phenomenological reduction remains 

incomplete or really incompletable. Returning to things themselves means for Merleau-Ponty 
going back to the way in which we experience the world before we begin to theorize about it. 
Returning to the life-world is to relate to the world in which an embodied knower meets in and 
co-creates with her lived-in experience the like-wise “embodied known” always already infused 
with meaning. Thus the program of the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty attempts to retrieve and 
integrate the experiential bodily processes and the embodiment as constitutive. 

 
The embodied “subject” and his/her likewise embodied inter-subjective and “inter-objective” 

life-world are an extensive continuum, in which s/he is imbedded and actively and passively 
takes part. Therefore, neither subjective, inter-subjective nor objective dimension can be isolated 
                                                 
16 As for every state of consciousness, there is an ‘embodied feeling’ Wilber discusses gross, subtle and 
causal (formless) bodies as mode of experience or ‘energetic feeling’ which for him refer to supposed 
phenomenological realities as they present themselves to immediate awareness (Wilber, 2006, p. 25; 
2000c). 
17 Because we are not capable of disembodied reflection on our activities but are a body-subject in an 
inexhaustible world we are living through, ambiguity is and remains as the heart of our experience. It 
prevails both in perception of things and all temporally situated forms of knowledge. We are always in the 
midst of the world and have no vantage point outside it. We can never achieve total clarity even in our 
reflective and critical orientation because we cannot fully penetrate the sources and origins of our 
meaning making, that is the primordial awareness in which meaning is always already constituted. Thus 
the irresolvable ambiguity is grounded in our bodily participation in being and on the paradox that we 
ourselves are constituted by the very being of which we become aware. As the world of lived experience 
is essentially indeterminate, ambiguous and opaque, it is not amenable to a complete and transparent 
analysis which is why for Merleau-Ponty, “ambiguity is of the essence of human existence [...] Existence 
is indeterminate in itself, by reason of its fundamental structure” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p.169). This 
orientation towards ambiguity and somewhat indeterminacy in Merleau-Ponty, leaves behind a 
philosophy of (self-)certain as classical phenomenology tend to be interpreted.  
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from the dynamic process of embodied being and becoming. Mediated by the body and 
embodiment, human beings and “Being” itself “makes sense” of the inter-related realities of 
becoming in an on-going processes of transition of reality. As an unruly, unpredictable and 
unmanageable reality, the body and embodiment are decentring. Both are not only “mastering” 
subject and collectives, but also disrupting, undermining and escaping the purposive and 
boundary-drawing processes. With this orientation, bodily and embodied forces underlie the 
processual, dynamic and unfinished nature of any perceiving, feeling, thinking and acting.  

 
By means of our bodily insertion into reality, we are always already vitally responsive to the 

demands of our situation upon our body. This body moves in terms of pre-reflective 
“intelligence” and lived involvement, which exceeds our conscious awareness and control. 
Accordingly, there is a level of intentionality below that of explicit acts, which manifests itself in 
an active bodily engagement that is our primary rapport with the world.  

 
For example “a movement is learned when the body has understood it, that is, when it has 

incorporated it into its “world”, and to move one’s body is to aim at things through it; it is to 
allow oneself to respond to their call” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, pp. 138-139). An operative 
intentionality establishes and utilizes secret bonds of correspondence and interdependency, 
which constitute our reciprocal involvements. In this way of thinking the intentional arrow of 
classical phenomenology has become a two-way street of “interaction” as an “inter-experience” 
and co-constitution. 

 
For Merleau-Ponty consciousness, the world, and the perceiving body are intricately 

intertwined and mutually “engaged” within an ever-present world frame and through the use of 
pre-conscious, pre-predicative understandings of the world's make-up. In ordinary perception we 
as body-subjects have a kind or pre-predicate, pre-objective and non-positing consciousness of 
our surroundings and our own bodies (Siewert, 2006, p.88). 

 
Without falling into a pre-trans-fallacy,18 this orientation opens up for a post-dualistic 

ontology, as explicated in the unfinished later works of Merleau-Ponty. Referring to a chiasmic, 
incorporated intertwining and reversibility of pre-personal, personal and interpersonal 
dimensions, Merleau-Ponty’s indirect ontology of flesh, allows understanding phenomena more 
profoundly and relationally. For this understanding, we need to turn once again to the 
wonderment of this “eternal splitting open of Being into the touching and the touched, the seeing 
and the seen, the site of their differentiation as well as their union and intimacy” (Burk, 1990, p. 
90). With this relational understanding it becomes possible to approach what does not appear, 
and yet which is the very condition for appearance.  

 

                                                 
18 According to Wilber an uncritical use of a two-stage model of psycho-spiritual development can lead to 
one or both of the versions of the 'pre/trans fallacy': either mistaking pre-personal material as spiritual (the 
elevationist fallacy), or mistaking the transpersonal for pre-personal (the reductionalist fallacy) (see 
Wilber 2000a, p. 211). Thus there are two types, which either reduce the world of the Trans- to the world 
of the Pre- (PTF 1) or elevate the world of the Pre- to the world of the Trans- (PTF 2). The fallacy of 
conflating pre- and transpersonal realms can be related to both ontogenetic and phylogenetic development 
dimensions proceeding from pre-conventional, pre-rational, pre-egoic stages via conventional, rational, 
egoic stages towards trans-conventional, trans-rational, trans-egoic stages.  
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The patterns of meaningful being and action exist neither in the mind nor in the external 
world. They are neither subjective nor objective, but constitute rather a kind of world in-between, 
an inter-relationality of individual, social and trans-subjective practices. It is this between within 
an ontological continuity between ourselves, others and the natural world that needs to be 
considered. For Merleau-Ponty humans are integrated into the natural order, not as mere objects, 
but relations between humans and their world are intertwined or interwoven in the flesh of the 
world.19 Within this fleshly being the in-between is as “fullness of void,” understood as a 
creative and fulfilling emptiness.  

 
Ultimately, it this in-between, which is the birth-place of intertwined individual identity, 

social and inter-objective knowledge, realities and creative relationships. With this kind of 
relational ontology advanced phenomenology is not only concerned with interiors, but provides a 
proto-integral interpretation, highly relevant for integral theory.  

 
Advanced Phenomenology as Proto-Integral Philosophy 

 
“Proto-integral” can be defined as both showing integrative potential, being on the way to an 

integral thinking and having the potential to further develop even compensate for weaknesses 
and limitations of conventional integral theory. Proto-integral potential means here, that 
phenomenology as a living and reflective philosophy, carries chances for an ongoing 
development towards serving and advancing integral research. Being proto-integral does not 
imply that phenomenology is a primitive or underdeveloped integralism. Rather phenomenology 
is a proto-integral in that it tries to make intelligible and integrate factual and possible lived 
experiences and realities in all its complex holonic interweavements and perspectives.  

 
Furthermore, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology is also proto-integral in that has opened up its 

philosophical reasoning to other disciplines including empirical studies, like psychology, 
cognitive science, neuro-science, linguistics, anthropology, sociology, political theory, cultural, 
literary and aesthetic theory etc. (e.g., Weiss, 2008). 

 
Characterizing Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy somewhat deprecatingly as “felt phenomenology” 

(Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C, Endnote 3) – which supposedly makes it seem difficult to cover 
intrinsic intersubjectivity as well as waves and streams – does not do justice, and even more is 
highly distorting and is undervaluing its proto-integral potential. Basically, advanced 
phenomenology does not (only) refer to the inner-world of transcendental consciousness and 
introspection. Merleau-Ponty utilized the phenomenological reduction espoused by Husserl, but 
without separating consciousness from the world, on the contrary he strives for re-integrating it 
as embodied. Accordingly, for Merleau-Ponty consciousness is always embodied consciousness. 
Furthermore, perception and experience interpreted by humans elicits meaning is embedded in a 
                                                 
19 Understanding “flesh, as a kind of originary absence” (Madison, 1992, p. 97) it is what makes the 
presentation of being-present possible, but which never presents itself as such. Thus, it is “non-space” of 
in-between, an “ecart,” the gap, the separation, the differentiation between the touching and the touched, 
the seeing and the seen, mind and world, self and others. That gap of ecart, that space of corporeal 
difference is the "there is" within "the Being that lies before the cleavage operated by reflection, about it, 
on its horizons, not outside of us and not in us, but there were the two movements cross. . ." (Merleau-
Ponty, 1995, p. 95). 
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world that is physical as well as social. Thus human experience is actualized in the life-worlds of 
space, time, body, and human relation. Integrating the body and developing an elaborate 
understanding of embodiment this inclusive orientation provides the potential for reconnecting to 
the primordial origin, in a conscious and differentiated, yet reconciling way.  

 
With this proto-integral move, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology offers a challenge to the 

internalism and mentalism of consciousness-bounded understanding. Integrally it shows, that 
consciousness exists only enmeshed in the world in which we do things and where we pursue 
social practices that facilitate our interaction with ourselves, each other and towards objects.  

 
Particularly the aforementioned “inter-ontology” of a reversible chiasmic flesh-of-the-world, 

serves as basic constitutive and elemental medium of intertwined subjective, intersubjective and 
inter-objective processes. This relational and holonic orientation helps to overcome conventional 
subject-object dichotomy of retained Cartesian constructions. The danger of getting stucked in 
the somewhat implicit Cartesian dualisms in the heuristic analysis of the AQAL model requires a 
radical inter-relational holonic perspective.  

 
Holonomically the whole is being intimately entwined with its parts and vice versa that is the 

whole comes into being through the parts, while at the same time the parts come into being 
through the whole. This implies that the whole can be encountered through the part, as well as 
parts can be seen in light and relation of wholes. Furthermore the whole can be qualified as 
which holds the parts together; or the way the parts belong together.  

 
By going back to our actual lived bodily experience, we can (re-)discover the process of a 

holonomic inter-relating; a relational nexus of an “in-betweenism” (Kimura, 1988). Merleau-
Ponty’s indirect ontology of primordial flesh refers to a formative medium or milieu anterior to 
the conceptual bifurcation into the “subjective” and the “objective.” It implies a chiasmic 
intertwining and reversibility, that allows for understand the holonomic process of what could be 
called inter-being (see also Nhat Hanh, 1998).  

 
Merleau-Ponty´s indirect, ontology of reversible flesh reflects the inextricable intertwining of 

the body-subject with the world it inhabits – the inseparability of self-knowledge and object-
knowledge in the midst of fields of situated, relational inter-corporeal in-betweeness at the brink 
of non-dual being. Metaphorically, this nexus refers to a textile or common tissue of meaning 
that is woven through all levels of experience, preceding and making possible all particular 
horizons and contexts. This elemental being manifests as a kind of silent and invisible 
ontological fond - out of which self, others, and things arise in reciprocal relations.  

 
All inter-relational processes are always on the move between order and disorder that is 

always becoming; and never complete. As such it implies an active and ambiguous “immanent 
transcendence,” carrying an utopian movement (Johnson, 2003).  

 
With Merleau-Ponty, we can acknowledge the in-between of this becoming as a processual 

gap, as a corporeal difference (Weiss, 2000). Within this difference Being “lies before the 
cleavage operated by reflection, about it, on its horizons, not outside of us and not in us, but there 
where the two movements cross...” (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, p. 95). This living in-between, 
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understood as creative and fulfilling emptiness is the speaking and knowing silence, pregnant 
with meaning.  

 
Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of the relational constitution of becoming fosters a more 

processual integral perspective. Correspondingly, advanced phenomenology is helpful for the 
challenging undertaking to approach the inter-relatedness and dynamics of all spheres and 
entities within the integral framework. This implies for example a systematic up-grading of 
exteriors by holonomically interrelating internal, external, individual and collective interior 
meaning and exterior behavior as complementary. By this then behavior and acting as well as 
system exteriors co-create interior levels and states of consciousness as much as intentions and 
cultural dimensions among other interior co-create behaviorial and systemic realities. 
Accordingly, from an advanced phenomenological perspective, we need to see developmental 
values, depths and qualities also in the exteriors and in relation to the interior.  

 
As Edwards (2004, 2005, 2009) has proposed, the right sides (“It” and “Its”) are not only an 

ongoing complexification of simple material and physical forms, but are multidimensional and 
an ongoing and dynamic process of creative emergence. Instead of the tendency to privileging 
interior (and individual) quadrants, and hence underestimating the relevance of the exterior (and 
collective) quadrants, what is needed is valuing the co-constitutive and co-creational inter-
relationality of both and all. That is all forms of development and transformations are starting 
and are processed equi-primordially (“gleichursprünglich”) with both the interior and the 
exteriors as well as always already in-between both! Correspondingly, individual and social 
realities and processes are mutually inter-related and unfolding. Epistemologically and 
methodologically, this leads towards a kind of “inter-standing” (Taylor & Saarinen, 1994) the 
holonic “inter-be(com)ing” (Küpers, 2009). (Inter-)Being and Becoming thus “be(com)ing” 
takes places and realizes itself as an all encompassing “processual embodiment” which is more 
and different then a merely somatic interpretation, but refers to the very being in and becoming 
towards the world. 

 
Actually, Wilber is using the very phenomenological term “being-in-the-world” for qualifying 

the major perspectives (I, We, It, Its) and the native or primordial perspectives (zones) as the 
inside and outside of interiors and exteriors in singular and plural. As he stated: “being-in-the-
world is adequately nestled in endless networks of other beings in the world.” (Wilber, 2003, 
Excerpt C 45). With Merleau-Ponty‘s radicalized proto-integral phenomenology and relational 
ontology integral theorizing can even further and deeper consider the embodied relationality of 
its perspectivism. 

 
For Merleau-Ponty’s advanced phenomenology the phenomenological space is an indigenous 

perspective that is embodied, embedded, enacted, and enfolded in other spaces, which for Wilber 
“makes the sum total of what is represented as the AQAL matrix” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C 46). 
Similarly, as for Wilber also for the later Merleau-Ponty “every perception of a sentient being is 
always already situated in relation to other sentient beings, and therefore every perception is 
actually housed in an indigenous perspective. Perception, awareness, consciousness, feeling--
none of those items exist per se…” (Wilber 2003, Excerpt C 46). In other words advanced 
phenomenology presents and situates perceptions and “knowledge of essences” and “universals,” 
never outside of a perspective. Like AQAL meta-theory, also according to the advanced later 
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phenomenology and ontology of Merleau-Ponty, the Kosmos is built of perspectives, not only 
perceptions (Wilber 2003, Excerpt C 47).  

 
As Wilber stated: “Integral Post-Meta-physics replaces perception with perspectives . . . all 

perceptions are actually perspectives, and all perspectives are embedded in bodies and in 
cultures” (Wilber, 2006, p. 58-59). Thus, sentient beings and perspectives, not consciousness and 
phenomena, are the “stuff” of the Kosmos (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt D). For Wilber (2006) there is 
no pre-given world awaiting perception only mutually disclosing perspectives awaiting (meaning 
creating) enactment that only exist relative to a sentient being; relative, to the subject that is 
doing the perceiving. And these subjects perceive corresponding to language systems consisting 
of signifiers that have specific referents, accessible only if those who are perceiving have 
developed to the level that contains the correct signified. In a process that Wilber (2006, p. 303) 
calls “mega-phenomenology” he outlines a schematic and generalized “GigaGlossary” that 
indicates world-spaces (on different altitudes) in which the referents of the major signifiers used 
by humans and capable of being “seen” by humans who possess the corresponding degree of 
consciousness to bring forth the correct signified. 

 
However, embodied perceptions remain important as pre-reflexive way in and medium for 

manifested work of embodied consciousness. Therefore instead of merely replacing perception 
with perspectives (Wilber, 2006, p. 58) it seems important to recognize that both are mutually 
interdependend. Multidimensional, sensory, polymorphic and cultural perception, entrenched in 
historico-linguistic contexts and perspectives both are enacted as well as to take perspectives, 
requires perceiving them. In addition to emphasizing that all perspectives are embedded in 
bodies and in cultures (Wilber, 2006, p. 59), a phenomenological and phenp-practical approach 
integrates embodied perception with a perspectivism, that is perspectives are co-constituted and 
on-goingly co-created in a sensuous perceptional way, which hence make sense (Küpers, 2009a).  

 
Against Retro-romanticism, but Differently! 

 
Merleau-Ponty’s critique against Cartesian dualism, separating subjects and objects, culture 

and nature, mind and matter, and his continuous emphasis on the relational flesh of the world, 
seems to suggest a revived romantic unity holism, similar to what some deep ecology approaches 
follow when they favour an all-encompassing identification of self with other species.  

 
However, advanced phenomenology shares the well-founded criticism of integral theory 

related to retro-romantic approaches of questionable re-enchantment, which can be 
problematized as a single-boundary fallacy concerning the status of the somatic body (Wilber, 
1995, pp. 697ff, 708). Conversely, advanced phenomenology does not make the somatic-sensory 
body mean experience in general or only a pre-conventional body. Therefore it is not falling into 
any descending one-sidedness nor regressive slides and fallacies re-contacting of body-id-in 
Gaia-approaches like Roszak et al. (1995) and other re-enchanting eco-philosophers tend do.  

 
As understandable as a yearning for returning to a pre-reflective unity for the disembodied, 

alienated, rational modern and fragmented, relativistic postmodernism consciousness appears, 
there is no way back to a retro-regressive coincidence with nature or supposed pre-existing given 
Truths. Because the reversibility of being is always imminent and never realized in fact …“ the 



Küpers: The Status and Relevance of Phenomenology for Integral Research 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW  June 2009  Vol. 5, No. 1 

79

coincidence eclipses at the moment of realization … “ (Merleau-Ponty, 1995, p. 147) and 
relations to nature are always already culturally mediated.20 

 
Rejecting any absolute claims on a specific, pure and authentic relation with “nature”, 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology encourages an a-Romantic orientation and perspective on what 
nature is and mean. This does not exclude using Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology for 
investigating concrete, emotional and spiritual experiences people can have of the natural world, 
i.e. unbiased by either Romantic or dualistic worldviews (de Jonge, 2002). 

 
Merleau-Pontyian ontology and epistemology provides indirect directions and approaches for 

example into the structures of relations between animals and humans, that go beyond an abstract 
division or mere utilitarian relations between the two. Accordingly, with Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology it is possible to discover many more ways and many more levels in which 
natural, humans and the “spiritual” world are related than traditional science or traditional 
philosophy could ever illustrate. Moreover, his phenomenology allows and embodies the 
development of sensitivities and senses of and for natural, human and “spiritual” qualities in 
their embodied incorporatedness and interconnectedness.  

 
As referred to before, for this it will be imperative not to get lost in the pre/trans-confusion or 

supposed holistic but sub-complex unionism, and thus for advanced phenomenology and integral 
phenomenology differentiation is the necessary prelude to a deeper/higher and emergent 
integration (Wilber 1995, p. 472).  

 
Here is not the space to discuss the complex status and application of Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology and his late ontology of flesh and environmental ethics and ecologies as for 
example outlined in the much discussed work of Abram´s (1997) spell of the sensuous or 
Toadvine’s recent book (2009) on Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy of Nature.  

 
But, what makes sense with regard to realizing a non-regressive phenomenological practice is 

a non-sentimental return towards actively developing our powers of reflective somatic 
consciousness (Shusterman, 2008) “so that we can achieve a higher unity of experience on the 
reflective level and thus acquire better means to correct inadequacies of our unreflective bodily 
habits” (Shusterman, 2005, p. 176). With Shusterman somaesthetic pragmatism offers a 
complementary perspective to phenomenological approaches, in that it provides more adequately 
a “full-bodied engagement in practical efforts of somantic awareness… generating better 

                                                 
20 Already classical, transcendental phenomenology does not restrict empirical data to the range of sense 
experience, but admits on equal terms such non-sensory categorical data as conceptual relations and 
values. Phenomenology recognizes knowledge of the synthetic a priori, a proposition whose subject does 
not logically imply the predicate but one in which the truth is independent of experience, based on insight 
into essential relationships within the empirically given. In contrast to phenomenalism, it a position in the 
theory of knowledge (epistemology) with which it is often confused, Phenomenology – which is not 
primarily an epistemological theory – accepts neither the rigid division between appearance and reality 
nor the narrower view that phenomena are all that there is (sensations or permanent possibilities of 
sensations). These are questions on which phenomenology as such keeps an open mind – pointing out, 
however, that phenomenalism overlooks the complexities of the intentional structure of man's 
consciousness of the phenomena. 
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experiences for the future rather than trying to recapture the lost perceptual unity of a primordial 
past (Shusterman, 2005, p. 177). 

 
The Status of the Other 

 
Discussing Groffian transpersonal experiences Wilber states: “all phenomenology fails: it 

takes the subjective and inter-subjective patterns doing the phenomenology for granted, and thus 
fails to disclose the processes and inter-subjective structures necessary for the experience to be 
able to unfold at all.” (Wilber, 1995, p. 771). As this was not correct in relation to Husserl, as 
shown before, this is neither correct to Merleau-Ponty, who remained close to and further 
radicalised the Husserlian concept of transcendental intersubjectivity. By this orientation the 
experience of the other has an integrative place in Merleau-Pontyian phenomenology.  

 
From the perspective of advanced phenomenology it is through others that we develop into 

ourselves. Even more, it is through encountering the other that transformation as a holonic affair 
happens. There is always already a responsive inter-relational at work as an embodied social 
practice. Moreover, intersubjectivity is possible only because there is established an (pre-
mordial) intercorporeality within the caring sensible.  

 
Thus the cultural and historical world canot be understood in a way that is separate from the 

sensible and empathetic. Empathy, and dialogue as part of ongoing conversations are means of 
relating and articulating a sensible world that is “written” and “authored” already in human 
perception and expressed in language. Language in particular serves as a social medium that 
brings to full expression the mute inter-corporeal perception of the sensible, and, through this 
mediation, both are in a constant structuration, constant reversibility and interchange within the 
human experience of the lived world. We can enter the world of other human beings precisely 
because we are all part of a sensible and social world; a belonging that makes me believe that 
what another is seeing is but one more perspective on what I see, a variant of a common world 
rather than constituting another private world. Therefore, the reproach of a monological 
apprehension or prejudice is not justified. Wilber criticizes: “Rather, phenomenology (especially 
of the Merleau-Ponty variety) forms a type of foundational edifice … but its monological 
apprehension need to be supplemented with dialogical recognitions…” (Wilber, 1995, Endnote 
738). He also stated:  

 
Thus, phenomenologists who claim that consciousness is always intentional (or always a 
consciousness of something), are still caught in a monological prejudice that abstract 
subjects perceive abstracted objects. They are “half-way” right, so to speak, which is that 
all manifest consciousness is always consciousness of. But that is still a low-order 
abstraction mistaken for the reality of the situation, which is that a first person is always 
already in a series of relationships with other first, second, and third persons, and 
awareness, consciousness, and feelings arise within those networks, not outside of them. 
(Wilber, 2003, Excerpt D Endnote 1) 
 
However, an adequate phenomenology, as outlined in the following part, constitutively relates 

to dialogical and systemic perspectives, on second and third person levels. Analogue to an 
“adequate structuralism,” such an adequate phenomenology needs to be based on the insight that 
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various phenomena follow patterns that do not themselves show up as phenomena, in naive 
immediate lived or even bracketed experience. An adequate form of phenomenology recognizes 
that the “subjective space” itself develops via inter-subjective patterns of dialogue and 
interpretive cognition (Wilber, 1995, pp. 28, 576ff, 583).  

 
As discussed before, from the perspective of advance phenomenology the interior and the 

exterior, the individual and the collective are mutually interwoven with each other, they all co-
create and communicate to each other and unfold together in a responsive and thus dialogical 
way. Accordingly a first person is seen as always already in a processual nexus of relationships 
with other first-, second-, and third- persons, which all are considered systematically in an 
integral “pheno-practice.” 

 
Part III: Perspectives on Adequate Phenomenology of an Integral 
“Pheno-Practice”  

 
Pheno-practice here is understood as a special employment and application of (advanced) 

phenomenology, offering important perspectives on integral research and practice. Basically 
pheno-practice aims at further advancing classical phenomenology and its underlying, but 
limited ontological and epistemological assumptions and methodologies.  

 
Like classical phenomenology, pheno-practice is driven by the intention to clarify and 

understand what is at issue; that is what appears as live-worldly phenomena and its various 
meanings as a complex inter-relating process. Pheno-practice is “practicable” as a style of 
concrete thinking and way to understand dealings with phenomenal reality. Thus, the practice of 
the pheno-practice refers to the ways in which human beings engage, individually or collectively, 
in grasping, holding, shaping, and forming the world in which they live, thus it is about meaning 
as an experience of everyday-life-world. With this orientation, situated practice is co-constituted 
in interaction of the embodied agents among each other and with the surrounding physical and 
socio-cultural environment. What kind of and how practices are realized is connected to the 
embodied conditions in which they emerge. Correspondingly, practice is an embodied, social, 
negotiated, complex process of participation (Wenger, 1998, p. 49).  

 
Following the anti-essentialists critique against classical transcendental phenomenology, 

instead of reifying phenomena into external “objects,” pheno-practice aims not to grasp the 
whatness of a phenomenon, but approaching the complex meaning relations involved. Pheno-
practically, “essence” is a relational term that refers to intentionalities and responsiveness; that is 
to possible ways of encountering and relating before and while we understand or think them in 
conceptual thought or express them in language. Accordingly, a pheno-practical approach 
informs us that our primary and usual way of being-in-the-world is a pragmatic inter-action 
based on embodied personal, inter-personal as well as environmental and contextual dimensions.  

 
Methodologically, a pheno-practical research approach takes a shift of mind to see 

interrelationships in their connections rather than linear cause-effect chains, and seeing processes 
of non-linear change rather than regarding snapshots for control and predictability. With this 
methodological focus, it emphasizes conditions of possibility and recognizes the multiplicity and 
interdependencies of poly-causal forces rather than simple causal explanation. This genealogical 
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and processual orientation may then help to deal with the inherent problems and limits of 
atomistic, mechanistic and substantialist approaches, and simultaneously provides access to 
interstand relevant phenomena in the life-worldly practice.  

 
Pheno-practice represents a specific integrally informed research framework and 

methodology, understood as a practice of researchers, striving to portray phenomena from the 
individual, communal and contextual perspectives of those who experience them and how they 
are embodied, while considering also the experiential involvement of the researcher. Thus, the 
primary focus, of pheno-practice, as a research methodology, is the understanding of the inter-
relational structures, processes and meanings of lived experiential phenomena and perspectives. 
More than just applying specific methods of (classical) phenomenology and conventional 
qualitative research methods, pheno-practice provides also a base for a genuine integrative 
methodology of inter-relational practices for example for knowing and organization (Küpers, 
2005, 2009). Pheno-practical methodology uses approved forms of co-operative inquiry (Heron, 
1992, 1996) conducting research “with” rather than “on” people as co-researchers and creating a 
research cycle iterating through different types of knowledge, namely propositional, practical, 
experiential and presentational knowing for deepening experience and knowledge.  

 
With all this an integral oriented pheno-practice provides a base for an extension of the 

conventional integral framework of Wilber (1999, 2000a, b), particularly concerning a more 
inter-relational understanding of developmental stages and lines in an holonic integral cycle, co-
constituted by pre-subjective, pre-objective, pre-collective and pre-inter-objective dimensions 

 
Developmental Stages and Lines in an Holonic Integral Cycle – H-AQAL 

 
As known to the reader of integral theorists, the AQAL quadrant model uses a series of 

different developmental stages or levels and lines of development (Wilber, 2000c, d). Both levels 
and lines of development are essential aspects of personality with which people, but also 
“entities” need to understand themselves as well as for functioning and evolving properly further. 

 
The levels of development refer to what is being developed (matter, body, mind, soul and 

“spirit”) as generalized “waves” of existence. Thus, the levels are stages of development through 
which human beings proceed via a transcending, but also including, embracement and 
enfoldment (Torbert & Associates, 2004). With this facility the levels mark out new capacities 
and emergent qualities. Furthermore, these basic levels of consciousness unfold at different rates 
and can be seen as overlapping waves in a spectrum of consciousness.  

 
The “lines of development” reflect innate capacities and functions within the stages. As such, 

they co-determine a person’s ability to learn and perform successfully in various circumstances. 
The developmental lines concern complex developments, such as cognitive, emotional, 
interpersonal, behavioural, knowledge and learning developments or ethical/moral lines. 
Moreover, aesthetic competencies (musical, artistic, bodily-kinesthetic), among many others 
(Wilber, 2001, p. 246) are also part of this developmental process.  

 
Lines develop over time through increasing complex levels of maturity, education and skill. 

But there are also “lagging lines” of development that represent specific areas of weaknesses or 
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non-strengths. These under-developed capacities may be a limiting factor for the effectiveness of 
human functioning. Most of these lines develop in a relatively independent fashion at their own 
rate with their own dynamics. Some lines are necessary but not sufficient for the development of 
others; while some develop closely together (Wilber, 2000a).  

 
Holonically both levels and lines of development are not only part of the upper left and right 

individual quadrants, but alike part of all collective spheres of cultures and systems. Moreover 
they develop simultaneously through all four quadrants. Inversely, quadrants exist in each and 
every personal, social or structural holon and show the relationships that exists within each 
holon. The inner and the outer as well as the individual and the collective co-evolve in an 
intimate cycle of mutual holonic interpenetration. That is a holonic identity arises as a result of 
the quadratic mutuality of both interior and exterior aspects of the holon. Such understanding 
allows an appreciation of the dynamic interpenetration of the inner/outer and 
individual/communal aspects, which occurs at each level of development for each and every 
holon. A holon brings these dimensions together in as a differentiating and unifying field of 
dynamic interdependence. The four perspectives of holonic reality do not merely co-relate or 
interact, they co-create each other and co-evolve together. Consequently, all reductionism via 
quadrant partiality needs to be thoroughly bracketed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Levels and Lines of Development and Integral Cycle of Holonomic Pheno-
practice 

 
Holonomically, quadrants, levels and lines are energized by the dynamics of growth and 

integration and by what can rightly be called an “integral cycle” (Edwards, 2000, 2004, 2005, 
2009). It is this cycle, which keeps all these elements hanging together in a coherent and 
dynamic system and co-ordinates the interaction between the four-quadrants and the holonic 
developmental levels and lines by an integral cycling and spiraling.  
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In addition to translational dynamics within each sphere and integrative dynamics, the integral 
cycle keeps all elements hanging together in a coherent and dynamic system. This capacity to 
analyze, categorize and synthesize the concept of an integral cycle in a pheno-practice a way of 
representing the mutual interpenetration of the quadrants and their constituent structures and the 
integrative and growth dynamic relationship that exists between the domains and its holarchic 
involutionary and evolutionary pathways. Moreover, being part of a comprehensive holonomic 
process, all quadrants stages and lines are also related pheno-practically to the constitutive pre-
subjective, pre-objective and pre-collective and pre-inter-objective dimensions. These primordial 
pre-reflexive dimensions as described by Merleau-Ponty refer to the ways that pheno-practices 
are processed by pre-discursive capacities and experiential processes in a complex nexus of 
inter-relationships. 

 
Based on this dynamic and holonomic understanding and as an integrative orientation pheno-

practices gives equal attention to pre-personal, personal, interpersonal and transpersonal 
dimensions. It covers all, first-, second- and third-person perspectives of phenomena and its 
inter-relations and inter-dependencies. Rather than contending that any aspect or dimension is a 
(mono-) causal factor, an integral pheno-practice views all dimensions as constitutive of all 
others and accommodates them holistically in their inter-connectedness. Each of the four 
quadrants and the levels and lines of development would be incomplete without the others, and 
each depends on the others for its basic existence and sustenance. What is therefore needed is an 
approach that considers Holonical(ly) All Quadrant, All Level, All Lines: (H-AQAL). In these 
holonically intertwined spheres and through all its interrelations, the “be(com)ing-in-the-world” 
is energized, taking place and finding its time as embodied and enacted pheno-practice.  

 
A critical pheno-practical reflection and practice is very much aware of the limitations and 

dangers of constructing or inventing a unifying representational scheme in relation to lived 
experiences, which are always more and different than what can be conceptualized. Therefore, 
the framework of pheno-practice, like the integral and other models, is just a perspective map, 
not to be confused with any ontological territory. But as a heuristic means pheno-practice might 
be helpful to appropriate a sense from what ultimately has already been understood and 
practiced. As as always preliminarily merely heuristic methododology it does not refer to an 
epistemically prior, unerring recipe that ensures compelling propositional results. Rather it 
understands method more literally as “following along a way” (i.e., “meta ton hodon”), thus it is 
a path that pheno-practical thinking and acting itself tentatively inscribes in attempting to 
disclose and come intelligibly close to the phenomena. Thus, the actual course of pheno-practical 
research is itself a lived experience notwithstanding following specific qualitative criteria of 
research for ensuring scientific rigor. 

 
Thus not only may we situate lived experiences pheno-practically, we may also situate pheno-

practical theorizing and ask ourselves where are we when we think? With this question, we are 
concerned about the experience of thinking itself and hence about where we stand and who we 
are in the very process of our pheno-practical theorizing. 

 
Following a post-Husserlian orientation and a radicalized processual turn pheno-practical 

research investigates the influence that particular facts have on the emergence of (inter-)objects 
and of subjects and inter-subjective relations in their mutual interconnection. Accordingly, the 
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central task in pheno-practical research is to demonstrate and makes approachable the reciprocal 
inter-actions and “inter-passions” among the inter-relational processes of reality constitution and 
situational practices within various modes of incessant tangled be(com)ing-in-/-towards the-
world. This suits and advances integral studies as phenomena are constituted by inter-beings in a 
variety of situations, and events and activities.  

 
As a genuine research frame-work, pheno-practice provides appropriate means for capturing 

and interpreting the dynamics of phenomena. In this sense, it strives to make accessible, 
describable, interpretable and practical the implicit and explicit settings and meanings of 
phenomena corresponding to the practical, processual, inter-relational understanding of and 
decentered perspective of phenomena.  

 
The advantage of such pheno-practice is that it provides a useful approach to critic and 

counter-balance (gross and subtle) reductionistic approaches. Moreover, by offering integral and 
practical perspectives it also contributes to bridging the gap between theory and practice. 
Practically, each of the aformentioned elements of the integral framework (quadrant, level, lines, 
cycles) carries and demands various practical implications. These implications – not further 
elaborated here – are crucial for being realizing an integral pheno-practice in specific areas of 
application (Küpers, 2009).  

 
Additionally, the practical implications helps also to respond to the conundrum of the entire 

phenomenological project: How can phenomenology be at once grounded in lived experience 
and faithful to it, yet transcend lived experience only to comprehend it, and in comprehending it, 
alter it essentially? How can phenomenology be simultaneously affirmative and transgressiv? On 
the one hand, phenomenology "seeks to recover a naive contact with the world" (Merleau-Ponty, 
1962, p. vii) and to find truth essentially prefigured in lived experience itself. On the other hand, 
it "is not the reflection of a previous truth, but like art, brings a truth into being" (Merleau-Ponty, 
1962, p. xx), transfiguring lived experience in the act of comprehending it essentially! 

 
Although it relates and interprets meanings as already implicit in lived experience, pheno-

practice does not simply iterate what is already given and understood in lived experience in the 
way that it is given and understood. Rather it seeks a transcending the understanding of the 
immanent, that is, it goes beyond lived experience to situate it, to conceive it more 
comprehensively, to judge it discriminatingly, and thus endow and transforms lived experience 
with new interpretation and meaning. This is possible, because pheno-practice is concerned with 
and relates respectively returns to already lived experience as the place where meaning 
originates.  

 
Moreover, there is a transcending and transformative dimension already in lived experience 

itself, a dimension neither simply subjective nor objective yet in some sense always already 
understood. With this orientation, pheno-practice is more than simply describing things as they 
are given in themselves, neither as subjects nor as “objects.” Rather it strives for deciphering the 
origins of things in the whole system of experience, in order, as with art, "to show how things 
become things" (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, p. 181). In this respect, pheno-practice never purely 
coincides with lived experience in itself, but, by probing its ultimate horizons and seeking to 
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grasp the englobing sense of what appears within them, renders lived experience anew and thus 
makes a transformative practice possible. 

 
Though being faithful to lived experience, pheno-practice does not attempt to recover an 

experiential purity, as "one never returns to immediate experience" (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, p. 30). 
However, pheno-practice acknowledges that the intelligibility of the truth of lived experience 
precedes a priori the specific meanings realized within lived experience itself. Pursuing, pheno-
practice constitutes a truth not yet realized, but within lived experience, thus altering the same: 
Expressed poetically: “We had the experience but missed the meaning / And approach to the 
meaning restores the experience in a different form” (Eliot, 1963, p. 208).  

 
Accordingly, pheno-practice does not simply make clearer what is already known in lived 

experience. Nor does it simply abstract transcendental structures that account for the 
consciousness of “objects” in general nor for any actual “subjective” meanings within lived 
experience. Rather, pheno-practice elaborates fundamental possibilities of lived meaning 
inscribed as possibilities in the intelligibility of lived experience, as personal, interpersonal and 
“transpersonal” field of meaning. Neither simply copying nor complying with the realm of 
ordinary practical knowledge and ends, it seeks to discover an underlying “truth” ordinarily 
concealed or distorted in that realm; a truth in terms of which the essential meaning of the 
practical has itself to be determined. In this way, it neither repeats nor negates lived experience 
but reinstates it in its truth carrying its “immanent transcendence.” Through pheno-practical 
interpretation, lived experience comes, as it were, into its own for the first time as a conscious 
and transformative one.  

 
Everyday dealings always have a prior context of meaning that situates and directs them, yet a 

meaning which recedes from focus in favor of involvements of members of organizations with 
the immediate objects of experience, cognition, and action. Presupposing a meaning already 
implicit in lived experience, yet that meaning is accessible and intelligible only by constituting it 
anew and thus transforming it. Consequently, pheno-practice locates transcendental truth in the 
original event of an immanent transcendence, the coming to be of the world as the integral 
context of lived meaning wherein, as embodied agents, we dwell, as spheres of meaning always 
already understood, arise, and differentiated in and through our human essence. One of the chief 
practical benefits of pheno-practice then lies in a re-form of and re-formulating of our 
understanding, which thereby in-forms as well as trans-forms the course of living.  

 
The understanding that pheno-practical theorizing and research initiates and carries forward 

enables and situates what is done (or not done) in a more encompassing context of meaning. It 
thereby opens the possibility of acting more thoughtfully with a view to a more integral practice 
of wise conduct in life. Realizing transcendent meaning in immanent living experience effects a 
possible transformation, making possible well-founded and sustainable commitments.  

 
Conclusion 

 
The purpose of this paper was to situate in principle the "whither" and "whereabouts" of 

phenomenological theorizing in relation to integral theory and to develop perspectives and 
providing (ad)vantage points for further investigating integral dimensions.  
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The outlined advanced phenomenological and pheno-practical approach offers an important 
response to the following question: How can integral researchers situate themselves vis a vis 
their phenomena of interest in such a way that these most fully show themselves in and from 
themselves, and in their own ways of showing themselves in relation to the researcher? As 
described, the main purpose of phenomenology is a return to the “fundaments” of living 
experience as it happens, that is experienced space, time, body, and human relations as they are 
lived. Its aim is to relocate the primary point of contact between man and the world, to redirect 
philosophical attention to the primordial ways we perceive and enact the world.  

 
Investigating the intelligibility of lived experience, phenomenology works systematically to 

recover the forgotten origins of scientific knowledge, to retrace a pre-objective intuition of 
“things themselves” and in their flesh and blood presence. A phenomenological and pheno-
practical quest invites to rediscover the hidden intentionalities and meanings to examine their 
“essential” structures and potentials in an alter-native; proto-transformative manner. As a style of 
thinking, researching and enacting, phenomenology and pheno-practice can contribute to 
approach, re-conceive and interpret the experiential processes and practices within its complex 
inter-relationships. By purporting a return to the life-worldly experience pheno-practically, we 
can embark upon travelling “back forward” to what and how something appears, that is to the 
irreducibly relational and act-driven structure of experience.  

 
In this sense phenomenology and pheno-practice are radical; a radicalism understood in the 

etymological sense of “going to the roots.” Phenomenology is philosophical radical insofar as it 
seeks to penetrate beneath the abstractions and generalizations of science and practices and a 
culture dominated by science to reveal a underlying much richer world of lived experiences. In 
doing so, phenomenology is also socially and political radical, since it necessarily challenges 
both the hegemony of science and details of predominant scientific world views. While relating 
to lived experience, as a critical force, advanced phenomenology and pheno-practice are 
questioning wthat goes beyond everyday phenomena and conversations and concerns to 
comprehend them radically. By being a perpetually critical (self-)reflection and unfinished, and 
thus a continuous provisional “science of beginnings” (Stewart & Mukunas, 1990, p. 5) 
phenomenology pursues a tentative orientation which demands not only necessarily 
appropriating and reappropriating respectively letting go consciously its own beginning and the 
previous course of its thought.  

 
Moreover, it calls us for re-learning to sense and look at the life-world as we encounter it in 

immediate experience; gaining fresh perspectives in seemingly familiar situations. Like all 
solutions in science, which radically reframe an open problem instead of trying to solve it within 
its original setting, phenomenology and pheno-practice have a “re-evolutionary” potential that is 
neither revolutionarily destructive nor evolutionarily conservative, but re-constellating radically 
the evolutional enfoldment. Accordingly, it can contribute to possible attempts for finding better 
and more adequate interpretations or alternative metaphors for experiences in a different and 
more creative way. Oscillating in the between of being and becoming, the stable and the fluid, 
the structures and the processes, established and emerging patterns, routines and creative action 
pheno-practice becomes an transformative inter-practice (Küpers, 2009).  
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Venturing “pheno-practically” into embodied, and with this emotional, cognitive as well as 
cultural and systemic dimensions of life-worlds, may be critically not only inquiring into, but 
also changing predominant practices and habits. With this transformational potential, it may 
provide viable means for researchers and other practitioners to generate theoretical and practice-
related relevant insights and realizations for different embodied realities. 

 
In a way, advanced and adequate phenomenology and integral pheno-practice are themselves 

answers to the question of finding methods which enable us to think and interrelate at the same 
time the externality and internality and their holonic interrelationship. From a post-Husserlian 
and integral perspective, the discussed phenomenologies are of course only one among others of 
the possible and philosophical and methodological approaches. In contrast to what Husserl 
sought, phenomenology does not have privileged foundational status. A self-critical 
phenomenology and pheno-practice must explore crucially its own phenomenality and relativity 
as one form of gaining knowledge and truth among others. Part of this necessary reflection is the 
effort to examine critically its own scope and limits and determine its meaning and ground. 
Accordingly, the "results" of phenomenology and pheno-practice have their force, not as a set of 
fixed claims passed on as correct doctrine, but as an interpretation of meaning appropriated and 
renewed in continued questioning and interpretation. 

 
Nevertheless, advanced and adequate phenomenology and pheno-practice provide a highly 

significant potential for furthering integral research and practice. This kind of matured 
phenomenology and its pheno-practice are ready to take its “true-but-partial seat at the integral 
round table” (Wilber, 2003, Excerpt C 47). Facing the limitations of the classical 
phenomenology bound to a philosophy of (monolological) consciousness and of transcendental 
subjectivity, the discussed phenomenological and pheno-practical quest is part of the search for 
developing a post-metaphysical stance and understanding of holonic integral inter-connections 
and scientific and life-worldly practices.  

 
As part of this quest, advanced, adequate phenomenology and a corresponding pheno-practice 

point to and invite to enter and pass through the gates into landscapes to be explored further. 
Both offer a map to orientate in the vast territories of be(com)ing-in-the-world. They help to 
navigate the journey through and towards unknown terrains. In their adequate forms, they holds 
considerable potential for guiding conventional integral studies out of its conceptual enclosures, 
methodological devices and habit-routines that often bind and unnecessarily constraints its 
approaches explanatory and interpretative power. By fostering an investigative questing for inter-
standing phenomenal and relational ways of emergence, a phenomenological and pheno-practical 
philosophy and methodology offers supplementing and innovative research and practice options 
for approaching and relating to phenomena and events in more integral ways.  

 
Correspondingly, there is a need for more rigorous theory building, further analysis and of 

course empirical testing. For example the combined use of phenomenology and pheno-practice 
may be used for additional research on various practices and processes for example related to 
embodied knowing and learning, aesthetics as well as organizing and managing respectively 
leaders and followership (Küpers, 2002, 2004, 2005; Küpers & Edwards, 2008; Küpers & 
Weibler, 2005, 2008). 
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Furthermore, combination invites further research on developing an integral methodology and 
integral methodological pluralism which recognizes and investigates embodied multiple realities, 
while acknowledging and incorporating different ways of knowing, and holonomic inter-
relations, valuing dynamic balances at many stages, levels and cycles. The integral 
methodological pluralism linked with advanced phenomenology and pheno-practice provides an 
even more refined epistemological orientation, which allows developing innovative conceptions 
of scientific research, and a more inclusive understanding of knowledge. Complementarily, the 
proposed pheno-practice contributes to corresponding meta-paradigmatic practice following the 
regulative principles of non-exclusion, unfoldment and enactment for conducting holonic 
research and integrating experiences as well as knowledge for achieving a post-relativistic multi-
level inquiry, which is capable of taking different perspectives in an integral fashion.  

 
It is hoped that the advanced phenomenological and pheno-practical research approach as 

discussed here provide actual possibilities to re-assess and investigate the deeper relevance and 
put in to a further developed integral research and practice. As such it can be used to supplement 
illustrate, highlight, interpret, deconstruct or re-conceive the experiential, structural, and 
processual dimensions of phenomenal processes. Even more, it partakes in and advances also 
more integral, creative and sustainable practices and well-be(com)ings (Küpers, 2005a). 

 
Leaving behind the reductionistic “flatland ontologies” (Wilber, 1995) and researching 

phenomenologically and pheno-practically embodied personal, inter- and transpersonal 
dimensions and “lived experience” (van Maanen, 1990) in its complex holonic interplay is a 
challenging endeavor. But a worthwhile one, as it may contribute not only for the contemporary 
epistemic odyssey in research and practice as a passage out of pre-modern swamps of regression 
and between Scylla – the rocks of dogmatic modernity – and Caribdis – the whirlpool of 
dispersed post-modernity. Incorporating an adequate phenomenology and embodied pheno-
practice into integral research may contribute to a better equipped and more critical journeying of 
this important endeavor. Offering important and enriching orientations both encourage and foster 
travelling into the enigmatic spheres of yet unknown possibilities of realising integral research 
and practice.  

 
Not only are phenomenology and pheno-practice more and different than an “Upper Left“ or 

“Zone #1” affair, they also provide a tremendous proto-integral potential ready to be actualized. 
Truly integrated in integral research together they invite entering the within and the in-between 
of embodied selves, groups and communities their local cultures, regional realities and societies, 
natural environment and ecologies and even beyond those for realizing world-centric futures and 
unfold spiraling moments of our up-and-coming aborning cosmos.  
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What is the Integral in Integral Education?  
From Progressive Pedagogy to Integral Pedagogy 

 
Tom Murray 

 
Abstract: Integrally-informed educational approaches have much in common with 
progressive (including reform, alternative, holistic, and transformative) approaches, and 
share many of the same values. One function of the integral approach is to provide an 
overarching model within which to coordinate different progressive methods. Though 
integral adds much more than that, descriptions of integral education sometimes sound 
like progressive educational principles recast with new terminology. This essay attempts 
to clarify what the integral approach adds over and above progressive educational 
theories. After an overview of progressive pedagogical principles, the integral approach 
is discussed in terms of integral as a model, a method, a community, and a developmental 
stage. Integral as a type of consciousness or developmental level is elaborated upon as 
consisting of construct-awareness, ego-awareness, relational-awareness, and system-
awareness, all important to the educational process. Finally, challenges and support 
systems for realizing integral education are discussed.  
 
Keywords: alternative education, education, pedagogy, integral education, progressive 
education, second-tier. 

 

Introduction 
 
Education is everything. We don't need little changes, we need gigantic revolutionary 
changes. Schools should be palaces. Competition for the best teachers should be fierce. 
They should be getting six-figure salaries. Schools should be incredibly expensive for 
government and absolutely free of charge for its citizens, just like national defense. That is 
my position. I just haven't figured out how to do it yet.  
(Aaron Sorokin, The West Wing) 
 
Education is a private matter between the person and the world of knowledge and 
experience, and has little to do with school or college. 
(Lillian Smith) 
 
"Integral" means many things to many people, and the same is true for "Integral Education." 

In one sense, integral has become a generic attractor for progressive (or reform or alternative) 
educational theories of all flavors. For educational practitioners and scholars, any particular 
school of educational thought may feel constraining and bound to a particular model or founder. 
The integral approach can embrace (and support a critical evaluation of) most of the values and 
deep principles embodied in progressive thought, and is thus not only compatible with them but 
offers a generous and welcoming meta-container. The integral model situates progressive 
educational ideas within a larger transdisciplinary web of ideas about culture, psychology, 
philosophy, science, etc., and also cleans up some shortcomings. Any particular theory can fit 
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comfortably within the integral camp and have the elbow room to grow – and to play (not take 
itself too seriously). Likewise, the community (communities) of people who are drawn to 
integral theory seem to be "on board" with the key assumptions of progressive pedagogies, and, 
more importantly, seem to be more likely than not to embody what these theories are pointing 
toward.  

 
Many who have been inspired by a variety of particular progressive pedagogies find their way 

to the comforting and energizing umbrella of "integral," which supports what they have in 
common and provides space and perspective on where they differ. Clearly "integral education" is 
more than the sum of these various theories (or the overlap among them). But it is not always 
clear exactly what "integral" has to add over and above these other theories. If you ask someone 
interested in the integral approach to education to describe it the response may not sound very 
differentiated from other progressive approaches, or it might be a description of other theories 
peppered with an "integralized" vocabulary, or repackaged in an AQAL model. When the 
integral approach to education is described in this "old wine in new bottles" fashion, as I have 
heard it described, especially by those enthusiastic and new to it, its legitimacy in the eyes of 
experienced educational practitioners, administrators, and theorists is jeopardized.1 Therefore I 
think that it is important that those of us who write about or teach integrally-informed pedagogy 
are able to clearly differentiate it from existing progressive models, and articulate the "value 
added."  

 
"Integral" can be seen as pointing to four things: a (meta-) model or framework (a system of 

concepts for interpreting the world), a methodology (a set of injunctions or principles for 
inquiring about the world), a community (the embodied group or groups of people using integral 
models and methods), and/or a set of skills or capacities (a developmental stage that points past 
modern and post-modern cultural perspectives, and past formal operational modes of thinking). 
In this article I will address each of these perspectives on what being integral means, in the 
context of education.  

 
The central audience for this article are practicing educators and those who work with 

educators (such as administrators, curriculum designers, educational tool designers, and those 
who teach teachers) who are using or interested in integral approaches. The article may also be 
useful for integrally-aware readers in training, coaching, leadership, and other fields involved in 
intentional learning. My overall goal is to help us clarify, to ourselves and to others unfamiliar 
with integral theory, who we are, where we come from, and where we seem to be going as 
"integral educators." I start with a birds-eye overview of key principles of progressive 
pedagogies, then describe what the integral approach adds to these in terms of a model, a 

                                                 
1 For about 20 years I have participated in instructional technology R&D that applies new learning and 
cognitive theories to advanced computer learning environments. I have also taught graduate classes and 
facilitated teacher training workshops that explicitly use constructivist, inquiry-based, and other 
progressive pedagogies. My entry into the integral theory community about five years ago was motivated 
by interests in philosophy and systems approaches to the social sciences, not by education per se. I 
eventually connected with educators drawn to integral theory, and found that for some of them integral 
theory had been their primary doorway into the wider world of progressive pedagogies. The things that 
excited them the most about this new "integral" approach can turn out to be principles that are well-
established (nothing novel) within progressive educational communities.  
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methodology, a consciousness, and a community. I discuss integral community in the context of 
responding to the challenges of realizing the visions of integral education. Along the way I will 
try to illustrate some elements of the integral approach by applying it "in situ" in my analysis. I 
assume that the reader has at least a passing familiarity with Ken Wilber's Integral Theory and 
the AQAL and Spiral Dynamics models (see Wilber, 2006, 2000; Beck & Cowan, 1996). 

 
Integral + Education: Background 

 
Though it is a new/emerging field, much has been written already on integral approaches to 

education. "Integrative Learning and Action: A Call to Wholeness" (edited by Awbrey, Dana, 
Miller, Robinson, Ryan, & Scott, 2006) focuses on how aspects of spirituality and "new ways of 
knowing" can be integrated into education. "Integral Education: Exploring Multiple Perspectives 
in the Classroom" (edited by Esbjörn-Hargens, Reams, & Gunnlaugson, in press) focuses on 
higher education and also takes various perspectives on the field as a whole. "Integral Education 
in Action" (edited by Dea, in preparation) is designed as a more practical (less academic) 
treatment aimed at practicing K-12 educators. Each of these books contains material that 
originally began as published articles in journals, conference proceedings, and other venues, so 
there have been several dozen papers in the field (Moltz, in press, gives an overview of related 
research studies to date).  

 
For the interested reader, the chapter topics in these books include the theoretical and 

pragmatic roots of integral approaches to education (Esbjörn-Hargens et al.), case study reports 
of using integral approaches (all three books), specific advice for the K-12 teacher (Dea, in 
preparation), and a diversity of theoretical perspectives on integral education (Esbjörn-Hargens 
et al.). 

 
This article contributes to this evolving inquiry by trying to clarify what integrally informed 

approaches to education add over and above progressive approaches, as no publication to date 
has had that specific focus.  

 
Progressive Pedagogies 

 
The mind is not a vessel to be filled, but a fire to be kindled. 
(Plutarch, On Listening to Lectures) 
 
Education is an admirable thing, but it is well to remember from time to time that nothing 
that is worth knowing can be taught. 
(Oscar Wilde) 
 
Education, therefore, is a process of living and not a preparation for future living. 
(John Dewey, My Pedagogic Creed) 
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I will start by summarizing what I mean by "progressive" (or reform or alternative) 
pedagogies and educational approaches.2 The term is mean to include the works of thinkers such 
as John Dewy, Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, Rudolf Steiner, Paulo Freire, John Holt, Ivan Illich, 
Parker Palmer, Maria Montessori, Jerome Bruner, Jack Mezirow, and Howard Gardner, who 
developed alternative pedagogical theories in response to the perceived deficiencies of traditional 
institutional education, theories of learning, and social knowledge creation modalities. The 
theories and models coming out of these educational leaders include constructivism, Montessori 
schools, Reggio-Emilio schools, Waldorf education, transformative learning, un/de-schooling, 
and situated learning. It is not my goal here to compare or contrast each of these, but to point to 
what they share in a general sense, and how one can approach their totality and their differences 
as a system.  

 
Below I list a number of categories of pedagogical methods, which are each elaborated upon 

in the Appendix.3  
 

− Holism 
− Multiple intelligences 
− Creativity 
− Individuality 
− Constructivism 
− Developmentalism 
− Zone of proximal development 
− Meta-learning 
− Adaptivity/differentiation 
− Learning by doing 
− Empowerment and liberation 
− Situated learning 
− The ethical classroom 
− Transformative education 
− Community/service-based learning 
− Lifelong learning and emergence 
− Teacher presence and embodiment 
− Participatory curriculum development and research 
 

                                                 
2 I will use the terms progressive (or integral) "method," "approach," "theory," "principles," "world view," 
and "pedagogy" rather interchangeably in this article. They all point to more or less the same thing, 
highlighting different aspects of the thing. (I use the term "framework" only for Wilber's theory.) 
3 Though I personally agree with the importance of all of the principles and value-orientations listed, and 
even though many of the descriptions in the Appendix are written in prescriptive prose, it is not my 
intention in this essay to promote or prescribe any of them. In fact, like most educational principles, 
conclusive empirical proof of the efficacy of these progressive principles does not exist. Though many 
studies exist and some lend significant support, others are inconclusive or counter-supportive, and "the 
jury is still out" in terms of having abundant empirical proof. (Alas, this is true of almost every theory in 
education, therapy, economics, etc. – putting social science theories to work must happen with a humility 
befitting their limitations.) 
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The descriptions of these progressive approaches (see Appendix) comprise theories of 
learning (claims about scientific truths), prescriptive practices, and educational values (claims 
about how people should act and be treated).4 Most progressive pedagogical models emphasize a 
handful of the above principles and values and are compatible with most of the others. While the 
Appendix simply lists these approaches with an explanation for each, I considered including an 
analysis that would compare and contrast them and categorize them into themes, but decided 
against this. Each of these principles points to an entire literature of inter-referencing papers and 
an entire community of practitioners and scholars, complete with journals and conference 
meetings. Further, each theory has become the central construct for a world of real practice. 
Since implementing theories into real educational contexts tends to require fleshing out a wide 
range of universally encountered concerns, in practice the full articulations of each of these 
approaches has much overlap with the others. 

 
These progressive approaches cover a wide range of concerns echoed in integral theories:  
 
− Addressing the many aspects of being human: body/mind/emotion/spirit;  
− Including multiple holonic orders: the individual, aspects/parts of the individual, the 

classroom, the wider community and society; 
− Allowing for multiple ways of knowing: in terms of "quadrants"– subjective, objective, 

intersubjective; and types – multiple intelligences, and so-called masculine and feminine 
modalities; 

− Giving full attention to both internal realities (values, visions, feeling, motivations, 
relationships) and external realities (measurement, action, physical health, educational 
infrastructure); 

− Seeing knowledge in terms of the coordination of perspectives (including critical 
approaches to knowledge and power, epistemic or meta-knowledge, and dialogic 
approaches). 

 
As we will see later, though the above illustrates a significant overlap and compatibility 

between integral and progressive approaches, there are things the integral approach adds (for 
instance, except for a few exceptions, progressive approaches do not incorporate principles from 
modern theories of dynamic systems, adult development, or cultural evolution).  

 
If you are a progressive-thinking individual you may find the list of progressive approaches 

quite appealing and bemoan the fact that public education is so far from these ideals.5 If you are 

                                                 
4 I do not bother to try to differentiate truth claims from value claims here, though doing so is important in 
its own right (see Stein, 2008). 
5 The progressive educational principles, models, and value-orientations were developed in a social and 
cultural context that was critical of mainstream institutional forms of education. In the mirror image of 
each of the principles is a pointer to some elements of traditional education seen as detrimental, such as: 
knowledge presented as fragmented bits or in disciplinary silos, inadequately connected to real life 
practice and concerns; cognitively impoverished metaphors for learning such as the "pipe line" model; 
rout memorization, teaching to the test, and standardized curricula; hierarchical and oppressive forms of 
personal and institutional relationships; capitalistic, materialistic, and bureaucratic educational systems 
(see Feldman, 2008). 



Murray: What is the Integral in Integral Education 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    June 2009    Vol. 5, No. 1 

101

a teacher you may be thinking: "how the heck can any one person learn all of those principles – 
much less practice them?"  

 
We will address the challenges of learning progressive (and integral) methods in the last 

Section, but here we can say that  any teacher skilled in progressive pedagogical methods will be 
implementing a bit of this and a bit of that, and have familiarized themselves with a few but not 
all of these principles. The massive interconnectedness of these principles means that a skilled 
teacher might be working in alignment with many of these principles implicitly, as a matter of 
intuition more than explicit theory-application. It also means that a teacher in training can 
assimilate the gist of many of the principles simultaneously through mentoring with a skilled 
practitioner. This is not to say that a full understanding does not come from traditional academic-
style study of the theories, from reading texts, taking advanced study classes, and attending 
conferences. Also, as we will note later, understanding and using progressive vs. traditional 
modalities (as well as integral modalities) assumes a certain set of developmental competencies.  

 
Where's the "Integral?" 

 
A main theme of this essay is that nothing in the progressive pedagogies listed above points to 

the uniquely "integral" part of integral education (or what integral theory brings to education). 
Above I said that integral can be understood as a (meta) model or framework, a methodology, a 
community, and/or a stage or phase of human development. Below I will explore each of these 
perspectives on what is integral about integral education.6   

 
The section on models will focus on AQAL. The section on methods will mention 

"methodological pluralism," but also point to epistemic sophistication, and will be illustrated in 
the succeeding section using polarity mapping methods to coordinate the system of pedagogical 
principles. The section on integral consciousness includes discussions of second tier 
developmental capacities and integral consciousness as a state or way of being in the classroom. 
Then models of cultural and meme evolution are discussed, in part to related traditional, modern, 
progressive, and integral idea and value systems, and also to warn against the dangers of 
overusing such models. Finally, I discuss the difficulties in learning/teaching integral pedagogies 
and integral consciousness, and mention integral communities of practice in this context.  

 
AQAL: A Framework That Transcends and Includes Progressive Pedagogical 
Principles 

 
…Education forms the common mind. Just as the twig is bent, the tree's inclined. 
(Alexander Pope, Moral Essays, 1735) 
 

                                                 
6 It is worth noting that while Ken Wilber's Integral Theory (capitalized here) with its AQAL model is by 
far the most well known and influential integral model, there are many who identify their work with 
"integral" (not capitalized) who do not primarily base their work on Wilber's work. By integral theory, 
model, or approach I usually mean the body of work being developed in the greater community of integral 
theory and practice. 
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I think people are starved for a truly holistic and genuinely integral approach to the 
world—in psychology, in spirituality, in politics, in education…[Alternative] education in 
this country is at a crucial turning point. For several decades the counter-cultural and 
"new paradigm" thinkers imagined, with good reason, that they were fighting a lonely 
battle against conventional education. But in the last five years or so, everything has 
profoundly changed. Mainstream institutions…are now quite open to integral studies… 
(Ken Wilber, from Shambhala Publication's "Interview with Ken Wilber") 
 
For many readers "Integral" is, if not synonymous with Ken Wilber's work, strongly identified 

with it. Though Wilber's work consistently and brilliantly points to postformal, dialectical, 
metasystematic, and even (I hesitate to use a term so overused in the integral community that its 
meaning is ambiguous) "non-dual" ways of perceiving the world, Wilber has chosen to frame or 
package his ideas in terms of a formal-looking model with seemingly precise categories. His 
AQAL model, which includes the Four Quadrants (or 8 Zones), 8 Developmental Stages or 
Levels, 3 primary States, and a variety of Types of human capacities, should be familiar to most 
readers (see Wilber, 2006, for a description). (I assume that Wilber and his associates choose to 
foreground such a model because its benefits in allowing integral theory to "stick" with wider 
audience, and appear applicable to a larger range of domains, outweighs the problems 
(mentioned later) of using formal structures to promote postformal ways of knowing.)  

 
AQAL is a meta-model that can hold within it the full set of progressive education principles, 

allow them to be compared, and set them in a larger meta-theoretical context. It can be the 
"kitchen sink" into which all of these ideas are thrown, and, more than being merely a conceptual 
container, it organizes them and clarifies core elements. Some of the listed principles focus on 
the understanding and development of internal mental, emotional, or spiritual capacities (the 
upper left quadrant); some prioritize collaborative, community, or ethical elements (lower left); 
some emphasize in-the-world action, the creation of artifacts, or physical embodiment (upper 
right quadrant); and others highlight the systemic factors in classrooms, the institutions of 
education, or social and political realities (lower right quadrant).7  

 
Integral theory explains the massive overlap among the principles. In real systems (including 

people, groups, and societies) all four quadrants interact. In fact they are four sides of the same 
coin (if a coin could have 4 sides). The I, We, It, and Its of a system arise and develop 
simultaneously (they "tetra-emerge"). The four-quadrant model (and Wilber's eight zones or 
primordial perspectives) can be used as a diagnostic tool for assessing whether there are missing 
components in an educational situation.  
 

AQAL's exploration of states vs. stages helps teachers in thinking about how to design 
experiences that induce states of mind that support learning. AQAL's elaboration of distinct lines 

                                                 
7 One could describe the major insights of the integral approach in terms of two elements. The first is a 
deeper appreciation for and understanding of the interior dimensions of reality which have been neglected 
in many aspects of modernity. The second is in bringing the rigor of systems theory to holistic and 
transdisciplinary approaches. Systems theory brings insights about structural complexity, as in the 
understanding of systems as nested holons and with co-arising interior, exterior, individual, and collective 
components; and it adds insights about dynamic complexity, which includes the evolutionary and 
developmental perspectives so central to the integral approach. 
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and levels of development, types of intelligence, and states of mind (or consciousness) together 
incorporate the intuitions articulated in theories of multiple intelligences and the holistic 
approaches to mind, body, emotion, and spirit. This helps the educator avoid over-emphasizing 
any particular learning modality or pedagogical theory. In a later Section I examine the merits of 
evolutionary, developmental, and systems-theory approaches, which are central to AQAL and all 
integral approaches.  

 
Upper Left (I)  
  
Educational Experiences  
  
Contemplative  
Critical  
Somatic  

Upper Right (It)  
  
Educational Behavior  
  
Skillful  
Practical  
Active  
 

Lower Left (You, We)  
  
Educational Culture  
  
Connective  
Perspectival  
Ethical  

Lower Right (Its)  
  
Educational Systems  
  
Ecological  
Social  
Global  
 

 
Figure 1. Esbjörn-Hargens' Twelve Commitments of Integral Education 
 

As an example of how the AQAL map can illuminate and organize educational themes, 
consider Sean Esbjörn-Hargens' (2007) table of "Twelve Commitments of Integral Education." It 
illustrates what he calls the "essential dimensions of an integral approach to education" by 
situating a mind, body, and spirit element in each of AQAL's four quadrants. The table describes 
twelve "forms of engagement…modes of interaction [and/or] ways of knowing the world."  

 
Integral Methodology: Perspectives, Knowledge Building, and Dialog 

 
Education is the journey from cocksure arrogance to thoughtful uncertainty. 
(Kevin Huenison) 
 
Education would be much more effective if its purpose were to ensure that by the time they 
leave school every student should know how much they don't know, and be imbued with a 
lifelong desire to know it. 
(William Haley) 

 
The AQAL model is as limited as it is powerful – in fact some of its limitations are because it 

is so powerful. It can trick one into thinking that it represents an accurate picture of reality when 
in fact, like all models, it is one interpretation of reality, presenting one way to categorize the 
elements of one's experience and understanding. When one tries to use it in complex real-life 
situations one sees that surrounding its clear and insight-producing distinctions are grey areas, 
square pegs one is forcing into round holes, and a diversity of opinions about the exact meaning 
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and implication of the model's categories (these difficulties come unavoidably with any 
conceptual system). Wilber entreats us not to "confuse the map for the territory," yet assuming 
that reality reflects our constructs instead of the other way around is an ingrained human 
tendency difficult to avoid.  

 
The integral approach (as articulated by Wilber and many others) provides something deeper 

than a categorical framework within which to neatly organize one's untidy reality: it suggests a 
certain attitude for how one can approach knowing, conceptualizing, and theorizing. It suggests 
not so much what is true about the world but how people can work together to discover what is 
most true, just, and useful in a particular context (i.e., it includes an epistemology as well as an 
ontology). This method or way of thinking is not as well-defined as the AQAL model, so the 
description of it will be something we circle around and weave through, rather than a crisp 
diagram of a model. 

 
There is an increasing acknowledgement that in the modern context education should involve 

not only the learning of "content," i.e. information and specific skills, but also the learning of 
more general ("higher order") skills and knowledge. Among these are "learning how to learn," 
i.e. self-directed learning that reflects upon what one should be learning and how the learning 
process is going, and "epistemic" (or meta-) knowledge, i.e. some understanding of how 
knowledge is arrived at and the limitations of knowledge (Schoenfeld, 1985; Mayer, 1998). The 
integral approach requires this type of meta-level perspective on knowledge, method, learning, 
and doing.  

 
The relevant modern (or postmodern) insights about knowledge include: 
 
− Complexity. Many aspects of the world are highly complex. We need concepts from 

systems theory (such as co-evolution, chaos, non-linearity, and self-organization) to 
understand (1) the world in general; and (2) educational and learning processes in 
particular (Reigeluth, 2008).  
 

− Meta-perspectives. For citizens to address the complex problems of modern society, 
educators must help learners develop higher level skills such as meta-cognition (thinking 
about thinking), meta-knowledge (knowledge about the nature and limitations of 
knowledge), meta-learning (learning how to learn), meta-dialog (dialog about how we 
engage in dialog). (See more in Murray, 2008.) 
 

− Knowledge as personal. Knowledge, understanding, and "truths" are, at least in most 
instances, constrained by the world view, experiences, biases, perspective, developmental 
level, etc. of the speaker and listener (Polanyi, 1962).  
 

− Multi-methdology. Different methods of observing (or inquiry or experimentation) lead to 
different conclusions or claims. Different disciplines tend to use different methodologies, 
leading to different conclusions about a phenomena. Each of these conclusions can be seen 
as valid perspectives on a complex reality, as opposed to opposing camps battling for the 
truth (Norgaard, 1989).  
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− Indeterminism. Terms, concepts, rules, models and theories all have a certain degree of 
"indeterminacy," i.e. fuzziness, uncertainty, or ambiguity in their meaning (Murray, 2006). 
It is often important to pay attention to the grey areas at the boundaries of seemingly 
precise categories or rules (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; Mervis & Rosch, 1981). 
 

− Negotiation, ethics, and power. Knowledge is constructed, or "negotiated," via 
communicative processes situated in authentic contexts. Truth-finding is an evolutionary 
process requiring dialog (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Habermas, 1998). Knowledge also has 
important moral/ethical aspects (Habermas, 1999; Kögler, 1992). The quality of 
knowledge building outcomes can depend on how carefully the knowledge building 
process pays attention to elements such as freedom, equality, empathy, sincerity, 
inclusivity, reciprocity, integrity and mutual regard.  

 
How does a learner, "knowledge worker," or educator deal with the added levels of 

complexity and indeterminacy that come when she begins to acknowledge these insights? An 
additional set of methods are needed.  

 
All of the insights listed above fall into what one could call a post-modern or progressive 

understanding and world view. As mentioned above, what I am listing under progressive blends 
into what I am calling an integral level (– as one example of the "indeterminacy" involved in 
creating categories). What constitutes the difference? For me, progressive involves identifying 
and describing the problems with traditional modes, leading to a critical attitude that is suspect of 
all claims and perspectives. It involve a discerning analysis about the nature of the problem(s), 
but for dealing productively with the problem it gives only vague advice or ends with acceptance 
or despair that things are so complex, unknowable, subjective, etc. An integral perspective, while 
not pretending to any easy or complete fix, does more to understand the nature of complexity 
itself, the nature of indeterminacy itself, and the nature of subjectivity itself, and is able to use 
this higher level of understanding to improve upon the situation.  

 
If every perspective is like a lens or filter which distorts perception and inference, then we can 

correct for these distortions to the extent that we understand something about the lens or filter 
itself (turning subject into object, as Kegan frames it). At the integral level one is not only 
learning and using a set of pedagogies, but adopting a critical (and "appreciative") meta-
perspective on those pedagogies. One is also noticing how one's self (including one's values and 
assumptions) fits into the system of teacher-applying-pedagogy-within-an-educational-system.  

 
Returning to the theme of integral as a method or practice, many integral-level methods have 

been suggested for dealing with the issues (insights or problems) listed above. I will describe a 
few approaches: 

 
Methodological Pluralism. There are many types of perspectives on any situation, and 
getting a usable handle on something requires looking at it from multiple angles. Wilber 
has said "everyone is right," to indicate that all sincere perspectives and modes of inquiry, 
while fallible and limited, have something valid to offer. This "methodological pluralism" 
(Wilber, 2005; Murray, 2008; Norgaard, 1989; and see Feyerabend, 1975) is a multi-
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methodological approach to scientific inquiry.8 It includes a more precise understanding of 
the appropriate application of a range of methodologies (including objective scientific 
methods, subjective phenomenological methods, and intersubjective hermeneutic 
methods), the types of knowledge claims that each method can and can't make, and the 
relationships and synergies between them for mixed-method approaches. 
 
Indeterminacy analysis. One can do more than simply acknowledge that concepts, models, 
and theories have limitations and involve fuzzy (or subjective or context relative) 
meanings. When one proposes a model, makes a claim, and uses a concept one can analyze 
how it degrades at its fuzzy boundaries. For example, if one uses the concepts like "holon" 
or "sentient" or "progressive" to construct clear categories, rules, or models, one can 
explain (even if parenthetically) how the claim changes under different possible 
interpretations of the central categories. This could include mentioning examples far from 
the central meanings (see Murray, 2006).  
 
Polarity mapping is one method for dealing with the polarities, paradoxes, and dynamic 
nonlinearities found in everyday decision making. It is described and used in the next 
Section. (See also Murray et al., 2008 "Tools for Dealing with Uncertainty, Ambiguity, 
and Paradox.") 
 
Methods related to ethical factors. Many processes exist for dialog and decision making 
that incorporate and value the inclusion of multiple voices and perspectives – to list them is 
beyond our scope here. Also, many knowledge building or inquiry methods contain both 
critical/analytical elements and dialogical/ethical elements. Elbow (2008) advocates 
balancing critical thinking ("the doubting game") with systematic or methodological 
believing ("the believing game"). He points out how critical thinking is often used as a tool 
to defend one's cherished beliefs, and suggests that we earn the right to doubt only after 
making an effort to enter into the other's world view (a skill also called "cognitive 
empathy"). Gaining a distance on one's strongly held beliefs is an exercise (exorcise?) 
involving ego. If one delves further into it, this also involves dealing with shadow 
elements. The integral community is familiar with many methods for gaining perspective 
on and loosening the grip of ego (for example contemplative practices) and shedding light 
on shadow elements (for example see the 3-2-1 Shadow Process in Wilber, Patten, 
Leonard, & Morelli, 2008).  
 
There is space here to give only the few above examples of methods that are compatible with 

or implied by the integral approach to knowledge and education. The main point is that an 
integral approach should include methodological ways to deal with the problems in knowledge, 
indeterminacy, power, etc. noted above. Such methods should value and systematically 
incorporate multiple subjective, objective, and intersubjective perspectives.  

 

                                                 
8 The AQAL model also describes a methodology called "Integral Methodological Pluralism" which 
basically advocates that a robust inquiry into a phenomena will include all or most of "eight primordial 
perspectives" based on the four quadrants (Wilber, 2006). Esbjörn-Hargens (2007) includes a description 
of applying the eight perspectives to educational research. 
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In the Fourth Grade?  
 
The above descriptions may sound rather sophisticated, esoteric and philosophical. Indeed, as 

we will discuss later, fully working at an integral level requires a certain level of developmental 
skills. However, even though these skills mature later in life, they begin to develop early in life, 
and educators can do much to nurture this developmental process at all ages and stages. Let us 
briefly consider at how the philosophically rich issues and methods mentioned above can be 
simplified and brought into a fourth grade classroom. Imagine that the students are working 
collaboratively to research what to do on a school trip to Washington D.C. They gather 
information from diverse sources and have facilitated classroom discussions to decide upon (1) 
what is the case (e.g. how much gas will cost) and (2) what should be done (e.g. whether to stay 
at a campground or hotel).  

 
If the activity is facilitated well, students can be learning: that knowledge is complex and 

perspectival; that knowledge has subjective (what I think), objective (what Wikipedia says), and 
intersubjective (what we all agree upon) facets; that words and rules may not have one single 
meaning and can be interpreted differently in different contexts; that biases and assumptions are 
hidden in beliefs and preferences; and that it takes a triangulation of different perspectives and 
inquiry methods to arrive at an adequate understanding or solution. It is not hard to imagine a 
teacher fashioning simplistic forms of Integral Methodological Pluralism, Polarity Mapping, 
contemplative practices, the Believing Game, and even indeterminacy analysis that apply to this 
age group.  

 
Three Ways to Use Integral (or Progressive) Methods 

 
I will mention three levels at which one can apply integral (or progressive) methods and 

models. First, one can teach them explicitly. That is, the students know that they are learning and 
using, for example, "the AQAL model" or "systems theory" or "the Believing Game." Second, 
teachers can learn these methods and models and use them implicitly. They can bring their 
knowledge of integral (or progressive) methods and models to bear in designing and running 
educational activities without explicitly mentioning these models or methods to students. In this 
case teacher educators would be facilitating teachers in learning these methods and models. 
Third, administrators, curriculum designers, or teacher educators can use integral (or 
progressive) methods and models to design the materials or environment that teachers work 
within.9 Here teachers (and secondarily students) are benefiting from these methods and models 
without necessarily having learned them. These three levels are possible when teaching young 
learners, adults, and also for teaching teachers.  

 
The point here is that integral (or progressive) methods and models can have a strong impact 

even if the student, or teacher, is not aware that they are being used. As we discuss later, integral 
is as much a type of consciousness or awareness as it is a set of models or methods. An integral 
                                                 
9 In addition, we can differentiate methods and models that were designed through integral consciousness 
from those that require integral consciousness to understand and adopt. It takes a higher level of 
development to conceive of and design a professional development program for, for example, 
constructivist pedagogy, than the level of development required to understand and implement 
constructivism in a classroom. 
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learning environment might have an indefinable but recognizable look and feel, or texture of 
breadth and depth. It has been argued that people who work or learn under the implicit umbrella 
of a world view, milieu, approach, or type of consciousness will implicitly assimilate some of 
that world view or consciousness. I propose that when students or teachers are immersed in 
curricular, social, or administrative environments that are integrally informed, that the seeds of 
integral consciousness are being planted and nurtured.  

 
Returning to the list of 18 progressive pedagogies mentioned above, we can see that integral 

suggests a way to deliberate about these approaches. Though up to now I have emphasized the 
overlap and compatibility of these principles, there are real differences among these principles. 
Next I will illustrate one of the methods mentioned above: Polarity Mapping. It will also serve as 
an example of an aspect of integral consciousness (covered in the following Section), 
incorporating skill in dealing with complexity and apparent paradox. 

 
Progressive Pedagogies as a Dynamic System of Principles 

 
I believe that school makes complete fools of our young men, because they see and hear 
nothing of ordinary life there. 
(Petronius, Satyricon) 
 
[Public education is] the single most important element in the maintenance of a 
democratic system...The better the citizenry as a whole are educated, the wider and more 
sensible public participation, debate and social mobility will be…The most difficult and the 
most valuable is a well-educated populace. 
(John Ralston Saul, Doubter's Companion: A Dictionary of Aggressive Common Sense) 
 
The difficulty is the perception that [one is] dealing with a problem that can be solved by 
choosing either one or the other…fear of getting stuck in the opposite pole gets you stuck 
in your own pole…paradoxically, opposition becomes a resource. 
(Barry Johnson, Polarity Management) 

 
We already applied an integral sort of methodology above when we focused on utilizing the 

grains of truth in each principle ("they are all right"), mentioned how they tended to mutually 
support each other, and saw them as a complex system or dense meshwork of co-defining ideas. 
We can continue by shifting focus from the commonalities to the differences. Each principle 
emphasizes a particular theoretical perspective or value – they are ideals. Over-emphasizing any 
one principle or value may cause another to be minimized. Practical applications require 
tradeoffs and balancing acts. We can use "polarity mapping" (see Polarity Management, 
Johnson, 1996) to explore this situation. Here are some of the polarities or dialectical tensions 
within our set of progressive pedagogies: 

 
− Self-determination vs. helpful hierarchy. There is a polarity between student empowerment 

and discovery vs. the need for teachers to skillfully employ guidance, limitations, 
expertise, and leadership. Traditional schools often underestimate learners' abilities to self-
steer their learning experiences, but how far into the background does the teacher step?  
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− Individual freedom vs. group needs. There is a polarity between methods that focus on the 
individual student (meeting her needs, giving her a voice, supporting her autonomy, 
respecting her complex personal history) vs. methods that emphasize the group, the 
community, and caring about the needs of others. Sometimes a student's needs must go 
unmet for the greater good of the class. But at what level does that approach become 
oppressive? 
 

− Equality vs. special treatment. There is a polarity between the desire to treat all students 
equally vs. the fact that students have a range of capacities and motivations. Should the 
most capable and motivated students be given extra resources? Should the most 
underprivileged students be given extra resources? If yes to both, where does this leave the 
middle? 
 

− Support vs. challenge. There is a polarity between acknowledging the wonderfulness of 
every impulse and creative product that a student produces, supporting self-esteem and 
learning enjoyment, vs. the benefits of challenging him by providing cognitive or 
emotional disequilibrium. When and how does one tell a student that he is wrong, needs 
improvement, or is not stepping up to his potential?  
 

− Creativity vs. rigor. There is a polarity between supporting creativity, play, and intuition, 
vs. teaching logic, critical thinking, rigor, and discernment. Both can be taught, but in any 
given activity or course one may be highlighted at the expense of the other.  
 

− Process vs. product. Progressive pedagogy stresses learning to learn, higher order thinking 
skills, and the importance of good problem solving reasoning over getting the right answer. 
But usable knowledge must include some amount of "facts" and memorized procedures; 
real world performance often needs the "right" or "best" solution. How should education 
balance these poles? 
 

− Change vs. stability. Progressive pedagogy values adaptation, dynamic flow, and 
customization. Yet to some degree people flourish when they are given clear stable 
constraints, rules, and/or boundaries. How predictable should the classroom experience, 
including teacher expectations, be for students? 
 

− Cognitive (mind) vs. social and affective (heart). Developing wisdom includes developing 
capacities of both heart and mind, and their skillful interpenetration. But in designing 
curriculum or activities priorities must often be made to focusing primarily on content and 
cognitive skills vs. social/emotional skills. In addition the educator must decide how these 
priorities influence her methods of evaluation, grading, and feedback (e.g. what type of 
evaluation and feedback to give to the student who tries hard and is a good team player, yet 
fails to grasp key subject matter concepts).  

 
Now, in many situations the dichotomies described above are imaginary in the sense that the 

human needs that seem to be in conflict are in fact not, and there is an elegant solution that can 
satisfy both sides. However, these polarities are also real, in that real life decisions will often 
unavoidably benefit one side of the equation at the cost of the other. The perennial advice around 
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such polarities is true: that practical application involves balance and compromise, and a 
forswearing of ideology and dogmas, even progressive dogmas. Postformal, integral, or 
"dialectical" consciousness can take us a bit further still. (Note that the above polarities are 
within the set of progressive pedagogies. As we discuss later, there are additional polarities to be 
mapped/managed/balanced when we include a full spectrum of traditional, modern, progressive, 
and integral pedagogies).  

 
As described in polarity mapping theory, opposing poles of some situations are 

interdependent and mutually defining, rather than either/or choices or opposite ends of a 
spectrum (Johnson, 1996). Effective learning environments need change and stability, creativity 
and rigor, support and challenge, etc. Moreover, real systems are dynamic, so that a working 
solution at one point it time may not apply later. Let us say a teacher correctly evaluates a 
situation and decides to move in the direction of supporting more creativity (vs. rigor). After they 
begin to do so they will not know how far to go in that direction until they have gone a bit too far 
and the downsides of creativity and the importance of rigor start to come alive. Even if they find 
a perfect balance, when they move on to the next topic in the curriculum, or accept that 
additional student who just moved into town, or when the warm winds of spring start to blow 
through the winterized classroom windows, the appropriate balance point will shift.10  

 
The solution is the development of a "dialectical intelligence" that is capable of constant (or 

frequent) assessment and awareness of the situation and flexible adaptation (Basseches, 1984). 
This includes an understanding of the dynamic tensions between the polarities and a perception 
of the whole as a dynamic system. This skill is one element of what we are calling "integral 
consciousness" or "second tier capacity."  

 
Integral Consciousness 

 
To teach is to touch the heart and impel it to action. 
(Louis Sullivan, Kindergarten Chats and Other Writings) 
 
We teach who we are…Good teaching comes from good people. 
(Parker Palmer, The Courage to Teach) 
 
Like progressive pedagogies, the integral approach has some roots in the Human Potential 

Movement (and in Humanism more broadly; see Hampson, in press). Both approaches (a) value 
multiple "lines" of human capacities and needs, (b) acknowledge how each person has a unique 
set of them, and (c) speak to the possibility of more fully realizing these capacities and needs. 
Yet unlike most of the progressive pedagogies, the integral approach draws heavily from both 
developmental theories and transpersonal psychology (with some clear exceptions indicated in 
the descriptions in the Appendix). From developmental theories we gain an appreciation not only 
of the abilities and limitations of students according to their developmental profiles, but we also 
                                                 
10 In addition, just introducing a pedagogical change will affect the classroom system in unpredictable 
ways. A teacher takes a measurement of the class, compares it to some goal, sets a bearing in some 
direction and implements the change. But as soon as the change is implemented the landscape changes 
and both the measurement and the bearing are uncertain (in a type of social Heisenberg Uncertainty 
Principle; and see Reigeluth, 2008). 
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gain an appreciation of the developmental requirements that the integral approach places upon 
teachers (in general, and upon oneself). From transpersonal psychology and its humanist and 
spiritualist threads (including "transformational learning"), we gain a valuing of the 
psychological and spiritual wholeness and adeptness of the individual teacher (which is itself 
developmental).  

 
As mentioned in the introduction "integral" points to a capacity (a level of skill development 

also called Second Tier by Wilber, and closely related to Kegan's Fifth Order Consciousness) as 
well as a model and a methodology. In fact the most complete or appropriate application of the 
integral models and methods described above requires a certain developmental capacity.  

 
Progressive teacher educators tend to realize that learning new methods requires personalized 

mentoring, patience, and the trial and error of extended practice. But still they are often 
befuddled by the difficulty some have in learning progressive methods. They may attribute it to a 
stylistic bent, or a learning (or communication) personality type, or cognitive type, or a deficit in 
"the system." However, though they have some appreciation of how constructivist and 
developmental principles apply to children, there is usually a lack of appreciation for the 
importance of (and limitations imposed by) adult development (along cognitive, epistemological, 
dialectical, social, and self lines). Thus, in strongly emphasizing adult developmental and 
transformational themes, the integral approach has much to add to progressive approaches. In 
this section I will describe some characteristics of integral or second tier consciousness as this 
developmental level applies to education. In a later section I will discuss more about the 
challenges in supporting practicing educators to develop this type of awareness. 

 
Caveats Regarding Developmental Lines and Levels.  

 
Before going further I need to back up and offer some caveats about the constructs of 

developmental "lines" and "levels" (or stages), constructs which appear prominently within the 
integral community. Both are approximate constructs that only roughly point to the complex 
phenomena that is human capacity and development. For example, even though for explanatory 
purposes I refer to Traditional, Progressive, and Integral pedagogies, these categories are fuzzy, 
and many of the principles indicated in our list of progressive methods reach well up into 
integral. 

 
Regarding lines, some theorists hold that the sorts of developmental lines discussed in integral 

theory are largely artificial constructs, and that human skills/capacities do not form along neatly 
differentiated lines.11 We speak, for example, of dialectical, emotional, epistemological, social, 

                                                 
11 Kurt Fischer, a leading developmental theorist, claims that skills develop (both 
genetically/phylogenetically and developmentally/ontogenetically) in response to the demands of real life 
task situations. He claims that "the skill level that a person displays…cannot be considered independently 
of the context in which that skill is assessed" [and also the context in which it was learned and the task the 
skill is meant to address] (Fischer & Farrar, 1987, p. 647). Some primitive human skills such as those 
dealing with reproduction, eating, and territory, seem to operate fairly independently of each other 
because the task situations or life-needs they address are relatively independent as well. Very specific and 
independent tasks also give rise to well-defined skills. But complex human social tasks/contexts such as 
teaching, communication, parenting, and leadership have massively overlapping characteristics such that 
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ego, and moral developmental "lines," but the capacities referred to have significant overlap, the 
distinctions being necessary evils to facilitate collective inquiry into the phenomena.  

 
Regarding levels, though research shows that development tends to progress in waves (rather 

than linear progressions) that involve sub-stages of horizontal differentiation or accommodation 
followed by sub-stages of synthesis, generalization, or integration, these are observed rigorously 
only in tracking specific skills.12 More encompassing levels like those referred to in Spiral 
Dynamics or Kegan's Orders of Consciousness contain many interacting skills (or lines), each 
developed at its own level, so assigning one single level to an individual is, though sometimes 
useful, also problematic. I will say more about the limitations of cultural value meme levels in a 
later section. 

 
Give all of these caveats, the concept of general levels of development has significant 

explanatory and theoretical power. Just as it is useful to speak of traditional vs. progressive 
worldviews and ways of knowing, the concept of integral or second tier capacity points in a 
general way to an important territory of human capacity.  
 
Aspects of Integral Consciousness  

 
So what is this Integral Consciousness or Second Tier Capacity, and how does it relate to 

education?13 Though there is no concise definition of these terms, the literature points to several 
aspects of this broadly defined stage of development.  

 
Developmentalists have found that learning involves not only the accumulation and 

coordination of knowledge and skills, but a progression of qualitatively different relationships to, 
and capacities for, learning and meaning making. There exists a plethora of developmental 
models mapping various interrelated sets of developmental capacities (Wilber, 2000b compares 
some of them, as does Harris, 2002). I will draw from Robert Kegan's model, focusing on his 
"Fifth Order Consciousness," which has significant overlap with the concept of second tier 
thinking, and was derived from empirical studies.  

 
Kegan (1994) describes five such "orders of consciousness." The 

progressive/alternative/reform/holistic pedagogies mentioned in this article are associated with 
Kegan's Fourth Order (and reach into his Fifth Order). Integral approaches are more centrally 
Fifth Order. Applied to the domain of education, learners at Kegan's Fourth Order are "self-
directed" (or self-authoring, co-creative) learners who can examine themselves and their culture, 

                                                                                                                                                             
the skills developed to meet these needs should be expected to be equally interdependent and difficult to 
separate. 
12 These sub-stages also involve a dialectical oscillation between stable comfortable states and states of 
un-constituting and reconstituting disequilibrium.  
13 Steve McIntosh has published a book titled "Integral Consciousness" (2007). Though the book makes 
important contributions in several areas, I will not use it in this discussion because its use of 
"consciousness" is more about what one believes and values than about human skills and capacities. For 
McIntosh integral consciousness about an "integral worldview…a way of seeing and living [arising] from 
an enlarged set of values framed by an expanded understanding of cultural evolution" (p. 12). This sense 
of being integral is discussed more in my Section on "Cultural Evolution."  
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develop critical thinking and individual initiative, and take responsibility for their learning and 
productivity (p. 303). At full Fourth Order consciousness, individuals will have mastered skills 
such as these and, in the process, are likely to become advocates of such skills and be identified 
with them, believing that this level of skill is superior to others. Typically they will have 
practiced and identified with one or a small number of progressive schools of thought (from the 
many listed in the Appendix). 

 
At Kegan's Fifth Order individuals begin to reflect upon whole belief systems, even their own 

Fourth Order beliefs, as limited and indeterminate systems. They begin to dis-identify with any 
particular belief system, and experience themselves as embodying a variety of evolving belief 
systems, surfacing in different contexts. Questions of "who am I" "what do I believe" "what is 
true" and "what is right" cease to have one best or optimal answer ("it depends!"). Rather than 
responding to situations by looking for optimal or "win-win solutions" (a Fourth Order 
approach), Fifth Order individuals see themselves as co-evolving constituents of each situation, 
and expect a problem situation or dilemma to transform them (they may continue to search for an 
adequate solution or approach to a problem—each developmental level transcends and includes 
prior ones, as Wilber notes).  

 
Wilber and Beck & Cowan describe this "second tier" level of development as one in which 

individuals develop a working understanding of the developmental process itself and see the 
value of all developmental levels (all world-view systems) as coexisting within themselves (and 
others).  

 
Kegan's model maps the interweaving development among cognitive (it), interpersonal (we) 

and intrapersonal (I) capacities.14 Cook-Grueter's (2000) developmental framework describes 
second tier capacities called construct-awareness and ego-awareness, which are closely related to 
Kegan's cognitive and intrapersonal lines. In addition, Wilber's AQAL theory posits a systemic 
"its" perspective (or quadrant) in addition to the objective (it), intersubjective (we), and 
subjective (I) perspectives. Thus, I propose the following model for integral (or second tier) 
consciousness:15 

 
− Construct aware (cognitive; "It" dimension), 
− Systems aware ("Its" dimension; also a cognitive capacity, but reflecting on systems and 

networks of relationships as opposed to mental constructs),  
− Ego aware (self/ego/will and being/spirit/essence; "I" dimension), and 
− Relationally aware (emotional/social/ethical/interpersonal intelligence; "We" dimension). 

                                                 
14 Also, though each developmental line influences the others at all levels, it would seem that at higher 
levels they become more blended or merged. There are clear implications for ego/will development 
implied in cognitive and emotional/social development at higher levels. Both coming to grips with the 
limitations of one's mind and opening to wider circles of compassion work to moderate the overactive 
ego.  
15 This four part model is offered as a rhetorical aid rather than a theoretical model—it covers the range of 
capacities I will refer to better than the other models cited. Being systems-aware is not strictly about 
Wilber's 4th quadrant, it is about perceiving systemic and meta-systemic relationships within and between 
all aspects (and all quadrants) of a situation.  
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I will only briefly describe each of these capacities here. Both the construct-aware and the 
systems-aware capacities are cognitively oriented and will be lumped together in much of what 
follows. One way to describe the cognitive skill spectrum is that it comprises a movement further 
and further away from linear black-and-white thinking, toward more sophisticated and nuanced 
modes of reasoning. This includes a deeper understanding or wider perspective on the function 
of language and thought itself. The developmental literature mentions three overlapping skills 
that, described below, can help understand second tier cognitive development. 
 

Construct-awareness (Cook-Greuter, 2005) is basically what was described above as a 
flexible approach to the uncertainties, ambiguities, and paradoxes of concepts, language, and 
knowledge (it is closely related to what has been called dialectical intelligence (Basseches, 1984) 
and epistemic wisdom (Murray, 2008)). It is needed for integral-level methodologies such as the 
polarity mapping method described above. Cook-Greuter describes it as "becoming aware of the 
profound splits and paradoxes inherent in rational though [in which] good and evil, life and 
death, beauty and ugliness may now appear as two sides of the same coin."16 Metasystematic 
reasoning refers to an ability to flexibly coordinate multiple whole systems of ideas (Commons 
& Richards, 1984; Ross, 2005). It is "meta"-systematic because it goes beyond the capacity to 
conceptualize and work systematically with ideas and within a system of ideas, to being able to 
move among and perceive reality through (or by coordinating) multiple systems of ideas. Vision 
logic refers to the ability to use forms of reasoning that are beyond formal logic and systematic 
thought (Feuerstein on Gebser, 1987). This includes reasoning about logic and its limitations, 
and also flexibly and intentionally tapping into more intuitive, unconscious, or "gestalt" ways of 
thinking (Keat's called it "negative capability").  

 
Ego-awareness is easier to explain using non-technical language (Kegan's model highlights 

ego development and Cook-Greuter's model focuses on ego development). Cook-Grueter (2005) 
describes it thus: "This is the first time in development that the ego becomes transparent to itself. 
Final knowledge about the self or anything else is seen as illusive and unattainable through effort 
and reason because all conscious thought, all cognition is recognized as constructed and, 
therefore, split off from the underlying, cohesive, non-dual truth." Social/emotional 
"intelligence" is a significant aspect of integral consciousness, and in this model is implied as 
part of both ego-awareness and relational awareness.17 Relational awareness will be explored 
more in the next section.  

 
Being an Integral Teacher 

 
Embodying integral consciousness may not be as mysterious, sophisticated, or esoteric as it 

sounds. This inner capacity is touched when a teacher finds herself in a bit of a "pickle" in the 

                                                 
16 Construct awareness also calls one to become "post-metaphysical" and avoid the "myth of the given" by 
loosening the grip that concepts, ideals, and models hold over one when one oversimplifies and distorts 
one's perception of reality to make it fit those concepts, ideals, or models.  Integral consciousness includes 
coming to understand how one's own mind works, and perceiving one's thought patterns, beliefs, and 
shadow material as objects of awareness and inquiry.  
17 Kegan & Lahey (2009) and Goleman (2006) discuss the critical importance of social/emotional 
intelligence in real life situations, and how cognitive and social/emotional intelligences inter-penetrate 
and inter-depend. 
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classroom, for example, when two students are unable to work well together, and she is about to 
respond in her usual way, but then decides to pause, becomes quite inside and asks "OK, what is 
really called for here? What is the best for this class and for me right now?" – and then receives a 
quiet but sure insight about this social and interpersonal system that comes with that "aha!" sense 
of relief and confidence about what to do. This level of development also involves a way of 
being "with the flow" of life in which one can be consistently committed to concepts, values, and 
relationships, but also be able to gently and cleanly let go, listen deeply, and adapt when reality 
does not meet one's expectations or desires.  

 
As the above indicates, higher levels of personal development point not only to sophisticated 

or "higher" capacities, but to increased depth of being (related to ego-awareness). This involves 
being in touch with deep sources of self-knowing, intuition, empathy, compassion, and presence 
that is associated with wisdom and transpersonal modes of awareness. Otto Scharmer (2007) 
suggests that when one releases one's cognitive preconceptions and emotional attachments and 
settles into a state of open awareness and presence, one can unleash powerful potentials for 
creativity and growth.  

 
The development toward these forms of wisdom involves an increasing ability to step outside 

of oneself and one's emotions, biases, and attachments. Such development along the "self" or 
"ego" line is implicated in all ethical/moral systems (including religions). It is not difficult to 
appreciate the importance of being able to put one's ego aside and have some sort of objective 
perspective on it when operating in a classroom, parent-teacher conference, or teachers' lounge. 
(For a more in-depth treatment of integral consciousness as a way of being in the classroom, see 
Chapters by Willow Dea and John Gruber in Dea, in preparation.)  

 
This picture of integral consciousness is as much about a teacher's state while in the 

classroom as her stage of development. But finding consistent access to such states and 
understanding how to make the most of them implies a certain developmental stage. These 
states/stages of higher wisdom imply a certain ease, generosity, and humility that is usually 
developed in the course of life's challenges, as indicated in the following section. 

 
Regular Old Consciousness  

 
An obvious question is: "how does an educator interested in self-development move toward 

these capacities we are calling integral consciousness?" Later I mention the suggestions being 
investigated in the integral community, but here I will say something about a state we could call 
"regular old consciousness." So-called "integral consciousness" and related advanced levels of 
skill and states of awareness might be great to have, but with all of us there is much to be gained 
by noting what keeps us from being "normally" aware, alive, and intelligent in the classroom. 
Think about those days when you are relaxed and confident, enjoying your work, feeling 
connected to students and peers, knowing that your thinking is not clouded by emotional 
reactions, exhaustion, distractions, or worries. Gosh, that sounds good, doesn't it?  

 
First, we can say that achieving a more sustained and sustainable degree of this "normal for a 

good day" (NFAGD) consciousness is more important and more achievable in the classroom 
context than working toward anything that sounds highly developed, super-sophisticated, or 
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spiritually advanced.18 Second, sustaining NFAGD consciousness is both a prerequisite for 
developing higher level capacities, and also implicates many of the same methods of practice. So 
working on sustained NFAGD consciousness is in many ways being on the exact same path as 
developing integral or second-tier capacities. Human development is a pretty natural process, as 
well as a very gradual one. It requires adequate support, which includes just minimizing the stuff 
that gets in the way of NFAGD, and sufficient challenge, which practicing educators don't have 
to worry about having – what could be more challenging than teaching?  

 
Working on NFAGD consciousness is in part about horizontal development, leaning more 

deeply and consistently into existing skills, and in part about the work of healing, remediating, or 
tuning prior developmental levels.  

 
Cultural Evolution and Individual Development 

 
I have argued that blame, scolding, and punishment in public schools…can be successfully 
defended. Students have a duty to learn, and can be held responsible for violating 
whatever rules, policies, or instructions are enforced to ensure that they do so. 
(Charles Howell - Education, Punishment, and Responsibility) 
 
No use to shout at them to pay attention. If the situations, the materials, the problems 
before the child do not interest him, his attention will slip off to what does interest him, and 
no amount of exhortation of threats will bring it back. 
(John Holt) 
 
A bad teacher punishes, a poor teacher complains, an average teacher explains, a good 
teacher teaches, a great teacher inspires. 
(H. Narasimhaiah) 
 
I have described the integral approach in terms of both models and methods, and have noted 

that in a very general sense embodying the integral approach requires a certain developmental 
level of consciousness or capacity in several interrelated areas (including cognitive, relational, 
and ego). Integral theories point not only to a particular developmental level but also address 
developmental processes across an individual's life. They also strongly refer to the evolution of 
human capacities, values, and world-views (or cultural memes) through history. As this focus on 
individual development and cultural evolution is strong in integral approaches and is rarely seen 
in progressive approaches, I will go into it in a bit more detail in this section.  

 
There are dozens of theories of human development and cultural evolution that integral 

theorists draw upon, and, in assuming the reader has some familiarity with one or more of them, 
my goal here is not to describe any of these in detail, but to summarize some of the main 

                                                 
18 Discussion in the integral community tends to highlight vertical development (through successive 
stages), but there is also a high value placed on horizontal development. Development can not be rushed. 
Developmental theorists advise teachers and learners that at each developmental step individuals need 
plenty of time and practice to assimilate new skills and expand their scope to of application.  
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principles they share in noting what integral theory has to add over progressive educational 
approaches.19 

 
In the prior Section I described development in terms of three general threads of development: 

cognitive, ego (/self/will), and relational (emotional/social/ethical/interpersonal). Here, as a way 
to further clarify integral consciousness, I will describe the developmental path as is passes from 
traditional/conventional through progressive into integral/second tier. We will see how each of 
these three threads has a particular character related to reflective understanding and humility.  

 
Development as a Path Through Disequilibrium and Humility  
 

In the cognitive domain, one develops the capacity to understand increasingly complex 
situations, perceiving more subtle patterns, more diverse alternatives, and more abstract 
concepts. But at some point understanding becomes limited to how well one understands the 
instrument of understanding, the mind itself, including the fallible nature of concepts and 
generalities and the many ways that reason is unavoidably biased (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; 
Wittgenstein, 1953; Murray, 2006). At first this leads to a profound dissonance as the 
foundations of certainty in knowing are shaken. Eventually one comes to an acceptance and 
appreciation of the limitations of one's knowing, and in so doing develops the skills in 
uncertainty, ambiguity, and paradox mentioned above. 

 
In the relational domain, development progresses in several ways: an increasing awareness of 

one's emotional state and how it affects one's thinking; a deeper skill in empathy (and the 
imaginative capacity to put ourselves in another's shoes); and a widening understanding of the 
vulnerability-imbued interdependencies of social interactions. As this happens, the sphere of who 
one identifies with and has compassion for extends ever further out, allowing for, for example, 
compassion for one's "enemies" or those living lifestyles very distant from and different than 
one's own. This leads to a second form of profound dissonance. As one opens to the pain and 
suffering of wider circles of relationship, one can become over-sensitized and immobilized in 
situations that require difficult choices and compromises. Eventually one develops the emotional 
resilience and wisdom to make choices for the good of the whole (or the highest good, as one 
estimates it) even though a decision will cause some to experience pain or discomfort. One also 
develops the wisdom to (partially) discern how one's own assumptions or projections onto a 
situation cloud how one perceives the experience of others (that is, one's own unresolved 
psychological issues can lead one to draw faulty conclusions that others are suffering or are not 
suffering). This type of development focuses and purifies social and ethical actions.  

 

                                                 
19 Except for the application of theories of childhood development (and the general understanding that 
learners construct their knowledge) there is scant application of the insights of evolutionary and 
developmental theories to the pedagogical principles generally accepted by progressive educators (in the 
Appendix). The notion that evolutionary or developmental history adds significantly to an understanding 
of the human condition seems obvious to integralists but it is only in the last century or two that the 
concept has found roots, and it is still a long way from being fully appreciated (Pinker, 1997). Some 
psychologists, scientists, and philosophers are still developing elaborate theories of how and why 
phenomena such as learning, motivation, or socio-political forces in educational systems operate without 
acknowledging that these phenomena owe much to evolutionary and developmental forces. 
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In the domain of ego development progresses from impulsivity through compliance with 
social conventions, and then into self-authoring where one increasingly becomes the master of 
one's beliefs, values, goals, body, and relationships. But again, at some point a dissonance is 
reached. One can only exercise so much control over one's life, one's body, and even one's 
thought processes and beliefs. One becomes awake to the profound levels of chaos and 
vulnerability in life – seeing that aspect of oneself that is like the small boat tossed by the waves 
or currents of forces large and unfathomable. One may imagine those forces to be random, 
impersonal, or divine, but in any case they are beyond knowing and control. On the other side of 
this dissonance is a will that comes from a deeper place of "knowing without knowing." It is a 
place that is more like listening than thinking or planning (though thinking and planning also 
happen), from which one taps or feels into a deep intuitive source.  

 
These three general lines of development (cognitive, self and relational) have similar paths 

(though an individual might develop along each of them at a different rate). They all pass 
through egocentric/pre-conventional and ethnocentric/conventional/traditional phases to a more 
mature phase, but then, if development continues, must pass through an uncomfortable 
disequilibrium before emerging on the other side with an integral or second-tier type of 
flexibility.20 For all three lines the transition out of the dissonance phase has an aspect of 
humility – a way of perceiving and coming to peace with one's limitations (and with life's 
inscrutabilities, paradoxes, and mysteries). 

 
Having this perspective on development can allow teachers and teacher educators to shepherd 

learners through the difficult transitions on the way to second tier skillfulness.  
 

Development of Skills vs. Values 
 
The parallels between how individuals develop and how cultures or societies seem to develop 

is so striking that a number of theorists (including Wilber, Kegan, Torbert, Beck & Cowan, and 
Gebser) see individual development as recapitulating cultural evolution. There seems to be 
definite (but hard to capture precisely or empirically) relationships between the capacities and 
skills that individuals have (along cognitive, relational, self, and other lines) and the values and 
world views that they adopt. That is, the depth and complexity with which one can understand 
self, others, things, and systems (and thus their flexibility and adequacy in responding to life 
situations) has some influence upon what one is aware of and values. So in the integral literature 
we see terms like Traditional, Modern, Postmodern, and Integral along side with 
preconventional, conventional, and post-conventional; and ego-centric, ethnocentric, and world-
centric.  

 
These constructs can be applied (or misapplied) to students, parents, peers, administrators, 

local communities, and institutions. The menagerie of evolutionary/developmental terms not 
only describes different (but, again, overlapping) skills and capacities, but also describes an 
evolution of values and worldviews, each system mixing skills vs. values to a different degree. 
Though conflating skills and value development is somewhat problematic (see Stein, 2008), it 
has explanatory power, so we will proceeding with due caution.  
                                                 
20 In fact there are sub-stages of disequilibrium that mark the transitions from any level to the next, but we 
ignore that here to focus on a particular manifestation of disequilibrium. 
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Caveats on Inferring Individual Development from Cultural Values  
 
Wilber's AQAL model and the Spiral Dynamics model include the familiar color-coded 

developmental levels (e.g., red, blue, orange, green, and yellow value-memes representing ego-
centric, traditionalist/ethno-centric, modern techno-achievement-oriented, post-
modern/progressive, and early integral. These culturally scaled systems are able to emerge 
historically only when enough individuals in a given society reach a certain level of individual 
development (along cognitive, relational, and/or self lines). But once these cultural modes are 
established individuals at any level of development might find themselves attracted to them, 
often for differing reasons.  

 
For example, if one encounters a student, colleague, or parent whose value system is 

predominantly progressive, one cannot use that fact to make a reliable estimate of their 
developmental level. There are ego-centrics drawn to the progressive culture because of its 
promiscuity and ethno-centric progressives who hold onto progressive beliefs with the fervor of 
a religion. Therefore I suggest not using the Spiral Dynamics model (or similar ones) to judge 
developmental level or capacity (or be extremely cautious in doing so).  

 
It is best to think of individuals as having some degree of capacity in a range of 

developmental levels (Beck & Cowan, 1996 p. 63). Though some levels (Kegan calls them 
"meaning making structures") predominate in a person, individuals tend to function at different 
levels depending on the context. It is more difficult to access higher levels of development in 
situations that are more novel, complex, or emotionally challenging. The same individual can 
display a wide variety of developmental levels—in stressful vs. non stressful situations; and in 
groups that embody awareness and support vs. groups that reinforce developmentally inferior 
mindsets. In a sufficiently nonthreatening, familiar, and supporting context it is easy to imagine 
even a 12 year old showing the precursors so many second tier skills, such as: realizing that they 
have a bias about a subject and trying to step outside their ego and worldview to enter into 
another worldview (ego-awareness); or engaging in a polarity mapping analysis of a situation 
(construct-awareness).  
 

All of this is not to ignore the real challenges and imperatives of human development, but to 
suggest that the seeds of integral consciousness can be planted and nurtured much earlier than 
might be thought. As implied above, applying and deepening these skills is often more limited by 
emotional and social factors than cognitive ones. 

 
Transcending and Including the Traditional and Progressive  

 
As noted by Wilber and others, many who advocate progressive (or post-modern) principles 

seem to be at war with the developmentally prior mind-sets called traditional/conventional and 
modern. We say that Green has a problem with Blue and Orange. The integral or second tier 
perspective allows one to understand the deep value of all levels and world views.21 As I have 
                                                 
21 The thrust of the "integral movement" (if I might call it such) is to help more people (especially people 
in leadership roles including teachers) transition from a progressive ("green meme" or Kegan's Fourth 
Order) stage into an integral (or Fifth Order) one. The overall thrust is to support all humans of all levels 
to thrive at their current level and, when that level is not meeting their needs, transition to a higher one; 
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indicated above, some progressive modalities were developed in reaction to the excesses of 
traditional value orientations, but all too often in progressive classrooms (or policies) the 
pendulum swings too far. The section on mapping the polarities of progressive educational 
principles implies that traditional/conservative (and "modern") values are as important as 
progressive and integral ones – it is a matter of maintaining the right dynamic balance.  

 
As practicing teachers know all too well, on the playing field of the real classroom traditional 

values such as basic skills, memorization, respect, self-control, loyalty, conformity, 
responsibility, and accountability, etc. are essential (as are modernist values such as efficiency, 
achievement, measurable standards, and resource accumulation; and pre-conventional/egocentric 
values such as self-protection and enjoyment).22 The integral approach can help teachers 
integrate what progressive models prescribe with the realities of the classroom. It also helps 
teachers understand how particular students, classrooms, and even communities, have 
developmental differences that require very different pedagogical approaches. And it can help 
teachers empathize and communicate more effectively with students, principals, parents, etc. 
who have value systems different than one's own.  

 
From Being There to Getting There: Pathways and Communities 
for Integral Educators 

 
I am of the opinion that my life belongs to the community, and as long as I live it is my 
privilege to do for it whatever I can. 
George Bernard Shaw 
 
There can be no vulnerability without risk; there can be no community without 
vulnerability; there can be no peace, and ultimately no life, without community. 
M. Scott Peck 

 
To recap, integral models and methods can help practitioners coordinate a panoply of 

progressive pedagogical principles and can help them re-evaluate the importance of good old 
traditional and modernist pedagogical principles and values. The integral approach also adds 
meta-perspectives that can be used to more adequately and systematically address the values and 
goals behind progressive pedagogies. Adopting integral pedagogies involves not just the 
application of methods, but new ways of thinking (and meaning-making and being) that we are 
calling integral consciousness. I have also described how embodying integral or second tier 
capacity is part of a developmental journey. Now we ask: How does an educator step onto and 
develop along this path, and/or help others do so? What difficulties is one likely to encounter and 
what support strategies are available?  

 
A full answer to these questions is beyond the scope of this essay, and because integral 

education is a very new domain of inquiry, these questions are still in early stages of being 

                                                                                                                                                             
however, the programs and rhetoric of most integralists indicates that the main audience are those at 
levels just below and above the second tier or integral threshold. 
22 And see Kegan, 1994, p. 57 on fundamentalist vs. humanist and developmental vs. non-developmental 
educational approaches. 
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explored by practitioners and scholars. In my brief comments I will start by addressing the 
challenges faced. Do you want the good news or the bad news first? —OK, I'll start with the bad 
news.  
 

But first I should be clear in stating that, though I have been involved in progressive education 
and teacher training, have been part of the integral theory community, and have personally used 
integral approaches in teaching and learning, I have very little experience training others to use 
integral approaches and pedagogies in their work as educators (or leaders). Thus my comments 
here come from my analysis of what other intrepid explorers have reported, as well as my own 
intuitions about using integral approaches. See the references cited below for case studies and 
lessons learned firsthand in the trenches. 

 
OK, now on to the bad news. Second tier consciousness is rare—and learning integral level 

pedagogical methods and teaching with integral consciousness is difficult. In fact, just moving 
from traditional to progressive pedagogical approaches is challenging. For most practitioners it 
requires teaching in ways that were not experienced in one's years of formal education. Kegan 
(1994, p. 274) in discussing trying to support the Fourth Order self-authoring/co-creative word 
view, notes how the literature "reflects a goodly amount of frustration, disappointment, surprise, 
and even, at times, disdain toward the large numbers of adult students who have difficulty 
achieving or who do not achieve these [skills]."  

 
Above I mentioned the phases of humility-inducing disequilibrium that await those on 

developmental paths. Harris notes about supporting the adoption of second tier capacities:  
 
learning to reflect on and alter one's perspectives and behaviors can arouse feeling of fear, 
loss, guilt, anxiety, and anger. These emotions, if sufficiently strong, can elicit 
counterproductive defenses that block further learning. [Educators] lack strategies to help 
people manage the emotional distress when the old order is shaken… (Harris, 2002, p. 19) 
 

(She follows by saying that "developmental theory offers a perspective that may help address 
this gap).  

 
Supporting an integral (or progressive) approach is not just a matter of introducing new 

methods (Fosnot, 1996). Practitioners with stable progressive (or conventional) world-views may 
find it extremely difficult to "grok" or appreciate many integral (or progressive) educational 
principles, much less learn and adopt them (and see Steckler & Torbert in press; Gunnlaugson in 
press). Empirical evidence indicates that only a small percentage of people are at an integral or 
second tier developmental level (about 1/2 to 5% depending on how it is defined) (Wilber, 
2006). 

 
In addition, the classroom and institutional logistics of new liberating instructional approaches 

can be complex and can meet with resistance from peers, parents, and administrators.23 During 

                                                 
23 Kegan notes that "the distinguishing feature of contemporary culture is that for the first time in human 
history, three mentalities [i.e., orders of consciousness] exist side by side in the adult population" (1994 p. 
303).  
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those frustrating days in the educational trenches one begins to appreciate the deceptive allure of 
the traditional hierarchical one-size-fits-all "factory model" of learning!  

 
Now for the good news, or at least some glimmers of hope. Actually I have been offering these 
glimmers of hope throughout the essay:  
 

1. I noted how the integral approach could be used at the systemic level (administration or 
curriculum design), implicitly at the classroom level (using but not teaching about integral 
concepts), and explicitly (teaching integral ideas). So many can benefit while not explicitly 
learning about in integral approach. 
 

2. Though it may be rare to find individuals with a developmental center of gravity at second 
tier, the skills and capacities of second tier begin to show up much sooner, and can be 
modeled and nurtured. I hinted at how integral pedagogical principles could be brought 
into a fourth grade activity of planning for a school trip.  
 

3. I described how an individual can exhibit a wide range of developmental mind-sets 
depending on the level of stress, support, and developmental scaffolding of the context and 
group they are in. It may be difficult to advance a person's developmental level per-se, but 
it may be much easier to create contexts that allow learners' existing integral skills to 
flourish and expand.  
 

4. I have described the integral approach as including models, methods, and capacities (skills 
or consciousness). Models must be explicitly learned. Methods are more powerful when 
explicitly learned but they can be learned somewhat through informal modeling and 
practice, where an approach or world-view is passed on through apprenticeship or even 
"osmosis" (unconscious learning). Integral consciousness is even more susceptible to being 
passed on informally through witnessing of and participation in contexts that embody it.  
 

5. I described how educational practitioners could cultivate states and personal practices that 
support NFAGD (normal for a good day) consciousness, which, when it becomes 
connected with deep inner listening and cognitive empathy in the classroom, creates 
horizontal development and directly supports some aspects of the vertical development 
into integral consciousness.  

 
The integral approach to education has many facets. It can involve using models like AQAL 

and methods like Integral Methodological Pluralism to support a metasystematic understanding 
of many pedagogies or of the multiple systems one is embedded in as a teacher. But these facets 
are for the cognitively oriented among us—those who like theories and abstractions and big- 
picture models (I must count myself among them). But the integral approach also involves a 
consciousness with "softer" facets, such as ego-awareness, construct-awareness, relational-
awareness, and vision-logic that are really just ways of describing a type of wisdom—a wisdom 
just as likely to be observed in people who speak simply, don't display scholarly linguistic skills, 
and have no taste for abstract models.  
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I will share a story as a further illustration of item 2 above. Recently I was spending time with 
a 7 year old girl and her 5 year old brother who are close friends of my family. We were on an 
outing and watching two older children about 20 feet from us doing tricks on bicycles. The girl 
was observing with the keen eyes of an ethnographer. The boy wondered aloud about how they 
did those tricks, and where they got their bicycles. Since the older children seemed quite safe, I 
suggested that he could go over and ask them, and that I could help. Unsurprisingly, he felt too 
shy to do so and said "you do it." I asked "are you feeling too shy to ask them?" and he nodded, 
and again said "you ask them." I said I did not really want to do so by myself, and that perhaps I 
was feeling shy also.  

 
Upon a moment’s reflection I added: "I could help you find out, but actually I'm not very 

curious about it. It’s like there is a part of me that gets curious and a part of me that gets shy, and 
when the curious part feels stronger inside than the shy part, then I might go over and ask 
someone something, but right now the curious part is not very strong and the shy part is medium 
strong." I was trying to teach something in that moment, and was actually saying it for the 
benefit of the girl, who is a bit precocious. Appropriate to his age, the boy was not particularly 
interested by this observation, but I could see that the girl was taking it in, absorbing it like a 
sponge.  

 
I don't have a follow-up story illustrating how she assimilated it, but I would not be surprised 

if she began to work with this concept of having different parts of oneself that are in a constant 
state of negotiation and balancing. Even though the ego-awareness skill of disembedding from 
one's thinking enough to reflect on multiple inner "voices" is a second tier skill that many adults 
do not seem to have (especially in the contexts we think they need it the most!), the story 
illustrates that people can begin to learn such skills quite early in life.  

 
So even though a small percentage (1/2% to 5%) of adults are centered at the integral 

developmental levels, the percentage of people who have a readiness to begin to develop some of 
the second tier skills is much larger (perhaps 25% of the population, probably at least 50% of 
teachers). There is much that the average teacher can gain from working with integral principles, 
including a more systemic and flexible understanding of classroom and institutional dynamics, a 
deeper more flexible understanding of thinking, learning, communication, and knowledge in 
general, and, as indicated above, a greater ability to coordinate and utilize a range of progressive 
pedagogies. They can also be supported in gaining a more flexible perspective on themselves and 
their teaching.  

 
At the level of classroom activity, curriculum, and school system design and administration, 

the developmental and systems-level insights of the integral approach addresses how belief and 
value systems become stabilized and resistant to change through communicative processes and 
social structures. These insights can support sustainable transformation in classroom, school, 
family, and community systems (whereas an over-simplified grasp of these human systems, 
which can occur when progressive methods do not include integral level insights, can lead to 
solutions that cause more harm than good).  
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Communities of and for Integral Educators  
 
To repeat our questions: "How does an educator step onto and develop along this path, and/or 

help others do so? What difficulties is one likely to encounter and what support strategies are 
available?" Above I described challenges and reasons for hope about the general question of 
helping educators (and their students) acquire and/or use what the integral approach has to offer. 
Next I address the question of what an educator (or teacher trainer) can do personally.  

 
First let's state the obvious advice, the unsurprising basics that bear repeating: apply the 

attention and effort required to take good care of yourself—body, mind, and spirit. Balance high 
expectations that energize, with sufficient doses of compassion and acceptance for what is—with 
your students and yourself. Keep learning to deepen and broaden your understanding of yourself 
and your professional work.  

 
Easy, yes? You may be thinking: "do you have any idea how busy a teacher's life is??" Eating 

well, exercising, getting enough social/emotional contact and R&R to "stay sane"—not to 
mention any sort of contemplative practice—seem hardly the norm for the average teacher. 
Verily, our social structures, from the expectations and compensation levels set up by 
educational institutions, to the cultural materialism and work ethic that keeps citizens on their 
daily tread mills, do not support this type of self-care and growth, especially for educational 
professionals. But you would not be reading an essay like this if you were not interested in 
stretching outside the status quo. So one additional crucial thing on the common list of 
suggestions is to build in community and peer support for your efforts.  

 
 As mentioned, there are communities of learning/practice associated with most of the 

progressive pedagogies in our list.24 One "value added" of integrally-informed communities of 
learning/practice is that they explicitly value whole-self (mind/body/emotions/spirit; interior-I, 
exterior-it, relational-we, and systems-its) approaches to personal and professional development, 
and have developed methods and workshops toward this end. For example, see material on 
Integral Life Practice (Wilber et al., 2008). Many localities have integral salons or MeetUp 
groups. 

 

                                                 
24 A look at the web site for the American Educational Research Association (the "world's most 
prominent international professional organization," with 25,000 members and holding an annual 
conferences attended by thousands), shows that among its 163 Special Interest Groups are many focusing 
on progressive topics, including: Action Research; Conflict Resolution; Confucianism, Taoism, and 
Education; Constructivist Theory; Cooperative Learning; Critical Educators for Social Justice; Ecological 
and Environmental Education; Holistic Education; Leadership for Social Justice; 
Multicultural/Multiethnic Education; Multiple Intelligences; Peace Education; Postcolonial Studies; 
Queer Studies; Service-Learning & Experiential Education; Social and Emotional Learning; Spirituality 
& Education. There are also a few that align with topics central to the integral community, for example: 
Chaos & Complexity Theories and Systems Thinking in Education. Surprisingly few mention 
developmental issues. Only one (Adulthood and Aging) mentions adult development, and three others 
mention developmental studies (Early Education and Child Development; Rasch Measurement; 
Constructivist Theory, Research, and Practice). 
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The integral approach, unlike approaches used in most other learning communities, contains 
an explicit inquiry into psychological growth and healing, and into contemplative practices (for 
example, the 3-2-1 Shadow Process and Big Mind voice dialog, Wilber et al., 2008). These are 
tools that can help clear away the psychological detritus that stands between one and the clear 
and easy states of mind implied by NFAGD consciousness, and the deeper states and stages 
implied in integral consciousness.  

 
Though the integral movement has deepened and widened significantly in recent years, 

communities and programs supporting integral education are far from plentiful. Though a 
number of organizations exist that help professionals understand and use specific integral 
models, particularly AQAL, there are far fewer systematized opportunities to develop integral 
methodological skills or integral consciousness. For more information check out the websites for 
the Integral Institute, JFKU's Integral Studies Degree Program, Fielding Graduate University's 
Integral Studies Certificate Program, the California Institute of Integral Studies, Next Step 
Integral, and Pacific Integral (and see O'Fallon, in press, and Esbjörn-Hargens, in press, 
describing some of these programs).  

 
Conclusions 

 
Don't worry that children never listen to you. Worry that they are always watching you. 
(Robert Fulghum) 
 
Live as if you were to die tomorrow. Learn as if you were to live forever. 
(Gandhi) 
 
This essay has explored what the integral approach has to offer above and beyond progressive 

(or alternative, or reform) educational theories, principles, and values. We began with a kitchen-
sink overview of progressive pedagogical principles and values. Educators who associate 
themselves with a subset of these principles and values and are wondering how to understand 
them as a whole, struggling with how to deal with the dialectical tensions among them and 
between them and traditional pedagogies, or intuiting that there may be a higher perspective, are 
likely to find something of value in an integral approach and integral community.  

 
The "value added" by the integral approach was described in terms of integral as a model, a 

method, a developmental stage, and a community. The AQAL model was discussed as the most 
popular integral model being used, and I gave an example of its skilled application. I suggested 
that, though AQAL is useful and powerful, employing integral methods and consciousness is 
more important than using any particular model. I elaborated on the primary principles that 
integral emphasizes that progressive approaches do not: the development of human capacities 
and evolution of human meaning making (or world view) systems. The teacher with an integral 
perspective on human development will serve as a stronger facilitator of progressive (and 
integral and traditional) pedagogies. Successfully applying integral models and methods requires 
a type of consciousness or meaning making capacity, and I described "integral consciousness" in 
terms of higher levels of construct-awareness, ego-awareness, relational awareness, and systems-
awareness.  
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In this paper I attempted to illustrate some aspects of integral methodology and consciousness 
in the presentation itself. I tried to open the reader to the full complexity and dynamism of 
educational systems. As a sort of construct awareness I described models, constructs, or principle 
without indicating "correct or best" ones, and allowed for the inherent complexity, uncertainty, 
ambiguity, and paradox (or seemingly opposite polarities) of the educational domain. I presented 
constructs and categories as perspectival, fuzzy-boundaried, strongly interdependent, or co-
defining. I coaxed an awareness of the limits of the AQAL model, of theories of cultural/meme 
evolution, and of the constructs of Lines and Levels. I spoke to the challenges of supporting 
human development and the drawbacks of over-emphasizing it. My analysis addressed the 
system levels of student, teacher/classroom, and administrator/curriculum designer/teacher 
educator. At times I tried to explicitly insert myself as author into the picture, reflecting upon 
possible limitations of my perspective. 

 
In the article I describe numerous elements of the integral approach—it is not a simple 

picture. Realizing a vision of integral education involves, as is only appropriate for an integral 
vision, a complex but dynamically flexibly and intuitively presenced process of engaging self, 
others, artifacts, bodies, and socio-cultural systems. I explored some of the challenges in learning 
and teaching the integral approach. Though these challenges are substantial, and though the 
integral approach is a complex thing with man "moving parts," I also argued that the seeds of 
integral consciousness and methodology can be planted and nurtured in many ways, and gave 
examples allowing for a good deal of hope in our efforts to create more integrally informed and 
integrally alive educational environments.  

 
In addition to what is gained, something may also be lost in taking the integral approach. 

While it coordinates many different progressive principles, it does not (at least in my reading) 
specialize or deeply describe any. It may be best for some to adopt an integral approach only 
after being mentored and immersed deeply in one (or several) specific progressive methods.  

 
I mentioned several integral level pedagogical approaches in the Section on integral 

methodology, but one might still ask: What does integral pedagogy, or an integrally informed 
classroom, actually look like? What uniquely integral methods would we see being used there? 
One could point to a specific method or model used to anchor an integrally informed classroom. 
For example, students may be systematically investigating the world from each of Wilber's 8 
perspectival Zones. But that would be overly constraining our vision. An integral curriculum 
would be so much more than that, and would actually include, most of the 20 or so principles 
listed as progressive pedagogies. In fact, a teacher who has a sophisticated grasp of progressive 
pedagogy, who has never heard of integral theory, would probably be observed to intuitively be 
employing most or all of the 8 Zones. (Of course, an integral approach can help one better 
understand what one is doing and transfer their wisdom to others.) 
 

What I would like to propose for this historical moment in integral pedagogy's evolution is 
that the integral approach points not so much to a new set of methods, but to a way (or ways) of 
coordinating, integrating, practicing, and embodying already existing specific methods, mostly 
from progressive approaches, but also including traditional (and "modernist") approaches, as 
appropriate. Integral looks and feels like progressive methods applied with wisdom and 
"adequatio," with an ego-aware and construct-aware consciousness.  
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I have purposely avoided trying to define "integral" in this paper (I do give it a shot in 
Murray, 2006). For me integral is an emerging wave of human capacity, difficult or impossible 
to define but still tangible and recognizable. It is a form of human understanding and skillfulness 
that takes the insights about the human condition, the critiques of existing systems and mores, 
and the experiential openings in human capacity that we associate with the progressive and New 
Age movements, and adds new levels of rigor, reflective self-and-system understanding, and 
hope to the possibilities of improving the human condition. 

 
In the domain of education, the integral approach is not just a new set of beliefs about 

teaching and learning, it also indicates new ways of being in the classroom and making meaning 
of the educational process. In this sense, it is not a theory to be taught but a pointer to a naturally 
occurring next wave of human capacities. These capacities are desperately needed to meet the 
complex and urgent problems of the times. For many educators then, what is of ultimate concern 
is helping learners, global citizens and future citizens, move vibrantly toward developing these 
capacities. 
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Appendix – An Overview of Progressive Pedagogies 

 
I assume that the reader is familiar with a handful of progressive educational models, 

assumptions, and value-orientations, and give only a brief summary below. Even though they 
seem like separate principles, each one has significant overlap with many others, as there are 
many ways to "cut up the pie" that constitutes the common appreciation of progressive 
pedagogy. In real world application the lines between these principles blur significantly. 

 
− Holism: An acknowledgement and appreciation of the "whole person" or "whole child" – 

mind, body, heart, spirit, and community are all interconnected and important. Artistic 
expression, bodily movement and health, spontaneity and fun, interaction with the natural 
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world, and service are as important to creating good citizens and realizing students' full 
potential, as is the learning of "content." The physical arrangement of the classroom, what 
a student had for breakfast, and whether he has caring parents seeing him out the door, all 
affect his learning and engagement.  

 
− Multiple intelligences: All forms of intelligence should be acknowledged and nurtured; and 

each student may have her own path to learning due to some of these lines of development 
or styles of learning being stronger than others. (Gardener, 1983) 

 
− Creativity: Success in the world, especially the complex modern world, requires creativity 

("lateral" thinking, "right-brained" thinking). This includes considering multiple 
hypotheses, or alternative solutions, or perspectives, and not committing rigidly to any one 
too quickly. Nurturing creativity requires bracketing the logical mind and opening to other 
forms of "intelligence" (deBono, 1970; Polya, 1973; Robinson, 2001). 

 
− Individuality and human potential: Each person has a unique set of capabilities and 

potentials, and something unique to offer the classroom and the world. Learners should be 
treated and respected as unique individuals.  
 

− Constructivism: Each person constructs their knowledge in a unique way, depending on 
their prior knowledge, preconceptions, and experiences. Meaning making is idiosyncratic 
and personal. Instruction must move beyond the "pipeline" theory of learning that assumes 
that if curriculum could only be organized and presented skillfully enough, the result will 
be that one learning path will fit all students. (von Glasersfeld, 1995; Collins et al., 1989) 

 
− Developmentalism: Learning happens through natural processes such as integration and 

differentiation, or assimilation and accommodation, or horizontal and hierarchical learning 
(depending on the theory). This puts limits on the speed of learning (it can't be pushed too 
fast) and the order of learning (some concepts and skills necessarily come before others). 
(Piaget, 1972; Fischer & Farrar, 1987; Commons & Richards, 1984) 

 
− ZPD: Instruction should aim for that 'zone of proximal development' that has the right 

balance of support and challenge to avoid the extremes of boredom and being 
overwhelmed (Vygotsky, 1987; Murray & Arroyo, 2002).  

 
− Meta-learning: In today's dynamic world one needs to "learn how to learn." One also 

needs to think about thinking (metacognition), and understand the nature and limits of 
knowing (i.e., have epistemic knowledge). Education should strengthen the learner's ability 
to monitor, reflect upon, and adjust problem solving processes and outcomes on the fly. 
(Schoenfeld, 1985; Winne, 2001; Kegan, 1994). 

 
− Adaptivity/individualization/differentiation: The content, style, and speed of curriculum 

should allow for, adapt to, and/or differ for the various types of individual differences 
noted above. This can be done by dynamically steering the instructional path to respond to 
individual student needs, and/or by immersing learners in open-ended environments that 
support many paths (Tomlinson, 1995). 
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− Learning by doing, case-based learning, situated learning, discovery learning and inquiry 
learning: Progressive theories say that learning activities need to be authentic, rich, or 
realistic enough to engage student motivation and allow for transfer to real life problems. 
Taking guesses and making mistakes are seen as normal, inevitable, and positive. Learning 
that comes from real engagement and curiosity is far superior in depth and longevity to 
rote memorization or cramming for a test. One learns by designing and building things, 
playing and getting our hands dirty, and trial and error. 

 
− Situated learning: Most authentic learning happens in social contexts, and often through 

apprenticeship or mentoring relationships. The social fabric and dynamics of the learning 
context are critical success factors. Collaborative learning is beneficial, as are peer learning 
and peer tutoring. One learns by showing, explaining to, questioning, arguing with, 
negotiating with, teaching, and helping others. Social and emotional intelligence are as 
important to learning as intellect. (Brown et al., 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Vygotsky, 
1978). 

 
− Empowerment and liberation. Education happens largely through institutions that 

perpetuate habits of disempowerment, oppression, conformity, orthodoxy, and life 
alienating thought forms. (Freire, 1970; Illich, 1975; Rosenberg, 1999; Ewert on 
Habermas, 1991; Dewey, 1926; hooks, 1994). Education should be designed to support the 
ideals of freedom, equality, self-determination, justice, and open mindedness that enable 
democratic society. Students can be given more choice and power over what and how they 
learn; they can be supported in acquiring the skills of dialog and conflict resolution. 
Teachers can relinquish some control and reveal their areas of ignorance and uncertainty; 
they can be "guides on the side" rather than "sages on the stage."  

 
− The ethical classroom. If the classroom is a learning laboratory for life, then it should 

support things like compassion, caring, respect, empathy, and dialog; and it can model 
quality relationships and community building. (Palmer, 1998; Elbow, 2008) 

 
− Transformative education. Some focus on education as a vehicle for spiritual growth, the 

flowering of human potential, and/or the evolution of human meaning-making capacity (or 
action-logics, see Torbert, 2004). They suggest that the classroom can support 
contemplative, transpersonal, and transformative experiences. (Mezirow, 1991; Steiner, 
1965) 

 
− Community/service-based learning. Community-base and service-based learning are 

strongly situated and have ethical implications. Connecting schooling more tightly with 
family, community, and society has clear benefits for students and allows learning through 
doing to directly benefit the larger whole. It engages multiple intelligences and modalities, 
and gives students a sense of empowerment and purpose.  

 
− Lifelong learning and emergence. We never stop learning, or at least need not stop. This is 

true because of the constantly changing social and technological landscape. And it is also 
true from the perspective of human potential and emergence. Expertise, wisdom, 



Murray: What is the Integral in Integral Education 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    June 2009    Vol. 5, No. 1 

134

leadership, and innovation are continually deepening skills developed over years of adult 
life.  

 
− Teacher presence and embodiment. Of critical importance is how teachers and other 

leaders embody and model the qualities they intend to teach and support. This highlights 
the critical and too-neglected fact that educational reform requires significant investment in 
teacher training. In addition, the deep qualities of compassion, presence, metacognitive 
reflection, and mind/body/emotion/spirit integration cannot be "taught" in a teacher 
training classroom. Teachers and leaders are called to engage in personal transformative 
practices of emotional healing and self-realization, and also to risk a deeper authenticity 
and transparency in the classroom.  

 
− Participatory/action-based curriculum development and research. At the graduate level 

teachers in training begin to become engaged in tasks such as curriculum development and 
research. Here (and in other contexts) progressive pedagogies are combined with 
progressive methodologies such as action research (Argyris, 1985; Feldman & Minstrell, 
2000), user-participatory design (Barnathy, 1992), qualitative, interdisciplinary and mixed-
method research (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Patton, 1980). 
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An Interview with Barbara Marx Hubbard 
 

Russ Volckmann 
 

Here is a case where there is virtually no need for an introduction. As she presents in this 
interview, Barbara Marx Hubbard’s work has been apparent on the stage of cutting edge 
thinking and action for decades. Her book, Conscious Evolution, published in 1998, is a call to 
action with a blueprint for the reconstruction of human reality. She calls on us all to actively 
engage in our own evolution, as well as the evolution of human societies and of the earth and its 
creatures. This call, so needed in 1998, is even more urgent today. She calls on us to stand alone 
and together in cocreating a world that supports all to thrive. 

 
She cofounded World Future Society, as well as other organizations. She is now producing a 

seven-part documentary series entitled “Humanity Ascending: A New Way through Together.” 
This transformational series presents vital elements to awaken the codes for our own conscious 
evolution and offers direction, meaning, and a vision toward our birth as a new humanity.  

 
An early book, The Power of Yin, first published in 1977 is a fascinating dialogue with Hazel 

Henderson, Jean Houston and Barbara Marx Hubbard. Here, among other topics, they are 
already addressing the challenges of global environmental disaster. This continues to be one of 
her major concerns. Additional information about her and her work may be found at 
http://www.barbaramarxhubbard.com/content/. 

—Russ Volckmann 
 

Russ:  Barbara, I’m so excited to have the chance to talk with you. I’m familiar with your 
political work and other work from over the years. How do you view the current political 
climate in the United States? 

 
Barbara: I’ll start with my original political impulse. It came from the work I was doing on the 

idea of a conscious evolution and a positive future. It came out of the recognition that 
we’re facing a crisis of an evolutionary order, and by looking at past crises in evolution, 
you can see that either the species becomes extent or it learns innovation, transformation 
and greater synergy.  

 
  I began to develop a concept I call “synergistic democracy.” It is a democracy that 

facilitates each person in being freer to give their creative gift within the whole. It would 
be aiming at a co-creative society. It’s not re-patterning existing democratic institutions 
like the Congress; it’s more like what happened when Obama ran for president. He had 
13 million people suddenly wanting to help and connect. There were new social networks 
developed.  

 
  Back in 1982-83, I was working with Buckminster Fuller and he told me about the 

viability test: the timing, the critical path, the utopia or oblivion, the fact that we have the 
resources and technology to make the system work. I came up with an idea that was 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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really good, and it launched this paranormal political career—I say paranormal because it 
was so completely unlikely.  

 
  What I did was to run to be selected as the vice-presidential candidate on the 

Democratic ticket by whomever was nominated, and it was 1984—the year of the woman 
and the year of Big Brother. It was also the year when the public ear was attuned to 
women and a future orientation, which is barely happening again. I launched the 
“Campaign for a Positive Future” and I called my friends and said, “I’m running for vice-
president. Would you give a party for me to help me raise funds?” That launched me on a 
campaign trail across the country where people gathered and I said, “We are at a crisis 
here of birth towards something new. The only way we will know what it is, is by having 
a new social function to map, track and connect what’s working.” 

 
Russ:  What were the signs of the crisis in 1984? 
 
Barbara: When you look back, we still had the MAD (Mutually Assured Destruction) program. 

The Cold War had not ended. We were afraid of nuclear holocaust. 
 
Russ:  Yes. I remember those days well. 
 
Barbara: Starting in the late sixties and early seventies with Silent Spring and the Club of 

Rome, Limits to Growth and other such works. We also became collectively aware for 
the very first time that we had problems with population, pollution, growth and that we 
were hitting a limit while our entire purpose was to grow. The whole capitalistic system 
was based on intimate growth… 

 
Russ: As it still is. 
 
Barbara: …and I went to a couple of Club of Rome meetings. I met Aurelio Peccei. But at the 

same time in the seventies, I became interested in the Space Program. I was amazed that 
at the very same year that we had a lunar landing, we had the first Earth Day—I think it 
was 1969 or 1970. I began to develop what I call an “Earth-Space Human Development 
Scenario.” While we are limited on this Earth and we must conserve and preserve and 
limit population overgrowth and the form of self-consciousness that (inaudible) violence 
and competition … at the same time, while the solution is not massive growth in space, 
the fact is we were being born as a universal species. So embryonic, so new, and the 
reasons we were doing it were technological competition and militarism. Nonetheless, I 
gathered that we were to be both an Earth-based and universal species.  

 
  As I met the space scientists, I was completely amazed to learn of the metals and 

minerals on the moon, in the asteroids. I met Jerry O’Neill of Princeton who had the 
whole subject of the space habitats in L5 libration [L5 is the fifth Lagrangian Libration 
point. The libration points are sites in spaces where a spacecraft may be situated so as 
always to remain in the same position with respect to the Earth and the Moon.—Russ], 
where you would use non-terrestrial resources. These people were saying that while we 
have to conserve and preserve here, there is an almost unlimited new environment for 
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humanity, but if we misuse the environment on this Earth as we are doing, there would be 
no chance we would go much further into space. But if we were to actually grow up—not 
only to stop growth on Earth but also to have an integrated self-social-scientific 
technological agenda—I saw that it could lead to an immeasurable future. 

 
  Out of this thinking, I came up with the idea that there should be a new function in the 

Office of the Vice-President, which was what I called a “Peace Room.” It would be as 
sophisticated as a War Room and its purpose would be to scan for, map, connect and 
communicate what’s working in America and the world. You know we have a system of 
finding all enemies and how to kill them. We also have a system of noticing all the 
problems and we have a huge system of keeping up the self-interest of the ones who have 
it against the ones who don’t. But we actually do not have a practical system of noticing 
really successful innovations in health, education, energy systems and spiritual 
development. So I proposed that as my campaign for vice-president. What happened was 
such a paranormal miracle. I had no money, no media and no passes to the floor because 
the Democratic Party thought I was New Age. 

 
Russ:  Well, you were. 
 
Barbara: I mean, “new” New. I walked into that convention—I think it was the wife of the 

Governor of Colorado who knew me, befriended me and got me into one caucus. It was 
like 5:30a.m. I gave a 30-second speech: “My name is Barbara Hubbard, I’m running for 
vice-president to map, track, and connect what’s working in America.” Boom. They 
signed up. In three days I had over 200 signatures and I was the other woman nominated. 

 
Russ:  The other was Geraldine Ferraro. 
 
Barbara: Yes, and the Democratic Party was horrified. They pushed the whole convention up. 

The guard took me up to make my speech, which we had envisioned in church basements 
and in small groups. The guard said, “Now honey, they don’t pay any attention to you. 
They never do. You’re saying this for the universe.” This was the guard saying this to 
me.  

 
  So I got up and I said, “There will be a Peace Room as sophisticated as a War Room 

in the American Presidency, in the Kremlin, in other capitals of the world, and within 
four years, we’re going to see this new world emerging in our midst right now.”  

 
  Just to jump ahead, there is now a movement afoot, once again, to revive the idea—

but now we have the technology. We have the Internet. I was doing this as a vision. The 
idea is that we’re right on the threshold of this new social function. What we need is one 
more level of coherence and purpose, of mapping and connecting what’s working, and 
having a new news. I actually feel that what Obama is longing for in his heart is this. It’s 
one thing to say, “The audacity of hope,” and “Yes we can,” but the government can’t do 
this alone. It’s impossible. The higher up you get, the more difficult the crisis is to deal 
with. When you get to the level of people sharing life purpose and creating new 
communities, new energies and new researches, you find it’s a different world. 
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  I want you to know that what happened in 1984 is resurfacing in my own work in the 
Foundation for Conscious Evolution. It turns out that Colorado again is a state where 
there are some of these small citizen-solutions councils. Some of my friends are trying to 
make this happen in Colorado. I’m going to the American Citizens’ Summit that Joseph 
McCormick is putting on for reuniting America and I’m going to propose this repeatedly. 
It’s not my organizational capacity, but I’m a spokesperson for it, so the effect of such a 
thing would be to enhance the connectivity of that which is creative. That would be 
leading towards a new relationship in Democracy where the people’s connected creativity 
is the source of guiding the government rather than the other way around. 

 
Russ:  I’m guessing that the media hasn’t caught up with this yet. 
 
Barbara: Oh, no. 
 
Russ:  What Obama is trying to do is to establish that kind of bi-directional energy between 

the White House and Washington politics and the rest of the citizenry by having us be 
involved and recommitted to this country in some fresh, new, exciting and generative 
way. 

 
Barbara: This is true. While I’m working with certain Internet people who are gifted and want 

to be able to set up such a service, I’m seeking to meet with Obama face-to-face. My 
intuition is it’s in his heart’s desire. It’s not like trying to pass the Department of Peace 
through the U.S. Congress—this is an executive order—it has to be at the grassroots 
level. You have to have a receptive place in the presidency. It’s just an idea. 

 
Russ:  That brings us to the present. You talked about the individual, the social and the 

scientific. I think having a perspective on what you mean by each of those and how they 
relate to each other is really important. 

 
Barbara: I place everything in the evolutionary story. In order to think of the evolution of the 

self, I go back and think of Homo erectus, Homo habilus, Homo Neanderthal, 
Homosapiens, Homosapien-sapiens. It’s not certain how these small jumps occur, but 
that jump to self-reflective consciousness was a big jump. They weren’t aware that they 
were becoming self-reflective; it just happened. So that’s 40-50k years ago. My sense is 
that 4k-5k years ago, the new jump started to occur in these avatars and spiritually gifted 
people.  

 
  There’s a tendency in evolution towards greater consciousness, more complexity. We 

happen to be the generation that when the complexity hit a crisis, the possibility of self-
destruction became obvious. What’s happening to the self right now is an evolutionary 
awareness that we are an expression of the evolutionary process. We are evolution itself 
becoming conscious. The self-evolution for me is an awareness that my internal 
motivation is the impulse of evolution localized. 

 
Russ:  One thing that has evolved for me in recent years is a greater clarity about connection 

and oneness and unity in the world and the universe. There’s an increasing sense that all 
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of our frameworks for understanding that and for trying to manifest that in our lives and 
in our world systems are just tools for affirming that, for understanding it, for 
communicating it. We organize religions around those tools. We organize intellectual 
traditions around them. Here I’m listening to you talk about evolution, and in a sense I’m 
reminded of David Loye’s work on Darwin and his “Lost Theories of Love” and 
cooperation, etc. I’m wondering if you’re saying something far beyond what I’m 
suggesting. 

 
Barbara: I think I’m saying something really significant—from self-effective consciousness 

about 40k years ago, there’s been a continual growth of awareness in all different ways. I 
feel that the self-evolution is leading to a next stage of human evolution. It doesn’t quite 
have a name—Teilhard de Chardin called it “ultra human,” Aurobindo called it “Gnostic 
human.” I call it “universal human.” It’s a human whose consciousness is evolutionary. I 
see it in myself. For one, I am aware of being internally connected to the eternal, which 
would be the more mystic awareness. I’m also aware of cosmo genesis—the whole 
evolutionary story—and I realize that in my atoms and cells that story exists. Everyone of 
us is a resume of the whole story of creation. Not only on the Earth’s plane, but also as 
Brian Swimme points out, it took all those supernovas, evidently. 

 
 (laughter) 
 
Russ:  And I’m reminded of Eckhart Tolle who said that every time we take a breath, we are 

breathing a molecule of the air of Jesus Christ and Buddha. 
 
Barbara: Brian talks about the big explosions in the galactic realm that created the carbon that 

was able to become matter and Earth, and it’s a complexity and an awesome mystery, but 
I actually feel that in my self-evolution, I embody that. When I get really deep 
evolutionary consciousness, I can probably tune into molecular biology and nuclear 
physics and subatomic particles, because I am all that. 

 
Russ:  I know that you have an old friend in Don Beck. I first saw you in person at the World 

Future Conference in Washington, D.C. You were in the room and I said something 
innocuous and not very bright in the face of all the other energy that was in the room. I 
think of Don’s work with Spiral Dynamics, and some of the other adult developmental 
psychology models in theory. 

 
Barbara: It does. I know Don fairly well, and he gave me a turquoise stone—there’s yellow in 

the second tier and turquoise is holistic, universal. Don doesn’t focus on the evolution of 
the self quite like this—if the self is an expression of the one, if it is in its body-mind 
actually encoded with the whole story of creation, it also is motivated to create. I’m a 
creative self. We are creative selves, and we get called from our own unique creativity. 
When you were four years old, I don’t think someone said, “I think this is what you 
should do,” and then you studied to do it. None of us were told to do what we’re doing. 
What I realize is that in the creativity of the individual, when it gets turned on in an 
evolutionary modality, it begins to recognize itself as part of the larger design. I don’t 
think either of our vocations are independent professions; it feels that the closer you get 
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to being your real vocation and saying “yes” to it, the closer you get to surrender into a 
process. When I really feel whole, I don’t feel as though I’m doing this with my mental 
mind. 

 
Russ:  I get that. It’s an awesome kind of consciousness that you’re referring to. I aspire to 

something like that in my own life, and I’ve had some glimpses of what it feels like to be 
in the flow that you’re talking about. 

 
Barbara: Only from time to time. But I know what it’s like. It’s like a peak experience and you 

keep moving in that direction. 
 
Russ:  Exactly. Or what Ken Wilber would call a “state” as opposed to a stage. 
 
Barbara:  Absolutely. 
 
Russ:  And this is why I brought up Don Beck and the stage theories. It’s a recognition that 

the population of the U.S. as well as the rest of the world is characterized by 
considerable diversity in terms of these levels of development at a stage level. Wilber’s 
work makes sense in terms of it being focused on people who are at least green and 
trying to move towards yellow and turquoise. He gives very little attention to the other 
levels other than questioning whether we’ve made them healthy in our developmental 
processes. Given the complexity that the spiral dynamics model represents in terms of the 
complexity of the population of the world, I’m hearing you say that you’re aligned with 
Wilber around the idea of there being a critical mass to be reached in the evolution of 
consciousness that will help bring most of the world along with it.  

 
Barbara: I read somewhere that he said that if 10% of the population shifts, it doesn’t take 

everyone to shift. It becomes more of a consensual reality, and you can see it happening 
now. It started during the great movements of the sixties and seventies, of civil rights, 
human rights, women—look at what happened with women and blacks! I mean, really! 
For all our criticisms of ourselves, that is truly amazing. All these other countries are 
stunned, including France. I don’t think any of them have had a breakthrough comparable 
to this. I’m proud to be an American in this instant. 

 
Russ:  We were talking about the self and its evolution, so I’d like to ask, what is implied 

around the social? 
 
Barbara: If you take the self-evolving as an evolutionary self  becoming more conscious and 

more creative, I think that social evolution would be the facilitation of our creativity 
finding its vocation and joining with others to create. Everybody who is evolving in 
consciousness and who isn’t in dire straits of hunger or war begins to have a real impulse 
to create—to express their own selves—not simply in a mystical way but in a way of self-
expression, life’s purpose, greater meaning than a meaningless job or relationship.  

 
  Maslow discovered that every joyful person had one thing in common: chosen work 

that they found intrinsically self-rewarding. I think the social becomes the co-creative 
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society where more and more individuals find a way to express unique creativity. You 
don’t do it alone, so you have to find others. You have to become co-creative rather than 
being the lone artist. What is becoming more obvious to me is that when you become co-
creative through cyberspace and the proper use of networking, you’ll find that your real 
passion to create is needed somewhere. You just need to find that matching needs and 
resources, and you’ll begin to have a synergistic society.  

 
  In the seventies, I did 25 conferences called SynCons (for synergistic convergence) 

and we built wheel-shaped environments. Each sector was health, education, economics, 
and so on. We invited very opposing people to go into each sector of the wheel to state 
their goals, needs and resources, and then take down walls and look for common goals 
and match their needs with resources in the light of the system. It’s in my books, The 
Hunger of Eve and Conscious Evolution. It’s being revived. I’m having a renaissance at 
80. I should be dead, but I seem to be coming back around!  

 
  So the SynCons were an early experiment in synergistic democracy. It was an 

embryonic stage of it. My partner John, who was COO for the Air Force, pioneered the 
New World’s Evening News. That was where if everybody had an agreement, he called it 
“the news.” I had welfare mothers, Yugoslavian ambassadors, space scientists, Jean 
Houston, Edgar Mitchell—I was a mad woman about wheels. I actually moved to 
Washington and John and I brought students from Southern Illinois University. We had 
about 10 wheel-builders, and we went around the country in a bus building wheels and 
holding conferences. 

 
Russ:  Was it a Ken Kesey-type of bus? 
 
Barbara: It said, “The New World’s Company.” It was filled with 20-year-olds who were 

inspired. 
 
 (laughter) 
 
Russ:  It sounds like a model that would be relevant today. 
 
Barbara: It is. John did “The New World’s Evening News,” and he designed it like a real 

newscast; someone reported all the murders and then they said, “Meanwhile, at Southern 
Illinois University, hippy so-and-so met with the Chief Economist of the United States, 
and they came to this conclusion.” You’d see this completely unlikely couple. We had so 
many diverse people that the stereotypes disappeared and the news was co-creation. I 
actually think we hit it for a few times. Sometime in your life you will hit something that 
you can’t fully sustain, but it was a signal of what could happen. 

 
Russ:  I can imagine that would have a profound impact on people—both those who 

participated and those you met within communities. Was there any specific action that 
emerged from that work? 
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Barbara: I think thousands of people were involved. When I lived in Washington, I eventually 
reconvened some of the people who helped me run it. It’s intangible, but their entire lives 
have been affected. They’re trying to apply it in their own work. Jerry Glenn, who 
organized this, is now head of the United Nations University where he has 30 tracking 
points around the world checking on what’s breaking down and breaking through. 
Someone else is working for NASA; someone else is in PBS. We didn’t have the finances 
to create an organization around it. We did it 25 times and finally my partner wore out, 
but I ran for vice-president. There are throwbacks in nature, and I think I’ve been an 
evolutionary throw-forward. 

 
 (laughter) 
 
 Nature throws things forward and most of them die. What happened to me is I got a hold 

of the evolutionary perspective. I applied it and demonstrated full form—in SynCons, in 
the vice-presidency, in the Soviet-American Citizens summit work I did as well as in my 
teaching. I thought it wouldn’t amount to much, and in the last year as the crisis deepens, 
the work I did all those years ago is becoming useful. It’s like I planted a garden: winter 
came, I thought everything died, and the matter of fact is it’s spring. 

 
Russ:  That’s amazing. I sense the validity of that. It’s like when we take action in our lives 

and may be initially frustrated by a lack of obvious results, but then we see it emerge. It’s 
like having children. 

 
Barbara: It is. And there’s a hidden process so I believe that the social is towards synergistic 

democracy. Social synergy is a new function like the Peace Room. 
 
Russ:  What is the role of the scientific/technological group? 
 
Barbara: There is truly the quantum disruptive technology, if you talk about technology. Take 

robotics—think of Ray Kurzweil’s work—and add biotechnology, nanotechnology, 
robotics, space development, zero-point energy research, and put that together with 
spiritual and social evolution. We become what I call a “universal species.” Homo 
universalis. We have in the maturing knowisphere—if you want to use that language—
we have the resources and technology to restore the planet, have clean energy, stop 
population overgrowth and so on. Those are immediate problems. We also have social 
innovations that can be cultivated. We can shift towards a more synergistic democracy … 
or die. I think that we should guide our science and technology to give us an earth-space 
life-ever-evolving scenario as a universal species. 

 
Russ:  What do you mean by “scenario?” 
 
Barbara: Way back in the early eighties, I went to a big meeting of some international business 

that Orville Freeman was invited to address. These were the leading business executives 
of the world, a totally male-centered audience with people like Herman Kahn and Peter 
Drucker. Then there was me. The subject was doing business in a resource-short world 
and I said that the Earth was resource-short, but not the solar system. I read off the metals 
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and minerals on the moon and the asteroids. I said they should create task forces to really 
look at the environmental crisis, the social/poverty crisis, and the new energy potential in 
the earth-space environment, and develop a long-range 30-year scenario. I knew they 
couldn’t do it short-term, but I said they were smart enough to do this. I was met with 
dead silence.  

 
  At the reception after the conference, Cy Ramo, who was president of a big space 

company, said, “Only one really important thing was said here today. It was by Barbara 
Hubbard.” All these huge executives really wanted to talk to me, but they didn’t know 
what to say. I said to Cy, “You have the resources of the entire world at your disposal. 
Why is it that you won’t create such a task force?” And he said, “You don’t understand 
how hard it is for us to survive, how competitive it is, what a short-range perspective we 
have. We’re much more fragile than we look.” That’s exemplified in recent times with 
the sudden collapse of the automobile industry. He was telling me then what I can see 
now. It’s much more fragile than it looks.  

 
  I believe we did our best. We got generals and members of Congress and thought 

leaders to agree that this scenario is the best thing we can do for national security, for 
dealing with social injustice and poverty. You can’t deal with it piecemeal. We talked to 
the Ambassador from Bangladesh. We did that at the SynCon. I see it’s reviving itself in 
a variety of ways. I’m just glad that I didn’t really feel so much of the failure that I gave 
up entirely. 

 
Russ:  One of the evidences of that is your effort around vision. Can you tell us about that? 
 
Barbara: Patricia Gall and her husband Norman Kramer became really interested in how you 

get this message out. I’ve been a public speaker, I’ve been a writer, but it hadn’t hit a 
popular medium. They came up with the idea of doing a DVD series called “Humanity 
Ascending.” The first DVD is called, “Our Story: A New Way Through Together.” It’s 
an evolutionary story. Now we are completing visions of a universal humanity. I 
interviewed 10 wonderful people like Freeman Dyson and Jean Houston, Michael Dowd 
and space pioneer Rick Tumlinson, Don Beck and others on their view of the next stage 
of evolution. I wove their responses together as the story of the birth of Homo 
universalis. That will be out in a few months. 

 
  Colleagues of mine want to build a Peace Room—all of this now comes to another 

fruition level, but still way under the surface of mass media. My daughter is a 
biologist/environmentalist in Canada who is saving the wildlife from the fish farmers 
who are polluting the oceans and destroying the salmon and which destroys the 
surrounding ecology. She was so moved by Obama’s victory. She said, “Mom, I’m a 
biologist, and I put my ear to the ground. He broke the spell.” She’s long said that we 
don’t have much time, and that our environment can go extinct quickly. It’s not about 
saving salmon and whales—it’s life itself. When she said, “He broke the spell,” it’s the 
spell that it’s okay to be violent or corrupt or racially prejudiced or to be exponentially 
wealthier than others—like the Wall Street titans—while others are losing their jobs.  
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  The spell has been broken. I feel that those of us who planted seeds can put our ears to 
the ground, and they’re all growing. I’m beginning to feel this rising tide of life. It’s more 
than just my consciousness; it’s the billions of years of nature’s evolution and I see a 
spiral with a core—I call it the Great Creating Process. It’s not an external god, but it 
doesn’t feel to me like an accidental universe. Between an external god and an accident 
based on error, I see the universal intelligence operative everywhere. It’s a living 
universe as people say, and I feel that intelligence is breaking through now into our 
consciousness. 

 
Russ:  How would people get in touch with what you’re doing around vision and the DVD’s? 
 
Barbara: Just go to www.EvolvingNow.com and you’ll find my newsletter, “The Conversation 

of the Century.” In the simplest way, they can tune into that, order “Our Story” and 
“Visions” and they can talk to me as well. I’m going to be doing a teleseminar series for 
people who are interested in this so that I can reach out further. Right now, I’m wanting a 
bigger outreach than before. 

 
Russ:  So your involvement with the Evolutionary Leadership Group is another strategy or 

another approach that complements this? 
 
Barbara: Definitely. I was just invited to be a member of that. Several friends of mine, 

especially Barbara Fields who is the Director of AGNT—Association for Global New 
Thought—invited me to be a member. We only had a one-day meeting at La Costa, but it 
was amazing to have 30 people, all of whom are leaders, like Jean Houston and Joan 
Borysenko, Marianne Williamson and Bruce Lipton, Greg Brighton and others. Then the 
question was what to do. They determined it was a call to conscious evolution. James 
O’Dea wrote a draft of a declaration that is all over the Internet—it envelops conscious 
media, conscious business, conscious health—and we’re having another meeting in July. 
People are being nominated for it. We are searching as others are for greater coherence, 
and I don’t believe we’ve yet found in this movement—a positive change—discovered 
how to do social synergy at a really effective level. I don’t think we know yet. What I 
mean is something like the Peace Room on the Internet and face-to-face as a coherent 
connectivity of what’s emergent and working. I feel I know what it is in embryo, and I 
have a chance to work with some people on it, but it hasn’t happened yet. 

 
Russ:  Given that we’re all operating in the soup of this global financial crisis and there are 

all these exciting, innovative, evolutionary and emergent activities going on as you’ve 
just mentioned, what do you think the rest of us should be doing? How do you see us as 
engaging with this effort and direction in a way that will contribute to the kinds of things 
you want to see happen? 

 
Barbara: I’m writing a book called, The Joy of Supra-Sex and here’s my theory: the drive for 

self-preservation and self-reproduction—basic human drives—have expanded into the 
drive for self-expression and self-evolution. Sexual drive is expanding into creative drive. 
Literally as we have to have fewer children and live longer lives in the developed world, 
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hundreds and hundreds of millions of people are trying to turn onto their greater 
creativity.  

 
  What I think everyone can do is the same thing you and I are doing. In my book, The 

Joy of Supra-Sex, I say that you first have to tune into the compass of joy inside you. 
What turns you on enough to attract you to start to create it?  

 
  I was told to go tell the story of the birth of humanity. Well that was an amazing 

vocation for a mother of five in Lakeville, CT. But I did. But when I was 29 or 30 and got 
this idea, do you think I was a likely person to do this? No. It was an impulse that 
attracted me. Also, I was depressed. Most people will get depressed if they don’t find 
their deeper expression. We’re meant to express ourselves more fully.  

 
  After the compass of joy, I talk about “vocational arousal.” There’s a certain arousal 

by talking to someone whose vocation is related to your own—you get excited and 
sometimes you want to get to know that person better. Then you go into how to join 
genius. When I’m talking to you, I feel you have a certain genius or certain creative 
talents and impulses. I have the same. We are in this small way joining genius right now.  

 
  The way you really get going to create in the world is you want more of the joining of 

genius. It feels good. Nature put pleasure as it did with sexuality. She put pleasure into 
supra-sexuality. It goes on to say that this would lead to a more co-creative society. I 
think the post-menopausal women over 50 are entering regeno-pause. Most people who 
find a life’s purpose and stay alive will start to feel regenerated. Like me—I am totally 
amazed to be 79 years old and feeling this way. I don’t know what word you use for 
men—it’s not regeno-pause—but it’s the evolutionary man and the evolutionary woman 
who get turned on. Then our creativity joining with each other creates a world. The old 
system can’t do it.  

 
  I think if I were Obama I would be in hell. He’s trying to prop up an old system long 

enough for the new to emerge. Whether that’s right or not, I don’t have the wisdom to 
judge, but I know that the new has to emerge and it’s not that old system. I just went to 
something called “The Transition Town” about small groups and communities taking 
things into their own hands. They plant trees and take care of each other. They’re all over 
the place.  

 
  I think the financial crisis is an absolute necessity. Probably what’s happening is an 

attempt to keep it from complete collapse while the new systems—energy, currency, 
relocalization—take root. Nobody really says that clearly enough. They’re talking about 
wanting to get back to “where we were,” but I don’t think we should or can. There’s no 
way. 

 
Russ:  What you’re suggesting, then, is for all of us to be engaging consciously in our 

evolution, not just as individuals but connecting with others to create a more social 
generative effort around that. It’s our opportunity to take advantage of the crisis to give 
rise to something more positive and meaningful for the world and the universe to have. 
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Barbara: Really true. Tom Hartman told someone that at one of the inaugural balls, Obama had 
stood up there and said, “I am an empty vessel.” That was symbolic of the fact that if we 
look to him to have all the answers, it won’t work. People are just infantile if they think 
that someone else will have the full solution to all this. Actually, he’s right. He knows we 
have to work together, but we don’t yet have the social structure. What I’m working on 
with others is the social structure to empower co-creativity. 

 
Russ:  How wonderful. Is there anything else you wish I’d cover? 
 
Barbara: Only what your own deeper passion and purpose is, just so I can catch hold of it from 

the point of view of being a co-creator with you. 
 
Russ:  The way I think about what I’m doing is trying to create a field that is fed by many 

streams and tributaries, but fosters the emergence of more coherent ways of engaging all 
the challenges we face in the world. The reason why the subject of leadership fascinates 
me so much is that I think that’s one of the areas of transformation that we are going 
through that is quite significant. I think it fits with your comments about Obama—our 
models and our ways of thinking about leadership historically have been heroic 
leadership models. There’s still a role for heroic action, and I think some of the things 
you brought up today demonstrate that. But I like to distinguish between leader as role 
and leadership as a system that includes the self, the social, structures, processes, 
technologies and cultures.  

 
  It’s been fascinating to watch our evolution in the past several years since I’ve started 

this. I love seeing how these ideas are starting to pop up in lots of different places. What 
we’re evolving into is a way of thinking about leadership that is far more in keeping with 
the kinds of social dynamics that you’ve been describing—we’re not looking to others, 
we’re not looking to Obama, we’re not looking to the governor or the priest or the leader 
of our choice to bring about change. We’re looking at ourselves and at our own 
relationships to support the emergence of the kinds of changes that are meaningful for us. 

 
Barbara: Well we’re definitely co-creating, and the more convergent we are, the better. I did a 

whole seminar on evolutionary leadership in terms of how it happened to me. I went 
underneath the particular things I did as to what the motivation was to take a housewife 
from Lakeville with five children into this life, and how to uncover the actual experience 
of becoming an evolutionary leader when I didn’t even have a name for it. Anyway, 
that’s for another interview. 

 
Russ:  I look forward to that one, Barbara. 
 
Barbara: Well Russ I’m glad to have met you and gotten to know you. Thank you for your work 

and for the interview. 
 
Russ:  Thank you, Barbara. 
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So I was Playing With Brushes on the Back of My Hand 
 

A Contemporaneous Co-creation of Amy Leung and Andrew Campbell  
to Three Contributions to Integral Review 

 
A L ...So I was playing with the brushes on the back of my hand...As you know, the space 'in-between' is co-created. 
Our fertile ground is fed by our openness to fully receive and give to each other. In this richness, we are able to be as 
we are. This is what could be called ‘Art’. 
 
A L Hi, I would like to meet Thursday or Friday. Thank you. 
 
A C Good. So would I.  
 
A L Gorgeous! Looking at your painting, I am transported to Japan- cherry blossom, koi and kimono. 
 

 
Cherry blossom, Koi, Kimono, Andrew Campbell, Acrylic on paper, April 2009 

 
A C “Cherry blossom, koi, kimono and Amy - four corners of this soft world”  
 
A L Your words touch me deeply- With tenderness.  
 
Russ: One thing that has evolved for me in recent years is a greater clarity about connection and oneness and unity in 
the world and the universe. There’s an increasing sense that all of our frameworks for understanding that and for 
trying to manifest that in our lives and in our world systems are just tools for affirming that, for understanding it, for 
communicating it. For one, I am aware of being internally connected to the eternal, which would be the more mystic 
awareness. Everyone of us is a resume of the whole story of creation. (laughter)  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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A C And I made this, this afternoon  
A L I feel really spoilt- different moods, different shades...how blissful to receive this after a day shuttling between 
North London and South East London...an oasis.  

 
 

 
King's Chair, Andrew Campbell, Acrylic on paper, April 2009 

 
Barbara: Every joyful person had one thing in common: chosen work that they found intrinsically self-rewarding. I 
think the social becomes the co-creative society where more and more individuals find a way to express unique 
creativity. You don’t do it alone, so you have to find others. You have to become co-creative rather than being the lone 
artist. What is becoming more obvious to me is that when you become co-creative through cyberspace and the proper 
use of networking, you’ll find that your real passion to create is needed somewhere. You just need to find that 
matching needs and resources, and you’ll begin to have a synergistic society.  
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Barbara: Nature throws things forward and most of them die. . . . It’s like I planted a garden: winter came, I thought 
everything died, and the matter of fact is it’s spring. 

 
 

 
 

Hope, Amy Leung, Acrylics on card, April 2009   
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 Day Dancing, Andrew Campbell, Acrylic on paper, April 2009  

 
 
Are you teachers? 
 Waves caress 
 Pebbles sigh 
Pitter patter of rain 
Dancing on black umbrella 
Bespoked 
 Red mac 
 Pink crocs 
This could be New England- Have you 
been? 
 TIME 
 TIME 
Gulls swoop 
Time to move 
A lift 
A twist 
 The crunch of pebbles 
 Home 
 
[Amy Leung]  
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Barbara: After the compass of joy, I talk about “vocational arousal.” There’s a certain arousal by talking to someone 
whose vocation is related to your own—you get excited and sometimes you want to get to know that person better. 
Then you go into how to join genius. When I’m talking to you, I feel you have a certain genius or certain creative 
talents and impulses. I have the same. We are in this small way joining genius right now. 
The way you really get going to create in the world is you want more of the joining of genius. It feels good. Nature 
put pleasure as it did with sexuality. 
 
To be interested in experiencing is a way of conveying value and worth of the person = 
dialogue attitude. 
Teach clients a tool of awareness. 
Developmental sequence: 
Simple- not aware of process 
Awareness of awareness 
Awareness of character of awareness of experiencing person- patterns 
Phenomenological ascend- permeates ordinary life 
 
[Amy Leung, from seminar notes] 
 

 
 

Untitled, Amy Leung, multimedia on paper (with tear), 21st March 2009. 
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The Ultimate Tone: The Sound Not Heard 
 
In the perennial philosophy of Nature, this gravitational descending glissando of all that exists symbolizes the stark 
imperative of Anaximander's fragment: Each must pay restitution for its existence according to the dictates of Time. 
The revels over, the seed of Dionysos inseminates the womb of Gaia/Earth, first holder of the Delphic seat. The 
course of Phoebus Apollo above her in summer’s heat is to herald Nature’s autumnal bounty. For nature philosophy, 
though born of tragic awareness, is a philosophy of Emersonian hope, of transcendence, a transcendence the Sage of 
Concord mystically sensed in creation’s infinite symmetries --and in the ineffable Mystery of Nature emanating from 
deep within the sacred stones of Delphi.  

 
Tempus/Tempo in Yellow, Andrew Campbell from an original by Amy Leung,  

Watercolours on paper fielded in electricity, May 2009  
  

Yet, Hans Kayser's wrote Akroasis with "the note not heard" in the harmony of the spheres (H. Kayser, The Theory of 
World Harmonies, Boston 1970), the thirteenth overtonal note commencing the new octave, the spirit mystically 
attains the apex of the sacred Tetractys. And in the Trieteric rite, the winnowed seed of infant Dionysos falls to the 
womb of Gaia/Earth, there mystically, to strike the fire of rebirth at the altar of Hestia, "Hearth of the Universe," in 
the center of the theater of Dionysos. Then, in the mystery-beyond-knowing, the spirit of the initiate gains release 
from the wheel of Being, vaulting, transcendently — beyond the Pole Star — beyond the Boundless apeiron, "beyond 
beyond" — in the mystery of Paranada, Sk.: "the soundless sound beyond creation."  
 
Shakespearean Transcendence  
 
When sun, at noon, had aligned along the meridian, Dionysos was in the center of his sanctuary  and Hestia was at her 
Central Fire of Creation altar in the center of the god of ecstatic release's theater orchestra. The day had been 
quartered, as the year had been quartered in the Delphic temple, Dionysos intimately rejoined his mortal mother, 
Semele, for the winter quarter within the omphalos. 
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Then, at high noon, beneath Apollo's solar glare, as in the midnight dark of the Trieteric rite, as the meridian passed 
through the center of Dionysos' Sanctuary (signaling the fall of Fate's decree on the tragic hero) and the  
still point in the celestial whirl obscured by the solar disc's blinding glare, and the Boundless apeiron rang with the 
"sound of silence" — Harmony of the Spheres — at this culminatory moment did Oedipus' vanish in a blaze of light.  
 
The inspired vision of Edouard Schure pointed the way on this journey into the Unknown when he proclaimed, 
"Above all, one must trust intuition"?  And had his trust not been well placed, for had it not revealed to him that 
"Pythagoras, while at Delphi for a year, had, per Meletzis and Papadakis, "... revolutionized the art of prophecy"?  
 
I felt — there's no explaining how — Delphi's "sound-of-silence" extended somehow beyond our "knowing," infusing 
our very Being, as had Sophocles' profound tragedy of  transcendence. Then, the answer came to me: the answer was 
to be discovered in that other towering tragic masterwork: Hamlet.  
 
Given Hamlet's complex nature, it is hard to believe that, "rest" is to be taken as an allusion to the sleep of the just, to 
death's repose, as in Horatio's all-too-conventional resort to a heavenly hereafter.  Rather, it would seem to suggest a 
line from Love's Labour's Lost that  "we fools of nature... with thoughts beyond the reaches of our souls" (I, iv, 51) are 
here in an encounter with the spirit's destiny, we are engaged in a mystic transport to, and beyond, the "undiscover'd 
country"— and to its ineffable silence. 
  
Sages, searching in their hearts, with wisdom 
Found the bond between being and non-being. 
 

 
Tempus/Tempo in Yellow II, Andrew Campbell from an original by Amy Leung,  

Watercolours on paper fielded in electricity, May 2009  
 
"The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious."  
(Albert Einstein < http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/1388.html>) 
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Divided, into East and West, the world stands in desperate need of the transcendent vision of Dirghatamas,  who 'saw' 
far, far, beyond the light, beyond the  darkness of Creation Veda X. 129:  
 
Then was neither Being nor Non-being.... 
darkness wrapt in darkness.... 
The breathless breathed breathlessly....  
Sages searching in their hearts, with wisdom,  
Found the bond between Being and Non-Being.  
 

 
 

Tempus/Tempo in Yellow III, Andrew Campbell from an original by Amy Leung,  
Watercolours on paper fielded in electricity. May 2009 
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Establishing Second-Person Forms of Contemplative Education:  
An Inquiry into Four Conceptions of  Intersubjectivity 

 
Buber’s Conception of the Interhuman 
 
A twentieth century religious existential philosopher, Martin Buber has been a prominent voice in advocating the 
ideals of sacred consciousness, interpersonal relationship and dialogue in community. Buber’s philosophical 
contribution involves framing human existence as contingent upon interpersonal modes of consciousness, interaction 
and being through which one engages with other humans, nature, the inanimate world and the sacred. Best known for 
his distinctions of I-Thou and I-It relationships (1965; 1966; 1984), Buber argues that human life consists of a 
movement between meeting and mismeeting in these realms, with the I-thou representing a sacred form of 
relationship (which is central to interhuman relations) and the I-It a more common secular variety (Buber, 1965). In 
Buber’s (1984) monological I-It relationship, others are regarded like an “object” in a world that largely consists of 
people to be interacted with in order to serve our desires and ends. Buber (1984) elevates the personhood, needs and 
interests of the other as “subject” in the dialogical I-Thou mode of relationship, basing it on a responsiveness to and 
confirmation of the other, the other’s deeper humanity and the existing present-ness of the situation. Wood (1999) 
elaborates on the I-Thou relation: 
 
For Buber, I-Thou relations are unique, unpredictable, immediate, and involve the whole of oneself ‘bound up in 
reciprocity’ with the other. I-It relations are linked to the universal, are predictable, mediated by past experience, and 
involve only a part of oneself which stands at a distance from the object. I-It relations are third-person relations, so 
that for ‘It’ one could substitute also ‘He’ or ‘She’ of ‘They.’ (p. 84) 

 
Golden Sky III, Andrew Campbell from an original watercolour of clouds by Amy Leung, May 2009
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As a context that is “generated by the immediate presence that binds together a conscious “self” with a conscious 
“other.”” (Kramer, 2003, p.78), the interhuman offers a key dormant dimension of intersubjective experience that 
learners discover through I-Thou meeting: 
 
When two individuals "happen" to each other, there is an essential remainder that reaches out beyond the special 
sphere of each-the "sphere of the between." In an essential relation the barriers of individual being are breached and 
"the other becomes present, not merely in the imagination or feeling, but in the depths of one's substance, so that one 
experiences the mystery of the other being in the mystery of one's own." (Buber, 1965, p. 170) The interhuman 
involves relating to others as partners in a living intersubjective event, bringing about a context where I-Thou 
relationship may emerge (Buber, 1966). 
 
Buber’s characterization of the interhuman signals describes a subtle way of the being with others from the condition 
of presence, presence-based realm where former barriers or boundaries between self and other soften, offering an 
existential referent in that it enables the self and the other to become more immediate, tangible and real. 
 
Buber’s work offers a helpful insight into the transformative potential of addressing one another through deeper 
presence in the intersubjective encounter, which can give rise to an ontological shift in the context of our inquiry and 
learning within educational settings. By implementing contemplative second-person approaches that are not only 
aware of the relational and sacred implications of I-thou encounters with our students, but also committed to enacting 
the interhuman as a primary concern, I believe Buber’s contributions to intersubjectivity can shed important light on 
one of the necessary preconditions for collective contemplative methods informed by the deeper ontological realms of 
the interhuman sphere of the between. 
 
Nhat Hanh’s Interbeing 
 
Nhat Hanh (2000) builds upon this classic Buddhist insight and goes a step further by emphasizing how the 
realization of interbeing gives rise to an increased sense of interconnectedness, bringing about a more inclusive and 
deepened ethic of responsibility for others.  
 
The practice of interbeing foregrounds the dynamic interrelated elements of the learningclass process with one’s 
students, which cultivates compassion and an education of heart (Dalai Lama, 1999). Whether through a 
contemplative reconstruction of our student’s points of view or a willingness to feel our student’s distress concerning 
a particular injustice and resulting suffering on a particular issue, interbeing disrupts our traditional sense of agency 
and western self-sufficient ideals of individuality. 
 
Upon closer inspection, interbeing offers the possibilities of what Wilber describes as “agency-in-communion” 
(Rothberg et al., 1998, p. 216). That is, an agency that is no longer being motivated by a traditional idealized 
masculine stance of autonomy that avoids, suppresses or denies communion. From the perspective of interbeing, our 
individual strength and source of empowerment are fueled by our connection(s) with others within greater fields of 
interrelatedness, further helping us see through the false Cartesian dualism of personal autonomy versus relationship. 
Bai (1999) elaborates: “The self dynamically flows into, out of, and with the other, creatively assuming a complex, 
polymorphous sense of agency. It is not the simple sense of agency wherein the subject (the self) does something to its 
object (the other)” (p. 4). 
 
By attending phenomenologically to the distinctive intersubjective space(s) we co-inhabit with our students, the 
educator learns (with practice) to see through the dualistic tendencies of his or her own consciousness—particularly in 
terms of how this reinforces different forms of separateness and fragmentation in group contexts of classroom 
learning. By forging a more distributed basis of connection with our students, the class subject and the processes of 
contemplative inquiry, seeing with the eyes of interbeing can help facilitate a shift into a deeper second-person 
intersubjective experience. As these elements coalesce, occasions for engaging with multiple contexts of self and 
otherness invariably arise. By modeling and encouraging a less rigid identification with our conventional identities, 
interbeing also offers a more distributed context of inter-relationality, which in turn establishes a broader ground and 
intersubjective context out of which we can lead the class inquiry. This helps relieve everyone of the individualistic if 
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not narcissistic habit of blocking the intersubjective view by being in the middle of a conversation or steering 
classroom discourse with one’s private agenda.  
 
In addition to the applications of Interbeing discussed above, educators may wish to impart a taste of the experience 
by introducing a guided visualization informed by Nhat Hanh’s (1998) writings: 
 
If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper. Without a cloud, there will be 
no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow; and without trees, we cannot make paper. The cloud is essential for the 
paper to exist. If the cloud is not here, the sheet of paper cannot be here either. So we can say that the cloud and the 
paper inter-are. “Interbeing” is a word that is not in the dictionary yet, but if we combine the prefix “inter-” with the 
verb “to be,” we have a new verb, inter-be. Without a cloud and the sheet of paper inter-are. If we look into this sheet 
of paper even more deeply, we can see the sunshine in it. If the sunshine is not there, the forest cannot grow. In fact, 
nothing can grow. Even we cannot grow without sunshine. And so, we know that the sunshine is also in this sheet of 
paper. The paper and the sunshine inter-are. And if we continue to look, we can see the logger who cut the tree and 
brought it to the mill to be transformed into paper. And we see the wheat. We know the logger cannot exist without his 
daily bread, and therefore the wheat that became his bread is also in this sheet of paper. And the logger’s father and 
mother are in it too. When we look in this way, we see that without all of these things, this sheet of paper cannot exist. 
Looking even more deeply, we can see we are in it too. This is not difficult to see, because when we look at a sheet of 
paper, the sheet of paper is part of our perception. Your mind is in here and mine is also. So we can say that 
everything is in here with this sheet of paper. You cannot point out one thing that is not here-time, space, the earth, the 
rain, the minerals in the soil, the sunshine, the cloud, the river, the heat. Everything co-exists with this sheet of paper. 
That is why I think the word inter-be should be in the dictionary. “To be” is to inter-be. You cannot just be by yourself 
alone. You have to inter-be with every other thing. This sheet of paper is, because everything else is. (p. 3) 

 

 
Golden Sky I, Andrew Campbell from an original watercolour of sky and clouds by Amy Leung, May 2009
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Top left, Amy Leung co-facilitating a retreat for young leaders at a Buddhist temple, Toronto. Top centre, Andrew Campbell 
teaching at Chateau La Tour Apollinaire. Top right, Swan attending Amy and Andrew during a riverside meeting to discuss 
this submission. Bottom left, detail of 'King's Chair', by Andrew Campbell. Bottom right, 'Untitled' (with tear), by Amy 
Leung. 
 
 
Amy Leung, MBA (Distinction), Warwick Business School, BSc (Hons), University of Surrey. Amy works with a 
broad range of people in a variety of contexts. ‘Awareness and process are fairly central to me and I find that I am at 
my most creative when I am fully in the moment. I am currently training as a Gestalt psychotherapist and working 
towards an MA in Gestalt Psychotherapy’. 
 
Andrew Campbell BA (Hons), is Integral Review's Arts & Creativity Editor. In 2001 Andrew was invited to furnish 
original work for the Global Dialog on Leadership Project funded by McKinsey & Co. that informed both Presence: 
An Exploration of Profound Change in People, Organizations, and Society, Peter M. Senge, C. Otto Scharmer, Joseph 
Jaworski, Betty Sue Flowers, 2004 and Theory U: Leading from the Future as it Emerges, C. Otto Scharmer, 2007. 
Since 2007 Andrew has co-founded Reos Partners, London and provided original support and inspiration for an 
independent not-for-profit foundation for social innovation in Perpignan, South of France. 
Contact: campbell@co-create.com 
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Integral Ecology:  
Uniting Multiple Perspectives on the Natural World  
 

by Sean Esbjorn-Hargens and Michael Zimmerman 
Integral Books, Boston and London, 2009 

 
Review by Jan Inglis 

 
I was asked by the editors of the Integral Review to review the book Integral Ecology. While 

reading it I alternately felt impressed, stimulated, irritated, curious, skeptical, intrigued, and 
appreciative. Through this review, I will offer an overview of the structure of the book and 
elaborate on some of the book’s main themes, offering some commentary, inquiries, and 
alternative views. 

 
I will begin with a description of the book’s intended audience and position my background as 

a reviewer in reference to those criteria. The authors say they are writing the book “as an 
advanced introduction to Integral Theory in general and Integral Ecology in particular” (p. 13), 
hoping this is beneficial for those new to integral applications and studies of ecology and to those 
who are long-term scholar-practitioners of integrative efforts. Since the mid 1980s, I was 
engaged in the environmental field, offering workshops on bioregionalism, conservation, despair 
and empowerment, sustainability indicators, and climate change. I was involved in two 
international projects focusing on community sustainability using participatory action research. 
In my search for a way to find meaning and respond to the growing challenges, I embraced many 
of the ecological perspectives and methods named in this book, from blaming modernity to eco 
feminism, deep ecology, and creation spirituality.  

 
It was through the searching to understand how we had created these life-threatening issues 

and why we did not seem to be able to respond to meet their complexities that motivated me to 
study adult development. I studied the early works of Ken Wilber, Clare Graves (in the form of 
Spiral Dynamics) Robert Kegan, Bill Torbert, and Michael Commons. I am currently less 
familiar with the work of two other significant contributors, Kurt Fischer and Elliot Jaques but 
hope to learn more of their work. After 20 years of work as a practitioner and ten as a teacher of 
Integrative Body Psychotherapy for individuals, I have moved towards using integrative 
processes to assist us culturally to develop more reflective, transformational, and metasystematic 
responses to complex issues. This has taken the form of developmentally designed public 
deliberation or what I call 3D Democracy for Civic Interaction and Action based on public issue 
analysis, behavioral science, and adult developmental theory. I have published several articles on 
the subject of climate change from an integral and developmental perspective. (Inglis, 2007, 
2008a, 2008b) 

 
 
 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Structure of the Book 
 
I will describe the structure and basic content of the book indicating a few general comments 

with further critique offered in a later section. The writing of this book was motivated from the 
authors seeing a need for a textbook on integral ecology. Through the book’s ambitious 800 
pages, the authors attempt to cover philosophical, theoretical, and pragmatic territory. It has an 
extensive bibliography offering 1,750 sources from ecological and environmental literature, in-
depth footnoting, and definitions of 200 perspectives on the natural world. There is a forward by 
Marc Bekoff, who indicates an appreciation for the authors’ inclusion of animal subjectivity in 
their analysis of science and ecology. The introduction offers a background of the authors’ 
motivations and their definitions for integral and ecology.  

 
Part One introduces Ken Wilber’s Integral Theory, which forms the theoretical basis for 

Integral Ecology. It offers chapters on the objective and interobjective perspectives they see 
commonly taken in environmental endeavors and the subjective and intersubjective perspectives 
that they see as usually lacking and therefore problematic. They differentiate between NATURE 
(the Kosmos, or Great Nest of Being, championed by “post rational romantics”) Nature (studied 
by natural and some social science: the Great Web of Life, championed by “rational 
materialists”) and nature (the empirical-sensory world: the Great Biosphere championed by the 
“pre-rational environmentalists”). They have described at length the confusion that can occur 
when developmental progressions are not considered and can lead to the romanticism about 
going back to a simpler pre-rational pre modern state attempting to find solutions to our current 
ecological issues. To further clarify the principles of Integral Ecology, they offer an in-depth 
critique of deep ecology and a response to Stan Rowe’s critique of Ken Wilber’s view of 
humanity’s place in nature. There is a chapter on quadrants and holons, and two chapters on how 
they view development as occurring with a focus on natural and social science, and individual 
and community domains.  

 
Part Two describes the Who, What, and Why of ecological phenomena. It uses the Wilber 

AQAL (all quadrants, all levels) map for “understanding the relationships between who is 
perceiving nature (epistemology), how the perceiver uses different methods, techniques, and 
practices to disclose nature (methodology), and what is being perceived (ontology)” (p. 158). 
Based on a footnote, this also includes the influences of when and where. Further sub 
categorization occurs by describing how these fit into four terrains, twelve niches, eight eco-
selves, and eight modes of ecological inquiry. The latter presents a platform for “integral 
research.”  

 
Part Three briefly covers application, exploring our differing views of being “one with 

nature,” and different assumptions of what constitutes an ecological “crisis.” It promotes the 
need for “transformative” practices or “integral nature mysticism” through using our interaction 
with and inhabitation of the natural world to support deeper interior awareness. They offer some 
guidelines for application based on the Who, What, How categories and several project 
summaries. 

 
Part Four presents three case studies including community development in el Salvador by Gail 

Hochachka, natural resource conflicts in Hawai’i by Brain Tissot, and environmental activism in 
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Canada’s Great Bear Rainforest by Darcy Riddell. The case studies were not developed as 
research projects but offer anecdotal descriptions of long-term engagement with communities 
dealing with complex ecological issues. They model the AQAL method for observing and 
discriminating the multiple aspects that make up this complexity. This includes descriptions of 
the impact that detailed observations and reflections as well as having a language to 
communicate them can have on people and projects. The book concludes with the authors 
promoting the strengths and advantages of Integral Ecology, reviewing the basic principles such 
as: including interiority, not being reductionistic, and emphasizing spirit as both Immanent and 
transcendent. They also indicate their intention to be responsive to feedback and criticism by 
revising and rearranging their work in an attempt to continue searching for better ways to define 
and communicate the Integral Ecology approach “in service of a better tomorrow for all beings 
of this amazing blue-green planet” (p. 488). 

 
The book is well organized, and offers an impressively bountiful smorgasbord of resources 

and considerations, woven together with ecological subject matter. The intent to be thorough and 
useful to the challenging issues facing our and other species is deeply expressed. Their attempt to 
provide resources for both those new to Integral Theory and ecology, as well as the advanced 
student, creates a challenge that they have attenuated by including both narrative as well as more 
in-depth footnotes.  

 
Although they offered definitions to indicate how they were using various terms, I found that 

these were often vague and inconsistent and when attempting to track significant and repetitively 
used words such as perceptions, cognitive, or interior I got lost in the shifting interpretations. I 
would predict that for those primarily interested in the field of ecology, the amount of discourse 
on definitions and categorizations specifically based on the AQAL model might be off-putting 
without the added motivation of prior interest in AQAL specifically or in the field of adult 
development in general. If so, they could possibly skip to the end of the book, to see if there was 
resonance with the applications described in the case studies, then return to the who, how, and 
what analyses with more context. Despite its statement that Integral Ecology “places an equal 
emphasis on theory and praxis” (p. 339), I found the  book to be vast in conceptualization and 
weak in application. 

 
Specific Critiques 

 
 I will now write in more depth about several key areas: the focus on interiority, the Wilber 

model of Integral theory (with which I am assuming the reader has familiarity), research, and 
application. 

 
The Importance Placed on Interiority 

The first chapter, and a major theme of the book, is on the “return of interiority” which the 
authors see as having been reduced to the exteriors when the “moderns threw out the spiritual 
baby with the premodern bathwater, and with it went interior perspectives” (p. 21). They believe 
most ecologists exclude the importance of interiors and therefore Integral Ecology is especially 
focused on creating a return to the appreciation of the interiors as they believe therein lies our 
motivation to treat the natural world in healthier ways. Therefore they prescribe personal 
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practices to support the individual development of the interior although it is unclear how they see 
this development becoming integrated and transferred to systemic responses to ecological issues. 
They seem to assume an overly simplified causal connection: that if we feel connected with 
nature then we would not knowingly damage it. However, I see many people feeling very 
connected to nature but having a difficulty in sorting out which of the matrix of competing 
choices we face everyday may  create the least harm now or in the future.  

The authors define interiority as the “capacity for opening a perspective or clearing” (p. 41). 
They refer to this capacity as not exclusive to humans but more readily articulated by humans, 
allowing for us to be self-reflexive, to alter how we think and act, and question “origin, 
constitution, and purpose” (p. 41). The vague definition of interiority, along with the attempt to 
span all species with the term, leads to a blurring of the tremendous significance of the 
developmental step of self-reflexivity. The capacity to see that one has perspectives, as do others, 
and that these impact how we and others act, allows us to move from formal thought to 
postformal thought. That move enables us to see and respond to complex relations and thus act 
systemically. Feelings, values, and behaviors of individuals and the collective are all occurring 
simultaneously and reciprocally. Repetitive focus on the “interior” as the driver of development 
artificially suggests a separation between these aspects in ways that they are not.  

Mark Edwards spent much time responding to his own question regarding the exaggerated 
focus on the interior aspects, asking why Wilber consigns “the Right Hand exteriors to the 
flatland world of shallowness while portraying the Left Hand interiors as the bastion of 
qualitative depth” (2003, n.p.). He cited much research that indicated how development occurs in 
a broader context and concluded “This incapacity to deal adequately with social theories that 
take their lead from the exteriors seriously limits Integral theory's potential to develop a 
comprehensive and integrated social theory of its own” (2003, n.p.). Thus, in such cases, what 
one attempts to describe as differences in quadrants is being confused with differences in 
complexity. Behavioral development theory (e.g., Piaget’s work in general; Commons, Trudeau, 
Stein, Richards, & Krause, 1998) establishes that the ability of a human to respond to single 
events and things (“exteriors”) develops before the more complex ability of noticing and 
attending to interconnected and underlying dynamics such as the feelings and values associated 
with events and things. Therefore focusing on the “return of interiority” as the main solution for 
ecological issues does not take into account this developmental hierarchy and does not indicate 
the methodology for how it supports the transition towards the more complex nature of systems 
thinking. That transition is a necessity for adequate responses to the complexity of ecological 
issues. 

 
Does Integral = Wilber? 

 
“Does Integral = Wilber?” was the topic of a panel discussion at the first Integral Theory 

conference held at JKF University in California in August 2008. This was not a question I 
assumed I would focus on when agreeing to do this book review and preferred not to be 
distracted from conveying kudos I would like to bestow on the authors for their energy and 
commitment in taking on this mammoth writing. Also it seems that blogs and forums over the 
years have already been investing much time in this debate and many are weary of it. However, 
since most of this book is spent describing and promoting the Wilber model underlying the 
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concept of Integral Ecology, it is difficult to do a review of the book without it including a 
response to the Wilber model. 

 
When AQAL was introduced it offered a ‘heads up” examination of things entangled in a 

heap. Like a freeze frame in a movie, AQAL has given us a very useful way of stopping the 
complexity of movement and interactions and observing, analyzing and creating a precise 
checklist of what is involved: what is present, and what is missing. However, this is not the 
movie. Even if more and more freeze frames are considered, they do not equate to the complex 
dynamic interactions that make the movie of life. As Wilber has said several times, AQAL offers 
a map not the territory. Nevertheless, the static AQAL map is often used to make assumptions 
about how to work with the dynamic territory. This is partly why I perceive that Integral Ecology 
has such difficulty moving from observation to application, as it does not have a process to 
engage and advance the complex dynamic interactions of humans dealing with ecological issues. 
I will expand on this point in the section on application, below. 

 
We need to get clear on the question of one or more integral theories and how to distinguish 

them. A footnote states: 
 
Let us be clear: Integral Theory does not present itself as the only possible integral theory. 
It is, however, one of the few contenders at a genuinely meta-paradigmatic level. We are 
aware that at least some of our truth claims will eventually be proven false, but we have 
done our best to investigate them. (p. 552)  
 

This differentiation, responsiveness to input, and commitment to integrity are welcome to see. 
Since other views on what constitutes integral theory do exist, it would be helpful to move 
beyond just the use of capital letters to differentiate this model, but refer to it as Wilber’s Integral 
Theory. As there are so many people who have been impacted by the work of Ken Wilber, this 
would give credit where credit is due as well as consider the natural defenses that occur 
whenever people with different views and experiences are disregarded. Otherwise, those who 
feel they are working integrally but not within this model may feel the need to seek out another 
term. 

 
The tendency toward and destructiveness of territoriality between schools of thought is well 

named  “…scholars, practitioners, and activists build fences between approaches when we are in 
even more need to build bridges. The result is a fragmented field of approaches that are pitted 
against one another” (p. 158). There is a gap between the sensitivity named above and this 
absolutist statement in the next paragraph: “Integral Ecology provides a framework capable of 
organizing and integrating the myriad perspectives and their multiple fields into a complex, 
multidimensional, postdiscplinary approach that defines and provides solutions for 
environmental problems. The AQAL approach is the only organizing framework currently 
available that can honor this radical multiplicity” (p. 158). This, along with another sweeping 
statement, “Yet until now, people have not had access to a robust theoretical model that 
organizes and integrates various disciplines and methods, and generates comprehensive 
solutions” (p. 5), does little to build bridges or open up generative discourse with peers. Such 
peers may not fully embrace the AQAL model and may see other approaches as offering robust 
theory, capable of organizing and integrating multiple perspectives. If these statements were 
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preceded with a qualification such as “Based on our research, we believe…” it would feel  less 
like planting a flag and marking territory and more like owning a viewpoint and being open to its 
pros and cons being considered amongst other approaches. I truly feel the authors’ intent 
includes one of generosity, not competition, and is humbly articulated in several places in the 
book, but may sit in unresolved tension with another intent: that is,, that of promoting their 
model. Possibly these statements were meant to provide assurance for those already embracing 
the AQAL model that they were indeed on a really good bus that could provide hope and 
direction amidst the overwhelming ecological issues, but this promotion became overzealous in 
calling it the best and only bus.  

 
Text Book or Promotion  

 
Further promotion of the Wilber model is found in the promises of what ‘interior” 

development might create for individuals and the planet. The altitude (previously referred to as 
level of development) called turquoise is described: “Having experienced this [Divinity] 
firsthand, turquoise-integral can also help generate conditions in which violence does not occur, 
in which species do not become extinct, and in which terrestrial life forms can prosper in a way 
that both sustains span and encourages depth” (p. 140). Another statement of lofty ambition 
arrived as a small enclosure with my copy of the Integral Ecology book, from Integral Life.1 

 
An Integral life is total freedom to be who you already are. A life where peace and passion 
come alive. Providing a place for everything in your life. Better relationships, sex, career 
and health. More effectiveness, more purpose. Less confusion, less fear. In order to be. 
And to become. Welcome to Integral Life. Where growth enthusiasts make sense of 
everything. 

 
Wow, this is a very different experience than how peers and I describe our experiences as we 

move along our developmental progressions: seeing, and therefore needing to sort out, more and 
more complex material that arises within us, between us and amongst our groups and 
organizations. There are periods of vulnerability, uncertainty, and isolation that push the deeper 
questions and deeper integration. The above statements can create an illusion that higher 
development means easier.   

 
An Integral Model, that supports an Integral Life, through an Integral Life Practice (body, 

mind, shadow, and spirit modules) to manifest in the application of Integral Ecology could 
certainly provide a draw for those wanting a structure to help them make sense of the challenges 
we face, with a community of others, motivated to grow, learn and make a difference in the 
world. These are hefty promises especially for a “text book” and it seems necessary for the sake 
of integrity then to back them up with sound interdisciplinary research. Otherwise, they are left 
in the realm of promotion and wishful thinking.  

 
 

                                                 
1 This quote was taken from a 3.5 “x 5” enclosure accompanying the book from Integral Life 
www.integralLife.com 
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What Qualifies as Research, and How Do We Use It? 
 
The authors offer a chapter to describe their chosen form of research, Integral research, which 

is based on Wilber’s Integral Methodological Pluralism “a collection of practices and injunctions 
guided by intuitions that ‘everyone is partially right!’ and that everyone brings forth and 
discloses a different and partial facet of reality” (p. 42).  Integral research has been formed in 
part to respond to the long-term divide between qualitative and quantitative research. The 
authors, citing the mixed methods work of Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, Creswell, and Brewer and 
Hunter, see the Integral research bridging this divide as well as matching the four quadrants and 
eight modes of inquiry. The description of what Integral research entails is very expansive but 
the definitions do not reflect a level of methodological sophistication that characterizes many 
sciences. Much of the popularity of Wilber’s Integral Model has been ascribed to the fact that it 
was accessible compared to other material couched in academic and scientific terms. Should the 
academic and research community seek methods of making their information less sophisticated, 
more accessible and application oriented? Can research be accessible and still meet the rigor for 
which it is intended? Can making it accessible be other than oversimplifying it and dumbing it 
down to meet the layperson’s level of experience and degree of commitment? Do we want 
accessibility at the price of veracity? A new Integral Research Center has been developed 
presumably with the purpose of dealing with such questions and supporting the field of Integral 
Ecology. It is reassuring to see that it will be working with two experienced researchers: Theo 
Dawson of Developmental Testing Service and Susanne Cook-Greuter of Cook-Greuter and 
Associates. As the authors say, “Reading, studying, and even memorizing Integral Theory’s 
maps and diagrams will not in and of themselves generate integral thinking or integral 
awareness, actions, or solutions. Such awareness requires considerable effort and developmental 
achievement…” (p. 62). Yet they also state, “We can deduce the level of consciousness at which 
people operate by observing their behavior and what sorts of phenomena they encounter” (p. 
121). I am hoping that the “considerable effort” can replace this more vague “deducing” and be 
defined and supported by the quality of research planned for the Integral Research Center, as it 
seems vague at this point. 

Approaches to Research in Adult Development 
 
How easily research can be misapplied, especially in the field of development, is noted in 

chapter 7, on page 229. A graph, called Important Lines of Development, relates vertical lines 
and theorists under these headings: Cognitive (Piaget/Aurobindo), Self identity 
(Loevinger/Cook-Greuter), Environmental Identity, and Sphere of Moral Concern. The 
“cognitive line” does not identify that it is also using terms associated with the research of 
Commons & Richards (metasystematic, paradigmatic, and cross paradigmatic), as well as those 
by Wilber (vision logic). It also misplaces the sequence of the Commons & Richards stages.2 

                                                 
2 With Integral Ecology indicating that it is thorough in its inclusion of relevant material, I was surprised 
to see only a brief mention in a footnote of the Model of Hierarchical Complexity (MHC ). MHC, 
developed by Commons et al. is a quantitative behavioral developmental theory for examining the non-
linear activity of constructing the universal patterns of evolution, development, and stage transitions 
(Commons, 2008). Through the studies of Dawson-Tunik (2006) the consistency with which it accounts 
for stages of development, when compared with other instruments designed to score development in 
specific domains, has been validated. I appreciate the MHC model as it offers a value-free way of 
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This error and the implications of it were identified in an article published in Integral Review 
(Ross, 2008a). The article was highlighted in the speech regarding the necessity of accurate use 
of developmental research by Susanne Cook-Greuter at the Integral Theory conference in August 
of 2008. Raising this again, I hope will not be seen as desire to be nit picky about a single error, 
as we can all make errors, but to act as a reminder, to us all including myself, of what we are 
playing with when using scientifically obtained developmental data and making inferences from 
it regarding human behavior. To aid in that intention I quote the call for accountability voiced by 
Zachary Stein (2008), a senior analyst for the Developmental Testing Service and a doctoral 
student in philosophy and cognitive development at Harvard School of Education. In an article 
called Myth Busting & Metric Making: Refashioning the Discourse about Development in the 
Integral Community he says: 

 
Rich descriptions and explanations of how development unfolds are produced and 
consumed (especially in the Integral Community) with very little attention to the methods, 
models, and metrics that make them possible. We love the knowledge, but could care less 
about how it was made. So the myth of the given rears its head. 
 
What if were we to jettison this myth and adopt a properly post-metaphysical approach to 
developmental assessment and theory? Things would be different. For example, the issues 
surrounding the making and refining of developmental metrics (those things which 
disclose the data) would take primacy over the presentation of various stage models and 
narratives. We would turn away from the stories describing development and towards the 
making of the metrics that justify these stories. This kind of intra-disciplinary self-
reflection represents a level of methodological sophistication that characterizes many 
sciences and is especially important for those aiming to generate useable knowledge 
 
The FDA is good example of a quality control agency that mediates between researchers 
and the lifeworld by bringing attention to the methods and claims being made in the 
laboratory. If we were to thoroughly dislodge the myth of the given in developmental 
studies and choose to adopt an epistemologically responsible approach to building and 
using developmental metrics we could learn from agencies like the FDA. Not any theory 
and its concomitant interventions should reach the market. We need to be concerned first 
about what justifies the approach and then about how exciting or revolutionary it is. Right 
now we are mainly concerned with the latter. How many peer-reviewed empirical studies 
are published confirming the efficacy and validly of Spiral Dynamics; not stories about its 
use or antidotes [sic] of success, but studies on the validity of it basic constructs and 
measures? Answer: next to none. But how popular is this approach? Answer: It is one of 
the most popular approaches out there and its language is ubiquitous. But this is not just 
about Spiral Dynamics, comparable criticisms could be leveled at other approaches. In 
general, we need to refashion the discourse about which developmental approaches are 
best. (Stein, 2008, n.p.) 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
understanding and measuring the hierarchical complexity of tasks and skills that are involved in 
effectively responding to the ecological issues that challenge us. A full description of the Model of 
Hierarchical Complexity and its application is available in World Futures: The Journal of General 
Evolution 2008. Special issue: Postformal Thought and Hierarchical Complexity. Volume 64. 
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Stein’s article co-authored with Katie Heikkinen in this current issue of Integral Review further 
develops this call with explicit discussion of how to recognize and apply more rigor. 

 
Application: Is there Proof in the Pudding? 

 
Based on the many promises made in the book of creating comprehensive solutions to 

ecological issues, readers may assume they will find the proof in the pudding. Even though a 
cook book may start with a large section on “know your ingredients,” offering lots of 
information and categories of different oils, vegetable, and flours, one expects that there will 
follow details of how to combine these ingredients and transform them into satisfying and 
substantive meals. With the Integral Ecology book, offering 340 pages of different categories 
and subcategories of almost every theory and theorist in the large field of ecology, plus reporting 
that Integral Ecology offered the only way of coordinating and integrating such different 
perspectives, one was led to expect a methodology for effective engagement and application. 
Disappointingly, there are only eleven pages that include a few bulleted points regarding 
guidelines, and a brief example of application to climate change and to recycling.  

The guidelines, organized under the Who, What, and How format, indicate the need to be 
inclusive of many perspectives of people, methods, and research, to clarify confusions and seek 
common ground. These guidelines offer little more than the well-intended but simplistically 
designed techniques that have been used for decades in community development and public 
engagement. Working with ecological issues requires engaging the public who are both impacted 
and impacting these issues and who also hold valid and totally different perceptions as to what 
makes a good response. Knowing that there are different valid perspectives is an important step, 
repetitively covered in this book. However, indicating how to actively work in order to transform 
these differences — the  necessary next developmental step for creating systemic responses — is 
disturbingly absent. For example, although the authors indicated that “Arguably the most 
pressing issue facing humanity is the predicted occurrence of global climate change” (p. 341), 
the only aspect they chose to mention under the heading An Integral Approach to Climate 
Change is a for-and-against debate occurring in the U.S. as to the validity of the existence of 
climate change. This plus the 24 questions used to explore the topic is included to model, yet 
again, that many perspectives are valid and need respect. This reliance on the “everyone is 
partially right” approach seems to indicate that the Integral Ecology bus has driven us right into 
the green swamp of relativism. It is an inadequate response to meet “the most pressing crisis 
facing humanity” which needs, as do all complex issues, further metasystematically designed 
process steps to move us out of such polarity and inertia into considered decisions leading to 
comprehensive actions. 

After seeing the importance placed throughout the book on being sensitive to and including as 
many perspectives as possible, I began to wonder what really was their definition of “integral.” I 
went back to the beginning of the book where they quoted Wilber as saying “the word integral 
means comprehensive, inclusive, non marginalizing, embracing. Integral approaches to any field 
attempt to be exactly that: to include as many perspectives, styles, and methodologies as possible 
within a coherent view of the topic” (p. 5). So that is what the book has done: included, labeled, 
organized into many categories a rich list of ingredients i.e., a horizontal complexity.  
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Integral approaches to me are not just naming and appreciating multiple perspectives, styles, 
and methodologies but actively working with their differences, that is, engaging the vertical 
complexity in such a manner so the dissonance creates integration at a higher, more complex 
level. This active engagement to support the vertical complexity requires a developmentally 
designed process. Although the authors briefly indicated that practitioners of Integral Ecology 
would require a “meta-discourse” they spent no time in exploring what that might be. Possibly 
they are not aware of a whole new field that combines the fields of civic engagement, 
specifically that of deliberative democracy, with adult development and political development. 
The need for this field, and for a pedagogical approach that supports its application, has been 
articulated by Chilton (2003), Inglis (2007a), Rosenberg (2002, 2004), Ross (2007, 2008b-c, in 
press), and Ross and Commons (2008). It holds promise of providing the alchemical processes 
for integrally activating and elevating such ingredients as AQAL is integrally observing and 
categorizing.  

Ecological issues require public interactions and actions to resolve them. Therefore we need 
processes to support these interactions, where the public can weigh out the costs and 
consequences of holding different perspectives, and taking different actions that support what 
they collectively consider to be most valuable. This fundamental basic practice is called public 
deliberation and can be designed to meet the developmental requirements for responding to 
complex issues. Further expansion of this assertion would require a separate article. Information 
on the research and methodology of such a process usable for addressing ecological issues, or 
any complex issues, is available at http://global-arina.org/TIP.html, which includes a 
bibliography. Had it been available for the communities described in the three case studies, it 
would be interesting to discover if this process might have complemented and potentially 
accelerated the work of addressing multiple needs and multiple perspectives discussed in the 
cases.  

 
Conclusion 

 
Integral Ecology is a big book that I believe is twisting and turning, trying to grow up and out 

into the world through a confining, static model. As a resource book, it is very valuable because 
it includes descriptions and references to many authors and theories, and I will keep it on my 
bookshelf for that purpose. As a textbook, I would hope it would be offered with a range of other 
theoretical and well-researched material for students to consider without bias. For those already 
embracing the Wilber Integral Theory I assume it will be very helpful to furthering their 
understanding of that model and how observations and inquiry regarding the various perspectives 
of ecology can be seen through that lens. As for application, it offers a broad method for 
observing and including multiple perspectives but lacks a process for us to actively engage with 
each other and with the critical ecological issues of our time in order to build capacities for 
systemic social change.  
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Immunity to Change: A Report From the Field 
 

Jonathan Reams 
 

Introduction 
 
Many of us have long been fans of Robert Kegan’s work, as well as his collaboration with 

Lisa Lahey. My first introduction was in a doctoral class where we were assigned his (1994) In 
Over Our Heads. I recall that as we discussed it, there was a consensus in our class that we were 
somewhat annoyed, as it was the only book in our course work that we could not skim! There 
was a richness to the descriptions and stories that required detailed attention in order to begin to 
grasp the depth of meaning being conveyed. While for many of my classmates the world of adult 
constructivist development did not “stick” so to speak, for myself it grew to take a central place 
in my work as an educator and consultant.  

 
However, as with anything of real substance, mastering the understanding of it takes time. As 

the distinctions Kegan presented in his work began to take root in my perception of the 
underlying structure of consciousness in individuals, I found myself wanting to find ways to 
apply them in the work I was doing. I must say that my early attempts were typically crude, 
teaching through an intellectual presentation of concepts. My goal was to create activities that 
were informed by a developmental understanding, however the circumstances of my life did not 
provide much in the way of opportunities to do this at that time.  

 
More recently, having a position that allows for curriculum development around leadership, I 

finally got around to reading Kegan and Lahey’s (2001) How the Way We Talk Can Change the 
Way We Work. Seven Languages for Transformation. I was enthused to see how they applied the 
core principle of making what we are subject to an object of reflection in a simple and 
straightforward manner, and set out to test how well their process worked in a class of mature 
students studying leadership development.  

 
I then ordered their latest work, (2009) Immunity to Change. How To Overcome It and Unlock 

the Potential in Yourself and Your Organization and read through it in anticipation of being able 
to apply what further insights it might have in a two day consulting assignment. While the 
concepts of subject object relations and adult development are rich in their descriptive power, the 
question still remained for me: how can they be successfully applied in practice?  

 
In this article I will present a description of my experience starting to answer this question. 

First, however, I present an overview of Immunity to Change. My goal here is not to review the 
book in a traditional sense, but to provide a quick summary of its core points as context for those 
not yet familiar with the book or Kegan and Lahey’s, or Kegan’s earlier work. From there I will 
describe my experience of testing out the work in the two contexts mentioned.  

 
 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Overview of the Book 
 

Introduction 
 
In opening this book, Kegan and Lahey situate their work in the context of the past 25 years 

of work in the field of organizational change. Specifically, they comment on one of the critiques 
of the literature and work around learning organizations, which is that they did not take adult 
development into account. They note that when Senge’s (1990) The Fifth Discipline. The Art & 
Practice of the Learning Organization came out, brain scientists still held the belief, assumption, 
or to them fact that there were no mental or brain changes after adolescence. While neuroscience 
has begun to revise its understanding (see books like Begley’s (2007) Train Your Mind Change 
Your Brain, about the research on neuroplasticity) of the possibilities for adult development, the 
implications of that finding for organizational learning and leadership have yet to be realized. It 
is this task that Kegan and Lahey take on in this book. They frame this by making a distinction 
between leadership development (implying developmental change) and leadership learning or 
training.  

 
Part One. Uncovering A Hidden Dynamic in the Challenge of Change 
 
Chapter 1 

 
In chapter one, Reconceiving the Challenge of Change, they begin by noting that leaders who 

view capacity as a fixed resource will fall behind those who work to enable the growth of 
capacity in their organization. They then introduce the understanding and model of adult 
development that has now had over a generation to mature, moving from the density and 
complexity of Kegan’s earlier works, (1982) The Evolving Self and (1994) In Over Our Heads, 
to a succinct one-chapter summary that gets the essential points across in a simple and accessible 
manner. In addition, they link adult development with effectiveness in business, citing  
dissertation research by Keith Eigel (1998) that shows a clear correlation between stage of 
cognitive development and leadership effectiveness.  

 
They then examine the gap between the level of cognitive capacity present in society and the 

demands being made by leadership literature such as that of Chris Argyris, showing that Argyris 
has long been proposing a model of leadership wherein the leader is implicitly being asked to 
have a self transforming (or fifth order) mind. They cite their own (using the SOI/Subject Object 
Interview) and other studies (using the WUSCT/Washington University Sentence Completion 
Test) to show the percentages of leaders at the various stages of development, identifying the gap 
between the mental demands on leadership today and the capacity generally available.  

 
Finally, they draw on the distinction by Ronald Heifetz (1994) between technical and adaptive 

challenges to show that most of the challenges leaders face today are adaptive in that they ask us 
to adapt our level or stage of mental complexity rather than simply apply technical solutions. The 
misapplication of technical solutions to adaptive problems is seen as a major source of 
dysfunction.  
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Chapter 2 
 
In Uncovering the Immunity to Change, Kegan and Lahey present and illustrate their notion of 

the immunity to change. The first step is to learn how to formulate challenges as adaptive, and 
they use detailed examples from the “laboratory” of their work with leaders over the past few 
years. These examples show the development of their four column map, work first outlined in 
their previous book (2001) on Seven Languages for Transformation. Through showing 
contrasting maps of the immunities to change, they also show how the underlying structure of 
immunity is the same even if the particular challenge or issue is different.  

 
They then make three premises about overcoming this kind of immunity. First, that 

overcoming it does not mean needing to get rid of all our anxiety management systems. Second, 
that anxiety is produced not merely from the onset of change, but from feeling defenseless in the 
face of it. Third, that the immunity systems we have developed can actually be changed. They 
link this to how it shows up in the stages of development, and then identify the concept of 
optimal conflict as the condition that best supports the kind of development being sought. 
Optimal conflict is made up of persistent experience of frustration, that allows us to feel the 
limits of our current way of knowing in some area of life we care enough about and that we have 
sufficient support to avoid being overwhelmed by the conflict. 

 
They close the chapter by looking at three dimensions of the immunity to change: change 

prevention systems, feeling systems, and knowing systems. This leads them into the fourth 
column or the “big assumptions” that are seen to hold people. It is the revealing of these big 
assumptions that allows for the complete picture to emerge, integrating the three dimensions of 
the immunity to change. 

 
Chapter 3 

 
“We Never had a Language for It” or Engaging the Emotional Life of the Organization is the 

title of chapter 3 and here Kegan and Lahey share, again through examples, how they learned 
from their clients the need to put the right issue in the first column. This is called the “one big 
thing” that each person identifies (with the help of feedback from others). This is designed to 
include people’s private lives as well. The need to link personal and organizational development 
becomes clear through further illustrations. They also describe the need to have a champion at 
the top, or to have the leader truly committed to acting on this work. 

 
The authors then reveal how their focus on individual development has been supplemented by 

learning from clients who have a much better understanding of how to look at things 
systemically and organizationally. This enabled their work to not only address the adaptive 
growth of individual’s meaning making systems, but also of the emotional life of the 
organization. 
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Part 2. Overcoming the Immunity to Change in Organizations, Individuals, 
and Teams 

 
Chapter 4 

 
Chapter 4, Overcoming the Groupwide Immunity to Change takes a collective approach to the 

immunity to change work. In line with the concepts of learning organizations, this chapter 
presents three brief and three more detailed examples of how groups of various sizes and from 
various sectors of society were able to make use of the four column process to create 
organizational learning. Some of these groups began with individual immunity maps, while 
others applied the process on a longer term scale by making use of surveys to get input into 
commitments, and pilot projects to test out the big assumptions that emerge. 

 
Kegan and Lahey make an important distinction that the third column work, which can prove 

the most challenging, “simultaneously provides a cognitive awareness of a change prevention 
system at work, and the emotionally unsettling insight that the true barrier to change come from 
within the system” (p 118, emphasis in the original). This is similar to what Scharmer (2007) 
describes as third stage or reflective dialogue. In both descriptions, the critical insight that allows 
shifts to happen come when those involved in reflecting on the challenges faced realize they are 
actually sustaining the very system they wish to change.  

 
Chapter 5 

 
David Doesn’t Delegate goes into depth of the story of one leader’s work of using the 

immunity to change process to actually change behaviors. This is accomplished through taking 
his initial big assumption and seeing an even bigger underlying core value and assumption about 
it, and then trying out actions that tested the assumption. The use of some further tools to support 
this process are introduced, and the successful outcomes are detailed. An additional benefit of 
this chapter is that the example used also illustrates some of the core issues facing leaders as they 
face challenges of building capacity in teams they are responsible for leading.  

 
Beyond this rich and instructive illustration, the authors show how the question of changes of 

mind and or of behavior is not a chicken or egg which comes first question, but a dialectic 
interplay that takes the explicit challenge being faced and uses working on it to facilitate 
development. In this way the immunity process is used along with our work and life challenges 
to help us see the picture of what has been authoring us. This central proposition of moving from 
being held by assumptions to self authoring a new relationship to them is well served by the 
illustration in this chapter. 

 
Chapter 6 

 
In Cathy Can’t Contain Herself, we hear the story of how Cathy worked through her 

immunity map. Rather than a step by step process, her story shows that sometimes a very intense 
experience can test our big assumptions to the core all at once. The chapter provides a second 
example of the many forms this work can take, and at the same time the core pattern that runs 
through the immunity work.  
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Chapter 7 
 
In The Case of Nascent Pharmaceuticals, Kegan and Lahey bring together the power of doing 

the individual immunity work within a group context. They go into depth on the processes they 
used with the team that Cathy was a part of. Three workshops over six months, individual 
coaching, and the use of various survey and assessment instruments enabled the team to make 
significant progress on their goals. These goals, trust and communication, are good illustrations 
of common issues teams everywhere often face. 

 
In moving from individual to group work, the additional complexity of the dynamics involved 

becomes clear. The tendency to avoid bringing personal issues to the group setting because of 
tendencies to pathologize individual problems is nicely dealt with through the use of framing and 
processes that enable each team member to see the strengths that are one end of a continuum 
related to those weaknesses. The coordination of the various tools used to support the process, 
the timing of the work and the importance of the leader setting the tone and acting as an example 
are all well illustrated. 

 
Part Three. Over to You: Diagnosing and Overcoming Immunities in Yourself 
and Your Organization 

 
Chapter 8 

 
Unlocking Potential describes three necessary ingredients to successfully take on the work of 

unlocking your immunity to change: a vital energy source of motivation for change, both 
cognitive and emotional aspects working together and action or behavioral work. The gut level, 
or vital energy is required to help us go beyond feeling that something is important, to feeling it 
is absolutely necessary to address the adaptive changes revealed.  

 
Engaging the thinking and feeling together is required as no amount of thinking about the 

work will get it done, as also no amount of emotional effort by itself will either. It is a 
combination of “thinking about our feelings and feeling our way into new thinking” (p. 216) 
simultaneously that moves us along in the adaptive or developmental work. Finally, action must 
be taken, the hand put to the wheel so to speak to generate the experiences and experiments that 
can test our assumptions and move the insights into reality. The power of doing something that 
reveals the assumptive nature of our deeply held beliefs is what can enable us to take a 
perspective on them rather than being held by them. 

 
Chapter 9 

 
Diagnosing Your Own Immunity to Change covers the territory of the Seven Languages book, 

at least the first four chapters. It provides the benefit of adding clear criteria by which you can 
evaluate if your column entries are sufficient to the task of helping create a robust x-ray map of 
your immune system. Kegan and Lahey describe how they learned over time how to help the 
people for whom the original four column exercise was only interesting and not deeply moving 
produce a better map.  
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They begin by stressing the importance of generating the right first column commitment. If it 
is not something sufficiently important, and more to the point, something that aims at a personal 
adaptive change, it will uncover an immunity system that does not really matter to us, wasting 
the potential the exercise has. In the second column, the need to describe specific, concrete 
behaviors is stressed so that later on you will be able to better see why you do these things. The 
third column is generated through the simple question of what is at risk if I do the opposite of 
these behaviors? These “worry box” fears are then reframed to make the competing 
commitments of the third column. Again, criteria are provided to enable you to evaluate if you 
are getting sufficient depth in your entries here.  

 
The fourth column big assumptions are generated next through a simple process of imagining 

what must be held as “true” for the third column competing commitments to make sense. The 
power of this is that it reveals territory that we have previously been subject to, and that our 
immune systems have acted as guardians of. They protect us from venturing into what is 
assumed as unsafe territory. The simplicity, power, and elegance of this process comes through 
quite clearly in this one chapter summary of four chapters in their previous book. But now what 
to do with the insights gained? 

 
Chapter 10 

 
Overcoming Your Immunity to Change is where Kegan and Lahey take this work beyond 

where the Seven Languages book went. They take the immunity map, and frame it very 
succinctly “You can see the very good reason why you are holding yourself back: You want to 
save your life as you know it” (p. 253). The developmental pattern of taking what has us or we 
are subject to and making it an object of reflection involves reaching deep into our self image or 
identity. The brilliance of this work shows through here as the authors lay out a careful, step by 
step process for allowing you to experience the limits of this identity, and begin the process of 
constructing a new one. 

 
The work of testing big assumptions is set out in clear stages. First is designing a test. Here 

they make an important distinction between an event focused approach and a process or learning 
focused one. Our tendency to take immediate action to solve the problems identified in column 
two leads to thinking that if we can simply do something that goes against our competing 
commitments or big assumptions, we will have overcome them. Kegan and Lahey point out that 
the point of the test is to learn something about our big assumption – to see if and to what degree 
it might be true, false, or more nuanced than we imagined. They again provide helpful criteria for 
guiding the design of the test, and examples of how it might look. 

 
The second step is running the test you have designed. Here it is important to make detailed 

notes on what actually happened, both about how you felt during the test and how others 
responded or acted. They emphasize directly observable data, and warn against allowing 
interpretation to sneak in. The third stage is the actual interpreting of your test, and here again 
examples illustrate the points made and a guide sheet keeps us on track. 

 
Once these steps are completed, they show how to consolidate the learning by identifying how 

you get hooked into activating the big assumption and entire immunity system. In addition, you 
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learn how to identify new practices you develop that help release you from the grip of the 
immunity system. All of these are shown to be repeatable, and how they can help evolve and 
even develop new immunity maps over time. 

 
Chapter 11 

 
Surfacing Your Collective Immunity to Change applies the same four column process to a 

group. They strongly advise not going straight for this approach, but to run individuals through 
the individual process first to get a real feel for it. They again lay out criteria and steps for groups 
running this process together, and as one might imagine, doing it as a collective adds a certain 
degree of complexity that then requires an appropriate amount of time to go through.  

 
Conclusion 

 
Growing Your Own, or How to Lead so People Develop, pulls together the core themes of the 

book and makes it clear that what will enable organizations of any kind to succeed in the 21st 
century is taking a developmental stance and being able to master the immunities to change. The 
main body of the chapter is an examination of seven crucial attributes of this work. Summarized, 
they say that mental growth continues after adolescence, that there is a distinction between 
technical and adaptive learning, that people have an intrinsic motivation to grow, that these kind 
of mindset changes take time, and that they involve both thinking and feeling, that reflection and 
action are interdependent and enable each other, and that there needs to be sufficient safety and 
support for facing the risks in this depth of change of mindset. 

 
Report From the Field 

 
Reading over this brief summary of the book, you might want to say “sounds great, sign me 

up,” or alternatively find yourself more skeptical and saying “sounds too good to be true,” or 
have a degree of both responses mixed together. My tendency is to begin with enthusiasm and 
then find the reality of trying to apply things a bit of a humbling experience. Since all the 
theoretical understanding in the world does not make up for a lack of experience, I felt it critical 
to try applying the techniques laid out in this work. 

 
Phase One 

 
My first opportunity for application came in the winter of 2009 when teaching a new course 

on leadership development and organizational transformation in a masters in organizational 
leadership program. I had designed the course around a combination of individual development 
along with how to apply that work in service of organizational transformation. Students were 
mid level professionals from a variety of sectors, coming from various parts of Norway.  

 
They received a leadership assessment1 to give them a sense of where they were at in terms of 

key leadership dimensions. Following their debrief and some overnight homework related to 

                                                 
1 I used The Leadership Circle 360 feedback instrument – http://www.theleadershipcircle.com/ as it 
incorporates Kegan’s distinction between the institutional or socialized mind and the self authoring mind.  
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their feedback, I led them through the four column exercise as described in the Seven Languages 
book. There were some challenges keeping them on track at times, and getting them to 
understand what was being asked of them. Some of this could be attributed to language issues, as 
not all the students were totally fluent in English, and some of it undoubtedly was attributable to 
the limitations of my first attempt at giving the instructions.  

 
In Immunity to Change, Kegan and Lahey describe how after doing the four column work for 

a while they noticed that around 30-40% of people did not get to a really profound and useful big 
assumption. I would say that this was reflected in the work with this group of students as well. 
For some it produced insights like “I never realized that all this time I was being driven by the 
opposite of my self-image.” For others it helped them see something new about themselves, but 
not in a way that made a huge impact for them.  

 
For follow-up in the month until the last two days of the class, they worked on an action plan 

to test out what they had learned. The idea was to have a conversation with someone about their 
leadership feedback, and see if they could try doing one small thing differently that would 
challenge their assumptions identified in column four. The results of this work seemed to have 
mixed effect, seemingly dependent upon the depth of insight gained from the four column work 
and the student’s ability to create a really good experiment. 

 
The last part of the course went through the last three or the social languages. With students 

all coming from diverse organizations rather than a team within one organization, this work was 
less directly applicable. It was more abstract and indirect for them to work on how they might 
apply these languages in their organizations, but it still appeared to be of value for them. Overall, 
I was quite happy with my initial application of the four column work, but was looking forward 
to learning more and trying it again. 

 
Phase Two 

 
Setting 

 
The opportunity to try again came soon, as I was given the opportunity to do this work as 

follow up to some previous work a colleague in the UK had done with a senior management 
team of a public service organization. In preparation, I bought and read the Immunity to Change 
book. Having had the prior experience working with the four column exercise helped immensely 
when reading over the refinements that Kegan and Lahey brought to this new book. I also had a 
clearer focus for the two days with this team, allowing for taking more time in laying the 
foundations and allowing each step in the process have the time it required. 

 
The main improvement I found in the new book was an explanation of why the four column 

work as originally designed had generally gotten really good results for only 60-70% of people. 
Kegan and Lahey provided a better explanation of the framing and pre-work that would enable 
people to generate the kind of first column commitment that would get the process going in the 
right way. They noted that if you start with something that is not a really core, crucial issue that 
will make a difference not only to you but also to those around you, then the whole process will 
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be limited by only being able to reveal competing commitments and big assumptions about 
relatively unimportant matters. 

 
Opening Moves 

 
They also provided a much better integration of how to combine this work with teams as well 

as individuals. The three social languages are in essence gone, but in their place the methods for 
working teams through a collective four column exercise more than makes up for this. Taking 
this work, (and after an experiential exercise that revealed their organizational culture quite 
clearly) I began with asking the team to define an improvement goal for their department. I asked 
them to come up with just one thing that if it was able to happen, they felt it would make a 
substantial difference. They spent a couple hours developing a common vision and 
understanding for this, and appeared quite pleased with their work thus far. 

 
They also appeared quite comfortable working at this level, which I observed was focusing on 

their department as an almost external entity. While they did see their role in things to a degree, 
it was clear that their attention was focused on the issues “out there.” The next step was to get 
them to come up with an improvement goal for how they as a senior management team operated 
within themselves.  

 
This step proved to be a bit more challenging, as the natural inclination for their attention to 

stray to externalizing issues required occasional herding. It was clear that a reflective, 
introspective focus was not something they were accustomed to. Thus my herding of attention 
was necessary, combined with some framing to enable them to glimpse how this would be 
important to the larger department goals. This helped them stay on task and come up with a 
succinct, well phrased improvement goal that had themselves in the center of the picture. 

 
Getting to the First Column 

 
It was from using this section on team use of the immunity to change work that a foundation 

was built for them to move towards the individual work. I asked them to individually reflect on 
“one big thing” they could personally have as an improvement goal that would contribute to the 
team improvement goal. They then took this first step and worked in pairs to refine their 
improvement goal. To ensure that it met the criteria, the final step was to share it with the whole 
group, and hear from each person whether this improvement would make a substantial difference 
to that person. This process enabled a serious level of commitment and support to emerge for 
each participant, as the public sharing of their improvement goal and having it validated by their 
colleagues helped it meet the criteria for a first column commitment.  

 
This process also provided an opportunity for some push back on the leader’s proposed 

improvement goal. At a subtle level the energy behind his goal was not as solid or deep as the 
others’ had been. At a practical level it did not meet the criteria in a variety of ways. The 
willingness of one of the team members to challenge him on this enabled the conversation to 
deepen for the whole team, and led to them contributing to the creation of the leader’s 
improvement goal. This new goal, then, converted along with those of the others into their first 
column commitments, enabled the process to move forward with a solid foundation. 
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Doing the above took up the entire first day, and even spilled over into the second day. My 
initial timeline for the work had them completing their second columns by the end of the first 
day. Thus we were somewhat behind schedule, yet it was clear to me that it was far more 
important to lay the groundwork well. The work of getting them to identify the second column 
items was fairly straight forward. Asking them to list all of the things that they did or did not do 
that prevented them from realizing their first column commitments led to long lists of behaviors 
that were easy enough for them to identify with a minimum of guidance. We were then ready to 
begin the more challenging work of turning their attention towards their generally unconscious 
and competing commitments in column three. 

 
One of the things I had experienced during the first try at applying this work was that giving 

people the four columns all together on one page led to a number of challenges and back 
tracking. Some raced ahead and filled all four out immediately, thinking it was an action plan 
exercise. Others could not help but think and ask about the later columns, and made me jump 
around a bit to explain something coming later and get them back to being focused on the step 
we were on at the time. From that experience, I decided to use separate pages for each column’s 
work, handing them out only as we got to that step. This kept everyone on track better, and 
enabled me to focus my instructions on other things. The primary area I was able to focus on this 
time was to check the natural tendency for them to move towards analyzing and rationalizing the 
items in column two, and generating the kind of “New Year’s resolutions” Kegan and Lahey talk 
about as the typical way people respond to their second column behaviors. I found that this 
shepherding of their attention away from its natural course required plenty of attention, but also 
paid big dividends in that it helped them become aware of their thought system in action.  

 
Redirecting and Aikido 

 
This suspension of their normal patterns of thought and behavior created a more supportive 

space to enable the more challenging next step of generating their third column competing 
commitments. This stage of work reminded me of Scharmer’s movement through the U process 
as they went from downloading past patterns and responses through suspending those and then as 
we moved into the third column work, redirecting their attention to places that were normally not 
visible to conscious attention. I have thought about this step as a kind of Aikido move, taking the 
natural energy generated by the first column commitments and self-generated obstacles and 
gently turning it to propel people into an internal space that normally hides from view and resists 
attention. 

 
To accomplish this move, I followed the well laid out instructions and criteria Kegan and 

Lahey provide and asked the group to imagine what it would feel like if they did the opposite of 
the behaviors in column two. Getting connected with the affective aspect of this imaginative 
exercise further helped to redirect their attention away from the habitual drive to come up with 
rational solutions to the “problems” they had identified in column two. I emphasized that the 
method of this work was to counter such natural tendencies, especially given that such methods 
were in large part what produced the kinds of situations they found themselves in already. Rather 
than try to “solve their problems,” we were going to aim to generate better problems that could 
“solve them.”  
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As the group worked on generating their “worry box” as Kegan and Lahey call it, I could see 
that while some shepherding of attention was still required from time to time, they were getting 
better at holding themselves in this new space of attention that was opening for them. Once they 
had these worry boxes filled in with a firm hold on what they felt was at risk if they were to 
behave counter to their column two behaviors, I then asked them to convert their worries to 
commitments. In other words, simply take the worry or fear and reframe it, saying that they were 
committed to not having the worry or fear happen, such as “I am committed to . . .  not having 
people dislike me.” These commitments were to involve both rational thinking as well as the 
feeling component they had gotten in touch with. It is in this simple reframing that the brilliance 
of Kegan and Lahey’s process becomes most apparent from my view. If the process has been 
done well and all the criteria met, it completes the Aikido move and lands people squarely in a 
place where genuine, deep and powerful insights are now directly in their line of attention rather 
than hidden from view.  

 
As the group completed their third columns, there was a palpable sense of settling into a 

quality of energy where things were falling into place. I gave them a worksheet that allowed 
them to list all three columns on one page now, and just as Kegan and Lahey describe, they could 
suddenly see their column two behaviors as making perfect sense. These behaviors were now not 
simply their failures to live up to their commitments, but perfectly sensible behaviors that kept 
them safe in light of their now revealed competing commitment. They could see that simply 
trying to solve the “problem” of those behaviors was doomed to failure, since they were actions 
in service of equally powerful commitments to a kind of self protection.  

 
Now we were ready to move into crafting the fourth column “big assumptions” that held 

them. This work went along fairly smoothly and with a little guidance they had their complete 
four column map of their own immunity to change. I was struck by the depth and simplicity of 
what were really archetypal human issues, and by the quality of authenticity with which they 
named, described, and sat with this x-ray into the depths of their psyche.  

 
A student of mine who had observed the masters in organizational leadership class mentioned 

in phase one above brought to my attention the parallels between this process and Scharmer’s 
description of the stages of the U process. Reflecting on this, I could see how once the fourth 
column was done, one way to describe the quality of presence in the room could be in terms of 
Scharmer’s notion of presencing. People were certainly in touch with a deeper, more authentic 
sense of themselves and from this place could now be directed to look at what wanted to emerge 
in the future. The next step in this work, designing a safe test of a big assumption, would help 
crystallize their initial sense of this new direction. 

 
Preparing to Make it Stick 

 
By now it was already mid afternoon on the second day, and there was a need to make sure 

we moved the group through to completion of this step. The real benefit of the work done so far 
would only come with the implementation of well structured research projects that would again 
avoid fixing the problems identified, but rather gather helpful information on the big assumptions 
holding the entire system in place. The premise as I understand it from my own experience is that 
if you are able to sustain awareness of this system in operation, and test out new behaviors that 
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might reveal a different picture than the one painted by the big assumptions, then the equilibrium 
of the system will shift and release itself without you having to force it. Change will happen, but 
you cannot “make” it happen. 

 
On this basis, we worked to provide the team with a way to support each other in maintaining 

this stance after we left. After they each spent time drafting up a specific, concrete and actionable 
test of their big assumption, (supported by a set of worksheets to guide them through the steps of 
that process), I had each person share their test, and let everyone on the team be aware of how to 
support their learning after they ran the test. This gave them practical ways to follow up from the 
two days. How the work plays out for them over time remains to be seen, but there was no doubt 
that each and every one of them had stepped into a new world of possibility.  

 
The closing check out bore witness to this. While there were many comments acknowledging 

the quality of work they had done, one in particular represented the sentiments quite well. The 
leader of this team described how he had been skeptical of the value of spending two days away 
from their already overloaded schedules. He figured that they would go through the motions and 
then get back to the “real world.” He followed this by saying: “Now I have answers to questions 
I did not even know existed before.”  

 
Conclusion 

 
From the above description, it should be obvious that I perceive my field testing of this work 

as a resounding success. Of course there is much more to learn about doing this work. But what 
was clear was that following the structure laid out and using the criteria and guidelines Kegan 
and Lahey provide to support facilitating the work should enable any reasonably competent 
facilitator to enable people to have powerful insights and begin the process of overcoming their 
immunity to change.  

 
Kegan and Lahey describe throughout the book how the early work to understand the nature 

and structure of adult development was engaged in a dialectical process with praxis, and the 
testing of the ideas against the realities of human experience enabled an ongoing refinement of 
how to apply the ideas successfully. Thus my question at the beginning of this article of how the 
powerful understanding of adult development can be applied has a solid answer. Kegan and 
Lahey’s Immunity to Change work provides the ingredients necessary to go beyond theorizing or 
describing and into actually enabling the first steps of transforming consciousness. While there 
may be further aspects to be revealed about what is required of the facilitator to support this 
work, the foundation is certainly solid in moving forward. 
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Abstract: “Paranada: Beyond Beyond” represents the culmination of the author's 
research findings of geometric evidence in the Pythagorean design of the temple and 
theatre complex of the ancient Greek Temple of Delphi. Rather than a dualistic moral 
judgment, Delphic rites sought a dynamic equipoise between Apollonian and Dionysian 
psychic forces, transcending the self/boundless dichotomy. The temple has a deflection of 
7.5 degrees—1/12th the 90-degree gravitational fall of all existents, the gravitational 
factor in music theory (as in the Pythagorean "harmony of the spheres") in each note's 
descent in the 12-tone scale's octaval fall. Significantly, this means that the Delphic 
design encapsulates a space/time concordance. The design reveals that Pythagoras' 
epochal concept of a transcendent kosmos is realized in both space (the sacred site's 
cosmic plan) and in time (the nightly celestial whirl of constellations above it). 
“Paranada” traces this discovery of a divine order at the Delphic center to the sages of the 
kingdom of Bharat in ancient India and the birth of speculation on the meaning of 
existence in their most sacred Rig Vedic "Creation Hymn" X. 129. “Paranada” thus 
suggests that the Western cultural tradition is derived not ultimately from Greece, but 
from India, and contemplates the significance such ancient visionary philosophical 
insight might have for the daunting challenges continually confronting us. This work 
constitutes an eclectic integration of transdisciplinary insights into the known and the 
unknown, the arts and the sciences, and science and religion. In descriptive and poetic 
forms, “Paranada” seeks to find vital correspondences and affinities among Pythagorean 
geometry; numerology; cosmology; ancient psychologies; nature philosophy and 
mysticism; Greek mythology; Greek, Shakespearean, and modern tragedy; quantum 
physics and astrophysics; and transcendent cosmic consciousness. 
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Introduction 
 
Paranada is Sanskrit for that which is beyond the beyond, the transcendent “soundless sound” 

from which creation emanates (“Soundless Sound,” 2008), thus nature's "soundless sound 
beyond creation" (Omega Institute for Holistic Studies, 2006).  

 
This work, “Paranada,” honors Pythagoras' profound psychic insights into the nature of 

existence and transcendence, which, it is here contended, hearken back to the Vedas, or early 
Hindu sacred hymns. These Vedic texts beckon us to see beyond—even beyond "beyond."  

 
The concept of transcendence found in early Vedic thought inspired Anaximander, an early 

Greek philosopher. Anaximander in turn inspired his contemporary, Pythagoras, as evidenced in 
the visionary geometry he infused in his design for the sacred Delphic site. Pythagoras' intricate 
Delphic design reveals that he had insights into nature that transcended space and time. For over 
two millennia, this secret has been forgotten. It is this author’s contention that the time has come 
to rectify this egregious neglect. 

 
This paper is organized chronologically, aiming to integrate ancient elements with their 

contemporary implications, which led to key findings from research on the plan of the Temple at 
Delphi. From there, the author offers his interpretation of the significance of Delphi's plan and 
the "cosmic secret" the author regards as Delphi's contribution to humanity. 

 
The first section is a brief discussion of the birth of philosophy in the Eastern world, and the 

mystical hints we have of its transcendent approach, and includes the author's speculation on the 
transmission of Eastern thought to the West. The author develops a sketch of Anaximander's 
contributions to the birth of philosophy in the Western world, insofar as they appear to have 
influenced Pythagoras.  

 
With these foundations laid, the central section develops the thesis about Pythagoras' insights 

into transcendence. First, the layout of the Temple at Delphi is described. Then, the 
measurements of Delphi's geometry are presented, including the author's discovery. Next, the 
author develops his interpretations of the cosmic significance of Delphi's geometry. The final 
section highlights selected points of the nature philosophy suggested by this ancient site so as to 
correlate them with insights of contemporary science, joining the ancient and the modern. The 
conclusion presents the author's advocacy for bringing more of Delphi's harmony into our 
modern world. 

 
Dighatamas and the Birth of Transcendence in Vedic India 

 
Approximately 2000 BCE in India, then called the Kingdom of Bharat, there lived a blind-

from-birth Vedic seer, Dirghatamas. Reverently known as "Long Darkness," Dirghatamas 
became the high priest to King Bharat. In his enveloping darkness, Dirghatamas had a blinding 
vision which he captured in moving poetry, the key phrases excerpted below:  
 

Then was neither being nor non-being… (line 1) 
The breathless breathed breathlessly… (line 2) 
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All was darkness wrapt in darkness… (line 3) 
…Sages searching in their hearts with wisdom found the bond between being and non-
being. (line 4) 
…This was before the gods… (line 6) 
Creation Veda X.1291 
 
Georg Feuerstein (1996) credits the seer-bards who composed the Vedas in the third 

millennium BCE, with bringing about the birth of Eastern philosophy through their recognition 
of the “curious relationship between the outer cosmos and the inner universe, between the 
objective world and the subjective space, or psyche.” Feuerstein identifies this 
interconnectedness as the apparition discerned by the Vedic seers: "The deep mysteries of the 
universe and what lies beyond creation."  

 
The vision of Dirghatamas, author of hymns 140 to 164 in the first section of the Rig Veda, 

takes an iconoclastic perspective, a logical approach that discriminates fact from fancy.  
 
To the Vedic sages, creation indicated that point before which there was no Creator, the 
line between indefinable nothingness and something delineated by attributes and function, 
at least. Like the moment before the Big Bang Theory. These concepts preoccupy high 
wisdom, the Truth far removed from mere religion. The Bible begins with the Creation. 
Before the Creation, however, there was the Creator, but does even He know what was 
there before He existed? (Londhe, 2008) 

 
Dirghatamas' intuition/perception of abstract physics of space and time—of space/time—is 

truly phenomenal. In his Vedic Hymn, I. 164, he divined the sexagesimal (12) order of time in 
the movement of the planets and celestial firmament across the night sky, thus producing man's 
first astral zodiac (Griffith, 2006/1896, p. 220). This set the measure for what the Greek 
philosopher Anaximander would describe as the "eternal motion,” which is time, marked by the 
day's solar arc and the night's majestic celestial round (quoted in Burnet, 1908, p. 55). 
Dirghatamas saw the number 360 as dividing the temporal circle of the year in the zodiac, as 
well as the sun's circle of the day. He also broke the circle into 360 degrees.  
 

The hymns of Dirghatamas speak clearly of a zodiac of 360 degrees, divided in various ways, 
including by three, six and twelve, as well as related numbers of five and seven. We must 
remember that the zodiac is first of all a mathematical division of the heavens such as this hymn 
outlines. This is defined mainly according to the elements, qualities and planetary rulerships of 
the twelve signs. The symbols we ascribe to these twelve divisions is a different factor that can 
vary to some degree. The actual stars making up the constellation that goes along with the sign is 
yet a third factor. For example, some constellations are less or more than thirty degrees, but the 
mathematical or harmonic division of each sign will only be thirty degrees. What is important 

                                                 
1 There is no standard translation of the Vedas, but a multiplicity of them, due largely to the age of the 
text and the inherent difficulty in translating it. Additionally, there is a tradition of authors interpreting 
and phrasing the Vedic hymns. The phrasing of the lines from the Creation Veda 10.129 are the author’s 
own, based on a number of translations, primarily Griffith (2006/1896) and Moore and Radhakrishnan 
(1957). 
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about the hymns of Dirghatamas is that he shows the mathematical basis of such harmonic 
divisions of a zodiac of 360 degrees. 
 

For Dirghatamas, as was the case for much of later Vedic astronomy, the main God of the 
zodiac is the Sun God called Vishnu. Vishnu rules over the highest heaven and is 
sometimes identified with the pole star or polar point, which in the unique view of Vedic 
astronomy is the central point that governs all celestial motions and form which these are 
calculated. (Frawley, 2006) 

 
Dirghatamas also divided the circle of the compass at a sacred Vedic fire altar, a measure that 

would later be reflected in the Delphic temenos. With visionary foresight, Dirghatamas set the 
course that quantum and astrophysics only now are coming to sense/intuit. And yet, Dirghatamas 
is little known or recognized in the West. 
 
The Brief Flowering of Transcendence in the Archaic/Classic Age of 
Greece 
 

Following its inception in India, transcendence enjoyed a brief flowering in Greece. The 
foundation of Western philosophy and science laid down in Grecian schools was born from the 
concepts crystallized in India centuries before, which came to have a profound impact on Greek 
thought.  
 

The flowing of this influence and the accuracy with which the doctrines were transmitted 
suggests a direct contact between the thinkers of the two countries rather than knowledge 
acquired through intermediaries. The clarity with which Greek philosophers propounded 
their views presupposes a familiarity with a subject that can only arise when all doubts and 
dissentions have been resolved through discussion. Plato and Democritus, it is told, 
traversed the long distance to the Indian sub-continent to confer with Indian sages as did 
Pythagoras at an earlier date. (India Holiday, 2009). 

 
The Persian Empire under Cyrus II controlled an unprecedented swath of territory, running 

from the Indus River in the east to the Dardanelles in the west. The trade routes radiating from 
Babylon would have made it possible to travel from the coastal cities of Asia Minor, such as 
Anaximander's Miletus all the way to India (Long, 1948, p.9).  

 
“An age of intellectual activity in both India and Greece occurred between the 6th and 4th 

centuries BC” (India Holiday, 2009). Greek knowledge of India was acquired on the whole by 
way of Persia, whose emperor Darius the Great (c. 515 BCE) extended the reach achieved by 
Cyrus into the Indus valley. It is significant that “Greek philosophy originated in the cities of 
Ionia on Asia Minor's western shore—that portion of the Greek world closest to the Orient” 
(Sedlar, 1980, p. 10).  There was an intense metaphysical interchange between the Greek and 
Indian cultures around 600 BCE that points to striking similarities between the two metaphysical 
schemes (McEvilley, 2002). 
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The Birth of the Philosophy of Nature 
 

Anaximander was from the port city of Miletus on the Aegean Sea, a key port on the trade 
routes from the East bound for Egypt. He was therefore exposed to the ideas that flourished in 
the minds of Milesian nature philosophers. These philosophers were, during this time of the 500s 
BCE, beginning to break the mythic past and develop a scientific approach, beginning with the 
basic question, "What is the world, and all that is in it, made of?"  The nature philosophers 
Heraclitus, Anaximenes, and Thales, respectively identified the arche—the basic principle of all 
that exists —as fire, air, and water; each predating the formation of earth.  

 
For Anaximander, who had been exposed to the influence of visionary Asian philosophical 

thought, such speculation based solely on the physical/material nature of existence must have 
seemed inadequate. Anaximander boldly broke with the materialist bent of his philosophic 
confreres. He conceived the ground of being—the-basis-of-it-all (and, he might have added, the-
basis-of-the-none)—as "the Boundless," or the apeiron (from the Greek a-peras, without limit). 
This is reminiscent of the Hindu Moksha, the doctrine of the transmigration of souls in a 
transcendent release. 

 
This apprehension is evident in Anaximander's first conception of the world in a map he drew 

on a cylindrical disc, with Asia to the east, Europe to the west, and Delphi at its center (De 
Santillana, 1961 p. 36). 

 
Giorgio de Santillana (1961) was moved to describe this revelation as "comparable only to the 

discovery of fire" (p. 36). Nietzsche (2001), in awe of Anaximander's audacity in breaking free 
of the limits of matter, termed it "an incredible leap" (p. 33). 

 
In the one surviving fragment of his treatise "On Nature," Anaximander expressed an 

Eastern/Vedic grasp of the control time exerts over nature's ineluctable process of coming-to-be 
and passing-away. A. N. Marlow (1954) noted that Anaximander envisions this control as “an 
immanent dike [that] ensures that all things shall eventually return to the apeiron whence they 
came” and went on to reproduce Anaximander’s fragment “From which all things take their rise, 
and by necessity they are destroyed into these; for all things render just atonement  to one 
another  for their injustice according to the due ordering of time” (Diels & Kranz, 1951, p. B1, as 
cited in Marlow, 1954, p. 37). 

 
Numeric mysticism played a key role in Anaximander's philosophy of nature, as in 

Pythagoras' declaration: "All is number" (Burton, 2003, p. 64). Anaximander's vision of cosmic 
order conceived the distance of the fiery circles of the stars from disc-shaped Earth as a ratio of 
the breadth of Earth: 9, 18, 27, and as a ratio of its depth: 27, 54, 81, all based on 3, the three of 
space's three dimensions. The key number—the ratio of the Earth's depth to its distance from the 
Sun—was 81, 3 to the 4th power (34=81), as space (three dimensions) to time's (the fourth 
dimension) power. Numerologically, 3 plus 4 produces 7, Apollo's sacred number. The ratio of 
the sun's wheel of fire to the breadth of disc-shaped Earth is 3 x 9 = 27 in Anaximander's first 
cosmic scheme. Numerologically, 27 is 2 + 7 = 9, nine, the fateful penultimate number of 
Saturn-Time in Philolaus' Pythagorean Table of Planetary Spheres. Time, which, per 
Anaximander's fragment orders all things (McEvilley, 2002, p. 31) and which occupies the 
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penultimate position in the eternal round, of the decad (10), therein transcends the sphere of 
Stars, and mystically attains "The Boundless," the infinite, apeiron.  

 
Anaximander's concept was amazingly prescient. It conceived of a boundless void—a 

vacuum, a nothingness.  
 

The Time of Pythagoras c. 580–490 BCE 
 
Pythagoras ushered in the Golden Age of Greece. He was the son of a successful Phoenician 

merchant, Mnesarchus of Tyre. Mnesarchus was granted citizenship by Samos for his gift of 
grain to that drought-stricken island. Before the birth of Pythagoras, Mnesarchus consulted the 
Pythia, the Oracle at Delphi, regarding his trading ventures. The Pythia did not respond to his 
questions about trade. Rather, in a story retold by Iamblichus in On the Pythagorean Life, she 
predicted his son would “surpass humans of all times in beauty and wisdom and would be of the 
greatest benefit to the human race with regard to the whole of life” (Riedweg & Rendall, 2005, p. 
6). In response to the prophecy, Mnesarchus named his son Pythagoras. In further tribute to the 
Oracle, his wife changed her name to Pythais in honor of “Pythia,” the Delphic Priestess. 

 
Pythagoras was educated and inspired by Pherekydes of Syros. Pherekydes was born in the 

time of the 45th Olympiad, 600-597 BCE, and was in his prime c. 544/1 BCE (Schibli, 1990, 
prologue). Pherekydes is the author of what is believed to be the first prose work of Greek 
literature, Theologia, generally known as The Seven Adyta (Mead, 1965, p. 21). Adyta is closely 
related to the Sanskrit Aditi, the Vedic goddess of the boundless sky, who can be seen as a 
precursor of the Anaximandrian/ Pythagorean concept of the "Boundless."  

 
Pythagoras “was educated for 20 years in astronomy, geometry, medicine, psychology and 

mathematics in the Vedic institutes of Egypt” (India Holiday, 2009). Felix M. Cleve (1969) 
argued that even though Pythagorean society appears to exhibit in its organization an Egyptian 
pattern, its real roots can be traced back to India, specifically to Indian Samkhya philosophy 
(Navia, 1990, p. 139-40). Samos “had close commercial links to an Indian community in 
Memphis, Egypt, that would have given Pythagoras access to Hindu and Egyptian knowledge” 
(Occhiogrosso, 1994, p. 308). 

 
Anaximander and Pythagoras knew each other (they were coexistent for 24-34 years), 

exchanged ideas, and at times put forth competing or differing on concepts (Pengelly, 2005). 
Pythagoras embraced Anaximander's boundless apeiron, naming it Kosmos. He proposed that the 
highest state the spirit can achieve is what he conceived to be the Boundless.  

 
It should not surprise us, then, to discover, by connecting the dots and counting the angles of 

the geometric shapes contained therein, that the key to the Tetractys, the most sacred 
Pythagorean symbol by which solemn oaths to secrecy were sworn, is also 81. The geometric 
shapes within the tetractys have a total of 81 angles: 13 triangles (39), nine rhombi (36), and a 
hexagon (6). 
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The Transcendent Power of Delphi 
 

The number of the Tetractys, 81, is also the key to the god of order, Apollo. Numerologically, 
81 is 3 to the 4th power; 3 + 4 = 7, Apollo's symbolic number. As the god of music, his seven-
string lyre produces "the harmony of the spheres" (Wyss, 1996, p. 37). At Apollo's cosmic 
center, Delphi, Pythagoras plotted the tetractys on the sacred site (Figure 1). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Site Plan of the Sanctuary of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi (“Themenos of 
Apollon in Delphi,” Coste-Messeliere, 1936, foldout) 
 

Its apex is in the center of the theater of Dionysos, its tripod-center is in the cosmic center of 
the temple of Apollo. Its other two corners terminate in the Treasury of the Athenians and at the 
point on the Sacred Way fronting the Temple (dark blue line Figure 2). The precision of the loci 

Thrice 

Ploughed 

Field. 



Currie & Pacheco: Paranada: Beyond Beyond 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    June 2009    Vol. 5, No. 1 

191

of the four tetractyl tripod's center and termini on Delphi's steeply sloping site evidences the 
precision of Pythagoras' plan (and, it might be added, the meticulous precision of the Pierre de la 
Coste-Messeliere survey!).  
 
 

 
Figure 2. Topographic Tripods of Centers and of Thresholds (“Themenos of Apollon in 
Delphi,” Coste-Messeliere, 1936, foldout) 

 
The location of the center and termini does not exhaust the mystic design of Delphi. In 

addition to the Tripod of Centers, in the middle of the Temple of Apollo, and extending its legs 
to the center of the Theater of Dionysos, and to the Treasury of the Athenians, there is a second 
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topographic tripod. The Tripod of Thresholds, (light blue line) centered at the threshold to the 
inner sanctum, or the adyton, indicates where the Pythia, seated on the mantic tripod, uttered her 
veiled prophesies. 

 
Its apex is in the central doorway (threshold) in the stage-house of Dionysos' theater, through 

which the tragic hero retired to face his fate. Its second, lower, terminus is at the cleft (threshold) 
by the Mound of Earth (Gaia), first holder of the Delphic seat before it was wrested away by 
Apollo from Phoebe, the third to hold the seat, to whom the scapegoat (tragos) was sacrificed. 
The third terminus of the Tripod of Thresholds is at the base of the ramp fronting the temple 
where the suppliant paused before entering.  

 
The Tetractys, it will be noted (Figure 1), consists of ten points and three sets of parallel lines 

that cross. The lines might be seen as the furrows of Themis, the goddess of justice and of the 
thrice-ploughed field, and, after Gaia, second holder of the Delphic seat. A field ploughed thrice, 
diagonally right, then left, then horizontally, will produce an array of hexagons. Analyzing the 
pattern, each hexagon has radiating from its six faces six additional hexagons: three above its 
mid-point and three below. It fittingly constitutes a schema of the Scales of Themis, representing 
justice. 

 
Pythagoras thought he had found the key to the universe concealed in the geometrical lines of 

the Delphic temple. Amazingly, for 2500 years it has remained a mystery. Or, perhaps, not so 
amazingly: Pythagorean brotherhood, the Mathematikoi, was a secret society, its members sworn 
to secrecy under threat of death.  

 
How Pythagoras managed to accomplish the survey on the steeply sloping site remains a 

mystery, though we know he spent over 20 years in Egypt and while there may well have 
mastered the art of land surveying, so vital to Egypt's economy. The quality of the ropes used in 
the topographic survey of the Delphic sanctuary was a crucial factor in its successful execution. 
The ropes came as a gift from the last great Egyptian pharaoh, Amasis, who contributed one-
fourth of the cost of the reconstruction of the temple. The gift was believed until recently to have 
been of alum. James Calvert (1999) has suggested that a transcription error by a scribe explains 
the unlikely gift of alum, a styptic agent, to a construction project. Rather, he suggests, with the 
change of a single Greek character, a gift of "alum" becomes a gift of "rope," fine Egyptian linen 
survey rope. 

 
The Numerical Significance of the Trieteric Rite 

 
The Pole Star is the center of the zodiac. The zodiac measures the cycle of the year. The 

Greeks noted a rhythm in the passing of time within the year, comprised of beats to a four count. 
That is to say, 1-2-3, 1-2-3, 1-2-3, 1-2-3, thus completing the cycle. This is equivalent to the 
three months to each season, with the four seasons constituting a year. The four repetitions of the 
3/4 waltz-like rhythm may be seen as suggestive of the leaping rhythm of the Goat (tragos) Song 
of the Dionysian dithyramb. 

 
The Greeks observed this repetitive beat in the heavens and perceived its seasonal effect on 

nature. They noted it was the rhythm in the lunar cycle, as well as that of the solar. The moon 
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was envisioned as moving through four phases, divided into the three-phased (crescent-full, 
decrescent, and the new, or no-moon-at-all when "the inconstant moon" was dark or absent), 
each lunar cycle comprising roughly one month. The solar year was conceived in like manner, 
based on the sun's effect on nature's cycle: spring's birth-growth, summer's coming-to-fullness, 
autumn's harvest-reaping, and winter's “death.”  

 
With the advent of spring at the vernal equinox, nature was renewed and the cycle began 

again. This cycle was the temporal basis for the Greek trieteric rite of spring, the celebration of 
the round dance of life, death, and rebirth. It was the celebration of nature's inexorable coming-
to-be and passing-away, ad infinitum.  

 
The Dionysian rites were performed in the winter quarter. Their culmination was the trieteric 

rite of spring, when women bore the infant Dionysos in a winnowing basket symbolically 
divided into three parts. In the wild dance of Dionysos' maenads, women recreated the cosmic 
whirl of chaos, whirling their baskets, the winnowing action casting the chaff to the periphery, 
while allowing the grain kernel, the precious seed, to remain and to be sewn in the fecund Earth 
(Gaia). The basket's whirl marked the creation of the cosmos in Anaximander's first cosmic 
scheme.  

 
The trieteric festivals were biennial events as determined by the dactylic meter of the leaping 

Goat Dance of the dithyramb, and of the transcription by priests of the Pythia's frenzied chants 
into dactylic-hexameter. Thus, "ONE-two-three, THREE-four-five, FIVE-six-seven" would 
result in rites in the first, third, and fifth years, constituting the first of three triads of rites 
culminating in the seventeenth-year rite, and include in its span the eighteenth. This cycle of 8.6 
years marked a squaring of the solar/lunar calendars.  

 
The lunar aspect of the trieteric rites suggests they might have been in honor of the moon 

goddess, Phoebe, third holder of the Delphic seat. This lunar aspect is revealed (the hexagon of 
geometric forms in Figure 3, below) when the sequence of biennial rites' yearly numbers is taken 
into account, and the overlaying in the tetractys of numerically equivalent geometric shapes is 
effected.  
 

 
Figure 3. Tri-armed Tetractys (© Hector Currie 2004) 

 
Years 1 + 3 + 5 equal 9. Three two-tiered triangles, superimposed, produce a tri-armed 

Maltese cross, a rotary symbol, closely akin to the running tri-legged triskelion, emblem of 
Trinacria (Sicily), near Pythagoras' Croton. Years 7, 9, and 11 total 27. There are nine single-tier 
triangles in the tetractys. Thus the triskelion prevails in this, the second triad of trieteric rites:  
Years 13 + 15 + 17, totaling 45, involve the superimposition of the 9 diamonds (36), the hexagon 
(6), and the three-tiered triangle (3).  
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This produces a silver hexagonal disc (the superimpositions having been of segments of the 
argent heavens), which might be seen as a token to Phoebe, the moon goddess, third holder of the 
Delphic seat, and as recognition of the 18.6-year squaring of the solar and lunar calendars. 

 
Finally, and most significantly, the Pythagorean acousma (catechismal instruction), heard 

(acoustically) by learners of the sect, clearly states the tetractys is the key to Delphi's mysteries. 
Iamblichus in The Life of Pythagoras includes some of these acusmata, including an important 
one about the Delphic temple, “What is the oracle at Delphi?  The tetractys, which is the 
harmony in which the Sirens sing” (quoted in Bakalis, 2005, p. 18). The Sirens here stand for the 
planets or crystalline spheres that produce the harmony of the universe. 

 
In the Tetractys, 10 (Gk., tetra, 'four,' a four-row pyramid of 1, 2, 3, 4 points, totaling 10,) is 

the key to Pythagoras' cosmic scheme, ten being the perfect number for Pythagoreans. This most 
sacred number expressed the mysteries of the kosmos. To Pythagoras, it represented the universe 
and the unknown depths of the soul. 

 
There are ten points in the Tetractys, and ten heavenly spheres in the Pythagorean Table of 

Planetary Spheres, as Pythagoras' disciple Philolaus recorded some time after his spiritual 
leader's oral pronouncements: 
 

1. Counter Earth 
2. Earth 
3. Moon 
4.  Sun 
5. Mercury - Hermes 
6. Venus - Aphrodite 
7. Mars - Ares 
8.  Jupiter - Zeus 
9. Saturn - Cronus 
10. Stars-zodiac, and the apeiron, "The Boundless." 

 
If Counter Earth (placed between Earth and the throne of Zeus at the center of the universe to 

stop man from looking directly at the godhead) is accorded the prime placement at the Tetractys' 
apex (1), it makes no symbolic sense when paired with Jupiter-Zeus (8), to total 9. When other 
pairs are so plotted, they also reveal a lack of symmetry and symbolic affinities in the pairings: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Counter Earth at Apex of Tetractys (© Hector Currie 2004) 
 

   
                          1 Counter-Earth 
   2 Earth             3 Moon 
      4 Sun             5 Mercury   6 Venus 
7 Mars        8 Jupiter   9Saturn    10 Stars/apeiron  
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Contrariwise, place the Pythagorean Central Fire of origin—0 —at the apex of the tetractys 
(which makes eminent sense, the tetractys being a diagram of the cosmos and its creation), and 
there emerges a symmetric pattern, and a symbolic affinity, in the planetary pairings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Central Fire at Apex of Tetractys (© Hector Currie 2004) 
 

The Central Fire's prime placement at the tetractyl apex is symbolically apt, insomuch as a 
sacred fire burned at the thymele, the altar of Hestia, the hearth of the universe, in the center of 
the theater's circular orchestra. It stood as a symbol of the ecstatic, generative energies of 
Dionysos. Further each pairing of heavenly spheres might be noted to total nine to produce a 
symmetry of design, with Apollo, the Sun, appropriately, in the center, and Saturn—"Time, the 
governor," per Anaximander's fragment (Diels & Kranz, 1951, as cited in Marlow, 1954, p. 
37)—isolated in the Tetractys' ninth position.  
 
The Mysterious "E" at Delphi 
 

 
Figure 6. Plutarch (Mayer, 1997) 
Figure 7. Roman Amulet (Plutarch, 2006, note 6) 
 

Plutarch (2006), a Delphic high priest, (Figure 6) in "On the 'E' at Delphi" asked rhetorically, 
"What is all this to Apollo?" His response, “Much, we will answer, not to Apollo only but also to 
Dionysus, who has no less to do with Delphi than has Apollo.” Then, remarkably, he revealed 
the secret of secrets, that the divine is unified despite the fractured perceptions of humanity. He 
characterized the different perspectives of human beings. Theologians assert that “the God 
subsists indestructible and eternal…and passes through changes of his person; at one time he sets 
fire to Nature and so makes all like unto all, at another passes through all phases of difference — 
shapes, sufferings, powers — at the present time, for instance, he becomes ‘Cosmos.’” The 
“wiser people” call him “‘Apollo’ from his isolation [and] ‘Phoebus’ from his undefiled purity.” 
Other changes they describe metaphorically as “rendering and dismemberment” and call the God 

    10 Stars/apeiron 
      0 Central fire 
                                 1 C’ter E.      2 Earth 
                   3 Moon           4 Sun           5 Mercury 
            6 Venus        7 Mars            8 Jupiter         9 Saturn 
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by different names, “Dionysus or Zagreus or Nyctelius or Isodaites” and construct “riddles and 
tales to match the changes.”  The God offers a prescription for this confusion, “the phrase 
‘KNOW THYSELF’ seems to stand in a sort of antithesis to the letter ‘E’,” a consecrated letter 
in the Delphic temple, “and yet, again, to accord with it. The letter is an appeal, a cry raised in 
awe and worship to the God, as being throughout all eternity; the phrase is a reminder to mortal 
man of his own nature and of his weakness.” 

 
Regarding the Roman amulet (Figure 7), C. W. King perceptively noted, “The symbol, which 

is preserved to us by amulets, was indeed similar in shape to the lunar ϵ but then that character 
was unknown before Imperial times. In all probability it was an Indian cast mark; and imported 
like the Swastika or Fylfot, and many other Indian symbols, in prehistoric times" (as cited in 
Plutarch, 2006). The first impression of the amulet is of a circular "C" with a horizontal arrow 
through the aperture toward, if we are to believe Plutarch, the Cosmos. This brings to mind the 
Vedic Shiva's male member mythically projecting beyond infinity. For, at the spring equinox, as 
well as the meridian at midnight, the “far-darting” arrow of Apollo (and Sagittarius) is projected 
from the center of Dionysos' sanctuary (building XXXI), and soars, bearing the spirit of initiates 
toward the Pole Star at the center of the celestial whirl, and beyond beyond, to the boundless 
apeiron. 

 
While the angularity of its arrow-form is unlike the Greek epsilon, the mysterious "E" at 

Delphi may be read as a stylized arrow form "E." This arrow form directs the powers of hermetic 
wisdom (Mercury-Hermes) from the Sun (Phoebus Apollo) in a recognition of feminine 
(Pythian) intuition toward the reflective lunar sphere (Phoebe). Dirghatamas identified the sun 
with the pole star, which ties in to the trieteric rite of Dionysos at Delphi, where it is envisioned 
as the target for Apollo's far-darting arrow transcendentally bearing the spirit "beyond beyond." 
Thus, from a high priest of the Delphic Oracle we have it: the vernal trieteric rite of 
rebirth/renewal of nature is Dionysos'; his, the mystery of the spirit's transcendence.  

 
Transcendence: The Key to Equipoise Between Apollonian Order and 
Dionysian Ecstasy  

 
Delphi is famous as the seat of Apollo, the god of reason, of limit. The Delphic motto is 

"Know thyself," the stern injunction inscribed at its temple portal. Delphi is also home to 
Dionysos, the god of instinct, of un-limit, the boundless apeiron. Somehow the two gods, so 
seemingly opposed at a fundamental level, gained here, at the center of the cosmos a mysterious 
equilibrium of force-counter-force, of materiality contra immateriality, of Being contra Non-
Being. 

 
Transcendence is the key to the tragic dithyramb of the god of frenzied ecstasy, Dionysos, the 

god who dies to be reborn in the trieteric rite of spring: tri-(three), e- (from) ter- (three) equals 
zero, i.e., is of non-existence. Transcendence is also the key to the “far-darting” arrow of the god 
of order, Apollo; the key to one, and none—freed from the confines of space and time, 
transcendent.  

 
The mundane world was largely unaware of this balance of psychic forces at Delphi's cosmic 

center. The Pythagorean code of secrecy saw to that. Though there is a celebration of 
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transcendence in Sophocles' Oedipal trilogy at the end of the Classic Age, the Hellenistic age 
which followed the Classic lost the great age's high tragic vision. 

 
With the advent of Hellenistic moralism in the 300's BCE, the free spirit of the transcendent 

nature philosophy of Pythagoras was replaced by judgmental strictures. Nature philosophy's 
preoccupation with the abstract, with creation and "cosmogony," with the foundation of 
existence (and non-existence), was replaced with worldly concerns about order and equity in the 
affairs of man, and with moral concerns affirming the good and castigating evil. The boundless, 
the limitless, was classified as evil; limit, as good, in the Pythagorean Table of Opposites. 
Limitlessness was associated with the void. This, Aristotle could not abide, declaring, "Nature 
abhors a vacuum."  

 
The apeiron was dismissed out of hand without a counter argument; the transcendent was 

soon forgotten. For some two millennia the apeiron has largely vanished from public 
consciousness. As of 2005, no English dictionary (except Klein's, 1966, Etymological) so much 
as lists the term, though it is the title of recondite scholarly journals of archeology and advanced 
physics. Yet it was at the very heart of Pythagoras' philosophy of nature. He placed it at the 
pinnacle of his sacred Tetractys. The tetractys is Pythagoras' key to the mystery at Delphi, its 
"root and fount," as his acousma (oral teaching) declared (as cited in Iamblichus, 1986/1818, p. 
87).  

 
The anonymous Homeric Hymns attributed the design of the Delphic temenos to Apollo (“To 

Pythian Apollo,” 1914, ll.254-276, p. 343), which seems but a mythic fantasy. Yet, it is 
inconceivable that Pythagoras could have established the basic coordinates of the centers of 
Apollo's temple and Dionysos' theater, orienting toward the northeast, rather than, as with 
temples in the East and West, facing due east to greet the equinoctial rising sun.  

 
When Apollo wrested control of the Delphic seat, it had a long mythic past, having been the 

domain successively, of three goddesses: Gaia, Themis, and Phoebe. Apollo imposed a 
masculine order on the sacred site. Yet, before Apollo, Themis, the goddess of justice and of the 
thrice-ploughed field, gave form to the Pythagorean Tetractys, which brought tri-form order to 
the oracle at Delphi. Gender issues aside, one can only surmise that the Homeric Hymns spoke 
the truth: Delphi is the mythic seat of cosmic mystery of Apollo, the god of order (“To Pythian 
Apollo,” 1914, ll. 179-181, p. 337).  

 
The Greek and Vedic Gods of Nature 

 
To understand Delphi is to grasp its transcendent purpose. Its roots go deep into the Greek 

consciousness before the Anaximandrian breakthrough to the Boundless, deep into the realm of 
myth involving the gods of nature, both Greek and Vedic. 

 
The three original holders of the Delphic seat were feminine: first Gaia, the earth goddess, 

followed by her daughters, Themis, the goddess of justice and of the thrice-ploughed field, and 
Phoebe, the goddess of the tri-phased moon (Kingsley, 1995, p. 46).  
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Sita, the Vedic goddess of the furrow (Frawley, 1992, p. 242). She would appear to be the 
Indian counterpart to the Greek goddess Themis, second holder of the Delphic seat and "goddess 
of the thrice-ploughed field," order-bringer to the sacred Pythagorean Tetractys.  

 
The Vedic god Vishnu, the sun god, relates to Delphic Phoebus Apollo, the Greek sun god; in 

the trieteric rite of Dionysos, the sun is identified with the pole star, envisioned as the bull's-eye 
target for Apollo's "far-darting arrow," transcendentally bearing the spirit beyond beyond. 

 
The Greek-Vedic conceptual connection is evidenced by the Greek Seven Adyta of 

Pherekydes coinciding with the Vedic seven chakras. Chakra (in Sanskrit disk or wheel) 
signifies one of seven energy centers or levels of consciousness. The seven chakras are 
associated through yoga with the Hindu god Shiva, god of destruction and rejuvenation 
(Mallinson, 2007, p. x).  

 
The similarities between the Greek and Indian pantheons was known in ancient times.  
 
The Greeks explained the similarities in the cults of Shiva and Dionysos by a journey of 
Dionysos to India…. According to Diodorus, it is due to the memory of his expedition to 
India that the Boetians, the other Greeks, and the Thracians, instituted trieteric sacrifices to 
Dionysos. (Danielou, 1992, p. 38)  
 

And this was not the only influence. According to Martin West (1971): 
 

 It was the very extravagance of oriental fancy that freed the Greeks from the limitations of 
what they could see with their own eyes, led them to think of ten-thousand year cycle ... of 
an infinity beyond the visible sky and below the foundations of the earth, renewed … aeon 
after aeon (p. 67). 

 
The Roman Twilight of the Gods of Nature 
 

The Roman twilight of the gods marked the period of Rome's slow decline from its zenith 
architecturally, with the dedication in 125 CE of that marvel of Roman engineering, the 
Pantheon. Rome reached its nadir with the death of her last pagan (i.e., believer in the Greek 
pantheon of the gods of nature enshrined at Delphi), Emperor Julian, branded The Apostate. The 
Roman twilight also marked the slow fading of the light emanating from the Delphic Oracle. 
And with the Pythia departed the balance of the gods of nature, Apollo and Dionysos. We 
examine this slow fading of the light of pagan Rome and Delphi, in the person of the two Roman 
emperors who embraced the Greek nature gods and their mystery. We will trace the Roman sun's 
rise to its heights, and its decline into the darkness, which ultimately enveloped the Delphic 
flame. In 390 CE the flame at Delphi was demolished by the order of Emperor Constantine. 

 
Hadrian's Visionary Pantheon 
 

The Emperor Hadrian was committed to a distinct vision of Greece as a sacred land. In 120 
CE, he  
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began designing a Pantheon reminiscent of Greek temples…. The rotunda’s internal 
geometry would create a perfect sphere, since the height of the rotunda to the top of its 
dome would match its diameter …[its] height to match its diameter, 142 feet (43.30 m). At 
its top, the dome would have an oculus or eye, a circular opening, with a diameter of 27 
feet (8.2m), as its only light source. Hadrian said, “My intentions had been that this 
sanctuary of All Gods should reproduce the likeness of the terrestrial globe and of the 
stellar sphere...The cupola...revealed the sky through a great hole at the center, showing 
alternately dark and blue. This temple, both open and mysteriously enclosed, was 
conceived as a solar quadrant. The hours would make their round on that caissoned ceiling 
so carefully polished by Greek artisans; the disk of daylight would rest suspended there 
like a shield of gold; rain would form its clear pool on the pavement below, prayers would 
rise like smoke toward that void where we place the gods.” (Parker, 2001, p. 14, original 
ellipses)  

 
Hadrian's vision was philosophically sophisticated: spheres both "open," yet "mysteriously 

enclosed," as well as conventionally religious, from which “prayers would rise like smoke." Yet 
it recovers from this sanctimony and rises to an Eastern metaphysic, attuned to the dimensionless 
para-cosmos of the Anaximandrian-Pythagorean apeiron: "toward that void," and closes with a 
conventionally pious genuflection: "where we place the gods." One thing is clear: the Pantheon, 
in Hadrian's soaring imagination, was to be a place of mystery, of transcendence.  

  
The Pantheon, “dedicated in 125 CE, gave expression to Hadrian's vision that all the gods 

were manifestations of a singular, but complex energy" (Lambert, 1960, p. 71). Contemporary 
"Theory of Everything" (TOE) physicists would commend Hadrian's insight and foresight. He 
was two millennia ahead of his time in a quest for the holy grail of quantum theory: the "Grand 
Unifying Theory" (GUT) of everything—and nothing. 

 
Hadrian's Contemplative Maritime Theatre  

 
Hadrian's Maritime Theater at Tibur's wall is a 142-foot circle. “Its reflective pools were 

created, it is said, to observe the star-filled heavens” (Heebner, 2000). Begun in CE 126, Villa 
Adriana offered Hadrian a refuge. He would often withdraw to this circular house surrounded by 
a moat to sit in deep contemplation of the star-girt sky. 

 
The central triad of columns, reflected in the still waters of the lunette pool, framed one 

zodiacal constellation oriented toward the Pole Star round which wheeled the firmament, and—
in the constellation of the Eagle—the star he had named in memory of Antinous, beloved 
member of his entourage. Here, might not Hadrian, in the center of his mirror-pond, as the stars 
turned about in their course across the night sky, have sought to transcend time that he might 
recover his youthful ideal?  

 
Hadrian's desire ruled him as he sought the center in the void. Might he have sensed the pulse 

of Being-Non-being, the passion, the "arc of desire," of the Creation Veda, in the star of 
Antinous shimmering in the dark waters?  
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In the Greco-Roman world [Antinous] was ... frequently assimilated with the Hellenic 
equivalent of Osiris, the god Dionysos, who had suffered, died, been reborn and 
subsequently brought fecundity to the soil. It was with Dionysos that Antinous was to be 
linked throughout the empire. It was this infusion of oriental energy, mysticism, and 
transcendence . . . that gave belief in Antinous a deep and wide appeal ... in the second 
century and later. (Lambert, 1960, p. 188)  

 
Might not Hadrian have envisioned Dionysos' sanctuary as the launch site, at the very center 

of the Greek cosmos, for a rite of trieteric transcendence bearing Antinous' aspirant spirit to—
and beyond—the Great Unknown? Might he not have envisioned his own spirit, in the proper 
time, joining that of Antinous, borne by the same arrow? 

 
Hadrian attempted to revive the national consciousness of the Greeks by making Delphi the 

main pan-Hellenic center, but was unsuccessful, due in part to Spartan resistance (Birley, 1997b, 
pp. 220-221). 

 
Hadrian was, however, given the title of honorary magistrate (archon) in Delphi at least twice 

(Dempsey, 2003/1918, p. 178),  and by a declaration naming the days of his visit as an ongoing 
religious holiday (Birley, 1997a, p. 187). Plutarch erected a statue at Delphi to celebrate 
Hadrian's ascension to the emperorship of Rome (Birley, 1997a, p. 169). 

 
Emperor Julian: Champion of Free Thought 

 
Emperor Julian's philosophy was, like that of Anaximander, Pythagoras, and the Vedic seer of 

the Creation Veda X.129, a philosophy of exaltation. Emperor Julian (1793) in oration to the 
“Sovereign Sun,” exalts Apollo the sun god, opening his dedication with “The Sun's resplendent 
deity I sing / The beauteous offspring of almighty Jove” (p. 35). In the oration proper, Julian 
establishes the universal nature of his insight into Apollo’s power, addressing the oration to all 
“who breathe or creep on earth,” quoting Zeus from the Iliad (p. 39). He noted the sun’s power 
to divide “the zodiac into twelve powers of god” and connected the god of the sun with the god 
of wine, noting that Bacchus “is said to obtain a common kingdom with the sun” and completing 
the thought by noting the unity of the godhead, “But why should I here mention the epithet 
Horus, or other names of the gods, all of which correspond with the divinity of the sun?” (p. 74). 
This connection between Apollo and Bacchus recalls Plutarch’s (2006) comment that Dionysus 
“has no less to do with Delphi than has Apollo.” For Julian, Apollo is central to his existence, 
having “generated my soul from eternity, and rendered it an attendant on his divinity” (p. 92, 
original emphasis). And he closes with an entirety to “the sun, the king of the universe” to 
“impart to me a good life; more perfect wisdom; a divine intellect” and a desire to “ascend to his 
divinity, and abide with him, if possible, in perpetual conjunction” (p. 95). 

 
This invocation has resonances of the cosmic extension of Iamblichus' (2000/1911) treatise, 

On the Mysteries of Egypt, in which he sought to explain the relationship between the divine 
order and the rites and ceremonies used to influence and affirm that order on earth. Iamblichus 
discussed the planting of phallic images as “representing of the procreative power by 
conventional symbols, and that we regard this practice as an invocation to the generative energy 
of the universe,” which were consecrated in the spring “when all the world is receiving from the 
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gods the prolific force of the whole creation” (chap. 4). The translator, Alexander Wilson, in a 
footnote claimed “the custom here described was universal in ancient times, and it is still found 
in parts of India” (note 4). The universality of such a custom supports Iamblichus’s point that 
“the gods have one common essence” and “comprehending their essential being as divine, they 
govern the whole sky by one infinite energy” (chap. 4, “The Gods Have One Common Essence” 
section). Holy rites performed by human beings copy “the order of the gods” and everything is 
accomplished by a sole Divine Cause, which is so far remote from passive conditions that no 
reasoning faculty can reach to it (chap. 4, “Classification Rejected” section). He then noted that 
those “who are unable to acquire the deeper knowledge of the reasonings themselves, yet who 
imagine themselves able, are entirely carried away by their own peculiar human emotions, and 
form their judgment of matters relating to the gods from things incident to themselves” (chap. 4, 
“Classification Rejected” section). 

 
Here, amid a Roman culture about to collapse into sectarian anarchy, rooted in a human 

tendency to respond to misunderstanding the divine, an ill-omen of the Dark Ages soon to 
descend on the West, came a call for cosmic transcendence. 

 
Julian's Call to Freedom 

 
As emperor, Julian was a man of his word. On February 4, 362 CE, he shocked the Christian-

Roman and "pagan-heathen" world with the issuance of his "Edict of Religious Toleration." In 
this edict, he extended to all citizens the benefits of religious freedom.  

 
Edward Gibbon (2004), in his classic study, History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Empire, saw the import of Julian's visionary call to freedom. “The only hardship which he 
inflicted on the Christians, was to deprive them of the power of tormenting their fellow [Roman] 
subjects, whom they stigmatized with the odious titles of idolaters and heretics” (p. 436). 

 
Gibbon (2004) later presented a prescription for world survival that our planet, given to self-

righteous zeal, ignores at its peril in this time of the insidious threat of terror: “Philosophy 
alone... is able to eradicate from the human mind the latent and deadly principle of fanaticism” 
(p. 559). 
 

[These] ancient psychologies had their last official recognition in the waning days of the 
Roman Empire, before their violent suppression by almost two millennia of monotheistic 
dogma. But, before Nature philosophy's light was snuffed out, the flame on Delphi's altar 
burned, if only in spirit, but briefly, under the aegis of the much anathematized visionary 
Roman emperor, Julian. (Athanassiadi-Fowden, 1981, p. 145) 

 
The Boundless in the Arts 

 
At this point we shift from a focus on nature philosophy to a broader consideration of its 

inspiration of works of high dramatic art and scientific advancement. The expression of the 
mystery beyond the Boundless is often found in great works of art. It might be suggested there is 
a deep connection between the furthest reaches of philosophical thought and works of art that 
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probe the utmost reaches of theoretical speculation. Indeed, this scientific/aesthetic symbiosis 
would appear to have been the mark of the great age of dramatic art.  

 
For example, Shakespeare's Hamlet was being written (in 1600 CE) while the visionary 

monk, Giordano Bruno, was being immolated on a fiery pyre in Rome's Field of Flowers for 
proposing a boundless universe in contravention of the narrow dogma of the religious hierarchy. 
Aesthetics and science meet on common ground in ages of inspired vision. This is borne out by 
the awakening in the minds of leading contemporary visionaries of science, as evidenced by the 
soaring spirit of Erwin Schrodinger (1996) in his Nature and the Greeks: 

 
The scientific world-picture vouchsafes a very complete understanding of all that 
happens—it makes it just a little too understandable. ...[For] the purpose of constructing 
the picture of the external world, we have ...[cut] our own personality out ...[as] ostensibly 
not needed. This is reason why the scientific world-view contains of itself no ethical 
values, no aesthetical values.... Science cannot tell us a word about why music delights up, 
of why and how an old song can move us to tears. (p. 96) 
 
Greek nature philosophers recognized that psychic ecstasy was essential to the creative 

process. The Romantic scholar, Goethe (1949/1848), recognized this psychic experience. He 
wrote in his Autobiography of daemonic energies: "A tremendous power issues from them, and 
they exercise an incredible dominion over all creatures, indeed, even over the elements, and who 
can say how far such influence will extend.” 

 
This brings to mind the Vedic parabrahman, the formless chaos before creation. In original 

chaos, the cyclic rhythm of life is transcended by the hero when matter emerges from primal 
chaos—when it is cleaved from the state beyond being, beyond knowing. Such a fusing of 
oppositional creative and destructive forces is to be found in the dance of the androgynous Hindu 
god, Shiva, fusing "his" male with "his" female power, Shakti. In their dance, light and darkness 
coalesce in a world-creating (and destroying) cosmic shadow play. “The unlike is joined 
together, and from differences results the most beautiful harmony, and all things take place by 
strife” (Heraclitus of Ephesus, 2001/1899, part 46). 

 
Contrast such Eastern wholeness with the Western world's agon between light and dark, in 

which the dark is vanquished and ultimately banished by light. This East/West dichotomy was 
not always so. As we saw in the philosophy of Anaximander and Pythagoras, during the all-too-
brief period of pre-Socratic enlightenment, the light of the East penetrated the West.  

 
Transcendent Order in Sophocles' Oedipus    

 
The age of Greek high tragedy began within a century of Pythagoras' passing (c. 490 BCE) 

with the performance of Sophocles' Oedipal trilogy, culminating in his Oedipus at Colonus 
(completed 406 BCE.). Produced in 401 BCE by his grandson after Sophocles death at the age of 
ninety, Oedipus at Colonus was the playwright’s last work and it celebrated the hallowed place 
of his birth, Colonus. The sacred and transcendental geometric schema of Delphi can be 
discovered here in the works dramatic form and moving imagery. 
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Sophocles (1939) has the chorus urge Oedipus to “make expiation to these divinities whose 
ground you violated when you came” (p. 105). Oedipus asks for clarification of how he should 
seek this expiation, and the chorus instructs him to “bring libations from the spring” and “Facing 
the quarter of the morning light, pour your libations out ... in three streams. (p. 106). He is then 
instructed to “Lay three times nine young shoots of olive on” the spot where the earth soaked up 
the libations “with both your hands” and repeat the prayer, “That as we call them Eumenides, 
which means the gentle of heart, may they accept with gentleness the suppliant and his wish” (p. 
107).  

 
Recall that 27 (3 x 9) is the ratio of the sun's wheel of fire to the breadth of disc-shaped Earth 

in Anaximander's first cosmic scheme. Numerologically, 27 (2 + 7) is nine, the fateful 
penultimate number of Saturn (ruler of time) in Philolaus' Pythagorean Table of Planetary 
Spheres. Time, according to Anaximander's fragment, governs all (McEvilley, 2002, p. 31) and 
in the eternal round occupies the penultimate position before completion of the decad (10). 
Therein, the sphere of stars is transcended, the Boundless, the infinite, apeiron, is attained. 

 
Numeric symbolism pervades Oedipus the King. In Jocasta's fateful assumption that the 

Delphic oracle was erroneous, we see that its prophecy points to the fateful number three. She 
says that Laius was killed “where three roads meet,” and that “before three days were out after” 
Oedipus’ birth “King Laius pierced his ankles, cast him forth on a pathless hillside” (Sophocles, 
1991, p. 41-42). 

 
The following geometric schema, put forward by the chorus in Oedipus at Colonus, is most 

interestingly suggestive of Oedipus' apotheosis and symbolically pins down the four-quarter 
cross of Nature's fury: 
 

CHORUS:  
Think of some shore in the north 
Concussive waves make stream 
This way and that in the gales of winter: 
It is like that with him: 
The wild wrack breaking over him 
From head to foot, and coming on forever;  
Now from the plunging down of the sun, 
Now from the sunrise quarter, 
Now from where the noontime gleams, 
Now from the night and the north. 
(Sophocles, 1939, p. 146) 

 
Imagery of waves breaking over Oedipus extend the theme of Nature’s fury in Oedipus at 
Colonus: 
 

Oedipus to Theseus:  
I'll lead you to the place where I must die;  
But you must never tell it to any man… 
These things are mysteries not to be explained. (p. 158) 
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O sunlight of no light! Once you were mine!  
This is the last my flesh will feel of you;  
For now I go to shade my ending day 
In the dark underworld.  
(Sophocles, 1939, p. 159) 
 
Here, we have the gnosis, or mystic knowledge, at the heart of the mystery of transcendence: 

in light there is darkness. In the darkness following the blinding light, as Nietzsche (1999) 
remarked, we see the dark after-image of the sun (p. 46).  

 
This is the secret to tragic anagnorisis (discovery, enlightenment, revelation) as seen in King 

Lear, when the dark secret is revealed to the blind Gloucester on the hearth: "I stumbled when I 
saw" (Shakespeare, 1974, IV.i.19). 

 
Below, Sophocles (1939) in Oedipus at Colonus gives full recognition to the inexorable force 

countering the Mind's limiting reason, and the thrust of Dionysos' transcendent abandon: ecstasy. 
 
MESSENGER:  
It was not lightning, 
Bearing its fire from Zeus, that took him off; 
No hurricane was blowing. 
But some attendant from the train of Heaven 
Came for him; or else the underworld 
Opened in love the unlit door of earth. 
For he was taken without lamentation, 
Illness or suffering; indeed his end 
Was wonderful if mortal’s ever was. (p. 163) 

 
Antigone, daughter of Oedipus’ incestuous union with Jocasta, explained to the chorus what 

has become of her father, describing it as a “bewildering mystery” (p. 164): 
 

It was not war 
Nor the deep sea that overtook him, 
But something invisible and strange 
Caught him up—or down— 
into a space unseen. (p. 164) 

 
Oedipus, whether conducted to the underworld by an escort sent by the gods or swallowed by 

a fissure in the earth, transcends the antagonistic forces of the psyche, of very existence. With 
Oedipus at Colonus, morality is transcended in a sublime psychic fusion affecting the hero's 
apotheosis. The antagonism at the heart of the world—the psychic split in the tension between 
suffering-restraint and joy-release—is resolved. The cosmic wound, incurred when matter and 
energy separated from original chaos, is healed. The tragic hero's profound nostalgia is to attain 
the beyond, the chaos beyond creation—to transcend existence. 
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This mystic longing has been brought to modern Western attention by an influx of Eastern 
philosophy. Karl Shapiro (1960) observed this regard in “Cosmic Consciousness:”  
 

It appears that in the twentieth century we have reached the point at which Oriental “ways 
of life” are about to penetrate the West. At the same time it appears that science has 
reached that frontier at which it meets up with what is called mysticism. The deep vein of 
mysticism has been opened again, and the age of pure rationalism seems to be on the wane. 
A tremendous synthesis is in the making between modern science [and] the ancient 
psychologies of the past. (p. 29) 

 
Symbolic Significance of the Periaktoi Flanking the Stage at Delphi 

 
Having considered the profound symbolic depth of vision of the great age of Greek high 

tragedy, let us explore the symbolic significance of the literal stage, on which the tragic vision 
was physically realized. It is generally believed Anaximander introduced, among other 
technological advances of the Persians, the gnomon (sundial) to Greece, having set one up at 
Sparta to mark the vernal equinox and the passing of the hours. The Theater of Dionysos at 
Delphi was both a sundial marking the diurnal round of the sun, and a zodiacal calendar, marking 
the yearly round of the sun and the firmament. (Figure. 8) 

 
Two periaktoi were believed by many theater historians to have flanked the Hellenistic stage, 

marking changes of scene. However, by carefully considering the etymology of periaktoi (from 
the Greek, peri meaning "round" or "beyond; and aktoi meaning "rays") we see that rather than 
being simply a visual aid to help the audience follow the action, the periaktoi were markers of  
"round" of time. 

 
By day, they served as a clock, marking the passage of the sun's rays from sunrise (red dotted 

line) to high noon (blue dotted line), aiding the priestly morning ritual preparation leading up to 
the performance of the tragic trilogy and the satyr play afterpiece. By night, they were a zodiacal 
compass. At midnight, the stage-left periaktos lined up for the spirit's flight from the mystic 
launch site in the center of Sanctuary XXXI.  

 
The periaktos lines up along the meridian (blue dotted line) through the fire altar of Hestia in 

the orchestral center, to the Pole Star, and beyond beyond, transcendentally, to the apeiron. 
Building XXXI, with two sets of steps leading up from it to the theater, was the sanctuary of the 
god of nature, Dionysos.  
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Figure 8. Periaktos Lines up Along the Meridian Through the Fire Altar of Hestia 
(“Themenos of Apollon in Delphi,” Coste-Messeliere, 1936, foldout) 

 
At Delphi, the year was quartered when Apollo sojourned in the hyperborean North and 

Dionysos rejoined his mother, Semele, in the omphalos within the temple for the winter quarter. 
In the same manner, the day was quartered at the vernal equinox, marking the trieteric rite of 
spring. At this time of renewal, the day was quartered in the Delphic theater of Dionysos, of the 
god triadically divided in the trieteric rite, within the sacred precincts of Apollo and of Dionysos.  

 
Thus, at high noon, as the hero fell, having retired within to face his fate, the sun was aligned 

along the meridian running through the center Sanctuary XXXI, the seat of the dying (to be 
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reborn) gods, Dionysos. The sun also aligned with the orchestral center's fire altar of Hestia, 
goddess of the hearth of the universe, marking the apotheosis of the tragic hero. A half-hour after 
noon, on the completion of the Dionysian satyr play afterpiece, the periaktos' shadow lines up 
with the western corner of the god of the theater's (Dionysos') Sanctuary XXXI's roof, marking 
the completion of the satyrs' half-hour comedic revels of renewal. 

 
At the midnight ceremony of the vernal equinox — the soul of the initiate was then borne 

beyond the dark of night, beyond time, beyond space into the astral firmament.  
 

The Ultimate Tone: The Sound Not Heard 
 
As we draw to a close in this discussion of the Delphic Temple and Theater, it is significant to 

note the complex has a deflection of 7.5 degrees (light blue line Figure 8) — 1/12th the 90 
degree gravitational fall of all existents, the inexorable gravitational angular factor in physics at 
which a top falls. It is, as well, the gravitational factor in music theory (as in the Pythagorean 
"Harmony of the Spheres") in the 12-tone scale's octaval fall. 

 
The ultimate placement of the Boundless, apeiron, at the pinnacle of the sacred tetractys 

testifies to the trieteric rite's profound reach beyond the empyrean. German musicologist Hans 
Kayser (1970) was startled to discover in his analysis of the Pythagorean Table of Tones, the 
ultimate tone is "the sound not heard." This is the sound of silence—the void is from whence all 
came, and to which all shall return. 

 
In the perennial philosophy of nature, this gravitational descending glissando of all that exists 

symbolizes the stark imperative of Anaximander's fragment: Each must pay restitution for its 
existence according to the dictates of time. The revels over, the seed of Dionysos inseminates the 
womb of Gaia/Earth, first holder of the Delphic seat. The course of Phoebus Apollo above her in 
summer’s heat is to herald nature’s autumnal bounty. Nature philosophy, though born of tragic 
awareness, is a philosophy of Emersonian hope, of transcendence, a transcendence the Sage of 
Concord mystically sensed in creation’s infinite symmetries—and in the ineffable Mystery of 
Nature emanating from deep within the sacred stones of Delphi.  

 
Yet, Hans Kayser (1970) wrote Akroasis with "the note not heard" in the harmony of the 

spheres, the thirteenth overtonal note commencing the new octave, the spirit mystically attains 
the apex of the sacred Tetractys. And in the trieteric rite, the winnowed seed of infant Dionysos 
falls to the womb of Gaia/Earth, there mystically to strike the fire of rebirth at the altar of Hestia, 
"Hearth of the Universe," in the center of the theater of Dionysos. Then, in the mystery beyond 
knowing, the spirit of the initiate gains release from the wheel of Being, vaulting, 
transcendently—beyond the Pole Star—beyond the Boundless apeiron, "beyond beyond"— in 
the mystery of paranada, which comes from the Sanskrit and conveys a sense of “the soundless 
sound” beyond creation (“Soundless Sound,” 2008). 

 
Shakespearean Transcendence  

 
When sun, at noon, had aligned along the meridian, Dionysos was in the center of his 

sanctuary and Hestia was at her central fire of creation altar in the center of the god of ecstatic 
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release's theater orchestra. The day had been quartered, as the year had been quartered in the 
Delphic temple, Dionysos intimately rejoined his mortal mother, Semele, for the winter quarter 
within the omphalos.  

 
Then, at high noon, beneath Apollo's solar glare, as in the midnight dark of the Trieterica rite, 

as the meridian passed through the center of Dionysos' sanctuary (signaling the fall of Fate's 
decree on the tragic hero) and the still point in the celestial whirl obscured by the solar disc's 
blinding glare, and the Boundless apeiron rang with the “sound of silence,” the Harmony of the 
Spheres — at this culminatory moment Oedipus vanished.  

 
In contemplating the heights of high tragedy that realized the transcendent vision, my 

thoughts naturally turned to the master of tragic form, Shakespeare. Could Shakespeare have 
been aware of Sophocles' masterwork, Oedipus at Colonus? Was it in English translation, and if 
so, had he access to it? It seems unlikely, but according to John Harvey (1977), it was entirely 
possible. Yet, might he have sensed, at the climax of Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus, the tragic 
hero's apotheosis?  

 
The inspired vision of Edouard Schure (1918) pointed the way on this journey into the 

unknown when he asserted,  “Observation and reason are not sufficient. In addition to and above 
all else is intuition” (p. 114). Pythagoras sought to develop intuition in his students and initiates 
(p. 49); and intuition was at the root of his efforts to revive the mission of the Delphic priests and 
bring back the art of divination at Delphi (p. 31, 34). And Pythagoras was successful. According 
to Meletzis and Papadakis (1964), during his year at Delphi he "revolutionized the art of 
prophecy" (p. vii).  

 
I felt — there's no explaining how — Delphi's "sound-of-silence" extended somehow beyond 

our "knowing," infusing our very Being, as had Sophocles' profound tragedy of transcendence. 
Then, the answer came to me: the answer was to be discovered in that other towering tragic 
masterwork, Hamlet.  

 
The "sound of silence" at the climax of Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus is sensed in the 

dramatic pause in the opening line of Hamlet's deep-probing soliloquy, “To be, or not to be?” 
and is sensed as well in the fading sibilance of the final word of his farewell to earthly existence: 
“The rest is silence” (Shakespeare, 1974, III.i.55, V.ii.358).  

 
This suggests the primal silence of Creation Veda X. 129: “Then was neither being, nor non-

being.” And well it might, for the soliloquy echoes its form (if not its substance), “To be, or not 
to be: That is the question” (Shakespeare, 1974, III.i.55). At this point in the action Hamlet is 
trammeled by "the pale cast of thought," enmeshed in "Words, words, words" (III.i.84, II.ii.192). 
Horatio's pious benediction at Hamlet' death only contributes more words, “Good night, sweet 
prince. And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest!” (V.ii.359-360).  

 
An unkind fate had seen to it that Hamlet had long since moved far beyond such pious 

homilies, “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in thy 
philosophy” (Shakespeare, 1974, I.v.). Our tragic hero has faced the Great Unknown, and 
accepted Fate's decree, as is clear from his final utterance, “The rest is silence” (V.ii.358). Given 
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Hamlet's complex nature, it is hard to believe that "rest" is to be taken as an allusion to the sleep 
of the just, to death's repose, as in Horatio's all-too-conventional resort to a heavenly hereafter. 
Rather, it would seem to suggest a line from earlier in the play when Hamlet confronts the ghost 
of his father, "We fools of nature... with thoughts beyond the reaches of our souls" (I.iv.56) are 
here in an encounter with the spirit's destiny, we are engaged in a mystic transport to, and 
beyond, the "undiscover'd country"— and to its ineffable silence (III.i.78). 

 
The finding of a kindred transcendence in Oedipus and Hamlet may seem wondrous and 

strange: Yet, closing Hamlet on “silence” suggests a mystical, deep, profound, Sophoclean 
vision. Upon reflecting on Shakespeare's works, a Sophoclean-Shakespearean connection, 
tenuous though it may seem, emerges. It appears in, of all places, his frothy satire on philosophic 
obfuscation, Love's Labour's Lost.  

 
The play is a witty bagatelle, as its title suggests. The title is an all too clever alliterative play 

on the seductively lingual "L," the twelfth letter, numerologically reducible to 3, repeated thrice. 
Thus we have 3 x 3—voila!—the ubiquitous number nine, the fateful number of Anaximander's 
inexorable controller, time. 

 
Love's Labour's Lost was first performed in the late 1590s, a mere decade after the visionary 

friar, Giordano Bruno, had sojourned (1583-1585) into the heady intellectual atmosphere of 
London's Inns of Court. There he had charmed such literary luminaries as Raleigh, Sidney, and 
Fulke-Greville with his "heretical" philosophy of an infinite cosmos. Such was the ripple he 
created that it has been proposed by Dorothy Waley Singer (1950) that Shakespeare fashioned 
the play's witty raisonneur, Berowne—an early Hamlet if you will—on Bruno (p. 249).  

 
In 1600, between Love's Labour's Lost (c. 1595) and Hamlet (1601), there transpired an event 

of cataclysmic moment: Bruno's fiery death for his intransigent philosophy of transcendence. It 
must have shaken Shakespeare. How could it not? While the reed of connection between Hamlet 
and Bruno is slender, a reed it is nonetheless. There is more than a trace of Hamlet (and of 
Pythagoras, as well, for that matter) in Berowne of Love’s Labour’s Lost.  

 
Let Dorothea Waley Singer's perceptive biography and the text of Love's Labour's Lost make 

the case. Commenting on Bruno's heroic frenzies, Singer (1950) stated what could be considered 
the theme of the play: “Bruno exalts the love of philosophy above that of woman” (p. 36)  

 
According to Singer (1950),  “The whole of Bruno's philosophy is based on his view of an 

infinite universe with an infinity of worlds. He conceived the universe as a vast interrelationship 
throughout space and time, comprehending all phenomena, material and spiritual” (p. 50) For 
Bruno, wisdom is at the center of this philosophy, she quoted his valedictory address at 
Wittenberg University, which is a “paean of praise of Wisdom:” 
 

If all things are in common among friends, the most precious is Wisdom. What can Juno 
give which thou canst not receive from Wisdom? What mayest thou admire in Venus 
which thou mayest not also contemplate in Wisdom? Her beauty is not small, for the lord 
of all things taketh delight in her. Her I have loved and diligently sought from my youth 
up. (p. 59) 
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Singer sees Bruno as a kind of a prophet for the changes in the conception of reality later 
developed by Johannes Kepler and Rene Descartes,  

 
by which discussion of the nature of material reality yields place to the conception of an 
Order of the Universe. For Bruno's passionate assertion of the infinity of space was not 
merely denial of boundary. He conceived Infinite Space as the field of all motion, the 
vehicle of an Infinite Power which is the expression of the Infinite Life of the Universe. (p. 
88)  
 
In this conception of the infinite, Bruno struggled against Aristotle’s arguments against the 

void, seeing no “distinction between the three infinities of Space, Time and Matter. They merge 
into one another as does his conception of Infinite Space, Nature and the Infinite World Soul” (p. 
89). This “World Soul” for Bruno is “an infinite continuum in which all things partake; yet in 
another sense discontinuous and divisible and even (on the analogy of number though not with 
unvarying consistency) infinitely divisible” (p. 91). 

 
The appreciation and understanding of the Boundless, the infinite universe of Bruno’s 

conception, is far more precious than mere human love, as Bruno noted when he put the love of 
wisdom above erotic or married love (Venus and Juno) (Singer, 1950, p. 36). This is the Love's 
Labour's Lost’s cosmic premise and its comic purpose. The play opens with Ferdinand, king of 
Naples, discussing a pact he has made with three scholars to abstain from romantic involvement 
for three years. One of the scholars, Berowne, resists this condition of the pact, and questions the 
king. 
 

Berowne: What is the end of study, let me know. 
King Ferdinand: Why, that to know which we should not know. 
Berowne: Things hid and barr’d (you mean) from common sense?  
King Ferdinand: Ay, that is study’s godlike recompense (I.i.55-58) 
 
Ferdinand here asserts, as Bruno did before him, that contemplation of the mysteries of the 

universe pays a divine dividend greater than the rewards of erotic love.  
 
The play closes with a reassertion of the need to understand the great mystery at the heart of 

existence, and the superiority of this understanding to other forms of human knowledge, “The 
words of Mercury are harsh after the songs of Apollo” (V.ii.930-931). 

 
According to Malcolm Evans (1975), the precise meaning of the line regarding Mercury and 

Apollo has never been established, but have “Delphic ambiguity,” and “might be expected to 
bear a more decisive reference to the central thematic considerations of the play itself” (p. 114). 
“The rhyme of Apollo confronts the reason of Mercury, a faculty ostensibly divorced from the 
limitations of time, place, and personality, and exposes it for what it is — the instrument of 
illusion” (p. 118-119). Mercury is linked to writing, and Apollo to “true discourse” greater than 
that achieved through writing, which Pythagoras had achieved (p. 124). “The Princess and her 
companions,” who are victorious in the play’s romantic contest, “stand for the Apollonian world 
of the play” in contradistinction to the Mercurian males (p. 125). The closing “Delphic 
aphorism” asserts that there is a mystery to the world that must be understood, but it cannot be 
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achieved through conventional book learning (p. 127), an assertion that connects with the 
premise of this article that Pythagoras encoded a conception of the ineffable in the design of the 
Temple of Delphi. 

 
Berowne is an Ur-Hamlet, Hamlet, a late Oedipus. A few years later after Love’s Labour’s 

Lost was first performed, Apollo's aetheric arrow bore the sweet prince's spirit beyond the 
Pythagorean-Berowneian nine of Saturn, beyond time, beyond the reach of gross matter, beyond 
the stage of the Globe, beyond the circle of Dionysos' theater. Hamlet became transcendent. 

 
Hamlet's question is the quandary all thoughtful mortals must at some point confront,  "To be, 

or not to be, that is the question." Such are the deep thoughts stirred by the Bard of Avon. They 
put one in the mind of the profundity found at the very inception of deep speculative thought as 
framed by Dirghatamas in the opening line of the Vedic Creation Hymn, X. 129: "Then was 
neither Being, nor Non-being." 

 
Transcendentalism in American Art and Thought 

 
The transcendentalist movement in American philosophy reached its zenith in the 1830s with 

Emerson's publication of his journal, The Dial, the title of which referenced the sundial (Ripley, 
184). It may have alluded to the sundial-periaktos at Delphi.  

 
Frederic Henry Hedge's (2008/1841) "Questionings" closes, with, “Losing still, that I may 

find / This bounded self in boundless Mind.”  This deeply moving transcendental aspiration was 
to be echoed by Emerson in both his "Nature" essays, where he makes an homage to nature’s 
ability to render infinite variety in the world, “All changes pass without violence, by reason of 
the two cardinal conditions of boundless space and boundless time” (1903-1904a, p. 179). This 
boundless infinity calls to Emerson as the standpoint from which to observe and meld with the 
divine:  

 
Standing on the bare ground, — my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite 
space, — all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball. I am nothing. I see 
all. The currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God. 
(1903-1904a, p. 109) 
 
Decades before Emerson wrote, Thomas Paine (1884/1794) proved a prescient revolutionary 

spirit in transcendentalist thinking. He would have free-thinking spirits venturing courageously 
beyond the limits of space and time that would trammel the imagination. Paine asserted that the 
ultimate reality of the universe was beyond knowing because not only is 
 

the power and wisdom He has manifested in the structure of the Creation that I behold is to 
me incomprehensible, but because even this manifestation, great as it is, is probably but a 
small display of that immensity of power and wisdom by which millions of other worlds, 
to me invisible by their distance, were created and continue to exist. (p. 46) 

 
In David Frawley's (1992) more contemporary framing of the age-old challenge:  
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It is the archetype of transcendence alone which makes man, which allows us to go beyond 
the manipulations of our environment to awareness, from which alone true and harmonious 
action is possible. If we cannot get beyond our conditioning, we are only machines or 
animals, reflections of our environment, in contradiction and conflict with reflections of 
different environments. (p. 119) 

 
Frawley (2000) further asserted,  “The highest knowing is going beyond knowledge” (p. 128). 
 
Vedic Transcendence and Scientific Theory 

 
Modern physics reveals that all matter originated in, and eventually will return to, energy. 

Atomic theory envisioned energic action as charged particles schematized in a wave-form 
pattern. Again, with reference to the transcendent nature of tragedy, this concept seems 
insufficient: Inherent in wave-form structures is a dualism. Cosmic consciousness transcends all 
dichotomies of existence — indeed, it transcends existence itself.  

 
In science today we are witnessing a general shift away from the assumption that the 
fundamental nature of matter can be considered from the point of view of substance 
(particles, quanta) to the concept that the fundamental nature of the material world is 
knowable only through its underlying patterns of wave forms. Therefore, when many 
ancient cultures chose to examine reality through the metaphors of geometry and music 
(music being the study of the proportional laws of sound frequency), they were already 
very close to the position of our most contemporary science. (Lawlor, 1982, p. 4) 
 

On the Significance of Zero at Delphi 
 

Perhaps no one has embraced nothing as strongly as the Indians who, [Charles] Seife notes 
[in Zero: the Biography of a Dangerous Idea], "never had a fear of the infinite or of the 
void." Hinduism has embedded within it, a complex philosophy of nothingness, seeing 
everything in the world as arising from the pregnant void, known as Sunya. (Wertheim, 
2001, p. 3) 
 
While the numeric symbol for zero (0) came to the West from the Indian and Arabic cultures 

almost a millennium after Pythagoras, the apeiron — The Boundless — was its equivalent. The 
sacred Tetractys, with its rotary triskelion, and its apex in the center of Dionysos' theater 
orchestra (a place for dancing) brings to mind Anaximander's ethereal whirl impelling the 
generative "breath" of the cosmos from the void. At the tetractyl apex-point, the Central Fire, we 
see a symbol of origin, 0, as well, the tenth celestial sphere, a symbol of Being in the zodiacal 
rotation of the stars/constellations.  

 
The altar flame at the center of the Delphic orchestra symbolizes the Pythagorean-Philolaun 

Central Fire at the point of origin. The periphery beyond the orchestral circle, where the chorus 
whirled, suggests "the Boundless" apeiron. Beyond the spheres of Being and Non-being, the 
boundless apeiron may be seen as symbolic of transcendent release. It is in this light that we, like 
Edouard Schure, may see the '0' at Delphi as the ouroboros, the serpent endlessly swallowing its 
tail, endlessly coming to be, then passing away. “The ancients represented the course of the stars, 
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by the winding of a snake; but if this snake was so placed as to have the tail in her mouth, it then 
represented eternity” (Costa, 2007/1820, p. 4). 

 
The Vedas tell us that at time-zero there was no mass-energy in the universe. It was a 

complete void. 
 

In the beginning there was no mass-energy in the universe because there was no space. 
Mass-energy is created due to expansion of the universe. The universe cannot expand 
without creating mass-energy and universe cannot contract without annihilating mass-
energy. Thus the universe started with zero mass energy and will end up with zero mass-
energy as well. Thus there was no singularity in the beginning and there will be no 
singularity at the end (Roy, 1999, p. 205) 

 
Beyond the Zero  
 

Nature does not know extinction; all it knows is transformation. Everything science has 
taught me strengthens my belief in the continuity of our spiritual existence after death. (as 
quoted in Pynchon, 1973, p. 1) 

 
Part I of Thomas Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow is titled "Beyond the Zero." The title of 

Pynchon’s novel refers first to the arc of the V2 rockets launched on London by the German 
Wehrmacht. The chromatic arc of the rainbow is a source of delight and yet suggests, as Pynchon 
noticed, the elliptical trajectory of weapons of mass destruction, of annihilation, of zero. 
Paranada goes beyond the positive/negative quandary to the transcendent mystery beyond 
knowing. In this regard, a kind letter from Shaikh Llewellyn Vaughan-Lea (personal 
communication, January 28, 2006) of the Golden Sufi Center at Inverness, California confided, 
"One of the Sufi definitions of God is ‘beyond even our idea of beyond.’” 
 
Early Scientific Thought: Nicholas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno  

 
The thought of Nicholas of Cusa, also known as Cusanus, opened the way for the infinite 

universes of Giordano Bruno. In his essay "Of Learned Ignorance," (1440 CE), modeled after 
"On the Nature of Things" (c. 55 BCE) by the Roman epicurean Lucretius, Cusanus challenged 
the limits of ecclesiastical tolerance. He showed a prevision of the micro/macro-cosmos that 
modern science is currently exploring, a cosmos of atoms in an infinite void endlessly forming, 
dissolving, and forming matter. As the outcome of his ardent meditations on the Deity, Nicholas 
of Cusa (1954) was gifted with a paradoxical vision of a universe whose "center is everywhere; 
its periphery, nowhere" (book 2, chapter 12). 

 
In the late 1500s, yet another wearer of the cloth, Giordano Bruno, had a caring concept: the 

universe is infinite. According to Brooke (1991), Giordano Bruno, who was attracted to both the 
atomic theories of antiquity and to Cusanus’ reasoning, became “an advocate of Copernican 
astronomy, of an infinite universe, and a plurality of worlds...[a position then] considered 
heretical” (p. 39). 
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Bruno gave impassioned expression to his vision in On the Infinite Universe and Worlds' 
"Introductory Epistle," wherein he identified Apollo with the Sun: 

 
With whose blood [the Python] he [Apollo] hath dyed the waters of the sea, 
Hath put to flight the Fury that pursued me. 
To thee I turn, I soar, O my sustaining Voice; 
I render thanks to thee, my Sun, my divine Light. 
(quoted in Singer, 1959, p. 248) 

 
According to Singer (1959) Bruno ascended “to heights of mystic exaltation in the 

apprehension of an Infinite universe” (p. 3). Singer asserted that Bruno understood the 
limitations of the human mind, but put forward the idea that the humankind could still “yield an 
apprehension of beauty, of symmetry, of Mind without end” (p. 3). 

 
Bruno felt superior to Copernicus, for whereas Copernicus understood his theory as a 

mathematician, “Bruno claimed he could interpret the Copernican celestial diagram as a 
hieroglyph of divine mysteries” (Eliade, 1976, p. 57). The vision at the heart of Bruno's major 
work:  “All life, indeed all Being, he regards as an expression . . . of Immanent Necessity” 
(Singer, 1959, p. 87). 

 
Hawkins (1983) in Mindsteps to the Cosmos describes Bruno’s discoveries. Bruno “had 

written about the boundless size of the cosmos and the immortality of the human soul. He 
proposed that there might be an infinity of worlds” (p. 218). The good Friar's punishment for his 
heterodoxy? Burning at the stake. Hawkins noted, “Ten years after the burning, [Galileo] saw 
through his new telescope what no one had seen before: an infinity of stars” (p. 219). Galileo’s 
infinity was Bruno’s infinity. According to Hawkins, “Bruno said the field of stars was 3-
dimensional and stretched to infinity, and beyond infinity was another infinity. ... unseen” (p. 
277). 

 
This is a vision of a god who, in Paul Davies (1981) words, though not specifically addressing 

Bruno’s vision, is “not part of the stunning beauty contained in nature's mathematical laws;” only 
such a god “that transcends space-time, that is above causality and manipulation, can have any 
real relevance for the natural activity that blazes all around us” (p. 171). 

 
Transcendent Consciousness and Quantum Theory 

 
Most modern speculation or theories about time and space are on a par with those of the 

ancient Hindus. Time is merely a sequence of events with no beginning or ending. The material 
universe extends beyond the greatest distances we can observe by optical or radio means. It is 
boundless. In 1982, “Alexander Vilekin proposed the universe was created by quantum processes 
starting from  ‘literally nothing’ meaning not only the absence of matter, but the absence of 
space and time as well, in the totally empty geometry" (Pandian, 2003).  

 
On the other hand, the Big Bang singularity theory is time-bound. According to Ramesh N. 

Rao (2004), the Big Bang model “proposes that the mass-energy before the universe came into 
being was concentrated at a single point. The Vedas instead tell us that in the beginning there 
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was no mass-energy. It was a complete void.”  Rao quoted Subhash Kak’s foreword to Raja Ram 
Mohan Roy's (1999) Vedic Physics, Scientific Origins of Hinduism to further this point, “In 
quantum mechanics the state changes in an abrupt fashion when an observation is made, and this 
has prompted some physicists to claim consciousness should be the primary category of the 
universe, distinct from physical matter” (p. xiv). 

 
In support of the primacy of consciousness in quantum theory, Amit Goswami contended that 

"consciousness is the ground of all being" (Hamilton, 2007, part 1). Goswami (1989) developed 
an idealistic interpretation of quantum mechanics “supported by the ancient East Indian 
philosophy of Advaita Vedanta, which states that materiality is manifested from consciousness” 
(Swift, 2000, note 3). 

 
In 1998, in "The Great Debate: Cosmology Solved?" at the Smithsonian, Michael S. Turner 

(1999) of Fermilab stated, "Quantum fluctuations seeded all the structure in the universe" (p. 1). 
Might this not be taken as saying all is energy, all is rhythm, reminiscent of the "coming to be 
and passing away" found in Anaximander's fragment? (cited in Classen, 1977, p. 92). Can we 
conceive of existence beginning not with a bang, but mystically, being in a para-state, an 
unfathomable mystery? In the Pythagorean “theory of the breathing universe … the evolution of 
the cosmos starts with a primordial unity, which is opposed to an undetermined Void” (Sinnige, 
1968, p. 59). 

 
In this endless, beginningless rhythm of Being and Non-Being to the nth degree, who or what 

gave the downbeat to the "sound not heard" which Hans Kayser (1970) found to be the para-
ultimate soundless sound in the Pythagorean table of tones? Many physicists believe nothingness 
is the basis of everything. “Indeed, it might be said that one way of characterizing the history of 
modern physics is the gradual rise in the status of nothing from anathema to supreme principle” 
(Wertheim, 2001, p. 1). As Quentin Smith (1993) put it, “We should instead acknowledge our 
foundation in nothingness and feel awe at the marvelous fact that we have a chance to participate 
briefly in this incredible sunburst that interrupts without reason the reign of non-being” (p. 135). 

 
Quantum's Leap Into the Microcosm  

 
Late in my ruminations on the mystery of spiritual renewal in nature, I was skimming through 

the website of the University of Pittsburgh's Physics Department. The university housed the 
editorial office of Theatre Survey, a journal where one of my articles, "The Symmetry of Delphi" 
was published in 1971. On the Physics Department site (which has since been changed), I 
happened across the image of the Tectractys. It was not the familiar planar two-dimensional 
Tetractys. It was in 3-D, and it was not the earth-bound planar diagram that conventionally plots 
the ten Pythagorean tetractyl points. Rather, it was a tetrahedron, a "solid" form, with 
Pythagoras' ten spheres/planets as its base. There was wonder beyond its form — its context. Its 
thrust was not out toward and beyond the stars; the thrust of its Apollonian arrow was in, toward 
the subatomic zero-point.  

 
The image comes from Particle Data Group's Review of Particle Properties and has been 

reproduced by University of Pittsburg physics professor Eric Swanson (2003) in an article titled, 
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“Constructing the Universe: The Particle Explosion.” The lowest plane in this figure is of 
particular interest for us. 
 

 
 
Figure 9. Particle Families (Swanson, 2003, p. 6) 

 
In July 1962 at the 11th International Conference on High-Energy Physics at the European 

Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN), during a talk on the strong interactions of strange 
particles, the discovery of the two particles labeled "xi-" and "xi0" was announced. Physicists 
Murray Gell-Mann and Yuval Ne'eman were in the audience and both realized that the lower 
plane was being filled out according to their expectations, only the last particle, the omega, was 
missing. Both raised their hands, and Gell-Mann, as the more prominent physicist, was called 
upon. At the podium, he announced that a new particle must exist, which he called the omega-
minus. Two years later it was discovered at Brookhaven National Laboratory. 

 
Pythagoras might have nodded approvingly, or perhaps shaken his head, to have his most 

sacrosanct icon thus exposed to those not apprised of its arcane significance. He may have felt 
the perpetrators of such revelation of the sacred schema, on which the initiates swore their most 
solemn oath of secrecy, must pay dearly for such an indiscretion. Is modern science tempting 
Fate? Or, alternatively, will such a visionary insight guide modern science in its probing for the 
key to the mystery of One and the None?   

 
“Ancient geometry begins with One, while modern mathematics and geometry begin with 

Zero” (Lawlor, 1982, p. 16). Yet Pythagoras' mystic plotting of celestial spheres also began with 
zero, the Central Fire of origin, at the Tetractyl apex. And, in its plotting of the decad of 
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planetary spheres, zero culminated in a return to the apex, and its spiritual arrow-flight beyond 
the apeiron. 

 
The Omega Point: 
 

Life is a constant at the omega point. 
 

 
Figure 10. The Omega Point (© Hector Currie and Juan Pacheco 2007) 

 
The omega point at the apex of Gell-Mann's and Ne’eman's three-dimensional tetractys is the 

inspiration for the graphic design of co-author Juan Pacheco above. This symbol of 
transcendence, at the apex of Pythagoras' sacred Tetractys, encapsulates Delphi's mystic power. 
This symbol, it is our contention, illustrates what Benjamin Libet serendipitously stumbled upon 
in his 1970's experiments attempting to measure the impulse of a simultaneous reaction 
(McCrone, 2006).  

 
Given that a simultaneous reaction is (according to the laws of physics) impossible, Libet was 

amazed to find the simultaneous reaction was, in fact, simultaneous. 
 
One is put in mind of the Delphic injunction, "Know thyself."  Mystically, might knowing 

oneself not come down to a mysterious deepening of the apparent meaning of Dephi's gnomic 
utterance? On sober (and, at times, giddy) reflection, it might come down to, "Know that thou art 
the mystery, and possess within thee the secret to the Cosmos." 

 
This is the secret Eugene O'Neill (2002) revealed to us in his tragic masterpiece, Long Day's 

Journey into Night in Edmund's moving monologue,  
 

And several other times in my life, when I was swimming far out, or lying alone on the 
beach, I have had the same experience. Became the sun, the hot sand, green seaweed 
anchored to a rock, swaying in the tide. Like a saint's vision of beatitude. Like the veil of 
things as they seem drawn back by an unseen hand. For a second you see — and seeing the 
secret, are the secret. (p. 156) 

 
On the Boundless Frontier of Science's Limits 

 
Current scientific thought holds that space cannot be indefinitely divided. "Most physicists 

suspect there is a granularity on a scale of scale of 1033 centimetres. This is twenty powers of ten 
smaller than an atomic nucleus. ... If there were still tinier structures, they would transcend our 
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concepts of space and time" (Rees, 1999, p. 12). Yet this is precisely what Anaximander and 
Pythagoras did, and, before them, Dirghatamas.  

 
Cosmic Consciousness 
 

Cosmic consciousness bestows a bliss that is past all words to describe and it also quickens 
the sympathies and attunes the soul to the vibrations of the heart-cries of the struggling 
evolving ones who are still travailing in the pains of the new birth. We must be willing to 
endure the suffering in order that we may realize the joy; not because joy is the reward for 
suffering, but because it is only by losing sight of the personal self that we become aware 
of that inner Self which is immortal and blissful; and when we become aware of the reality 
of that inner Self, we know that we are united with the all, and must feel with all. (Nomad, 
2007, p. 175; original emphasis) 

 
While definitions for and articles about cosmic consciousness permeate cyberspace, only a 

passing mention in this "Digital Age" is given to cybernetic binary bits, of the "zero – one – zero 
– one" sequence of energy-entropy, of one-none, ad infinitum. This brings us back to the 
remarkable insight of the "obscure," in more ways than one, anonymous12th-century monk who 
inscribed this mind-searing, metaphysical vision in The Salem Codex: “Every number arises 
from One, and this in turn from the Zero. In this lies a great and sacred mystery” (quoted in 
Kaplan, 1999, p. 207). 

 
Beyond Knowing: The Call for Transcendence and Tolerance 

 
A connection to the Great Mystery Beyond is a concept that the West has, over the years, 

embraced but sporadically. The general consensus in the West has been that ours is a material 
universe, and the heavenly hereafter is our avenue of escape from its mortal coils. 

 
We — each of us, individual (from the Latin, in-dividuus, undivided, one), one in selfhood —

are inculcated to see a state of unmanifest immateriality as counter to the basic human instinct 
for personal survival. Our apparent physical singularity impels us to seek refuge in the bond of 
family, community, and faith in a protective deity. Few have the courage to resist this impulse to 
seek refuge in submission to a providential authority. Those who do are adjudged heretical and 
suffer ostracism or calumniation. 

 
Pythagoreanism was born in the axial age, when the venturesome turned from abasement 

before the gods to an assertion of intellectual freedom. In breaking free of the herd mentality, 
Pythagoreans were the Tom Paines of their day, “accusing religion of being the source of 
dogmatism, fanaticism, prejudice, ignorance, repression, and persecution” (Martin, 1997, p. 4). 

 
As lone voices, they, like Paine, paid a heavy price for their convictions. With the triumph of 

authoritarian materialism in the Hellenistic and Roman cultures, their esoteric secret was lost, or 
more precisely, buried. The age-old impulse to submit to a greater power triumphed; man had 
resorted to religion (from the Latin, religare, bind together). With conviction in the superiority of 
one's belief system arose the specter of religious fanaticism. The age of religious/political wars 
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— already familiar in the classic Greek world where there been at least three "holy" wars to 
wrest control of the oracle — was upon us. 

 
Religious Fervour and Rancour 

 
Throughout human history, religious zeal has all too frequently been channeled into violent 

conflict, barbaric cruelty. All too often religious organizations promote hatred, war and 
arrogance. Still, "new" movements arise, again and again, many of which "emphasize the 
importance of mysticism and quiet inner exploration, as opposed to evangelical fervor" (Davies, 
1983, p. 4). 

 
John Michell (1988), in the closing of The Dimensions of Paradise, calls for a "structured 

harmony," for world concord (p. 213). Pythagorean harmony extended beyond worldly concord. 
Rather than a dualistic moral judgment, Delphic rites sought a dynamic equipoise between 
Apollonian and Dionysian psychic forces, transcending the Self/Boundless dichotomy. “The East 
takes the cosmos as the starting point. … the West emphasizes sin, and the gulf that has to be 
bridged between God and humans” (Borchert, 1994, p. 95). 

 
But the answer to the Great Mystery cannot be found in religious dogma or fanaticism. 

Rather, we must turn to the solace of silence. Silence gives a caesura to the surge of sound, it is a 
breathless cosmic Grace. As the Creation Veda X.129 professed, confounding reason, "the 
breathless breathed breathlessly."  Jamie James (1993) in The Music of the Spheres asserted that 
“the key is to find one's center outside one's self, in the whole cosmos, paradoxically to become 
centerless; and that, it would seem, is the very last thing that mankind is now capable of” and 
concluded, “Yet now that science permits us to actually hear the soundtrack of the cosmos, in the 
form of random blips and howls picked up by radio telescopes, how we long for silence” (p. 240-
241, 241). 

 
The Synchronicity of It All 

 
“Synchronicity suggests that mind and matter, along with past, present and future, exist in a 

potentially meaningful continuum. As such, it compels us to rethink everyday assumptions about 
self and environment, causality and time” (Clark, 2008). Carl Gustav Jung held that 
“synchronicity involves an acausal relationship between ego consciousness and the other 
environment. That is, synchronicity just happens, [it is] not caused by any single event” (Clark, 
2008). 

 
There is an ongoing debate over when life begins. “The Native American attitude is that 

everything is animated by divinity [has a Spirit/is connected to the Mystery]. Hence ordinary 
people, animals and places are divine” (Eddy, 2001). That is, they have consciousness and are 
cognizant. The synchronicity of this is manifested in the quantum double-split experiment, and 
also the observer experiment, in which electron particles change their behavior when viewed by 
an observer. As Dr. Fred Alan Wolf, a.k.a. Dr. Quantum, put it, “the electron decided to act 
differently as if it was aware it was being watched,” which seems to imply cognizance on the 
part of the particle (quoted in Arntz, Chasse, & Hoffman, 2006). 
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At conception, cells undergo rapid growth and change as they develop into being. But the 
being is not attained until the being achieves self-awareness as in: I am/ego/spirit/yin; I 
want/ambition/materialism/survival/yang. The balance is life, synchronistic with the connection 
to the Mystery that "Thou art the Mystery." 
 
On Intuition as The Key to The Secret 

 
Intuition guided Kant to his discovery that transcendentalism was the key to opening the spirit 

to the wonder which inspired the ancients. Emerson’s (1903-1904a) rapturous connection with 
nature moved him to a transcendent vision:  “All mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent 
eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me” (p. 
109). 

 
Elsewhere, in the other essay titled “Nature,” Emerson (1903-1904b) moved beyond the 

immediate and expresses what appears to be a recension of Anaximander's breakthrough concept 
of the Boundless apeiron: “Efficient Nature, Natura naturans … publishes itself … through 
transformation on transformation to the highest symmetries … All changes pass without violence 
by mean of boundless space and boundless time” (p. 179). 

 
Synchronicity in Transcending Time 
 

Time present and time past  
Are both perhaps present in time future.  
And time future contained in time past.  
If all time is eternally present  
All time is unredeemable. 
(Elliot, 2008a) 

 
This passage from Elliot’s “Burnt Norton” quartet exemplifies the schemata inherent within 

synchronicity. The future carrying the past as an expectant mother carries the child within the 
womb. 

 
Deciphering the archetypal schemata around us is to interpret the synchronicity of it all, in the 

fleeting moment that encompasses all time, and becomes all things, and beyond all things. 
 
We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 
Through the unknown, unremembered gate 
When the last of earth left to discover 
Is that which was the beginning; 
At the source of the longest river 
The voice of the hidden waterfall 
And the children in the apple-tree 
Not known, because not looked for 
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But heard, half-heard, in the stillness 
Between two waves of the sea. 
Quick now, here, now, always— 
A condition of complete simplicity 
(Costing not less than everything) 
And all shall be well and 
All manner of thing shall be well 
When the tongues of flame are in-folded 
Into the crowned knot of fire 
And the fire and the rose are one.  
(Elliot, 2008b) 
 

Synchronicity and the End (Beginning) 
 
It has been a long journey back to our lost roots in ancient India and Greece. Its inspirators 

have been a quadrivium of visionaries: Dirghatamas, Anaximander, Pythagoras; and at the center 
of this mystic triad, Pherecydes, who brought the wisdom of the East to Greece and who inspired 
the Pythagorean doctrine of reincarnation (Knight, 1958, p. 230). 

 
The image of Pherecydes levitating, an illustration of a Johannes Amos Comenius woodcut 

from his epochal publication of Orbis Pictus (1658) appears to have an ouroboran serpentine coil 
framing the sage: dark scales sinister, light scales, dexter. Legend tells of Pythagoras performing  
phenomenal feat of bilocation, levitating at both Croton and Metaontum. Likewise, Pherecydes is 
pictured here, apparently ascending into the boundless apeiron. These legendary feats point to 
the thrust of Paranada — loss of selfhood in a mystery beyond knowing, and the recovery of the 
secret lost (or rather suppressed) for two millennia. 

 
As can be seen in the picture below (Figure 11), Pherecydes is levitating, framed by what 

appears to be an ouroboros, a serpent about to swallow its tail, the dark scale-like etching and the 
very faint almost imaginative head off the right shoulder, swallowing the light but still faint 
scale-like etching of a tail.  

 
This illustration of Pherecydes was rendered in a woodcut by John Amos Comenius (1592-

1670), the same artist who created the representation of Pythagoras meditating by his astrolabe 
(final illustration). Comenius is known as the father of modern education, and was a theologian 
as well as an educator. Comenius was the first to create illustrated texts for children (and adults 
who delight in imaginative approaches to the world around and within us). He was a tragic 
figure, a Moravian without a country, who spent his peregrinous life darting from country to 
country in Europe's seemingly endless sectarian wars. His Labyrinth of the World and Paradise 
of the Heart was a Pilgrim's Progress half a century before Bunyon and beings to mind the key 
lines of the Vedic Creation hymn X. 129: “Sages, searching in their hearts, with wisdom found 
the bond between being and non-being.” 

 
Today, the Comenius Medal is a prestigious award of UNESCO, honoring high achievement 

in education. Comenius' lofty pedagogic goal was to lead the way on what he termed the Via 
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Lucis (The Way of the Light). Such high idealism led Harvard, in 1640, to offer Comenius the 
honor of being its first president. 

 
Surely it appears he was sending a message of love and transcendence when he wrote on the 

subject of the mystic and pre-Socratic philosophers.  
 
Here, at the mouth of the ouroboros we come to the dizzying end/beginning of this work. 

There is more than is dreamed of in the Nature philosophy our all too-materialistic world forgot 
after the flame of Delphi burned no more. We find ourselves back at the birth of universal 
innocence, of all that is defined in the word agape. 

 
Huston Smith and Jeffrey Mishlove discuss this concept in “The Primordial Tradition” an 

episode of Thinking Allowed, Conversations On the Leading Edge of Knowledge and Discovery, 
which ran on PBS. 
 

MISHLOVE: That's true. That universe, the space-time world, fits into the primordial 
tradition but does not exhaust it. There are reaches beyond the physical. 
 
SMITH: To the divine and the infinite. I think that's true. I think that the soul is at one and 
the same time the final locus of our individuality. It is what makes you, Jeffrey Mishlove, 
unlike any other person who ever has been or will be, and yet is constant with you 
throughout your career. That's one thing, but it also has a tropism, a kind of dynamism in 
it, in which it is forever reaching beyond anything you have ever attained thus far, and it 
will never stop that reaching until, we're told, it finally loses its individuality by merging 
with the infinite. 
 
MISHLOVE: That seems to be a good ending point, in a sense to realize where we end is 
where we start. 
(Mishlove, 1996) 
 
This has been a long journey — and a sad one. It has been a journey marked by a deep sense 

of loss. For the world, in its embrace of material substantiality, worldly matter and matters, has 
been seemingly oblivious to Pythagoras' searing vision of an unbounded, transcendent cosmos of 
ever-renewing energies. Yet, it is the hope of the author of this essay on the unapproachable 
mystery, that the world might awaken to Pythagoras' dream and see that for which his soul ached 
— the eternal return, the return to the point-beyond-knowing, to the beyond beyond-sensing. 

 
"The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious." (Einstein, 1994)  

 
Divided, into East and West, the world stands in desperate need of the transcendent vision 
of Dirghatamas,  who 'saw' far, far, beyond the light, beyond the darkness of Creation 
Veda X. 129:  

 
Then was neither Being nor Non-being....  
darkness wrapt in darkness.... 
The breathless breathed breathlessly....  
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Sages searching in their hearts, with wisdom,  
Found the bond between Being and Non-Being.  

 

 
 
Figure 11. Pherecydes (“Pherecydes ex Scyro Philosophus,” Geldsetzer, 2001) 
 
Postlude  

 
“Paranada: Beyond Beyond” has been a repressed obsession of mine for well over fifty years. 

In its many by-ways of the spirit, my journey has been Nietzschean. It all came to a head back in 
1952, while making a promotional film for St. Mary's College, Moraga, home of the Galloping 
Gaels. One bright spring morning, before starting the shoot, I happened to be in the library with 
the good Brothers, and asked, "What's the Church's view of zero?" A day later the answer came 
down from on high: "It is the Devil – Satan."  

 
My jaw dropped, having expected the response would have involved an appreciation of the 

mystery of creation. Might it not have reflected a dark Nietzschean awareness of the shadow, the 
black sun after-image one senses after a quick glance at the sun? 

 
Now, on having finally (at least for now) settled on the final draft, I know that the reader, like 

my idol, Jean-Luc Godard, whose habit is first to read the last passage of a book — any book —
may well be wondering "What is Paranada's ‘Big Idea’? Where does it end up?" 

 
Quite simply, it is to stress the discovery, that is to say rediscovery, of what Huxley (2004) 

called the "perennial philosophy" of the East in Pythagoras' plot, his cosmic plan, of Delphi.  
 
In effect, I found spiritual liberation in Delphi's rite of spring, in the mind of Apollo, and in 

the ecstatic heart of Dionysos. 
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After everything has been said and done, the key to it all may be there is neither key, nor lock, 
nor door, nor jamb, at the mystic threshold. One need not utter "Open." One need only 
ecstatically sense The Mystery. 

 
As Strohmeier and Westbrook (1999) sagely suggest in Divine Harmony: The Life and 

Teachings of Pythagoras: “The challenge of our time may be to revive it, and make divine 
harmony ‘the great theme’ of the next millennium” (Epilogue).  
 

 
 
Figure 12. Pythagoras (Aamodt, Hatlem, & Smebye, 1999) 
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