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INTRODUCTION... 

Carl Jung, in his book The Undiscovered Self, said this about the significance of inner work; 

“Your vision will become clear only when you can look into your own heart. Who looks 

outside dreams; who looks inside awakens.” 

Jung wrote The Undiscovered Self in 1958. Back thenhisbasic notion was that the 

psychological work each of us has to do to grow and develop involves integrating the archetypal 

opposites embedded deep in our psychic makeup. Integrating archetypal opposites like love 

and hate, thought and action, and masculinity and femininity are the core of Jung’s 

transformational approach. Of particular importance is what Jung understood to be “the 

integration of opposites.” He called this kind of work individuation, and considered it to be every 

adult’s primary developmental challenge. A journey that was absolutely necessary for anyone 

who was interested in becoming a whole person. 

In 1958, this kind of inner work seemed an arcane, introspective endeavor, something that 

was much too abstract and mysterious of The Undiscovered Self that Jung proposed seemed 

an arcane or most mid-20th century adults. This mismatch notwithstanding, today there’s no 

doubt that Jung was one of the earliest clinicians to clearly see that inner work is the first, most 

basic threshold leading toward the development of advanced orders of consciousness. Across 

the years since Jung published The Undiscovered Self, a wide variety of psychologists, 

cognitive scientists, educators, and practitioners have, in different ways, confirmed Jung’s first 

premise; i.e., the idea that the development of advanced orders of consciousness begins with 

inner work. 

When it comes to confirming this idea, the autobiographies and biographies of individuals 

who have actually demonstrated, through the lives they’ve led, what it means to perceive, think, 

and act out of advanced orders of consciousness are two of the best ways of confirming Jung’s 

proposition: inner work is the essence of personal development. Nelson Mandela, Mahatma 

Gandhi, and Mother Teresa, for example, are three who led these kinds of exemplary lives, lives 

that have become inspirational beacons. In their autobiographies — i.e., Conversations with 

Myself, The Story of My Experiments with Truth, and In My Own Words — Mandela, Gandhi, 

and Mother Teresa each highlighted the inner work to which they’d devoted themselves. In his 

autobiography, Mandela speaks of our need to find courage in the face of fear, asserting “The 

brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.” Gandhi, in all of 

his autobiographical writings, emphasizes self-responsibility, suggesting time and again that “As 



 
 

 
 
 

a man changes his own nature, so does the attitude of the world change towards him. We need 

not wait to see what others do.” And Mother Teresa, in her autobiography, urges us all to 

embody and manifest love in everything we do, with everyone we encounter. “The source of 

love” she said, “is in the loving.” 

The best biographies about these three luminaries are books written by John Carline 

(Playing The Enemy), Erik Erikson (Gandhi's Truth), and David Scott (The Love That Made 

Mother Teresa). These biographies resolutely substantiate the idea that it’s the deep, persistent 

inner work that people do, especially their ceaseless reflection on the meaning of their foibles, 

sufferings and failures that drive them to fashion exemplary lives. Erikson’s biography, Gandhi’s 

Truth, is one of the best examples of this. In this book, Erikson shows the ways in which the 

disconfirming experiences that Gandhi suffered in South Africa during his childhood, and those 

he endured in London as a young man, catalyzed for him a series of “identity crises” that 

eventually created in Gandhi the “felt need” for “a new ethic.” With great effect, Erikson lays out 

the story of how Gandhi’s personal examination of the disconfirmations of his earliest identity 

actually shaped in him the unfolding of a “precocious and relentless conscience.” 

Over the last three decades, the insights offered by the autobiographies and biographies 

mentioned above are now being complimented and extended by the longitudinal adult 

development studies that researchers like Erik Erickson, Gail Sheehy, Daniel Levinson, George 

Vallient, and K. W. Schail have done and are doing. Over decades of intensive study, each of 

these researchers has devoted themselves to examining the lives of tightly controlled groups of 

adults. These results are now confirming the importance of inner work for the development of 

advanced orders of consciousness. Individually, each study pinpoints the unmistakable 

correlations linking people’s disconfirming experiences with the cognitive dissonance they 

experience and the identity crises that came with these traumas. As a comprehensive body of 

research, these studies together present undeniable proof of the pivotal nature of inner work. 

Beyond confirming the importance of inner work for the development of progressively 

more complex orders of consciousness, thesedistinctly different sources, taken as a whole, 

demonstrate three additional insights. First, that every individual’s trek towards development 

is unique, a journey that each individual must create for himself or herself alone. Second, that 

while the developmental road every individual travels is unique, each journey nonetheless 

follows a universal pattern of growth that is reasonably well defined. And third, that the best 

autobiographies, biographies and longitudinal studies together clearly show that this generic 

template always leads upward, in ladder-like stages, with each new rung in each successive 

ladder following a pattern that reveals a reliable arc of ever more complex, sophisticated, and 

expansive orders of thinking, feeling and acting. 

To get a sense of this generic progression, take a look at this picture of the first stage 

model that Erik Erikson created. 

 



 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

figure 1 

Erickson’s Model of Adult Development 
 

At this point in time, any number of distinguished adult development practitioners agree that 

the levels of maturity and wisdom luminaries like Mandela, Gandhi, and Mother Teresa realized 

were, in each case, the result of the inner work each did as they moved up through the 

sequential steps Erikson first proposed. Today, practitioners like Bill Torbert, Jane Loevinger, 

Ken Wilber, Jenny Wade, Susanne Cook-Greuter and Robert Kegan, all pioneers who are 

following in Erikson’s footsteps, are working hard trying to show that Erikson’s stage model 

ideas is are fact a generic template that anyone interested in creating for themselves a new 

order of consciousness will have to follow. 

Since 1982, when he published his first book about human development (The Evolving 

Self), Robert Kegan has been this field’s most respected practitioner. He clearly is the most 

quoted proponent of the stage model approach to adult development. Given Kegan’s expertise 

in using this model, it’s useful at this point to share a little about the way he uses his vertical 

stage model to more fully explain what adult development is all about: 

 

 



 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

In terms of transformational learning this super simple synopsis of Kegan’s theory of adult 
development suggests four ideas about his orders of consciousness and transformational 
learning that are worth keeping in mind: 

1. Each step an individual takes as they climb up their own unique ladder of development 
can only begin if and when they consciously resist the temptation that comes with any 
disconfirming experiences they might be having. Learning when and how to resist one’s own 
robot-like tendencies in the face of a seriously disruptive disconfirmation is, if you will, an 
essential part of any transformational learning effort. 

2. Any adult who wants to initiate their own development needs to author their own 
introspective effort, one that’s specifically aimed at discovering the presuppositions, 
assumptions, and causal schema that ground the ways in which they customarily perceive, 
think, feel and behave. As Jung suggests, transformational learning definitely needs to be 
concerned with the integration of opposites. 

3. As they begin, any adult who is launching their own transformational effort will need to 
have in mind at least a rudimentary sense of what the transformational path in front of them will 
look like. 

4. In particular, someone who is launching a transformational effort will need to be aware 
that, at each and every stage of their journey, they will come face to face with their limitations 
and their basic uncertainties. In particular they will need to be prepared to deal with the feelings 

figure 2 

Kegan’s Theory of Adult Development 

 



 
 

 
 
 

that come with the dissolution of cherished beliefs, as well as the anxieties that accompany 
excruciatingly difficult decisions and new forms of responsibility. Transformational learning — 
done wholeheartedly — is an unforgiving taskmaster. 

In conclusion, it’s fair to say that even this extraordinarily simplified synopsis of Festinger’s, 
Cook-Greuter’s and Kegan’s ideas clearly foreshadows the proposition that anytransformative 
journey is going to produce at least a few moments where one’s fear of a “catastrophic 
disintegration” of one’s most cherished presuppositions will be a compelling-even frightening-
prospect. Transformational journeys, and the courageous efforts they require, are unavoidably 
intimidating, unnerving, and alarming. They’re never easy to endure, and terribly hard to 
complete. Even for the strongest person. 

But, what else should we expect? Anything that is necessarily marked by fugue-like states, 
high degrees of uncertainty, and deeply unsettling anxieties is never going to be an easy 
challenge to stay with. Even when the results and rewards are beyond measure. This is why it’s 
important, to the degree possible, that these journeys are well-designed and effectively 
supported. And why it’s a good idea to make sure you have with you someone who knows 
something about being good company along the way. 


