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Note to the Reader

A Daylight View

THE WORD psychology means the study of the psyche, and the word psyche means mind or soul. In the Microsoft Thesaurus, for psyche we find: “self: atman, soul, spirit; subjectivity: higher self, spiritual self, spirit.” One is reminded, yet again, that the roots of psychology lie deep within the human soul and spirit.

The word psyche or its equivalent has ancient sources, going back at least several millennia BCE, where it almost always meant the animating force or spirit in the body or material vehicle. Sometime in sixteenth-century Germany, psyche was coupled with logos—word or study—to form psychology, the study of the soul or spirit as it appears in humans. Who actually first used the word psychology is still debated; some say Melanchthon, some say Freigius, some say Goclenius of Marburg. But by 1730 it was being used in a more modern sense by Wolff in Germany, Hartley in England, Bonnet in France—and yet even then psychology still meant, as the New Princeton Review of 1888 defined it, “the science of the psyche or soul.”

I once started taking notes for a history of psychology and philosophy that I was planning on writing. I had decided to do so because, in looking at most of the available history of psychology textbooks, I was struck by a strange and curious fact, that they all told the story of psychology—and the psyche—as if it abruptly came into being around 1879 in a laboratory in the University of Leipzig, headed by Wilhelm Wundt, who indeed was the father of a certain type of psychology anchored in introspection and structuralism. Still, did the psyche itself just jump into existence in 1879?

A few textbooks pushed back a little further, to the forerunners of Wundt’s scientific psychology, including Sir Francis Galton, Hermann von Helmholtz, and particularly the commanding figure of Gustav Fechner. As one textbook breathlessly put it, “On the morning of October 22, 1850—an important date in the history of psychology—Fechner had an insight that the law of the connection between mind and body can be found in a statement of quantitative relation between mental sensation and material stimulus.” Fechner’s law, as it was soon known, is stated as S = K log I (the mental sensation varies as the logarithm of the material stimulus). Another text explained its importance: “In the early part of the century, Immanuel Kant had predicted that psychology could never become a science, because it would be impossible to experimentally measure psychological processes. Because of Fechner’s work, for the first time scientists could measure the mind; by the mid-nineteenth century the methods of science were being applied to mental phenomena. Wilhelm Wundt would take these original and creative achievements and organize and integrate them into a ‘founding’ of psychology.”

Every textbook seemed to agree that Gustav Fechner was one of the major breakthrough figures in the founding of modern psychology, and text after text sang the praises of the man who figured out a way to apply quantitative measurement to the mind, thus finally rendering psychology “scientific.” Even Wilhelm Wundt was emphatic: “It will never be forgotten,” he announced, “that Fechner was the first to introduce exact methods, exact principles of measurement and experimental observation for the investigation of psychic phenomena, and thereby to open the prospect of a psychological science, in the strict sense of the word. The chief merit of Fechner’s method is this: that it has nothing to apprehend from the vicissitudes of philosophical systems. Modern psychology has indeed assumed a really scientific character, and may keep aloof from all metaphysical controversy.”1 This Dr. Fechner, I presumed, had saved psychology from contamination by soul or spirit, and had happily reduced the mind to measurable empirical doodads, thus ushering in the era of truly scientific psychology.

That is all I heard of Gustav Fechner, until several years later, when I was rummaging through a store filled with wonderfully old philosophy books, and there, rather shockingly, was a book with a striking title—Life after Death—written in 1835, and by none other than Gustav Fechner. It had the most arresting opening lines: “Man lives on earth not once, but three times: the first stage of his life is continual sleep; the second, sleeping and waking by turns; the third, waking forever.”

And so proceeded this treatise on waking forever. “In the first stage man lives in the dark, alone; in the second, he lives associated with, yet separated from, his fellow-men, in a light reflected from the surface of things; in the third, his life, interwoven with . . . universal spirit . . . is a higher life.

“In the first stage his body develops itself from its germ, working out organs for the second; in the second stage his mind develops itself from its germ, working out organs for the third; in the third the divine germ develops itself, which lies hidden in every human mind.

“The act of leaving the first stage for the second we call Birth; that of leaving the second for the third, Death. Our way from the second to the third is not darker than our way from the first to the second: one way leads us forth to see the world outwardly; the other, to see it inwardly.”

From body to mind to spirit, the three stages of the growth of consciousness; and it is only as men and women die to the separate self that they awaken to the expansiveness of universal Spirit. There was Fechner’s real philosophy of life, mind, soul, and consciousness; and why did the textbooks not bother to tell us that? That’s when I decided I wanted to write a history of psychology, simply because “Somebody has got to tell.”

(Tell that the notion of the unconscious was made popular by von Hartmann’s Philosophy of the Unconscious, which was published in 1869—thirty years before Freud—and went into an unprecedented eight editions in ten years, and von Hartmann was expressing Schopenhauer’s philosophy, which Schopenhauer himself explicitly stated he derived mostly from Eastern mysticism, Buddhism and the Upanishads in particular: under the individual consciousness lies a cosmic consciousness, which for most people is “unconscious,” but which can be awakened and fully realized, and this making conscious of the unconscious was men and women’s greatest good. That Freud directly took the concept of the id from Georg Groddeck’s The Book of the It, which was based on the existence of a cosmic Tao or organic universal spirit. That . . . well, it is a long story, all of which powerfully reminds us that the roots of modern psychology lie in spiritual traditions, precisely because the psyche itself is plugged into spiritual sources. In the deepest recesses of the psyche, one finds not instincts, but Spirit—and the study of psychology ought ideally to be the study of all of that, body to mind to soul, subconscious to self-conscious to superconscious, sleeping to half-awake to fully awake.)

Fechner did indeed make extraordinary contributions to empirical and measurable psychology; his Elements of Psychophysics is justly regarded as the first great text of psychometrics, and it fully deserves all the accolades psychologists from Wundt onward gave it. Still, the whole point of Fechner’s psychophysics was that spirit and matter were inseparable, two sides of one great reality, and his attempts to measure aspects of the mind were meant to point out this inseparability, not reduce spirit or soul to material objects, and certainly not to deny spirit and soul altogether, which seems to have nonetheless been its fate in the hands of less sensitive researchers.

Fechner maintained, as one scholar summarized it, “that the whole universe is spiritual in character, the phenomenal world of physics being merely the external manifestation of this spiritual reality. Atoms are only the simplest elements in a spiritual hierarchy leading up to God. Each level of this hierarchy includes all those levels beneath it, so that God contains the totality of spirits. Consciousness is an essential feature of all that exists. . . . The evidences of soul are the systematic coherence and conformity to law exhibited in the behavior of organic wholes. Fechner regarded the earth, ‘our mother,’ as such an organic besouled whole.”2

Fechner himself explained that “as our bodies belong to the greater and higher individual body of the earth, so our spirits belong to the greater and higher individual spirit of the earth, which comprises all the spirits of earthly creatures, very much as the earth-body comprises their bodies. At the same time the earth-spirit is not a mere assembly of all the spirits of the earth, but a higher, individually conscious union of them.” And the earth-spirit—Fechner was giving a precise outline of Gaia—is itself simply part of the divine-spirit, and “the divine-spirit is one, omniscient and truly all-conscious, i.e., holding all the consciousness of the universe and thus comprising each individual consciousness . . . in a higher and the highest connection.”3

But this does not mean the obliteration of individuality, only its completion and inclusion in something even larger. “Our own individuality and independence, which are naturally but of a relative character, are not impaired but conditioned by this union.” And so it continues up the nested hierarchy of increasing inclusiveness: “As the earth, far from separating our bodies from the universe, connects and incorporates us with the universe, so the spirit of the earth, far from separating our spirits from the divine spirit, forms a higher individual connection of every earthly spirit with the spirit of the universe.”4

Fechner’s approach to psychology was thus a type of integral approach: he wished to use empirical and scientific measurement, not to deny soul and spirit, but to help elucidate them. “To regard the whole material universe as inwardly alive and conscious is to take what Fechner called the daylight view. To regard it as inert matter, lacking in any teleological significance, is to take what he called the night view. Fechner ardently advocated the daylight view and hoped that it could be supported inductively by means of his psychophysical experiments.”5

Well, it appears that the night view has since prevailed, yes? But there was a period, roughly during the time of Fechner (1801–1887) to William James (1842–1910) to James Mark Baldwin (1861–1934), when the newly emerging science of psychology was still on speaking terms with the ancient wisdom of the ages—with the perennial philosophy, with the Great Nest of Being, with the Idealist systems, and with the simple facts of consciousness as almost every person knows them: consciousness is real, the inward observing self is real, the soul is real, however much we might debate the details; and thus these truly great founding psychologists—when their real stories are told—have much to teach us about an integral view, a view that attempts to include the truths of body, mind, soul, and spirit, and not reduce them to material displays, digital bits, empirical processes, or objective systems (as important as all of those most certainly are). These pioneering modern psychologists managed to be both fully scientific and fully spiritual, and they found not the slightest contradiction or difficulty in that generous embrace.

This is a book about just such an integral psychology. While attempting to include the best of modern scientific research on psychology, consciousness, and therapy, it also takes its inspiration from that integral period of psychology’s own genesis (marked by such as Fechner, James, and Baldwin, along with many others we will soon meet). This volume began that day in the wonderful old-book store, and the shocked recognition that Fechner’s true story had rarely been told, and my subsequent historical research. The result was a very long textbook in two volumes, which includes a discussion of around two hundred theorists, East and West, ancient and modern, all working, in their own way, toward a more integral view; and it contains charts summarizing around one hundred of these systems.6 For various reasons I have decided to publish it first in a very condensed and edited form—this present book—along with most of the charts (see charts 1 through 11).

As such, what follows is merely the briefest outline of what one type of integral psychology might look like. It attempts to include and integrate some of the more enduring insights from premodern, modern, and postmodern sources, under the assumption that all of them have something incredibly important to teach us. And it attempts to do so, not as a mere eclecticism, but in a systematic embrace, with method to the madness.

But the major aim of this book is to help start a discussion, not finish it; to act as a beginning, not an end. The reason I decided to publish this book in outline form first was to share an overview without crowding it with too many of my own particular details, and thus spur others to jump into the adventure: agreeing with me, disagreeing with me; correcting any mistakes that I might make, filling in the many gaps, straightening out any inadequacies, and otherwise carrying the enterprise forward by their own good lights.

For teachers using this as a text, and for the serious student, I have included extensive endnotes. In fact, this is really two books: a fairly short, accessible text, and endnotes for the dedicated. As usual, I recommend skipping the notes until a second reading (or reading them by themselves after the first). The notes do two things in particular: flesh out the outline with some of my own details (especially for students of my work), and make a series of specific recommendations for further readings, by other scholars, on each of the major topics. Thus teachers, for example, might consult some of these other texts (as well as their own favorites), make photocopies and hand-outs for the class, and thus supplement the main outline with any number of more specific readings. Interested laypersons can follow the notes to further reading in any of the areas. These recommendations are not exhaustive, only representative. For the recommended books on transpersonal psychology and therapy, I took a poll of many colleagues and reported the results.

I have not included a separate bibliography; the references on the charts alone are over a hundred pages. But today it is easy enough to get on the Internet and search any of the large booksellers for the various publications (which is why I have not included publisher information either). Likewise, I have often simply listed the names of some of the more important authors, and readers can do a book search to see which of their books are available.

I personally believe that integral psychology (and integral studies in general) will become increasingly prevalent in the coming decades, as the academic world gropes its way out of its doggedly night view of the Kosmos.

What follows, then, is one version of a daylight view. And, dear Gustav, this one is for you.

K.W.

Boulder, Colorado

Spring 1999


 Part One 

Ground

The Foundation

PSYCHOLOGY IS THE STUDY of human consciousness and its manifestations in behavior. The functions of consciousness include perceiving, desiring, willing, and acting. The structures of consciousness, some facets of which can be unconscious, include body, mind, soul, and spirit. The states of consciousness include normal (e.g., waking, dreaming, sleeping) and altered (e.g., nonordinary, meditative). The modes of consciousness include aesthetic, moral, and scientific. The development of consciousness spans an entire spectrum from prepersonal to personal to transpersonal, subconscious to self-conscious to superconscious, id to ego to Spirit. The relational and behavioral aspects of consciousness refer to its mutual interaction with the objective, exterior world and the sociocultural world of shared values and perceptions.

The great problem with psychology as it has historically unfolded is that, for the most part, different schools of psychology have often taken one of those aspects of the extraordinarily rich and multifaceted phenomenon of consciousness and announced that it is the only aspect worth studying (or even that it is the only aspect that actually exists). Behaviorism notoriously reduced consciousness to its observable, behavioral manifestations. Psychoanalysis reduced consciousness to structures of the ego and their impact by the id. Existentialism reduced consciousness to its personal structures and modes of intentionality. Many schools of transpersonal psychology focus merely on altered states of consciousness, with no coherent theory of the development of structures of consciousness. Asian psychologies typically excel in their account of consciousness development from the personal to the transpersonal domains, but have a very poor understanding of the earlier development from prepersonal to personal. Cognitive science admirably brings a scientific empiricism to bear on the problem, but often ends up simply reducing consciousness to its objective dimensions, neuronal mechanisms, and biocomputer-like functions, thus devastating the lifeworld of consciousness itself.

What if, on the other hand, all of the above accounts were an important part of the story? What if they all possessed true, but partial, insights into the vast field of consciousness? At the very least, assembling their conclusions under one roof would vastly expand our ideas of what consciousness is and, more important, what it might become. The endeavor to honor and embrace every legitimate aspect of human consciousness is the goal of an integral psychology.

Obviously, such an endeavor, at least at the beginning, has to be carried out at a very high level of abstraction. In coordinating these numerous approaches, we are working with systems of systems of systems, and such a coordination can only proceed with “orienting generalizations.”1 These cross-paradigmatic generalizations are meant, first and foremost, to simply get us in the right ballpark, by throwing our conceptual net as wide as possible. A logic of inclusion, networking, and wide-net casting is called for; a logic of nests within nests within nests, each attempting to legitimately include all that can be included. It is a vision-logic, a logic not merely of trees but also of forests.

Not that the trees can be ignored. Network-logic is a dialectic of whole and part. As many details as possible are checked; then a tentative big picture is assembled; it is checked against further details, and the big picture readjusted. And so on indefinitely, with ever more details constantly altering the big picture—and vice versa. For the secret of contextual thinking is that the whole discloses new meanings not available to the parts, and thus the big pictures we build will give new meaning to the details that compose it. Because human beings are condemned to meaning, they are condemned to creating big pictures. Even the “anti-big picture” postmodernists have given us a very big picture about why they don’t like big pictures, an internal contradiction that has landed them in various sorts of unpleasantness, but has simply proven, once again, that human beings are condemned to creating big pictures.

Therefore, choose your big pictures with care.

When it comes to an integral psychology—a subset of integral studies in general—we have an enormous wealth of theories, research, and practices, all of which are important trees in the integral forest. In the following pages, we will be reviewing many of them, always with an eye to an integral embrace.

Elements of my own system, developed in a dozen books, are summarized in charts 1a and 1b. These include the structures, states, functions, modes, development, and behavioral aspects of consciousness. We will discuss each of those in turn. We will be drawing also on premodern, modern, and postmodern sources, with a view to a reconciliation. And we will start with the backbone of the system, the basic levels of consciousness.


       1       

The Basic Levels or Waves

The Great Nest of Being

A TRULY INTEGRAL PSYCHOLOGY would embrace the enduring insights of premodern, modern, and postmodern sources.

To begin with the premodern or traditional sources, the easiest access to their wisdom is through what has been called the perennial philosophy, or the common core of the world’s great spiritual traditions. As Huston Smith, Arthur Lovejoy, Ananda Coomaraswamy, and other scholars of these traditions have pointed out, the core of the perennial philosophy is the view that reality is composed of various levels of existence—levels of being and of knowing—ranging from matter to body to mind to soul to spirit. Each senior dimension transcends but includes its juniors, so that this is a conception of wholes within wholes within wholes indefinitely, reaching from dirt to Divinity.

In other words, this “Great Chain of Being” is actually a “Great Nest of Being,” with each senior dimension enveloping and embracing its juniors, much like a series of concentric circles or spheres, as indicated in figure 1. (For those unfamiliar with the Great Nest, the best short introduction is still E. F. Schumacher’s A Guide for the Perplexed. Other excellent introductions include Forgotten Truth by Huston Smith and Shambhala: The Sacred Path of the Warrior by Chögyam Trungpa, who demonstrates that the Great Nest was present even in the earliest shamanic cultures).1 The Great Nest of Being is the backbone of the perennial philosophy, and it would therefore be a crucial ingredient of any truly integral psychology.


	
[image: ]

FIGURE 1. The Great Nest of Being. Spirit is both the highest level (causal) and the nondual Ground of all levels.





For the last three thousand years or so, perennial philosophers have been in nearly unanimous and cross-cultural agreement as to the general levels of the Great Nest, although the number of divisions of those levels has varied considerably. Some traditions have presented only three major levels or realms (body, mind, and spirit—or gross, subtle, and causal). Others give five (matter, body, mind, soul, and spirit). Still others give seven (e.g., the seven kundalini chakras). And most of the traditions also have very sophisticated breakdowns of these levels, often giving 12, 30, even 108 subdivisions of the levels of being and knowing that can be found in this extraordinarily rich Kosmos.

But many of the perennial philosophers—Plotinus and Aurobindo, for example—have found around a dozen levels of consciousness to be the most useful, and that is roughly what I have presented in the charts.2 My basic levels or basic structures are listed in the left column in all the charts. These are simply the basic levels in the Great Nest of Being, each transcending and including its predecessors—whether we use a simple five-level scheme (matter, body, mind, soul, spirit) or a slightly more sophisticated version (such as the one I have presented in the charts, and which I will explain as we proceed: matter, sensation, perception, exocept, impulse, image, symbol, endocept, concept, rule, formal, vision-logic, vision, archetype, formless, nondual).

To introduce a useful term: these basic levels are holons of consciousness. A holon is a whole that is part of other wholes. For example, a whole atom is part of a whole molecule, a whole molecule is part of a whole cell, a whole cell is part of a whole organism, and so on. As we will see throughout this volume, the universe is fundamentally composed of holons, wholes that are parts of other wholes. Letters are parts of words which are parts of sentences which are parts of entire languages. A person is part of a family which is part of a community which is part of a nation which is part of the globe, and so on.

Since each holon is embraced in a larger holon, holons themselves exist in nested hierarchies—or holarchies—such as atoms to molecules to cells to organisms to ecosystems. The Great Nest is simply a big picture of those levels of increasing wholeness, exactly as indicated in figure 1.3 In short, the basic levels are the basic holons (stages, waves, spheres, nests) in the Great Nest of Being.

I use all three terms—basic levels, basic structures, and basic waves—interchangeably, as referring to essentially the same phenomenon; but each has a slightly different connotation that conveys important information. “Level” emphasizes the fact that these are qualitatively distinct levels of organization, arranged in a nested hierarchy (or holarchy) of increasing holistic embrace (each level transcending but including its predecessors, as shown in fig. 1). “Structure” emphasizes the fact that these are enduring holistic patterns of being and consciousness (each is a holon, a whole that is part of other wholes). And “wave” emphasizes the fact that these levels are not rigidly separate and isolated, but, like the colors of a rainbow, infinitely shade and grade into each other. The basic structures are simply the basic colors in that rainbow. To switch metaphors, they are the waves in the great River of Life, through which its many streams run.

There is nothing linear or rigid about these various waves. As we will abundantly see, individual development through the various waves of consciousness is a very fluid and flowing affair. Individuals can be at various waves in different circumstances; aspects of their own consciousness can be at many different waves; even subpersonalities in an individual’s own being can be at different waves. Overall development is a very messy affair! The basic levels or basic waves simply represent some of the more noticeable bends in the great River of Life, nothing more, nothing less.

Charts 2a and 2b outline the basic levels or basic waves as conceived in a dozen different systems East and West. We will be discussing many others as we proceed. But it should be realized from the start that these levels and sublevels presented by the perennial sages are not the product of metaphysical speculation or abstract hairsplitting philosophy. In fact, they are in almost every way the codifications of direct experiential realities, reaching from sensory experience to mental experience to spiritual experience. The “levels” in the Great Nest simply reflect the full spectrum of being and consciousness available for direct experiential disclosure, ranging from subconscious to self-conscious to superconscious. Moreover, the discovery of these waves, over the years, has been communally generated and consensually validated. The fact that wherever they appear, they are often quite similar, sometimes almost identical, simply tells us that we live in a patterned Kosmos, and these richly textured patterns can be—and were—spotted by intelligent men and women in almost every culture.

Each senior dimension in the Great Nest—from matter to body to mind to soul to spirit—transcends and includes its juniors, so that living bodies transcend but include minerals, minds transcend but include vital bodies, luminous souls transcend but include conceptual minds, and radiant spirit transcends and includes absolutely everything. Spirit is thus both the very highest wave (purely transcendental) and the ever-present ground of all the waves (purely immanent), going beyond All, embracing All. The Great Nest is a multidimensional latticework of love—eros, agape, karuna, maitri—call it what you will, it leaves no corner of the Kosmos untouched by care nor alien to the mysteries of grace.

That point is as important as it is often forgotten—Spirit is fully transcendent and fully immanent. If we are to try to conceptualize Spirit at all, we should at least try to respect both points. These are shown in figure 1, where the highest sphere represents transcendental spirit (which is written with a small s to indicate that it is one level among other levels, albeit the highest), and the paper itself represents immanent Spirit as the equally present Ground of all the levels (with a capital S to indicate that it has no other). The patriarchal religions tend to emphasize the transcendental “otherworldly” aspect of spirit; and the matriarchal, neopagan religions tend to emphasize the fully immanent or “this-worldy” aspect of Spirit. Each of them is important, and a truly integral view would find ample room for both. (The context will determine which aspect of spirit/Spirit I mean, but both are always implied.)

The Great Holarchy of Being and Knowing: such is the priceless gift of the ages. This is the core of the perennial philosophy, and, we might say, it is the part of the perennial philosophy that has empirically been found most enduring. The evidence continues overwhelmingly to mount in its favor: human beings have available to them an extraordinary spectrum of consciousness, reaching from prepersonal to personal to transpersonal states. The critics who attempt to deny this overall spectrum do so not by presenting counterevidence—but simply by refusing to acknowledge the substantial evidence that has already been amassed; the evidence, nonetheless, remains. And the evidence says, in short, that there exists a richly textured rainbow of consciousness, spanning subconscious to self-conscious to superconscious.

At the same time, the fact that the perennial philosophers were the first to spot many of the colors in this extraordinary rainbow doesn’t mean that modernity and postmodernity must come mute to the meeting. Nobody elucidated the nature of concrete and formal operational thinking like Piaget. And the ways in which some aspects of the early stages can be repressed—well, it took a Freud to really spell those out. Modernity and postmodernity are not without their geniuses; the perennial philosophy is not without its limitations and inadequacies; a more complete spectrum of consciousness will necessarily include and balance all of their insights and discoveries. But the general nature of the waves in the great River of Life: the perennial philosophers were often right on the money.

I will often refer to the perennial philosophy (and the Great Nest) as the “wisdom of premodernity.” This is not pejorative. Nor does it mean that you can find no trace of the perennial philosophy in modernity or postmodernity (although, frankly, it is rare). It simply means that the perennial philosophy originated in what we call premodern times. Also—and this is an important point that often confuses people—to say that premodernity had access to the entire Great Nest of Being does not mean that everybody in premodernity was fully awakened to every level in the Great Nest. In fact, the shamans, yogis, saints, and sages who had awakened to the higher levels of soul and spirit were always extremely rare. The average individual (as we will see in chapter 12) spent much of his or her time at prerational, not transrational, levels of consciousness. Still, “wisdom” means the best that any era has to offer, and sensitive scholars have often found that the perennial philosophers—from Plotinus to Shankara to Fa-tsang to Lady Tsogyal—are a storehouse of extraordinary wisdom.

Reaching out to them is more than an embrace of some important truths. It is a way to affirm our continuity with the wisdom of the ages; a way to acknowledge our own ancestors; a way to transcend and include that which went before us, and thus flow with the current of the Kosmos; and most of all, a way to remind ourselves that even if we are standing on the shoulders of giants, we are standing on the shoulders of GIANTS, and we would do well to remember that.

What I have tried to do, therefore, in presenting the basic waves of the Great Nest, is to look first to the perennial philosophy for the general contours of the various levels; and then to significantly supplement that understanding with the many refinements (and sometimes corrections) offered by modernity and postmodernity. Take Aurobindo, for example (see chart 2b). Notice that he referred to the intermediate levels as the lower mind, the concrete mind, the logical mind, and the higher mind. Aurobindo gave verbal descriptions of all of these basic structures, which are very useful. But those intermediate levels are also the structures that have been intensely investigated by Western developmental and cognitive psychology, and backed with considerable amounts of clinical and experimental evidence. I have therefore tended to use, for the intermediate levels, terms taken from that research, such as the rule/ role mind, concrete operational thinking, and formal operational thinking. But all of these various codifications of the developmental levels are simply different snapshots taken from various angles, using different cameras, of the great River of Life, and they are all useful in their own ways. (Of course, blurred or bad photos are not very useful, and we can reject any research that doesn’t measure up to decent standards. I have tried to include, in the charts, only the work of great photographers.)

In all of the charts, the correlations I have given among the various stages and theorists are very general, meant only to get us in the right ballpark (and initiate more refined and careful correlations). Still, many of these correlations have been given by the theorists themselves, and on balance I believe most of them are accurate to within plus-or-minus 1.5 stages. This is true for the higher (transpersonal) stages as well, although the situation becomes more difficult. First of all, as we approach the upper reaches of the spectrum of consciousness, orthodox Western psychological research begins to abandon us, and we increasingly must draw on the great sages and contemplatives, East and West, North and South. Second, cultural surface features are therefore often dramatically different, making the search for any cross-cultural deep features more demanding. And third, few practitioners of one system are conversant with the details of others, thus fewer cross-systematic comparisons have been made. Nonetheless, substantial and impressive studies, some of which we will see below, have made a great deal of headway in these important correlations, and I have reported many of these results in the charts. That there is a general cross-cultural similarity of these higher, transrational, transpersonal stages is a sure sign that we are photographing some very real currents in a very real River.

The Great Nest Is a Potential, Not a Given

It is not necessary to picture the basic structures or basic holons as being permanently fixed and unchanging essences (Platonic, Kantian, Hegelian, or Husserlian). They can, in part, be understood as habits of evolution, more like a Kosmic memory than a pregiven mold.4 But either way, a crucial point remains: the fact that the great yogis, saints, and sages have already experienced many of the transpersonal realms (as we will see) shows us unmistakably that we already have the potentials for these higher levels present in our own makeup. The human organism and its brain, in its present form, has the capacity for these higher states. Perhaps other states will emerge in the future; perhaps new potentials will unfold; possibly higher realizations will dawn. But the fact remains that right now we have at least these extraordinary transpersonal realms already available to us. And whether we say that these higher potentials have been eternally given to us by God, or that they were first created by the evolutionary pioneering saints and sages and then bequeathed to the rest of us as morphogenetic fields and evolutionary grooves, or that they are Platonic Forms forever embedded in the Kosmos, or that they showed up by blind dumb chance mutation and vapidly mindless natural selection, doesn’t change in the least the simple fact that those higher potentials are now available to all of us.

The basic structures or basic holons that I generally present—and that are listed in the far-left column in each of the charts—represent a master template taken from premodern, modern, and postmodern sources, using each to fill in the gaps in the others. For comparison, charts 2a and 2b show some of the basic levels as conceived in other systems. Under the “General Great Chain” I have listed the most common five: matter, body (in the sense of living, vital bodies, the emotional-sexual level), mind (including imagination, concepts, and logic), soul (the supraindividual source of identity), and spirit (both the formless ground and nondual union of all other levels). These levels, as I said, are like colors in a rainbow, so I have drawn them overlapping. But even that is misleading; a more accurate representation would be a series of concentric spheres, with each senior sphere enfolding and embracing its juniors (as in fig. 1). The model here is not rungs in a ladder each piled on top of the other, but holons in a holarchy like atoms/molecules/cells/ organisms, with each senior enfolding its juniors.

At the same time—and this cannot be emphasized too strongly—the higher levels in the Great Nest are potentials, not absolute givens. The lower levels—matter, body, mind—have already emerged on a large scale, so they already exist full-fledged in this manifest world. But the higher structures—psychic, subtle, causal—are not yet consciously manifest on a collective scale; they remain, for most people, potentials of the human bodymind, not fully actualized realities. What the Great Nest represents, in my opinion, is most basically a great morphogenetic field or developmental space—stretching from matter to mind to spirit—in which various potentials unfold into actuality. Although for convenience I will often speak of the higher levels as if they were simply given, they are in many ways still plastic, still open to being formed as more and more people coevolve into them (which is why, as I said, the basic structures are more like Kosmic habits than pregiven molds). As these higher potentials become actualized, they will be given more form and content, and thus increasingly become everyday realities. Until then, they are, in part, great and grand potentials, which nonetheless still exert an undeniable attraction, still are present in many profound ways, still can be directly realized by higher growth and development, and still show a great deal of similarity wherever they appear.5

Structures and States

The most classic, and probably the oldest, of the sophisticated versions of the Great Nest is that of Vedanta (chart 2b), which also includes the extremely important distinctions between states, bodies, and structures. A state means a state of consciousness, such as waking, dreaming, and deep sleep. A structure is a sheath or level of consciousness, of which the Vedanta gives five of the most important: the material level, the biological level, the mental level, the higher mental, and the spiritual. A body is the energetic support of the various states and levels of mind, of which Vedanta gives three: the gross body of the waking state (which supports the material mind); the subtle body of the dreaming state (which supports the emotional, mental, and higher mental levels); and the causal body of deep sleep (which supports the spiritual mind).6

Notice that a given state of consciousness—such as waking or dreaming—can in fact house several different structures or levels of consciousness. In Western terms we would say that the waking state of consciousness can contain several quite different structures of consciousness, such as sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational. In other words, although states of consciousness are important, structures of consciousness give much more detailed information about the actual status of any individual’s growth and development, and thus a full-spectrum approach would want to include both states and structures.

In my own system, the structures are of two major types: the basic structures (which we have already introduced) and the structures in the various developmental lines (which we will examine below). Structures, in both psychology and sociology, are simply stable patterns of events. Psychological structures can be divided and subdivided in numerous ways—deep and surface, levels and lines, enduring and transitional—and I use all of those distinctions.7 But, as I said, I most often use only two: the structures in the basic levels of consciousness (such as sensation, impulse, image, rule, formop, vision-logic, psychic, subtle, etc.) and the structures in the developmental lines of consciousness (such as the stages of cognition, affect, needs, morals, and so on). In short, structures are the holistic patterns that are found in both the levels of development and the lines of development.

The major states are also of two general types: natural and altered. The natural states of consciousness include those identified by the perennial philosophy—namely, waking/gross, dreaming/subtle, and deep sleep/causal. According to the perennial philosophy, the waking state is the home of our everyday ego. But the dream state, precisely because it is a world created entirely by the psyche, gives us one type of access to states of the soul. And the deep sleep state, because it is a realm of pure formlessness, gives us one type of access to formless (or causal) spirit. Of course, for most people, the dream and deep sleep state are less real, not more real, than waking reality, which is true enough from one angle. But according to the perennial philosophy, these deeper states can be entered with full consciousness, whereupon they yield their extraordinary secrets (as we will see). In the meantime, we can simply note that the perennial philosophy maintains that waking, dreaming, and deep sleep states offer one type of access to the gross ego, the subtle soul, and causal spirit, respectively.

(I often subdivide the subtle states into a lower or “psychic” realm and the “subtle” realm proper, because the lower subtle or psychic, lying as it does right next to the gross realm, often involves an intense embrace or sense of union with the entire gross realm, as in nature mysticism; whereas the subtle proper so transcends the gross realm that it usually involves purely transcendental states of deity mysticism. The causal, of course, is the realm of unmanifest cessation, and is the home of formless mysticism. Integrating all of them is nondual mysticism. We will be examining all of these higher, transpersonal realms throughout this book, so most questions about their exact meaning will be cleared up by further reading.)

The importance of these three (or four) natural states is that every human being, at no matter what stage or structure or level of development, has available the general spectrum of consciousness—ego to soul to spirit—at least as temporary states, for the simple reason that all humans wake, dream, and sleep.

An altered state of consciousness is a “non-normal” or a “nonordinary” state of consciousness, including everything from drug-induced states to near-death experiences to meditative states.8 In a peak experience (a temporary altered state), a person can briefly experience, while awake, any of the natural states of psychic, subtle, causal, or nondual awareness, and these often result in direct spiritual experiences (such as nature mysticism, deity mysticism, and formless mysticism; see below). Peak experiences can occur to individuals at almost any stage of development. The notion, then, that spiritual and transpersonal states are available only at the higher stages of development is quite incorrect.

Nonetheless, although the major states of gross, subtle, causal, and nondual are available to human beings at virtually any stage of growth, the way in which those states or realms are experienced and interpreted depends to some degree on the stage of development of the person having the peak experience. This means, as I suggested in A Sociable God, that we can create a grid of the types of spiritual experiences that are generally available to individuals at different stages of growth.

For example, let us simply call the earlier stages archaic, magic, mythic, and rational. A person at any of those stages can have a temporary peak experience of the psychic, subtle, causal, or nondual. This gives us a grid of around sixteen different types of spiritual experiences. To give a few examples: A person at the magic stage of development (which cannot easily take the role of other) might have a subtle-level peak experience (of, say, a radiant God-union), in which case that person will tend to experience God-union as applying only to himself (since he cannot take the role of other and thus realize that all people—in fact, all sentient beings—are equally one with God). He will thus tend to suffer massive ego-inflation, perhaps even psychotic in its dimensions. On the other hand, a person at the mythic level (which has expanded identity from egocentric to sociocentric, but which is very concrete-literal and fundamentalist) will experience subtle God-union as being a salvation that is given, not exclusively to him (as the egocentric does), but exclusively to those who embrace the particular myths (“If you want to be saved, you must believe in my God/dess, which is the one and only true Divinity”); thus this person might become a born-again fundamentalist, set upon converting the entire world to his or her version of a revealed God. The subtle-level experience is very real and genuine, but it has to be carried somewhere, and it is carried, in this case, in an ethnocentric, fundamentalist, mythic-membership mind, which dramatically limits and ultimately distorts the contours of the subtle domain (as did, even more so, the previous egocentric stage). A person at the formal-reflexive level would tend to experience subtle God-union in more reason-based terms, perhaps as rational Deism, or as a demythologized Ground of Being, and so on.

In other words, a given peak experience (or temporary state of consciousness) is usually interpreted according to the general stage of development of the individual having the experience. This gives us, as I said, a grid of around sixteen very general types of spiritual experience: psychic, subtle, causal, and nondual states poured into archaic, magic, mythic, and rational structures. In A Sociable God I gave examples of all of these, and pointed out their importance (and we will return to them later in this book).9

But all of those peak experiences, no matter how profound, are merely temporary, passing, transient states. In order for higher development to occur, those temporary states must become permanent traits. Higher development involves, in part, the conversion of altered states into permanent realizations. In other words, in the upper reaches of evolution, the transpersonal potentials that were only available in temporary states of consciousness are increasingly converted into enduring structures of consciousness (states into traits).

This is where meditative states become increasingly important. Unlike natural states (which access psychic, subtle, and causal states in the natural sleep cycle, but rarely while awake or fully conscious) and unlike spontaneous peak experiences (which are fleeting), meditative states access these higher realms in a deliberate and prolonged fashion. As such, they more stably disclose the higher levels of the Great Nest, higher levels that eventually become, with practice, permanent realizations.10 In other words, psychic, subtle, causal, and nondual states can all become enduring structures in one’s own makeup, which is why those labels (psychic, subtle, causal, and nondual) are also used to refer to the highest of the basic structures in the Great Nest of Being. As they emerge permanently in an individual’s development, their potentials, once available only in passing states, become enduring contours of an enlightened mind.

The Basic Levels in Other Systems

As I said, charts 2a and 2b give the Great Nest and its basic structures or levels as conceived in some other systems. I am not claiming that these are all identical structures, levels, or waves, only that they share many important similarities across a developmental space, and this developmental space, we will see, is what is so interesting—and so important for an integral psychology.

It appears that the oldest of any of these systems originated in India and thereabouts, perhaps as early as the first or second millennium BCE (although tradition claims a much older date). The chakra system, the Vedanta sheaths and states, the Buddhist vijnanas, the Kashmir Shaivite vibratory levels, and Aurobindo’s superconscient hierarchy all come out of this historically unsurpassed river of consciousness research. Following soon thereafter, and possibly due to migration (but just as likely due to the universal existence of these potentials), the Mesopotamian/Middle Eastern river begins its mighty journey, which would include Persian, North African, Palestinian, and Grecian streams. The most influential of these would unfold as the Neoplatonic tradition, represented by currents from Plotinus to Kabbalah to Sufism to Christian mysticism (all of which are represented on the charts).

Although it has become fashionable among pluralistic relativists to bash the perennial philosophy (and anything “universal” other than their own universal pronouncements on the importance of pluralism), a less biased look at the evidence shows a rather striking set of very general commonalities among the world’s great wisdom traditions. And why should this surprise us? The human body everywhere grows 206 bones, two kidneys, and one heart; and the human mind everywhere grows the capacities for images, symbols, and concepts. Likewise, it seems, the human spirit everywhere grows intuitions of the Divine, and these, too, show many similarities in deep, not surface, features. Some traditions were more complete than others; some were more precise. But putting them all together gives us a general map of the incredibly wide spectrum of human possibilities.

At this point, people who are uncomfortable with level and stage conceptions tend to become suspicious: is consciousness and its development really just a series of linear, monolithic stages, proceeding one after another, in ladder-like fashion? The answer is, not at all. As we will see, these basic waves in the Great Nest are simply the general levels through which numerous different developmental lines or streams will flow—such as emotions, needs, self-identity, morals, spiritual realizations, and so on—all proceeding at their own pace, in their own way, with their own dynamic. Thus, overall development is absolutely not a linear, sequential, ladder-like affair. It is a fluid flowing of many streams through these basic waves. We will soon examine many of these streams. But first we need to finish our account of the basic waves and their emergence.

Dates of Emergence of the Basic Waves

In the far-left column of chart 3a, I have included the average ages of emergence of the basic structures of consciousness up to the formal mind. Research suggests that these ages are relatively similar for most people in today’s world, simply because—I have hypothesized—collective development or evolution on the whole has reached the formal level (whereas levels higher than the formal, which collective evolution has not reached, must be accessed by one’s own efforts—again, in part because they are higher potentials, not givens).11

The traditions often divide life’s overall journey into the “Seven Ages of a Person,” where each age involves adaptation to one of the seven basic levels of consciousness (such as the seven chakras: physical; emotional-sexual; lower, middle, and higher mental; soul; and spirit), and each of the seven stages is said to take seven years. Thus, the first seven years of life involve adaptation to the physical realm (especially food, survival, safety). The second seven years involve adaptation to the emotional-sexual-feeling dimension (which culminates in sexual maturation or puberty). The third seven years of life (typically adolescence) involves the emergence of the logical mind and adaptation to its new perspectives. This brings us to around age twenty-one, where many individuals’ overall development tends to become arrested.12 But if development continues, each seven-year period brings the possibility of a new and higher level of consciousness evolution, so in chart 3a I have listed in brackets these general ages next to the higher basic structures. Of course, these are the most general of generalizations, with exceptions abounding, but they are rather suggestive.

Why “seven ages” and not, say, ten? Again, exactly how to divide and subdivide the number of colors in a rainbow is largely a matter of choice. However, the perennial philosophers and psychologists have found that, no matter how many minute subdivisions we might make for various purposes (such as perhaps thirty for very specific and detailed stages of certain types of meditation), nonetheless there is a sense in talking about functional groupings of the basic waves in the Great Nest. That is, there is a sense in which the material levels and sublevels (quarks, atoms, molecules, crystals) are all material and not biological (none of them can sexually reproduce, for example). Likewise, there is a sense in which the mental levels and sublevels (images, symbols, concepts, rules) are all mental and not, say, psychic or subtle. In other words, even if we find it useful on occasion to distinguish dozens (or even hundreds) of minute gradations in the colors of a rainbow, there is also good reason to say there are basically just six or seven major colors in most rainbows.

This is what the perennial philosophy means by the “Seven Ages of a Person” or the seven main chakras or basic structures. For various reasons, I have found that although around two dozen basic structures can be readily identified (e.g., form, sensation, perception, exocept, impulse, image, symbol, endocept, concept, rule . . . ), nonetheless they can be condensed into around seven to ten functional groupings which reflect easily recognizable stages (as we will see throughout this volume). These functional groupings of basic structures I represent with some very general names, which are also listed on the left column in all the charts: (1) sensorimotor, (2) phantasmic-emotional (or emotional-sexual), (3) rep-mind (short for the representational mind, similar to general preoperational thinking, or “preop”), (4) the rule/role mind (similar to concrete operational thinking, or “conop”), (5) formal-reflexive (similar to formal operational, or “formop”), (6) vision-logic, (7) psychic, (8) subtle, (9) causal, and (10) nondual.13 Again, these are simple orienting generalizations, but they offer us a convenient way to deal with a great deal of data and evidence. But none of these generalizations need stop us from using maps that are either more detailed or more simplified, as the occasion warrants.

Cognitive Development and the Great Nest of Being

The Great Nest is actually a great holarchy of being and knowing: levels of reality and levels of knowing those levels. That is, the perennial philosophers found both ontology and epistemology to be important, as inseparable aspects of the great waves of reality. Modernity found it necessary to differentiate ontology and epistemology, which would have been quite welcome had modernity or postmodernity completed the development and integrated those differentiations, whereas all that happened was that those differentiations completely fell apart; and modernity, trusting only its own isolated subjectivity, embraced epistemology alone, whereupon ontology fell into the black hole of subjectivism, never to be heard from again.

The Great Chain, to the degree modernity recognized it at all, thus became merely a hierarchy of levels of knowing—that is, a hierarchy of cognition, such as investigated by Piaget. That is not so much wrong as it is terribly partial, leaving out the levels of reality that would ground the cognition (or, just as sadly, acknowledging only the sensorimotor level of reality, to which all cognition must be faithful in order to be judged “true”). Nonetheless, if for the moment we focus just on cognition—and because it is certainly true that the Great Chain is in part a great spectrum of consciousness—the question then becomes: in individuals, is the development of the Great Chain the same as cognitive development?

Not exactly. To begin with, you certainly can think of the Great Nest as being, in part, a great spectrum of consciousness, which it is. One of the dictionary definitions of “cognitive” is “relating to consciousness.” Therefore, in dictionary terms anyway, you could think of the development of the Great Nest (which in individuals involves the unfolding of higher and more encompassing levels of consciousness) as being generally quite similar to cognitive development, as long as we understand that “cognition” or “consciousness” runs from subconscious to self-conscious to superconscious, and that it includes interior modes of awareness just as much as exterior modes.

The problem, as I was saying, is that “cognition” in Western psychology came to have a very narrow meaning that excluded most of the above. It came to mean the apprehension of exterior objects. All sorts of “consciousness” or “awareness” (in the broad sense) were therefore excluded (e.g., emotions, dreams, creative visions, subtle states, and peak experiences). If the contents of consciousness were not some sort of objective-empirical object (a rock, a tree, a car, an organism), then that consciousness was said not to possess cognitive validity. So much for all the really interesting states and modes of consciousness.

In the hands of such as Piaget, the meaning of cognition was narrowed even further, to types of logico-mathematical operations, which were claimed to underlie all other developmental lines in all other domains. At that point, consciousness as “cognition” had been reduced to perceiving nothing but the flat and faded surfaces of empirical objects (what we will be calling “flatland”). Put simply, any awareness that saw something other than the world of scientific materialism was not a true awareness, was not a “true” cognition.

In that sense, the development of the Great Nest in individuals is most certainly not a “cognitive development.” And yet, if we look a little closer at the Piagetian scheme—and at what most subsequent psychologists have meant by “cognitive development”—we can find some very interesting (and very important)—if limited—similarities.

First of all, the Western psychological study of cognitive development still involves the study of some sort of consciousness, however narrow and restricted on occasion. Thus, what Piaget studied as formal operational thought—which was conceived as a mathematical structure (the INRC grouping)—is one legitimate way to slice the stream of consciousness at that point, but it hardly exhausts the snapshots we can take of consciousness at that particular bend in the River. Numerous other and equally valid perspectives exist for defining consciousness at that stage, from role taking to epistemological styles to worldviews to moral drives. But in focusing on cognitive development, Piaget was at least highlighting the central importance of consciousness development, even if in a sometimes narrow way.

That importance is underscored by the fact that, when specific developmental lines are studied—such as moral development, self development, and role-taking development—it has almost always been found that cognitive development is necessary (but not sufficient) for these other developments. In other words, before you can develop morals, or a self-perspective, or some idea of the good life, you have to be able to consciously register those various elements in the first place. Consciousness is thus necessary, but not sufficient, for these other developments.

And that is exactly the claim of the Great Nest theorists. The levels of the Great Nest (the basic structures of consciousness) are the levels through which the various developmental lines will proceed, and without the basic waves, there is nothing for the various boats to float on. This is why the basic structures (whether conceived as the sheaths in Vedanta, the levels of consciousness in Mahayana, the ontological levels of the sefirot of Kabbalah, or the stages of the soul’s growth toward God in Sufism) are the backbone, the crucial skeleton, on which most other systems hang.

Thus, although they can by no means be equated, cognitive development (as studied by Western psychologists) is perhaps the closest thing we have to the Great Chain or the spectrum of consciousness (at least up to the levels of the formal mind; beyond that most Western researchers recognize no forms of cognition at all). For this reason—and while keeping firmly in mind the many qualifications and limitations—I sometimes use cognitive terms (such as conop and formop) to describe some of the basic structures.

Still, because cognitive development does have a very specific and narrow meaning in Western psychology, I also treat it as a separate developmental line apart from the basic structures (so that we can preserve the ontological richness of the basic holons, and not reduce them to Western cognitive categories). Charts 3a and 3b are correlations of the basic structures with the cognitive stages disclosed by various modern researchers.

One of the most interesting items in those charts is the number of Western psychologists who, based on extensive empirical and phenomenological data, have detected several stages of postformal development—that is, stages of cognitive development beyond linear rationality (i.e., beyond formal operational thinking, or formop). Although “postformal” can refer to any and all stages beyond formop, it usually applies only to mental and personal, not supramental and transpersonal, stages. In other words, for most Western researchers, “postformal” refers to the first major stage beyond formop, which I call vision-logic.14 As shown in charts 3a–b, most researchers have found two to four stages of postformal (vision-logic) cognition. These postformal stages generally move beyond the formal/mechanistic phases (of early formop) into various stages of relativity, pluralistic systems, and contextualism (early vision-logic), and from there into stages of metasystematic, integrated, unified, dialectical, and holistic thinking (middle to late vision-logic). This gives us a picture of the highest mental domains as being dynamic, developmental, dialectical, integrated.

Few of those researchers, however, move into the transmental domains (of psychic, subtle, causal, or nondual occasions—transrational and transpersonal), although many of them increasingly acknowledge these higher levels. For the contours of these levels we must often rely, once again, on the great sages and contemplatives, as several of the charts make clear.

In this regard, a hotly disputed topic is whether the spiritual/transpersonal stages themselves can be conceived as higher levels of cognitive development. The answer, I have suggested, depends on what you mean by “cognitive.” If you mean what most Western psychologists mean—which is a mental conceptual knowledge of exterior objects—then no, higher or spiritual stages are not mental cognition, because they are often supramental, transconceptual, and nonexterior. If by “cognitive” you mean “consciousness in general,” including superconscious states, then much of higher spiritual experience is indeed cognitive. But spiritual and transpersonal states also have many other aspects—such as higher affects, morals, and self-sense—so that, even with an expanded definition of cognitive, they are not merely cognitive. Nonetheless, “cognition” in the broadest sense means “consciousness,” and thus cognitive developments of various sorts are an important part of the entire spectrum of being and knowing.

The Cognitive Line

Charts 3a and 3b list some of the best-known and most influential researchers in cognitive development. Piaget’s studies are pivotal, of course. Even with all of their shortcomings, Piaget’s contributions remain a stunning accomplishment; certainly one of the most significant psychological investigations of this century. He opened up an extraordinary number of avenues of research: following the pioneering work of James Mark Baldwin (see below), Piaget demonstrated that each level of development has a different worldview, with different perceptions, modes of space and time, and moral motivations (discoveries upon which the work of researchers from Maslow to Kohlberg to Loevinger to Gilligan would depend); he showed that reality is not simply given but is in many important ways constructed (a structuralism that made possible poststructuralism); his méthode clinique subjected the unfolding of consciousness to a meticulous investigation, which resulted in literally hundreds of novel discoveries; his psychological researches had immediate influence on everything from education to philosophy (Habermas, among many others, stands greatly in his debt). Few are the theorists who can claim a tenth as much.

The major inadequacy of Piaget’s system, most scholars now agree, is that Piaget generally maintained that cognitive development (conceived as logico-mathematical competence) is the only major line of development, whereas there is now abundant evidence that numerous different developmental lines (such as ego, moral, affective, interpersonal, artistic, etc.) can unfold in a relatively independent manner. In the model I am presenting, for example, the cognitive line is merely one of some two dozen developmental lines, none of which, as lines, can claim preeminence. (We will examine these other lines in the next chapter.)

But as for the cognitive line itself, Piaget’s work is still very impressive; moreover, after almost three decades of intense cross-cultural research, the evidence is virtually unanimous: Piaget’s stages up to formal operational are universal and cross-cultural. As only one example, Lives across Cultures: Cross-Cultural Human Development is a highly respected textbook written from an openly liberal perspective (which is often suspicious of “universal” stages). The authors (Harry Gardiner, Jay Mutter, and Corinne Kosmitzki) carefully review the evidence for Piaget’s stages of sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational. They found that cultural settings sometimes alter the rate of development, or an emphasis on certain aspects of the stages—but not the stages themselves or their cross-cultural validity.

Thus, for sensorimotor: “In fact, the qualitative characteristics of sensorimotor development remain nearly identical in all infants studied so far, despite vast differences in their cultural environments.” For preoperational and concrete operational, based on an enormous number of studies, including Nigerians, Zambians, Iranians, Algerians, Nepalese, Asians, Senegalese, Amazon Indians, and Australian Aborigines: “What can we conclude from this vast amount of cross-cultural data? First, support for the universality of the structures or operations underlying the preoperational period is highly convincing. Second, the qualitative characteristics of concrete operational development (e.g., stage sequences and reasoning styles) appear to be universal [although] the rate of cognitive development . . . is not uniform but depends on ecocultural factors.” Although the authors do not use exactly these terms, they conclude that the deep features of the stages are universal but the surface features depend strongly on cultural, environmental, and ecological factors (as we will later put it, all four quadrants are involved in individual development). “Finally, it appears that although the rate and level of performance at which children move through Piaget’s concrete operational period depend on cultural experience, children in diverse societies still proceed in the same sequence he predicted.”15

Fewer individuals in any cultures (Asian, African, American, or otherwise) reach formal operational cognition, and the reasons given for this vary. It might be that formal operational is a genuinely higher stage that fewer therefore reach, as I believe. It might be that formal operational is a genuine capacity but not a genuine stage, as the authors believe (i.e., only some cultures emphasize formal operational and therefore teach it). Evidence for the existence of Piaget’s formal stage is therefore strong but not conclusive. Yet this one item is often used to dismiss all of Piaget’s stages, whereas the correct conclusion, backed by enormous evidence, is that all of the stages up to formal operational have now been adequately demonstrated to be universal and cross-cultural.

I believe the stages at and beyond formop are also universal, including vision-logic and the general transrational stages, and I will present substantial evidence for this as we proceed. At the same time, as we will see when we get to the discussion on childhood spirituality (in chapter 11), the early stages are exactly the stages of Piaget’s studies that have consistently held up to cross-cultural evidence. This will help us to see these early stages in a more accurate light, I believe.

As for the cognitive line itself, its overall study has been fruitfully carried forward by Michael Commons and Francis Richards, Kurt Fischer, Juan Pascual-Leone, Robert Sternberg, Gisela Labouvie-Vief, Herb Koplowitz, Michael Basseches, Philip Powell, Suzanne Benack, Patricia Arlin, Jan Sinnott, and Cheryl Armon, to name a prominent few (all of whom are represented on the charts).16

Although there are important differences between these researchers, there are also many profound similarities. Most of them have found that cognitive development moves through three or four major stages (with numerous substages): sensorimotor, concrete, formal, and postformal. The sensorimotor stages usually occur in the first two years of life, and result in a capacity to perceive physical objects. Cognition then slowly begins to learn to represent these objects with names, symbols, and concepts. These early symbols and concepts tend to suffer various sorts of inadequacies (objects with similar predicates are equated; there is more water in a tall glass than in a short one, even if it is the same water; concepts are confused with the objects they represent; and so on). These inadequacies lead to various sorts of “magical” displacements and “mythical” beliefs. This is why, on all the charts, you will see so many researchers referring to these early stages with names like magic, animistic, mythic, and so on.

This is not to say that all magic and all myths are merely early cognitive inadequacies, but that some of them clearly are—if I eat the eye of a cat, I will see like a cat; a rabbit’s foot brings good luck; if I don’t eat my spinach, God will punish me, etc. There is a world of difference between mythic symbols taken to be concretely and literally true—Jesus really was born from a biological virgin, the earth really is resting on a Hindu serpent, Lao Tzu really was nine hundred years old when he was born—and mythic symbols imbued with metaphor and perspectivism, which only come into existence with formal and postformal consciousness. Unless otherwise indicated, when I use the word “mythic” it refers to preformal, concrete-literal mythic images and symbols, some aspects of which are in fact imbued with cognitive inadequacies, for these myths claim as empirical fact many things that can be empirically disproved—e.g., the volcano erupts because it is personally mad at you; the clouds move because they are following you. These preformal mythic beliefs, scholars from Piaget to Joseph Campbell have noted, are always egocentrically focused and literally/concretely believed.

For the same reason, these early stages are referred to by names such as preconventional, preoperational, egocentric, and narcissistic. Because children at the sensorimotor and preoperational stages cannot yet easily or fully take the role of other, they are locked into their own perspectives. This “narcissism” is a normal, healthy feature of these early stages, and causes problems only if it is not substantially outgrown (as we will see).

As cognitive capacity grows, these researchers generally agree, consciousness begins more accurately to relate to, and operate on, the sensorimotor world, whether that be learning to play the violin or learning to organize classes in order of their size (although many “mythic adherences” still remain in awareness). These concrete operations are carried out by schemas and rules, which also allow the self at this stage to adopt various roles in society, and thus move from the egocentric/preconventional realm to the sociocentric/conventional.

As consciousness further develops and deepens, these concrete categories and operations begin to become more generalized, more abstract (in the sense of being applicable to more and more situations), and thus more universal. Formal operational consciousness can therefore begin to support a postconventional orientation to the world, escaping in many ways the ethnocentric/sociocentric world of concrete (and mythic-membership) thought.

Although, largely under the onslaught of anti-Western cultural studies (with a strong relativistic prejudice), “rationality” has become a derogatory term, it is actually the seat of an extraordinary number of positive accomplishments and capacities (including the capacities used by the antirational critics). Rationality (or reason in the broad sense) involves, first and foremost, the capacity to take perspectives (hence Jean Gebser calls it “perspectival-reason”). According to Susanne Cook-Greuter’s research, preoperational thinking has only a first-person perspective (egocentric); concrete operational adds second-person perspectives (sociocentric); and formal operational goes further and adds third-person perspectives (which allow not only scientific precision but also impartial, postconventional, worldcentric judgments of fairness and care). Thus reason can “norm the norms” of a culture, subjecting them to criticism based on universal (non-ethnocentric) principles of fairness. Perspectival-reason, being highly reflexive, also allows sustained introspection. And it is the first structure that can imagine “as if” and “what if” worlds: it becomes a true dreamer and visionary.

As important as formal rationality is, these researchers all acknowledge the existence of yet higher, postformal stages of cognition—or a higher reason—which takes even more perspectives into account (fourth-and fifth-person perspectives, according to Cook-Greuter). Bringing together multiple perspectives while unduly privileging none is what Gebser called integral-aperspectival, which involves a further deepening of worldcentric and postconventional consciousness. There is general agreement that these postformal (or vision-logic) developments involve at least two or three major stages. Growing beyond abstract universal formalism (of formop), consciousness moves first into a cognition of dynamic relativity and pluralism (early vision-logic), and then further into a cognition of unity, holism, dynamic dialecticism, or universal integralism (middle to late vision-logic), all of which can be seen quite clearly on charts 3a and 3b (and others we will discuss later).17

As “holistic” as these vision-logic developments are, they are still mental realm developments. They are the very highest reaches of the mental realms, to be sure, but beyond them lie supramental and properly transrational developments. I have therefore included Sri Aurobindo and Charles Alexander as examples of what a full-spectrum cognitive developmental model might include. (In chapter 9, we will investigate this overall cognitive line as it moves from gross to subtle to causal.) Notice that Aurobindo uses decidedly cognitive terms for almost all of his stages: higher mind, illumined mind, overmind, supermind, and so on. In other words, the spectrum of consciousness is in part a spectrum of genuine cognition, using “cognition” in its broadest sense. But it is not just that, which is why Aurobindo also describes the higher affects, morals, needs, and self identities of these higher levels. But his general point is quite similar: cognitive development is primary and is necessary (but not sufficient) for these other developments.

Summary

Such, then, is a brief introduction to the basic levels in the Great Nest of Being. The Great Nest is simply a great morphogenetic field that provides a developmental space in which human potentials can unfold. The basic levels of the Great Nest are the basic waves of that unfolding: matter to body to mind to soul to spirit. We saw that these basic levels (or structures or waves) can be divided and subdivided in many legitimate ways. The charts give around sixteen waves in the overall spectrum of consciousness, but these can be condensed or expanded in numerous ways, as we will continue to see throughout this presentation.

Through these general waves in the great River, some two dozen different developmental streams will flow, all navigated by the self on its extraordinary journey from dust to Deity.
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