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INTRODUCTION 

The deeper into the 21st century we get, the clearer it is that this century’s most notable 
characteristics – globalization, rapidly accelerating technological innovations, and confounding 
socioeconomic disparities –are creating some very unsettling schisms in what heretofore have 
simply been taken-for-granted beliefs, values and world views. In 1919, W.B. Yeats published 
The Second Coming, perhaps his most famous poem. The opening lines of this poem are; 
“Turning and turning in the widening gyre…Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold…” At this 
point in our history, these prophetic words seem an apt description of the circumstances we’re 
finding ourselves in today, given that, in equal measure, this new century of ours portends both 
dramatic tests and inspiring opportunities.  

As our personal world views are displaced, each of us will begin looking for potent ways of 
coping with those challenges and tests we’re finding most difficult. Beyond this, we’ll also be 
looking for fresh strategies that will help us respond to the new and exciting opportunities that 
these upheavals are imposing on us. Either way, transformational learning is the approach to 
adult learning that will offer us realistic ways of contending with the 21st century’s disintegrative 
influences and, more importantly, provide us with concepts, techniques and tools specifically 
designed to help us create new modes of thinking and original ways of behaving for ourselves. 
In short, transformational learning is both a comprehensive theory of adult development and a 
matched set of techniques and tools specifically built to illuminate what we can do to build the 
new intra-psychic routines most appropriate for the new possibilities that are beginning to come 
our way. 

PROPOSITIONS 

The best way to share this learning prototype is to lay out a series of propositions for you. 
We will approach this subject tentatively, allowing you to enhance your understanding of your 
own learning through an exploration of a series of hypotheses you can test in the real world. 

 
• Proposition 1 • 

Transformational Learning is a Conscious Issue  
  
   

Transformational learning is all about human consciousness. It’s all about being 
intentionally aware of ourselves and the worlds around us. It’s about knowing things directly, for 
example, about being able to actively experience what we’re thinking, feeling and doing. It’s also 
about being able to discern these same kinds of things about other people, especially those we 
know and love.  

  



 

 

 

In transformational learning, consciousness is defined as the state of mind you’re in when 
you’re awake enough to be aware of yourself and your surroundings. Consciousness is your 
ongoing sense of yourself, other people, and the ways in which you’re interacting with them. 
The 17th century French philosopher, René Descartes, was the first to define this kind of 
consciousness when he authored the words we all know, "cognito ergo sum" (“I think, therefore 
I am”). In saying this, Descartes was offering the idea that the mere act of thinking about your 
existence as an individual human being proves you’re “conscious.” 

 
These days, we’re beginning to realize that consciousness involves much more than simply 

thinking about yourself. For instance, we now know that consciousness is something that’s 
embedded in neural networks that today’s scientists are calling our “three minds” – i.e., our 
brains, hearts, and guts. Beyond this, we also know and can conclusively prove that the neural 
pathways in our brains, hearts, and guts, as they grow sufficiently complex, together produce 
synaptic firings in our bodies’ neural networks that somehow give rise to the particularly 
personal sensations, feelings and ideas each of us experiences as consciousness. We now 
know all of this. But, despite the decades of effort that philosophers, psychologists and 
neurophysiologists have spent studying consciousness, we don’t know yet how the brain in our 
skulls, in cooperation with the millions upon millions of synaptic connections found in our bodies, 
actually give rise to the astoundingly complex experiences and insights we all know as 
consciousness. All this happens, but why and how we simply don’t know.  

 

 
• Proposition 2 • 

Human Consciousness Evolves Through Predictable Stages  
  
   

Even in the face of all that we don’t know, we do know that consciousness is an 
astoundingly complex phenomenon. The ability each of us has to be aware of our environments 
and ourselves, alongside our ability to respond to this awareness and communicate it to others, 
is breathtaking. Those who make their careers out of studying it clearly recognize 
consciousness as something that’s imbued with mysterious dynamics so complex that we’ll 
probably never be able truly understand the bewildering array of neurobiological interactions 
involved. To borrow an aphorism from Winston Churchill, consciousness is “a riddle wrapped in 
a mystery inside an enigma.” 

 
Despite these riddles, mysteries and enigmas, most experts studying human 

consciousness today describe it as something that emerges and develops through a 
progressive series of transformational stages. At each new stage of developmental, they say, 
the scope of our perceptiveness, the sophistication of our thinking patterns, and the complexity 
of our meaning — making capabilities become more expansive, inclusive, and integrated.  

 
In their simplest form, our newest ideas about consciousness are nothing really original. 

Socrates and Plato were the first to highlight the significance of human consciousness. Socrates 
with his injunction to “Know Thyself,” and Plato through his Allegory of the Caves, were both 
concerned with human consciousness. Aristotle was also interested in consciousness, exploring 
an idea that he called “hypnagogia,” which is the subjective state of mind that marks the 
boundary between ‘being asleep’ and ‘being awake.’ These two different states of 
consciousness, for each of us, are perhaps our first experience of the distinctly different levels 
of awareness of which we’re capable.  

 
In the late 19th century, Sigmund Freud advanced our understanding of consciousness’ 

stage-like properties by proving that each of us lives with three different levels of 
consciousness: i.e., our unconscious mind, our subconscious mind, and our conscious mind. 



 

 

 

Today, experts who are studying this stages of consciousness idea are moving beyond Freud’s 
triadic description of consciousness, offering us at least four startlingly new propositions:  

 
- The first is that the totality of our consciousness is so phenomenally rich and mysteriously 

complex that we may never really understand it. 
 
- The second is that each of us, as human beings, can nonetheless learn most of what we 

need to know to evolve and grow through new, ever more sophisticated stages of 
consciousness. 

 
- The third is that the best, most relevant research available shows us that each one of us, 

once we’ve reached adulthood, will have available to us somewhere between five and eleven 
progressively more advanced orders of consciousness. 

 
- The fourth is that movement though the last few of these most advanced orders of 

consciousness is no longer driven by personal genetics, but rather only by our own intention, 
attention, and persistence. Post adolescence, our movement through these advanced stages is 
a matter of will and discipline. 

 
 This last proposition is what puts transformational learning in the picture. Given that 

movement through each successive post-adolescent stage is necessarily intentional, and that 
the transition between each stage is per force a vertical step up into a more expansive and 
complexly structured order of consciousness, we obviously are in need of a better sense of the 
vertical transitions that are involved between each stage, level or order of consciousness. If you 
will, we need a simple picture of the transformational ladder that is involved in our advancement 
from one order of consciousness to the next. Perhaps, a picture like this… 

 
  

figure 1 

Developing Transformational Orders of Consciousness 

 



 

 

 

 

 
• Proposition 3 • 

Each Successive Stage Becomes More Complex and More Expansive  
  
   

Today, the experts who are developing new adult development theories all agree that 
human consciousness is a phenomenon that emerges and develops through a progressive 
sequence of stages. At each new stage, they say, the neurobiological networks in our bodies’ 
three brains (i.e., our minds, hearts, and guts) become more complex and more expansive. And, 
they say, this means that the scope of our perceptiveness, the sophistication of our thinking 
patterns, and the complexity of our meaning-making capabilities become progressively more 
extensive, inclusive, and integrated.  

 
At this point in time, the best of today’s experts believe there are somewhere between 

seven to twelve distinct levels, stages or orders of consciousness that, between birth and death, 
are available to each of us. However, if we’re mature adults, these experts also suggest there 
perhaps are only four to seven stages that we can nurture into existence. If in fact there are only 
four to seven post adolescent developmental stages, and, if movement upwards through these 
levels is characterized by their only being available to us through persistent attention, intention 
and discipline, then it seem obvious that the talents, skills and abilities associated with 
transformational learning are going to be capabilities that we’re all going to want at some point. 

 
In this regard, it would seem like the value of the graphic found at the end of Proposition #2 

could be strengthened if we would simply add to it conceptual details that endowed this graphic 
with a little fuller sense of the intra-psychic accomplishments realized at each successive stage 
of development. The graphic at the very end of this paper highlights just this: what one of the 
best adult development practitioners — Harvard’s Robert Kegan — sees as the essence of 
these advanced orders of consciousness.  

 
Kegan’s named the stages portrayed in this new graphic the Self-Sovereign Stage, the 

Socialized Mind Stage, the Self-Authoring Stage, and the Self-Transforming Stage. In the Self-
Sovereign stage, Kegan describes a person who has a solid, well-developed personal identity, if 
you will, a “strong ego.” They also have a very narrow window on the world and, while they are 
aware of others, they’re really only interested in them insofar as they believe these “others” can 
be of use. Self-Sovereign adults, in short, are self-centered. A person who is stabilized in the 
Socialized Mind stage has matured quite a bit, and now sees themselves as a member of an 
affinity group, perhaps their family of origin, their local church group, a gang, or a political party 
with compatible ideological beliefs. People in the Self-Authoring stage of development tend to 
be well educated, or someone who has pursued a rigorous course of therapy or self-reflection. 
At this stage, people who are self-authoring are their own persons, individuals who have 
struggled through the difficult work of recasting the values and belief structures of their ‘family of 
origin” into a world view of their own making. Kegan’s research shows that people in the Self-
Transforming stage are extremely rare. But, individuals in this order of consciousness, he 
suggests, are courageous, intensely introspective, and receptive to the right kinds of support in 
moments of disconfirmation. Generally, their world view is one that’s capable of integrating 
some of the world’s most confounding paradoxes, archetypal polarities like good and ev il, action 
and contemplation, and life and death.  

 
Just below is a picture of Kegan’s last four orders of consciousness, with a highly 

synthesized description of a person in each stage inserted. 
 
 



 

 

 

 
figure 2 

Kegan’s Last Four Stages of Consciousness 

 


