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ABSTRACT
Ken Wilber’s “spectrum model” of human development and Michael Washbum’s
“dynamic-dialectical” paradigm are evaluated through a multidisciplinary examination of
contemporary empirical and phenomenological research. Research dealing with different
aspects of ontogenetic and phylogenetic evolution (e.g., pre- & perinatal brain
development and the evolution of the hominid brain), alternate states of consciousness
research (e.g., the psychobiology of meditation and shamanic states of consciousness), as
well as research dealing with the differential diagnosis of psychotic experiences and
mystical experiences is presented with the hopes of giving some empirical grounding to
either of these two opposing theories of transpersonal human development. The

conclusions reached fall in favor of Wilber’s general hierarchical model of development.
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The field of transpersonal psychology finds its origins in the midst of the
turbulent American countercultural revolution of the 1960’s where it arises and
distinguishes itself, as a separate discipline, from the humanistic psychology movement,
or “third force” in psychology. Humanistic psychology attempted to counterbalance the
dominant thinking in psychology brought about by psychoanalysis and behaviorism (the
first and second forces respectively) by directing its attention to psychological health
instead of psychopathology. By implication, humanistic psychology extended “an
openness to all aspects of human nature and human beings: behavior, cognition, and
affect as well as transcendent experience” (Valle 1989: 257). The “human potential
movement,” as it became characterized in popular culture, was established, in great part,
by such luminaries as Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers, Rollo May, Anthony Sutich and
Viktor Frankl, to name a few. “From a historical-philosophical perspective, the
humanistic movement was, and continues to be, both a reaction to and an attempted
completion of the world-views or approaches within more mainstream, traditional
psychology” (Valle 1989: 257).

Despite its openness, however, there remained some resistance to ideas that
attempted to extend human nature far beyond the ordinary confines of the individual ego-
self. This resistance prompted Anthony Sutich, the founding editor of the Journal of
Humanistic Psychology, to start an informal study group dedicated to ‘“transhumanistic”
issues'. This small group would prove to be the impetus for the emergence of the “fourth

force” in psychology, which would come to be called transpersonal psychology.

! The term transhumanistic was used by Julian Huxley in his book of essays entitled “New bottles for new
wine” (1957).



Maslow’s 1967 lecture entitled “The Farther Reaches of Human Nature,” is
considered the first public presentation of the fourth force (Maslow: 1969; Sutich: 1976).
It is during this lecture that Maslow raises the notion that “optimal states™ and ‘“‘optimal
values” extend well beyond our conventional notions of time, space, form, and most
importantly ego-self boundaries. By extending the scope of inquiry into transcendent,
mystical, and peak experiences, the long sought after bridge between the opposing views
of modemn science and the mystical and spiritual traditions began to be erected.

The opening up of this new realm of inquiry spawned the official birth, in 1968,
of transpersonal psychology, with Maslow, Sutich, and Stanislav Grof as its main
proponents and theoreticians. The Transpersonal Institute and the Association for
Transpersonal Psychology were established with the intent of exploring the relationship
between altered states of consciousness and spirituality to psychology. In 1969, Sutich
edited the first issue of the Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, whose original mission
statement was concerned with

...the publication of theoretical and applied research, original
contributions, empirical papers, articles and studies in meta-needs,
ultimate values, unitive consciousness, peak experience, ecstasy,
mystical experience, B-values, essence, bliss, awe, wonder, self-
actualization, ultimate meaning, transcendence of the self, spirit,
sacralization of everyday life, oneness, cosmic awareness, cosmic
play, individual and species wide synergy, maximal interpersonal
encounter, transcendental phenomena; maximal sensory awareness,
responsiveness and expression; and related concepts, experiences
and activities. As a statement of purpose, this formulation is to be
understood as subject to optional individual or group interpretation,
either wholly or in part, with regard to the acceptance of its content

as essentially naturalistic, theistic, supernaturalistic, or any other
designated classification (JTP: 1(1), italics theirs).



Immediately following its appearance, the Menninger Foundation sponsored the
first Council Grove Conference dedicated to research on biofeedback, psychedelics,
yoga, and meditation. The interest generated by the journal and conferences led to the
founding of numerous transpersonally oriented institutions and associations such as the
Institute of Noetic Sciences (established in 1973), the Institute of Transpersonal
Psychology (established in 1976), the California Institute of Integral Studies (established
in 1974), and the International Transpersonal Psychology Association, founded by Grof
in 1973.

Transpersonal psychology (and the human potential movement) has gone through
three very distinct “waves” (Walsh & Vaughan: 1993; Schwartz: 1995). The initial wave
tended to focus on the peak experience, the weekend workshop, the marathon encounter

group, etc.’

Esalen Institute, cofounded by Michael Murphy and Richard Price, was the
focal point of these pursuits. When the limitations of the “quick fix” started to become
apparent, the emphasis on the peak experience gave way to the second wave, which
focused on the “plateau experience”. While the peak experience was a useful wake-up
call, its preliminary effects tended to fade quickly. It became obvious that a genuine
transformation requires time, work, and effort. The second wave propelled people to take
up transformative practices such as Zen, yoga, extended dream work, prolonged body
work, or sustained psychotherapy. In short, the weekend workshop gave way to a
sustained practice. Even this, however, had its limitations. Each of these sustained

practices exercised only one of the many faculties of the human organism (e.g.

awareness, dreams, emotional openness, insight, physical skill, etc.) inevitably creating

? One of the common slogans that aptly summarizes this initial wave of sensory-dominated explosiveness
was “lose your mind and come to your senses”.



an unbalanced constitution for the individual. In other words, while one developmental
line may be highly developed, the other lines of development remained immature. Thus
the second wave gave way to the third wave, which is just now beginning: the wave of
integral practice.

Closely linked to transpersonal psychology, the discipline of transpersonal
anthropology emerged as an organized field of study in the mid-1970’s (Laughlin: 1994).
While both disciplines share a common interest in transpersonal experiences,
transpersonal anthropology distinguishes itself from transpersonal psychology by
directing its efforts into “the investigation of the relationship between consciousness and
culture, altered states of mind research, and the inquiry into the integration of mind,
culture and personality”’ (Campbell & Staniford 1978: 28, italics mine). In other words,
transpersonal anthropology is the cross-cultural study of transpersonal experiences. In an
attempt to counter the extreme forms of cultural relativism spawned by postmodern
thought, the Biogenetic Structural approach of Charles Laughlin, John McManus, and
Eugene d’Aquili (1990) emphasizes the importance of a neurophenomenological
approach to transpersonal experiences. In doing so, this perspective “combines a direct
exploration of transpersonal experience with a grounding in the neuroendocrinological
processes mediating consciousness,” in order to uncover “the underlying, universal
structures that produce those experiences” (Laughlin 1994: 9).

Ken Wilber, arguably the most influential theoretician in the field, has been a
powerful beacon contributing greatly to the advancement of transpersonal thought. The
appearance of his spectrum model of consciousness in 1977 supplied transpersonal

psychology with an overarching paradigm; which united the seemingly disparate and



contradictory material from contemporary psychology and comparative religion --both
East and West-- into a mandalic map of consciousness. Besides Jung’s depth-
psychological model, Wilber’s spectrum of consciousness has, by and large, dominated
the field’. Michael Washburn’s Dynamic-Dialectical paradigm arises as an alternative to
Wilber’s spectrum model of human development. Its appearance in 1988 gives the field
of transpersonal psychology, for the first time, a viable alternative. As a consequence,
the opportunity to evaluate some of the fields main assumptions conceming such issues
as regression, the nature of psychological development, the pre/trans fallacy, etc. It is
this sort of critical examination, debate, and evaluation that spurns a field to grow and
establish itself as a force to be reckoned with. It is my belief that the outcome of this
debate will have crucial consequences for the future of transpersonal psychology.

In what follows, I will attempt to examine both of these models of transpersonal
development in light of research findings from the neurosciences. In the first chapter, I
will briefly outline Wilber’s and Washburn’s models of human development and point
out the main areas of disagreement. In the second chapter, I will present empirical and
phenomenological research dealing with different aspects of ontogenetic and
phylogenetic evolution (e.g., pre- and perinatal brain development and the evolution of
the hominid brain), alternate states of consciousness research (e.g., the psychobiology of
meditation and shamanic states of consciousness), as well as research dealing with the

differential diagnosis of psychotic experiences and mystical experiences. In the third

? In addition to Wilber and Washburn, two other transpersonal theorists should be mentioned. Stanislav
Grof’s cartography of the psyche (1975, 1985, 1988) has greatly expanded the understanding of the human
unconscious and its transpersonal potentialities. David M. Levin (1985, 1988, 1989) is a transpersonal
philosopher who derives his *“phenomenology of embodiment” from the hermeneutical and
phenomenological work of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty.



chapter, I will briefly examine the implications of this research and apply it to the Wilber-
Washbum debate with the hopes of acquiring some support for either of these theories.
My underlying thesis concerns itself with the application of the idea that structure
and function cannot be separated. Following this reasoning, I will assume that there is a
correlation between the neurophysiological organization of the brain and the subjective
experiences mediated by these underlying neural structures®. In other words, the Wilber-
Washburn debate can be examined in light of evidence derived from the neurosciences,
as long as we keep in mind that structure and function cannot be separated, and hence one

cannot be reduced to the other.

* This idea comes, in large part, from Biogenetic Structural Theory (Laughlin et al: 1990) and the
neurophenomenological work of Maturana and Varela (1987).



CHAPTER ONE:

TWO MODELS OF TRANSPERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

“Except for those few who individually choose the path of transcendence, it is quite true
that history is, and will remain, the chronicle of men and women bomn too soon.”
- Ken Wilber

“Integration 1s an inherited destiny belonging to the human race as a whole.”
- Michael Washbumn



Ken Wilber’s Spectrum Model of Development

Within the developing field of Transpersonal psychology, Ken Wilber has
established himself as one of its most influential thinkers and theoreticians. The
extraordinary scope and scholarship of his writings, coupled with the multidisciplinary
synthesis he has created, has led some people to conclude that, “the modern world
actually has three choices: Aristotle, Nietzsche or Ken Wilber” (Crittenden 1997: viii).
Wilber’s metanarrative is heavily influenced by structurally oriented psychology (e.g.,
the cognitive-developmental theory of Jean Piaget, Kohlberg’s theory of moral
development, etc.), the hierarchically oriented metaphysics of the Eastern traditions
(especially the Buddhist and Vedantic traditions), the communicative action theory of
Jurgen Habermas, and the perennial and neoperennial philosophy (e.g., Plotinus,
Aurobindo, Hegel, Schelling, Teilhard de Chardin, Radhakrishnan, etc.).

In his first book, “The Spectrum of Consciousness™ (1977), Wilber employs the
metaphor of the spectrum of light to suggest that consciousness can be understood as a
spectrum comprised of levels and/or states that correspond to the different structures of
the unconscious. Furthermore, he proposed “that each of the differing schools of
psychotherapy --East and West-- are primarily addressing different levels of the
spectrum” (Wilber 1977: 27, italics his). The different schools of psychotherapy can,
therefore, be seen as being partially correct and complementary instead of as antagonistic
and contradictory.

After having developed this infrastructure for his model of the psyche, he went on
and applied it, with certain modifications, to developmental psychology (Wilber: 1980,

Wilber et al: 1986), anthropology/human evolution (Wilber: 1981/1986), sociology



(Wilber: 1983b), epistemology (Wilber: 1983a, 1993a), ontology (Wilber: 1993b), the
relationship between physics and mysticism (Wilber: 1982, 1984), art (Wilber: 1996b,
1997), literature (Wilber: 1997), and most recently, to “everything”5 (Wilber: 1995a,
1996a). In what follows, I will attempt to give a brief overview of Wilber’s thought

regarding his developmental and evolutionary models.

Wilber and the Philosophia Perennis

Upon studying the world’s great mystical traditions, one is struck by the fact that,
at their very core, they seem to share some of the same fundamental principles.
Generally speaking, these principles recognize an immemorial and universal underlying
dimension of the world and the self that is similar if not identical with “divine” Reality.
Aldous Huxley, among others, came to this conclusion and, following Leibniz, referred to
the core teachings of the great wisdom traditions as the philosophia perennis (i.e.
perennial philosophy) (Huxley:1945/1994). Throughout history, many of the greatest
philosophers and scientists have also based their ideas on some of these same principles.
It is with this in mind that the philosopher Arthur Lovejoy contends that the perennial
philosophy *has, in one form or another, been the dominant official philosophy of the
larger part of civilized mankind through most of its history” (Lovejoy 1936/1964: 26).

The idea of the Great Chain of Being is one of the central components of the
perennial philosophy. According to the great chain, reality does not manifest itself as one
uniform and distinct substance. Instead, reality is composed of a continuum of different

dimensions, levels, or grades (Lovejoy: 1936/1964). At the lowest end of this continuum

5 By using the term “everything”, I am specifically referring to Wilber’s book entitled A4 Brief History of
Everything (1996a), which is the simplified version of his massive 800 page work entitled Sex, Ecology.
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lies the most dense and least conscious levels of reality (i.e. matter), while at the other
extreme, lies the most subtle and most conscious levels of reality (i.e. Spirit)®. Joining
these extremes is a range of dimensions or levels seamlessly connecting the entire
continuum. The simplest version of this chain is: matter, body, mind, soul, spirit.

The work of Ken Wilber is an attempt to reestablish, within a modem context, our
severed connection with the perennial philosophy. In attempting to do so, Wilber’s
“spectrum of consciousness” becomes a contemporary version of the idea of the Great
Chain of Being. In fact, at the very heart of Wilber’s worldview, we hear the echoes of
the Great Chain telling us that reality is multilayered. The multidimensional nature of
reality expresses itself in the different dimensions, or levels, of existence, which come to
form an ontological hierarchy. According to Wilber, the different levels within this
hierarchy correspond to the different basic structures of consciousness (i.e. the different
bands of the spectrum).

As individual development unfolds, there is a sequential process of identification
with each of the different levels of the hierarchy’. Each structural level enables the
individual to identify with that particular dimension, or level, of reality. At the level of
body, for example, there is a strict identification with the physical body. All other
dimensions (i.e. mind, soul, spirit) are considered alien, dangerous or non-existent.
Development, for Wilber, is understood as the progressive movement up this Chain of
Being, whereby consciousness becomes increasingly free of the boundaries imposed by

each of the levels with which it had previously identified. The higher up the chain one

Spirituality: The Spirit of Evolution (1995a). In these works Wilber attempts to trace evolution --physical,
biological and human-- within the context of the perennial philosophy.

¢ “Spirit”, while being the highest level is also the “ground of being” for the entire continuum. I will
expand on this idea later.
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proceeds, the freer consciousness becomes, until the eventual re-union and
“remembrance of spirit-as-spirit” (Wilber 1996c: 14).

For Wilber, this re-union and remembrance necessarily presupposes a prior
ontological and cosmological “Oneness.” Following the perennial philosophy, as
represented by Sri Aurobindo, Coomaraswamy, the Lankavatara sutra, and the Bardo
Thodol (to name a few), he interprets the relation between the manifest universe (i.e.
matter) and Spirit as consisting “of two major ‘movements’: evolution and involution”
(Wilber 1980: 160). Evolution is the ascending movement from the lower to the higher
(i.e. from matter, to body, to mind, to soul, to spirit), as we have briefly seen.
Involution,® on the other hand, is the exact opposite. It is the movement from the higher
to the lower (i.e. from spirit, to soul, to mind, to body, to matter).

Involution is the ultimate act of pure creativity, whereby the manifest world arises
through the “self-emptying” of Spirit. In other words, involution is the movement
“down” the Great Chain of Being, which culminates in the illusory disguise of “spirit-as-
matter,” which takes form as the material world. This extreme point of ontological

alienation is “the /owest form of Spirit in its return to Spirit” (Wilber 1983a: 203, italics

7T will expand on this idea as we proceed.

® Wilber differentiates between four types of involution: 1) Cosmological involution is the “creative”
descent, or fall (in Christian terminology), of Spirit into matter, or simply manifestation; 2) Ontological
involution, as described in the Bardo Thodol, deals with the various stages of the afterlife state wherein “the
soul, having been immersed directly in Spirit, then begins to flee Spirit and descend into lower and denser
realms eventuating in isolated and alienated rebirth in a physical body” (Wilber 1990: 124); 3)
Microgenetic involution is the “fall” as experienced in each and every moment. “At the beginning of this
and every moment, each individual is God as the Clear Light; but by the end of this moment — in a flash, in
the twinkling of an eye - he winds up as an isolated ego™ (Wilber 1980: 178, italics his); and 4) “Tantric”
involution deals with cosmic prana, breath, or Kundalini. “With every inhalation you are said to breath
spirit into your bodily being, where you feel separation and isolation; that is, with every breath you
incamate as a separate body, as a separate-self sense. But with every exhalation you release the separate-
self sense back to infinity” (Wilber 1990: 125-126). In what follows, I will be employing the first two
definitions of the term involution interchageably.
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his). However, this “self-alienated Spirit” holds within it all of the higher structures
“enfolded as undifferentiated potential” (Wilber 1980: 161, italics his).

For Wilber, this process applies to both ontogeny and phylogeny because “the
infant and the primitive share at least a few general characteristics, even though radically
different in context” (Wilber 1981/1986: 25). Consequently, since ontogeny recapitulates
phylogeny (at least to a certain degree), the various structures of consciousness that have
arisen throughout the course of human evolution correspond to the same structures of
consciousness that emerge throughout the process of ontogenetic development.
Therefore, ontogenetic and phylogenetic evolution is, for Wilber, the process of
unfolding these previously enfolded potentials (Wilber: 1980, 1981). “At the end of
evolution, all of the structures enfolded in the ground-unconscious have emerged in
consciousness, which drains the ground-unconscious and leaves only...Consciousness as

such” (Wilber 1980: 161-162, italics his).’

The Nature of Hierarchy

In recent times, severe criticisms have been leveled at any theory espousing any
notion of hierarchy'®. Since this concept is central to Wilber’s model, he has had to

rescue it from being solely and mistakenly associated with political orders of power

® One of the useful implications of adopting the ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny thesis concems the
possibility of forseeing the future course of human evolution, by observing the structures of consciousness
that emerge in the ontogenetic development of individuals that have surpassed the “average mode of
consciousness” (e.g., sages, saints, mystics, etc.). “If the overall hypothesis is correct, then what we see in
the stages of present-day meditation is the same thing we saw in the stages of the historical evolution of the
advanced tip of consciousness: we see the unfolding of the higher levels of the Great Chain of Being. And
therefore we also see the probable future stages of the evolution of the average mode of consciousness,
consciousness on the whole. In simplistic terms, we see humanity’s future” (Wilber 1981/1986: 321, italics
his).

' 1t should be noted that the etymological meaning of the word “hierarchy” is derived from the Greek
hieros meaning “sacred” and arche meaning “order”. Hence, hierarchy literally means “sacred order”. It is
this meaning that Wilber is interested in rescuing.
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which have employed it for social oppression, domination, marginalization and injustice.

' to make a clear

To accomplish this, he draws on Arthur Koestler’s notion of a ‘holon
distinction between natural and pathological, or dominator, hierarchies. The former, he
points out, form the backbone of developmental psychology and the ‘new systems
sciences’ (i.e. systems theory'?). One of the central notions that systems theories hold in
common is the claim that wholeness without hierarchy is impossible. This means that
within any developmental sequence, what was considered a whole during one part of the
sequence becomes a part of a larger more complex whole during a later stage of that same
sequence. Wilber’s favorite example of this natural hierarchical unfolding comes from
writing. He states: “A letter is part of a whole word which is part of a whole sentence,
which is part of a whole paragraph, and so on” (Wilber 1993b: 215).

The evolutionary movement up the hierarchy proceeds by a process of ‘inclusion’,
which serves to define and establish which stage/s (i.e. holons) are ‘higher’ along the
developmental sequence'’. As one stage gives way to the next ‘higher’ stage, the

capacities, functions, and patterns of the previous stage are included within the unique

structure of the new, more encompassing stage. The new stage preserves and includes

'!' A holon is something which being a ‘whole’ in one context is simultaneously a ‘part’ in another context.
In the sentence, “John is playing ball”, for example, the word ‘ball’ is a whole with respect to the letters
that compose it, but it is simultaneously a part with respect to the entire sentence. The term ‘holon’ is
derived from the Greek “holos " meaning whole and the suffix “on"” refers to a particle or part. Literally
then, holon = whole/part (Koestler: 1967/1978: 48).

' Wilber uses the general term ‘systems theory’ to include such diverse fields as cybernetics,
nonequilibrium thermodynamics, autopoietic systems theory, catastrophe theory, dynamic systems theory,
chaos theory, etc. (Wilber: 1995a, 1996a).

'’ The process of establishing the hierarchical order of holons is net arbitrary, for Wilber. He contends that
there is a “vertical” dimension to evolution which governs the emergence of complexity. The more
Sfundamental a holon is, the less depth it contains because it serves as a necessary component for the
subsequent existence of “higher”, more complex holons. Due to its lack of depth, however, it is less
significant to the Kosmos, because it embraces so little of it. *“On the other hand, the greater the depth,
or...wholeness of a holon, then the less fundamental it is because fewer other holons depend on it for their
own existence..But by the same token, the less fundamental, the more significant: the more
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the crucial elements of the previous stages while, at the same time, transcending and
contributing something ‘extra’ to the overall whole'. It is only in this sense that a stage
can be said to be ‘higher’ than any other stage. With reference to our previous example,
it can be said that paragraphs include sentences, which include words, which include
letters (but not vice versa) and all of them are equally important and necessary. When
hierarchy is used within the context of the perennial philosophy, we should come to
understand it as a “ranking of orders of events according to their holistic capacity”
(Wilber 1993b: 215, italics his).

A second important point with regard to natural hierarchies concerns their
asymmetrical nature. The irreversibility of the arrow of time asserts that a developmental
process cannot occur in the reverse order. For example, you cannot have a sentence
without words, or an organism without cells. This process of hierarchization, Wilber
points out, is common to all developmental and evolutionary sequences (Wilber 1995a:
19). Hierarchization, therefore, necessarily implies a sequential unfolding of stages,
levels, or phases of development.

In other words, growth occurs in stages, and stages, of course, are
ranked in both a logical and chronological order. The more holistic
patterns appear /ater in development because they have to await the
emergence of the parts that they will then integrate or unify, just as
whole sentences emerge only after whole words.

(Wilber 1995a: 20, italics his)

This stagelike unfolding clearly implies that, within a developmental sequence, a stage of

development cannot be skipped, or jumped, over. A higher stage cannot arise unless the

significant...because more of the universe is reflected or embraced in that particular wholeness™ (Wilber
1995a: 63, italics his).
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basic structures of the stage below it have already emerged and been sufficiently
established.

There is, however, a fair amount of inter-level influence operating within a
hierarchy. A higher level can exert a certain degree of control and influence over a lower
level, through ‘top-down’ or ‘downward causation’. Deciding to stand up to change the
channel on your television would be an example of downward causation because a
higher-order structure, your mind in this case, influenced your physical organism (which
is composed of organs, cells, molecules, atoms, etc.), a lower-order structure, to act.
Similarly, a lower level can influence a higher level through ‘bottom-up’ or ‘upward
causation’. Seeing visions after ingesting a psychotropic substance is an example of
upward causation because the introduction of a chemical substance into your organism
changes the chemical balance your system is used to and, consequently, influences your
mind to perceive visions.

Because upward and downward causation operates between levels of a hierarchy,
there exists the possibility of repression, overdomination, and alienation of lower and/or
higher stages. When this occurs, we have a hierarchy gone pathologically askew. At the
root of a pathological hierarchy lies an overly dominant holon which assumes it is a
whole when, in fact, it is a whole/part. The overdomination of one holon, over all other
holons, causes a communication breakdown between levels and the stages of the great
chain above this level collapse under the power of the pathologically dominant holon. A

second type of pathology that may arise deals with the mechanisms within a level. What

' This progressive unfolding of “increasing orders of wholeness™ is what Koestler termed holarchy
(Koestler: 1967/1978). Wilber adopts this term and uses it as a synonym for hierarchy. [ will henceforth
use both terms interchangeably.
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Wilber calls a pathological heterarchy'’ consists of the blurring, or fusion, of a holon with
its environment. The holon assumes it is only a part when, in fact, it is a whole/part. The
ensuing situation causes a loss of value and identity whereby all distinctions of depth
come crashing down into a homogenized sea of blandness.

In other words, in pathological hierarchy, one holon assumes

agentic dominance to the detriment of all...[I]n pathological

heterarchy, individual holons lose their distinctive value and

identity in a communal fusion and meltdown. This holon...

becomes only instrumental to some other use; it is merely a

strand in the web; it has no intrinsic value.
(Wilber 1995a: 23, italics his)

The Three Main Components of the Spectrum

Wilber maintains that there are three central components to his overall spectrum
model of consciousness. They are: 1) the basic structures of consciousness, 2) the
transitional structures of consciousness, and 3) the self-system (or self). The distinctions
he draws between the basic and transitional structures of the psyche are of paramount
importance because “they underscore two fundamentally different types or sequences of
human growth and development” (Wilber 1981: 36). Whereas some structures remain in
existence throughout the course of development, others pass away and are forever
replaced (barring extreme pathology). Wilber argues that the notion of transcendence
actually hinges on distinguishing between these two patterns of ontogenetic development
(Wilber 1997: 142). Hence, as we proceed, this distinction will become increasingly

elaborated.

'* The elements within any given stage are governed by heterarchy. Heterarchy refers to the establishment
of an egalitarian and pluralistic governance by all the involved parties. When normal heterarchy ensues,
this egalitarian interplay contributes to the overall integrity and health of that particular stage (Wilber:
1995a).
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As we have already suggested, the basic, enduring, or deep, structures of
consciousness are, in effect, the contemporary equivalents to the levels composing the
Great Chain'®. Therefore, all of what has just been said concerning holons, hierarchies,
and the Great Chain also applies to the basic structures of consciousness. What is of
crucial importance, however, is that the lower levels mediate the emergence and
development of the higher levels (Wilber: 1981/1986). Furthermore, once the lower
levels emerge, they tend to remain in existence even though they are subsumed,
incorporated and transcended by developmentally higher levels of the chain. Piaget’s
four major stages, or structures, of cognitive development (i.e. sensorimotor,
preoperational thinking, concrete operational thinking, and formal operational thinking)
are examples of basic structures of consciousness.

Wilber sees his spectrum model of consciousness as a type of “master template”
that covers the three great domains of prepersonal, personai, and transpersonal'’. This
master template was formulated through a structural comparison and analysis of the
major schools of psychology and religion, both East and West. His overall spectrum
model contains as many as 17 basic structures (Wilber: 1980), but he usually condenses
and simplifies his template to the following ten basic structures of consciousness (Wilber

et al: 1986):

16 “The basic structures of consciousness are essentially the traditional Great Holarchy of Being” (Wilber
1997: 140).

'” Echoing the great wisdom traditions, Wilber maintains that humans are capable of accessing three
general realms of being and knowing: the sensory (body), the mental (mind), and the spiritual (spirit)
(Wilber: 1983a). Throughout the various disciplines, numerous names have arisen to refer to these three
realms -- prerational, rational, transrational; pre-egoic, egoic, trans-egoic; subconscious, self-conscious,
super-conscious; prepersonal, personal, transpersonal; etc. The general idea underlying this tripartite
division comes from Hegel which holds that ‘all phenomena develop’. Thus, “the structures of
consciousness are not just given at the start they can only be conceived as ones that have developed”
(Wilber 1982a: 68).
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. Sensoriphysical -- This level comprises the physical substratum of the organism (i.e.
matter) and incorporates such functions as perception and sensation. The
correlation’s to this level are: Piaget’s sensorimotor level; Aurobindo’s physical-
sensory level; the first three Buddhist skandhas, etc.

. Phantasmic-emotional -- This level comprises the emotional-sexual domain. Simple
mental images begin to emerge and consequently tend to predominate the mind. The
correlation’s to this level are: Vedanta’s pranamayakosa; the fourth Buddhist
skandha; prana; libido; bioenergy; élan vital, etc.

. Representational mind (Rep-mind) -- There are two stages to this level. The
emergence and development of symbols (2-4 years) and later that of concepts (4-7
years). The correlation’s are: Piaget’s preoperational thinking; Aurobindo’s “will-
mind”’; the third chakra in Yoga psychology, etc.

- Rule/Role mind -- This is the first structure of consciousness that can take the role of
the other, as well as perform rule operations (i.e. multiplication, division, class
inclusion, etc.). The correlation’s are: Piaget’s concrete operational thinking;
Aurobindo’s “sense-mind”; Yoga’s fourth chakra, etc.

. Formal-Reflexive mind -- This is the first structure of consciousness capable of
thinking about thinking, and hypothetico-deductive reasoning (‘if A then B’). The
correlation’s are: Piaget’s formal operational thinking; Aurobindo’s ‘“reasoning
mind”; Yoga’s fifth chakra, etc.

. Vision-Logic - The first structure of consciousness capable of “higher order

synthesizing” (i.e. the ability to establish networks of relationships between ideas,
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concepts and models). This is the last structure within the personal domain. The
correlation’s are: Aurobindo’s “higher mind”.

Psychic - The first of the transpersonal or contemplative levels. The individual’s
personal concerns and perspectives give way to the greater universal concerns and
perspectives. This level is characterized by the opening of the “third eye” in Yoga
psychology. The correlation’s are: Aurobindo’s “illumined mind™; the preliminary
stages of Hindu and Buddhist meditation.

Subtle - The home of the Platonic Forms, archetypes and personal deities, such as
the Gnostic demiurge, the yidam in Mahayana Buddhism, and the istadeva in
Hinduism. The correlation’s are: Theravada Buddhism’s four jhanas with form;
Aurobindo’s “intuitive mind”’; Kabalah’s geburah and chesed; Hinduism’s savikalpa
samadhi; etc.

Causal -- “The causal level is said to be the unmanifest source or transcendental
ground of all the lesser structures: the Abyss (Gnosticism), the Void (Mahayana), the
Formless (Vedanta)” (Wilber et al 1986: 73). The correlation’s are: Aurobindo’s
“Overmind”; Hinduism’s nirvikalpa samadhi; Zen’s eighth ox-herding picture;
Theravada’s jhana samadhi; etc.

Ultimate -- The Ultimate is not a level per se, but is the condition or “Suchness” of
all levels. The total completion and integration of manifest Form with unmanifest
Formlessness. The correlation’s are: Aurobindo’s “Supermind”; Atman-Brahman

(Hinduism); Zen’s “One Mind”’; etc.

Echoing the Buddhist notion of the five skandhas, Wilber points out that the basic

structures of consciousness are inherently “selfless” or “devoid of self” (Wilber 1981:
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41). In other words, if you closely inspect the basic structures, you would be unable to
say “the self or ego is there.” As we will see, each new level reconstitutes the sense of
self. The self is not an actually existing entity, but is rather a subjective experience
accompanying the different levels of the spectrum.

The self-system is the component that actually mediates between the basic and
transitional structures of consciousness. The self '® is the locus of a number of different
characteristics which, for Wilber, include: 1) Organization -- The self-system actively
organizes psychological reality and endows the “I” with a frame of reference; 2)
Identification -- In organizing psychological reality, the self-system creates the identity
which we come to experience as “I/me”, as opposed to “not-I/me”; 3) Defense -- Through
the process of identification, the self-system creates defense mechanisms, in order to
protect and preserve what it identifies with; 4) Will -- The self-system is the locus of
choice, but only within the parameters of the level it presently inhabits; 5) Metabolism --
The self-system holds the task of “metabolizing,” or processing, the experiences it
confronts at each of the developmental levels; and 6) Navigation -- The self-system has a
number of choices to make as it navigates along the developmental lines. It can choose
to stay at the present level, or it can release itself from the present level (i.e. move up or
down the great chain). Furthermore, Wilber contends that there are four “directional
pulls” that the self faces. Berween levels the self is faced with ascent and progression or

descent and regression. On a given level it must choose between preservation,

'* Wilber divides the “self” into what he calls the “proximate self”, which is the subjective self experienced
as “I”, the “anterior self”, which is subjectively experienced as “I-I” (i.e. the intuition of the Witness or
Silent Watcher in meditation), and the “distal self”, which is the objective self experienced as “me/mine”
(Wilber 1997: 318, note 6).






