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Stanislav Grof

Perhaps no one has given a richer map of the vari-
MR clics of states of consciousness than Stanislay Grof,
W A psychiatrist with over Jorty years of experience of
| research into nonordinary states of consciousness,
Grof is one of the founders and chief theoreticians of
transpersonal psychology.

He was born in Prague, Czechoslovakia, where
he also received his scientific training, earning an
M.D. from the Charles University School of
Medicine and a Ph.D. in medicine Jrom the
Czechoslovakian Academy of Sciences. His early
research on the clinical uses of psychoactive drugs
was conducted af the Psychiatric Research Institute
in Prague, where he was principal investigator of a
Dbrogram exploring the therapeutic potential of LSD and other psychedelics.

Grof began his research as a classical Freudian, with the hope that Psychedelic sub-
Stances might serve to accelerate the bsychoanalytic process, The unparalleled richness
and intensity of the experiences which surfaced during the LSD Sessions, however soon
convinced him of the theoretical shortcomings of Freud’s model of the psyche and of the
materialistic and mechanistic worldview which it reflects. The new map of the psyche
developed by Grof which emerged out of these investigations, has come to include three
distinct domains: 1) the (Freudian ) personal or biographical unconscious; 2 the transper-
sonal unconscious {which includes Jung’s more restricted notion of the archetypal or col-
lective unconscious): and 3} the perinatal unconscious which, centering around the
transformative potential of the experiences of biological and symbolic birth and death,
seems to mediafe between the personal and the franspersonal,

In 1967, Grof was invited to be Clinical and Research Fellow at Johns Hopkins
University in Baltimore. After completion of this two-year Jellowship, ke remained in
the United States and continued his investigations as Chief of Psychiatric Research at
* the Maryland Psychiatric Research Center and as Assistant Professor of Psychiatry ot

the Heriry Phipps Clinic at Johns H opkins. In 1973, he became Scholar-in-Residence at
the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California, where he lived until 1987, During his years
at Esalen, he devoted himself to writing books and articles, giving lectures and semi-
nars and, with his wife Christing, developing “Holotropic Breathwork,” an innovative
experiential therapy which combines deep, accelerated breathing with music, focused
bodywork, mandala drawing, and group sharing, within a safe, supportive, and sacred
environment. Grof is also the founding bresident of the International Transpersonal
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Association (ITA), for which he has organized large international conferences during
the last two decades in the United States, India, Australia, Czechoslovakia, and Brazil.

At present, Grof is a professor at the California Institute of Integral Studies (CIIS)
in San Francisco, in the Philosophy, Cosmelogy, and Consciousness Program. He con-
tinwes to write and conduct training seminars for professionals in Holotropic
* Breathwork and transpersonal psychology ("Grof Transpersonal Training "). Grof’s
work thus offers a practical, therapeutic approach, honed over many years, which com-
plements and offers the possibility of testing the implications of his theoretical work.
He is perhaps unique in the field of transpersonal psychology in connecting practice and
theory which are both so highly developed..

Grof's contribution to this book is an extension of his earlier response to Wilber's
work (see Grof's Beyond the Brain, pp. 132-37). 1o begin, he draws attention to what
he considers a peculiar blind spot in Wilber’s otherwise detailed and comprehensive the-
ory, namely Wilber’s lack of recognition of the significance of pre- and perinatal expe-
riences for the theory and practice of psychology, psychiatry, and psychotherapy. In
Grof's view, Wilber fails to understand that the perinatal domain is of a completely dif-
ferent logical type than subsequent developmental stages. Grof stresses that the perina-
tal is not limited to the fetal stage, but rather encompasses patterns of psychospiritual
transformation which run through the entire spectrum of human development. Grof also
believes that Wilber trivializes the importance of biological death and of life-threatening
situations—beginning with birth itself—by assimilating them to the “release” which
must accompany each movement up the spectrum of consciousness.

Grof goes on to argue that, without a sufficient appreciation of the significance of
birth and death, Wilber’s theory is incapable of making sense of essential features of
psychopathology, such as the linkage of sexuality and aggression, which Grof associ-
ates with traumatic residues of the birth process. Finally, Grof takes issue with what he
takes to be Wilber’s overly linear interpretation of regression as involved exclusively
with a return to “prepersonal” structures. Grof’s own extensive experience with nonor-
dinary states of consciousness, as well as existing accounts from the world's spiritual
fraditions, suggest that regression to the perinatal domain often constitutes the experi-
ential prerequisite for access to the transpersonal. In contrast to Wilber’s strict adher-
 ence to the idea of the pre/trans fallacy, Grof proposes a more complex model of the psy-
che in which the personal and the transpersonal, the biological and the spz’n’tﬁal, coex-
ist in q state of interpenetration.

Further Readings
Grof, C., and S. Grof. 1990. The stormy search for the self. Los Angeles: Tarcher.

Grof, 8. 1975. Realms of the human unconscious: Observations from LSD research. New
York: Viking Press.

. 1980. LSD psychozhempy Pomona Calif.: Hunter House.

. 1985. Beyond the brain: Birth, death, and transcendence in psychotherapy. Albany
State University of New York Press.
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. 1988. The adventure of self-discovery: Dimensions of consciousness and new per-
spectives in psychotherapy and inner exploration. Albany: State University of New .
York Press. ’

Grof, 8., and C. Grof, 1980. Beyond death: The gates of consciousness. London: Thames &
Hudson,
Grof, 8., and J. Halifax. 1977. The human encounter with death. New York: E P. Dutton.
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Ken Wilber’s Spectrum Psychology:

Observations from Clinical
Consciousness Research

WHEN ADDRESSING THE WORK OF A THEORETICIAN WHOSE
pioneering work reaches the scope and quality achieved by
Ken Wilber, even a critical essay has to begin with compli-
ments and words of appreciation. In a series of books begin-
ning with his Spectrum of Consciousness (Wilber 1977), Ken
has produced an extraordinary work of highly creative syn-
thesis of data drawn from a vast variety of areas and disci-

~ plines, ranging from psychology, anthropology, sociology, mythology, and

comparative religion, through linguistics, philosophy, and history, to cos-
mology, quantum-relativistic physics, biology, evolutionary theory, and
systems theory. His knowledge of the literature is truly encyclopedic, his
analytical mind systematic and incisive, and the clarity of his logic
remarkable. The impressive scope, comprehensive nature, and intellec-
tual rigor of Ken’s work have helped to make it a widely acclaimed and
highly influential theory of transpersonal psychology.

However, for a theory of such importance, it is not sufficient to inte-
grate material from many different ancient and modern sources into a
system that shows inner logical cohesion. While logical consistency cer-
tainly is a valuable prerequisite, a viable theory has to have an addi-
tional property that is equally, if not more, important. It is generally
accepted among scientists that a system of propositions is an acceptable
theory if, and only if, its conclusions are in agreement with observable
facts (Frank 1957). Since speculations concerning consciousness, the
human psyche, and spiritual experiences represent the cornerstone of
Ken’s conceptual framework, it is essential to test their theoretical ade-
quacy and practical relevance against clinical data. Ken himself does not
have any clinical experience, and the primary sources of his data have
been his extensive reading and the experiences from his personal spiri-
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tual practice. For this reason, evaluating his ideas in the light of actual
experiences and observations from transpersonal therapy and from mod-
ern consciousness research seems particularly important and necessary.

My own background and approach have been almost polar opposites to
Ken’s and might thus serve as a useful complement to his theoretical work.
For almost four decades, my primary interest has been clinical work
exploring the healing and heuristic potential of nonordinary states of con-
gciousness (NOSC). Whatever theoretical writing I have done over the
years has been based primarily on the reports of the people I have worked
with. An additional important source of information and inspiration has
been my own experiences of nonordinary states induced by psychedelics
and various nondrug means. The choice of professional literature I have
studied has been strongly determined by observations from my clinical
work and the need to put them into a larger conceptual framework.

The observations and data on which this paper is based come from
two major sources: approximately two decades of clinical psychedelic
research with LSD and other psychoactive substances, and another twen-
ty years of work with holotropic breathwork, a powerful nondrug théra-
peutic method that I have developed jointly with my wife, Christina. It
combines faster breathing, evocative music, and a specific form of ener-
getic release work. The subjects in the psychedelic research projects were
psychiatric patients with various emotional and psychosomatic disorders,
aleoholics, drug addicts, terminal cancer patients, and “normal” volun-
teers—mental health professionals, scientists, artists, clergy, and stu-
dents. The breathwork sessions have been conducted in the context of a
long-term training program of professionals and of experiential work-
shops with a broad cross-section of the general population. In addition to
material from psychedelic and holotropic breathwork sessions, I am alse
drawing in this paper on my observations from work with individuals
undergoing spontaneous mystical experiences and episodes of psychos-
piritual crises {“spiritual emergencies”) (Grof and Grof 1990).

QOver the years, Ken Wilber and I have exchanged some ideas, which
involved both compliments and critical comments about our respective
theories. During this time, the thinking of both of us has undergone cer-
tain changes and developments, as can be expected in an area as rich and
complex as mapping the human psyche and exploring the dimensions of
consciousness. I first addressed the similarities and differences between
Ken’s spectrum psychology and my own observations and theoretical con-
structs more than a decade ago. In my book Beyond the Brain: Birth,
Death, and Transcendence in Psychotherapy (Grof 1985), I dedicated a

" special section to Ken’s spectrum psychology, in which I briefly described
where my own findings agreed and disagreed with Ken’s theories.
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In my critical comments, I addressed what I saw as logical inconsis-
tencies in Ken’s conceptual system (omission of the pre- and perinatal
period and misrepresentation of the problem of death) and the lack of
correspondence between his conjectures and the facts of clinical obser-
vation (concerning the dynamics of spiritual development, the nature of
psychopathology, and the strategy of psychotherapy). In what follows, I -
will elaborate on the comments I made at the time and focus on a few
additional areas. ] will also reflect on Ken’s extensive written reply to my
criticism that has appeared in the notes to his recent book Sex, Ecology, -
Spirituality: The Spirit of Evolution {Wilber 1995).

OMISSION OF THE PRE- AND PERINATAL DOMAIN IN
SPECTRUM PSYCHOLOGY

My main reservation about Ken’s comprehensive and detailed theo-
retical system concerns what I perceive as his surprising conceptual
blind spot in relation to the role and significance of prenatal existence
and biological birth for the theory and practice of psychiatry, psycholo-
gy, and psychotherapy. The discovery of the psychological and psychos-
piritual importance of these two periods of human development is one
of the most important contributions of experiential psychotherapy and
modern consciousness research to psychology. The observations in this
area have been so impressive and consistent that they have inspired the
development of pre- and perinatal psychology, including regular inter-
national meetings and a rapidly growing body of literature. These
observations have been so convincing that they have profoundly influ-
enced the actual birthing practices and postnatal care of many open-
minded obstetricians and pediatricians. In view of these facts, I found it
very surprising that Ken, with his meticulous and comprehensive
approach, has completely ignored the vast amount of data from both
modern and ancient sources suggesting the paramount psychological
significance of prenatal experiences and of the trauma of birth, as well
as their relationship to spirituality. This bias is evident in his writings
focusing on cosmology, human evolution, developmental psychology,
psychopathology, and psychotherapy.

Ken’s description of the evolution of consciousness of an individual
begins with the pleromatic stage (the undifferentiated consciousness of
the newborn) and continues through the uroborie, typhonic, verbal-mem-
bership, and mental-egoic levels to the centauric stage. He refers to this
progression, from the newborn infant to the adult with fully integrated
functioning of the ego, persona, shadow, and body, as the outward arc.
According to Ken, at the evolutionary stage of centaur begins the truly
spiritual development, or the inward arc, that takes the individual to the
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lower and higher regions of the subtle and causal realms and finally to
the boundless radiance of Formless Consciousness and the ultimate
unity with the Absolute (Wilber 1980).

In his account of cosmogenesis or consciousness involution, Ken close-
1y follows the highly culture-specific archetypal map irom the Tibetan
Book of the Dead, Bardo Thodol (Evans-Wentz 1960), rather than creat-
ing a more general and universal description that would be applicable in
any cultural and historical context. His account of cosmogenesis thus
begins with the ultimate -consciousness, the immaculate and luminous
Dharmakaya, proceeds through the specific visions of the Tibetan bardo
realms, and ends—like the Bardo Thodol—with the moment of concep-
tion when the individual who has missed all chances for spiritual libera-
tion is facing another incarnation. This is perfectly logical and under-
standable for the Tibetan text, which describes the experiences in the
intermediate state between death and the next incarnation. However, it
results in a major logical gap in Ken’s system that allegedly portrays the
entire cosmic cycle of involution and evolution of consciousness.

By ending the process of the involution of consciousness at the
moment of conception and beginning the account of consciousness evolu-
tion with the undifferentiated pleromatic experience of the newhorn, Ken
Jeaves out the entire embryonic development between conception and the
moment of birth. I find this to be an astonishing omission for a system
that is otherwise worked out with meticulous attention to detail and has
received much acclaim for its logical cohesion and clarity of thinking.
Even if the fetus had no conscious awareness during these periods and
the pre- and perinatal events were not recorded in the brain (a position
taken, increasingly implausibly, by academic psychiatry), this omission
would leave a strange gap in Ken’s cosmic cycle. After all, we are talking
here about a period of nine months of embryonic life during which the
fotus undergoes a complex process of development from the fertilized
ovum to a fully formed and differentiated organism. This is then followed
by many hours or even a few days of a potentially life-threatening process
of biological birth in which the fetus experiences a radical transformation
from an agquatic organism to an air-breathing one.

However, there exists important clinical and experimental evidence
indicating that the fetus might be conscious during these nine months,
that pre- and perinatal events play a critical role in the individual’s psy-
chological history, and that the memories of these early experiences are

available for conscious recall and reliving. The memory of birth repre-

gents an important reservoir of difficult emotions and physical sensa-
tions that can contribute later in life to the development of various forms
_ of emotional and psychosomatic disorders. Reliving and integrating pre-
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and perinatal traumas can have very beneficial effects; it can result in
healing and profound psychospiritual transformation. Therapists work-
ing with powerful forms of experiential psychotherapies, such as primal
therapy, psychedelic work, rebirthing, and holotropic breathwork, or
with individuals in psychospiritual crises, see these phenomena daily in
their practices. Reliving of such events often is photographically accu-
rate and occurs even in people who have no intellectual knowledge about
their birth. The fact that it is often possible to verify various details of
these experiences leaves little doubt that they represent authentic mem-
ories (Grof 1987),

‘In addition, episodes of this kind are often accompanied by various
specific physical manifestations that can be noticed by an external
observer. The postures and movements of the body, arms, and legs, as
well as the rotations, flections, and deflections of the head, can accu-
rately recreate the mechanics of a particular type of delivery, even in
peo_ple without elementary obstetric knowledge. Many details of such
experiences can be confirmed if good birth records or reliable personal
witnesses are available. In his recent book, Ken calls this evidence “con-
troversial” (Wilber 1994, 585), but the practitioners of experiential ther-
apies would certainly disagree. '

The fact that the psychological importance of prenatal and perinatal
events has not been accepted by mainstream psychiatry reflects the
rigidity of deeply ingrained beliefs rather than the ambiguity of clinical
observations. The most important of these is the conviction that the
brain of the newborn is not capable of registering the traumatic impact
of birth because the neurons in its cortex are not fully myelinized. This
is not a well-substantiated scientific fact, but a very problematic

" assumption that is in conflict not only with observations from experien-

tial therapy, but also with rich experimental data concerning prenatal
sensitivity of the fetus and its capacity to learn (Chamberlain 1988;
Tomatis 1991). In any case, it is hard to imagine that hours of dramatic
and often life-threatening experiences during biological birth would be
psychologically less important than the immediately following pleromat-
ic experiences of the newborn that receive much of Ken’s attention and
have an important role in his scheme. We will return to this problem
later in the section discussing Ken’s ideas about psychopathology.

In addition to leaving out the entire pre- and perinatal periods from
his cosmic cycle of the involution and evolution of consciousness and
ignoring the extensive evidence from modern experiential psychothera-
pies indicating the great psychological significance of these periods, KKen
also fails to acknowledge the pioneering work of Otto Rank (1929), who
emphasized the paramount importance of the intrauterine experience
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and of the trauma of birth. Rank is the only major figure in the history of
depth psychology whom Ken treats in this way. Without any explanation,
he neither incorporates Rank’s work concerning the birth trauma into his
scheme of spectrum psychology, nor subjects it to critical analysis.

In addition to ignoring all the clinical and experimental data con-
cerning the prenatal and perinatal periods, Ken shows the same selec-
tive bias in regard to spiritual sources. Since he draws so exclusively on
Tibetan sources in the discussion of cosmogenesis, it is particularly strik-
ing that he does not pay any attention to Tibetan texts that discuss in
detail the challenges of prenatal development and birth (Sgam.po.pa
1971, 63-66). In Vajrayana, the intrauterine state is actually described
as one of the six intermediate states or bardos (Evans-Wentz 1960, 102).
And the Buddha himself made specific references to the trauma of birth
as a major source of human suffering.

Ken responded to my critical comments concerning his omission of
the pre- and perinatal period in the copious notes to his Sex, Ecology,
Spirituality: The Spirit of Evolution (Wilber 1995, 585-88, 741--63). We
have had some exchange about this issue over the years, but this was the
first time that he formulated his reaction in written form. He expresses
his amazement about the difficulties that various people perceived in the
task of “integration of the Grof and Wilber models.” According to him,
such integration is actually a relatively simple matter. He points out
that it was actually this lack of perceived difficulty, together with com-
plications in his personal life, that prevented him from making the nec-
essary adjustments in his theory at least ten years earlier.

Opening the discussion on this subject, Ken makes a vague reference
to a “large body of theory and (controversial) evidence for the intrauter-
ine state and the birth process (and birth trauma)” [Ken’s parentheses].
- And then, “having simply allowed that some of this evidence could
indeed be genuine,” he creates for this entire domain a new category in
his developmental scheme, fulerum 0 (F-0) preceding the fulerum of the
pleromatic stage (F-1) and the six subsequent ones (Wilber 1995, 585—
88). At this point, I will not argue with Ken whether the evidence for the
psychological importance of the birth trauma deserves to be considered
controversial. I have addressed this problem earlier and will return to it
in another context. Instead, I will briefly describe and discuss his pro-

posal. He suggests that the new fulerum shows the same general fea- 7

tures as any other fulcrum, namely:
1. An initial state of undifferentiation or indissociation (in
this case the prenatal state)
2. A period of intense and often difficult dlfferentlatmn (the
birth process/trauma itself)
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3. A period of postdifferentiation and (post-uterine) consolida-
tion and integration, in preparation for the next round of dif-
ferentiation/integration (F-1)

The extensive and complex experiential patterns associated with the
consecutive stages of biological birth that I call basic perinatel matrices
(BPMs) would thus simply become three subphases of fulcrum 0, with
BPM II and BPM III both subsumed into a single subphase (subphase 2).
BPM I would thus be subphase 1 of F-0, reflecting the oceanic indissoci-
ation experience of the fetus, both in its undisturbed and disturbed
aspects. BPM IT would be the beginning of subphase 2, or the differenti-
ation process, that involves “cosmic engulfment” and “no-exit” hellish
pressure. BPM III would be the later stage of subphase 2, with the begin-
ning of the expulsion from the womb,“volcanic” ecstasy, sadomasochistic
pleasure/pain, experience of dismemberment, etc. And, finally, BPM IV
would be subphase 3, the postpartum neonatal state, during which the
child must integrate its new sense of separation from the mother. At the
same time, this is the beginning of the pleromatic F-1, during which the
infant with its new self-sense still cannot distinguish its own self-bound-
aries from those of the physical world around it.

As much as I appreciate Ken’s acknowledgment of the ex_lstence of
the perinatal level of the unconscious and its inclusion in his develop-
mental scheme, I feel that the ad hoc addition of another fulerum (F-Q)

- and the fusion of two perinatal matrices into one of its subphases do not

do justice to the importance of this domain. Although it might render an
impressive graphic scheme that pleases the eye and satisfies the need for
logical order, it fails to grasp the real parameters of the perinatal expe-
rience. The easy solution that Ken offers is in fundamental conflict with
the facts of observation. First of all, the second and third matrix are
related to two phases of birth that are in many respects radically differ-
ent from each other, both physiclogically and experientially. For this rea-
gon, lumping them together into one subphase of F-0 makes little sense.

In addition, the urgency and extreme intensity of birth experiences
and their association with a serious threat to body integrity and to sur-
vival of the organism put'them into a completely different category than
the stages of postnatal development. A radical transition, from an aguat-
ic form of life whose needs are being continually satisfied by placental
circulation to the extreme emotional and physical stress of the birth
struggle and then to a radically new existence as an air-breathing organ-
ism, is an event of paramount significance that reaches all the way to the
cellular level. Even a relatively normal birth without complications is
certainly a process of an entirely different order than learning to speak
or developing an ego. This is clearly evident from the amount of time it
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takes in experiential therapy to bring the perinatal material into con-
sciousness and integrate it. And a difficult birth and poor postnatal cir-
cumstances can constitute a profound trauma that colors the entire life
history of the individual. :
Much of what has been said above is related primarily to prenatal
and perinatal events occurring in the context of the early psychobiologi-

cal evolution of the individual. It seems that much of Ken’s initial hesi-

tation to include these stages in his scheme was based on his uncertain-
ty whether the events from this time are consciously experienced by the
fetus and/or recorded in the memory banks. However, this is only one
aspect of the problem. Perinatal matrices are not defined as stages of the
psychobiological evolution of the fetus, but as experiential patterns that
oceur in self-exploration of adults involving NOSC. They are thus pri-
marily related to psychospiritual evolution and only secondarily serve as
indirect evidence for the importance of the early psychobiological events.
In other words, they are much more than simple records of the original
fetal experience. Besides containing distinct fetal elements, they also
function as an important interface with the archetypal and historical
domains of the collective unconscious and with species consciousness.
For this reason, they cannot be simply reduced to a fetal fulecrum. I will
return to this point later in this article.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPORTANCE
. OF BIOLOGICAL DEATH

. Another major difference between my own observations and Ken’s
model involves the psychological importance of biological death, both in
connection with the perinatal level and independently from it. In his
early writings, Sigmund Freud expressed the opinion that the problem
of death is irrelevant for psychology, since our unconscious does not know
linear time and thus does not recognize and acknowledge our mortality
and impermanence. However, later clinical observations related to the
phenomena that seemed to challenge his concept of the “pleasure princi-
ple” led him to the conclusion that it is impossible to have a viable psy-
chological system without including the phenomenon of death as an
essential element (Freud 1955). ‘

This realization represented an important turning point in Freud’s
theoretical speculations. To account for psychopathological disorders
that seemed to defy the “pleasure principle” (such as sadomasochism,
automutilation, and violent suicide), he formulated in the last two
decades of his life a psychology that was significantly different from his
early writings. In his final version of psychoanalysis, he described the
psyche as a system reflecting the conflict between two opposing forces,
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the sexual instinct, Libido or Eros, and the death instinct, Destrudo or
Thanatos (Freud 1964).

According to a statistical survey conducted by Brun (1953), 94 per-
cent of psychoanalysts refused to follow Freud in this final stage of his
thinking. The observations from NOSC clearly show that Freud was
essentially correct in his assessment of the importance of death for psy-
chology, even though they do not specifically support his understanding
of Thanatos. These new findings show that what Freud refers to as
Thanatos is not a biological instinct, but a psychological force reflecting
the individual's encounters with life-threatening events from postnatal
biography and, particularly, from the perinatal period. These connec-
tions make the element of biological death essential for the understand-
ing of the disorders that defy Freud’s “pleasure principle” and a variety
of other psychological phenomena (Grof 1985).

In addition, the psychological representation of death has deeper
sources in the archetypal domain of the collective unconscious in the
form of eschatological deities and motifs and also plays an important role
in karmic experiences. Freud saw Thanatos as a biological instinct and
did not recognize the deep psychological connection between death and
the trauma of birth. He also refused to accept Jung’s concept of the col-
lective unconscious and its archetypal dynamics. And, as a materialist,
he wanted to anchor psychology deeply in biology and was not ready to
give serious attention to the karmic dimension of the psyche. However,
in his general awareness of the psychological importance of death and in
his (unfortunately superficial and fleeting) recognition of the possible
significance of birth, Freud was far ahead of his followers, whose writ-
ings Ken uges as his main sources.

Ken does not simply ignore Freud’s later writings as do the majority
of Freud’s followers. He actually keeps the term Thaenatos, but changes
the meaning of this concept in a way that dilutes and trivializes Freud’s
insights. For Freud, Thanatos was a brutal force that operates through-
out our-life and finally reduces us back to the inorganic state. For Ken,
Thanatos is a relatively meek evolutionary mechanism associated with
the transformation of consciousness from one level to the next. It is
instrumental in the process of abandoning one developmental stage and
moving to the next one (Wilber 1980). This involves generally a long and
slow transition that is part of natural evolution, a kind of psychological
equivalent of the first and second teething. The problems that might
occur during these developmental transitions have a different degree of
relevance than acute emergency situations that threaten the individual’s
survival or body integrity. :
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In an extensive critique of the way various theorists use the term
Thanatos and of the resulting confusion (Wilber 1983), Ken emphasizes
the importance of distinguishing between biological death and the “ego-
death,” or “Death” and “death.” However, he himself entirely misses the
psychological importance of the experiences associated with life-threat-
~ ening events and makes no distinction between “dying” to a develop-
mental level and the experiences associated with biblogical death. He

" equates dying with abandoning the exclusive identification with a par-
ticular structure of consciousness, which makes it possible to transcend
that structure and 'move to the next level. This mechanism would thus
apply to such extended and gradual processes as learning to speak and
developing an ego.

The situation is further confounded by the fact that, in another con-
text, Ken also sees Thanatos as the force that drives the involution of
consciousness and thus cosmogenesis (Wilber 1980). In the outward and
inward are of consciousness evolution, Thanatos is, éccording to Kern, the
principle that dissolves the structures associated with various forms and
levels of what he calls the Atman project. It is the principle that is
responsible for abandoning substitute selves and substitute gratifica-
tions and mediates the movement toward the Absolute. However, in the
context of cosmogenesis, Ken equates Thanatos with the force that dri-
ves consciousness away from the reunion with the Dharmakaya and into
incarnation. Here it thus allegedly prevents the only true gratification
there is, which is the union with the Absolute, and drives consciousness
in the direction of unsatisfactory substitute gratifications that charac-
terize the Atman project.

The experiences of encounter with biological death receive no atten-
tion at all in Ken’s spectrum psychology, This is in sharp contrast with
clinical observations from deep experiential self-exploration and psy-
chotherapy (primal therapy, rebirthing, holotropic breathwork, psyche-
delic therapy, and work with people in psychospiritual crises). In all
these situations, memories of life-threatening events such as serious dis-
eases, accidents, and operations in postnatal life, the process of biologi-
cal birth, and crises of intrauterine life represent a category of special
psychological significance. In NOSC, additional profound encounters
with death occur in the context of transpersonal experiences, such as
karmic and phylogenetic memories and archetypal sequences. This

"material clearly supports the view that it is essential to distinguish the
process of transition from one developmental stage to another from the
life-threatening events that endanger the very survival of the organism.

Learning to speak and thus “dying” to the typhonic stage of develop-
ment or developing an ego and thus “dying” to the verbal-membership
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stage does not-stand comparison with situations that threaten the sur-
vival or integrity of the organism, such as near drowning, a serious oper-
ation, a car accident, a difficult birth, or an imminent ‘miscarriage.
Equally powerful and compelling can be experiences of death in a previ-
ous incarnation, identification with an animal attacked and kiiled by a
predator, or annihilation by a wrathful deity. Life-threatening experi-
ences are of a different logical type and are in a metaposition in relation
to the mechanisms involved in evolutionary processes on various devel-
opmental levels that Ken describes as Thanatos. They endanger the exis-
tence of the organism as a separate biological entity without regard to
the level of its development. Thus, a critical survival threat can occur
during embryonal existence, at any stage of the birth process, or at any
postnatal age, without regard to the level of consciousness evolution.

In my 1985 critique of Ken’s views, I expressed my opinion that any
model of human nature that lacks a genuine appreciation of the para-
mount significance of birth and death is bound to be incomplete and
unsatisfactory. The inclusion of the perinatal level of the unconscious
and of the phenomenon of biological death and acknowledgment of their
relevance would give Ken’s model more logical consistency and greater .
pragmatic power, However, since he lacks genuine understanding of the
perinatal dynamics and does not appreciate the psychological signifi-
cance of the experience of death, his model cannot account for important
clinical data, and his description of the therapeutic implications of his
medel will remain the least useful and convincing part of his work for
clinicians dealing with the practical problems associated with various
emotional and psychosomatic disorders.

THE SPECTRUM OF PSYCHOPATHOLOGY

Ken'’s interpretation of psychopathology is another area which is in -
fundamental disagreement with the observations from experiential ther-
apies, psychedelic research, and work with individuals in psychospiritu-
al crises. This is related to the fact that he uses as his sources schools of
depth psychology (particularly classical psychoanalysis and ego psychol-
ogy) whose members use verbal methods of psychotherapy, are concep-
tually limited to biographical models of the psyche, and do not have even
an elementary understanding of the perinatal and transpersonal
domains. Modern revisions of classical psychoanalysis that Ken heavily
relies on have refined the understanding of postnatal dynamics and
object relationships, but share Freud’s narrow biographical focus.

Ken basically uncritically accepts the dynamic classifications of emo-
tional and psychosomatic disorders developed by the pioneers of classi-
cal psychoanalysis beginning with Sigmund Freud and Karl Abraham
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(Fenichel 1945) and later modified and refined by representatives of ego
psychology, such as Otto Kernberg, Margaret Mahler, and Heinz Kohut
(Blanck and Blanck 1974). The common denominator for the theories of
all these authors is that they do not see biological birth—whether it has
a normal or pathological course—as an event that has psychological rel-
evance, They thus accept the perspective of academic psychiatrists who
do not consider birth to be a psychotraumatic experience and fail to see
that it has any implications for psychopathology, unless it causes irre-
versible damage to the brain cells. As T have suggested earlier, there is a
general belief in official academic circles that the newborn child lacks
consciousness and that the neonatal cortex is incapable of registering the
birth process and storing the information about it because it is not fully
myelinized.

Ken has essentially accepted this position and ineorporated it into
the main body of his work. At the time when he did most of his theoret-
ical writing about psychology and psychopathology, his theoretical spec-
ulations about psychological development and its vicissitudes had their
starting point in the pleromatic stage of the newhorn. Even today, he
does not have an adequate understanding of the perinatal dynamics,
their deep connection with the transpersonal realm, and their role in
psychopathology, as well as spiritual development. For this reason, he
has not been able to notice this deficit in his sources. And although he
has a deep and extensive knowledge of the transpersonal realms, he sees
them as being essentially irrelevant for the development of the common
forms of psychopathology.

Ken's conclusions are in sharp conflict with the experience of the
practitioners of various experiential approaches, such as rebirthing, psy-
zhedelic therapy, and holotropic breathwork, who witness dramatic reliv-
ing of the birth process daily in their work. However, one does not have
0 have such first-hand clinical experience to be able to see the logical
inconsistency in current academic thinking concerning the psychological
mpact of birth. The representatives of all the schools of dynamic psy-
hotherapy attribute a critical psychological role to the early mother-
*hild relation and to the subtleties of nursing. A good example is Harry
Stack Sullivan, who claims that the nursing infant is able to distinguish
»etween the “good nipple” (the breast of a loving mother that gives milk),
‘he “evil nipple” (the breast of a rejecting or nervous mother that gives
mnilk), and the “wrong nipple” (a thumb or big toe that does not give milk
at all). He sees such experiences as instrumental in the future develop-
nent of emotional and personality disorders (Sullivan 1955).

And yet the same dynamic psychologists who attribute to the infant
such sensitivity and discrimination deny that it can be in any way influ-
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enced by the experience of biological birth. We are asked to believe that
it is possible for the infant not to experience and/or register in memory
many hours or even several days of a highly taxing and life-threatening
situation and then immediately after birth become a “connoisseur of
female nipples” capable of differentiating nuances in the experience of
nursing. This is hardly an example of rigorous logical thinking or a well-
grounded scientific conclusion. It is much more likely a result of psycho-
logical repression and denial of this extremely painful and frightening
event, rationalized by the use of scientific language. _

The justification of this position by references to incomplete myelin-
ization of the cerebral cortex of the neonate can hardly be taken serious-
ly in view of the fact that the capacity of memory exists in many lower
organisms that do not have a cerebral cortex at all, mcludmg unicellular
life forms that possess primitive “protoplasmatic memory.” The image of
the newborn as an unconscious being who is incapable of registering and
remembering the process of biological birth is also in sharp conflict with
extensive research data showing extraordinary sensitivity of the fetus
already during intrauterine life (Verny 1987). Ken, who is usually
extremely astute, sharp, and discriminating, does not notice these extra-
ordinary discrepancies and takes all the psychodynamic schools at their
face value, .

According to psychoanalysis and ego psychology, psychogenic disor-
ders can be adequately understood in terms of postnatal biographical
events and related psychodynamic processes. Different psychopathologi-
cal syndromes are explained as resulting from problems in specific
stages of postnatal libidinal development and from the difficulties in the
evolution of the ego and of the object relationships. Psychoses thus
allegedly have their origin in early infancy while neurotic or psychoso-
matic disorders are anchored in later childhood. Accepting this way of
thinking, Ken sees psychoses (attistic psychoses, symbiotic infantile
psychoses, most adult schizophrenia, and depressive psychoses) as
results of regression to early developmental stages of postnatal develop-
ment, and thus as fully prepersonal and prerational disturbances. He
then associates various psychoneuroses with later fulerums of postnatal
development. By contrast, difficulties of spiritual development are for
him transpersonal and postrational disorders.

As I have already indicated, in the recent modification of his model

. Ken makes some concessions to perinatal dynamics by creating for it a

new fulerum (F-0} and briefly outlining his ideas about the implications of
this revision for psychopathology (Wilber 1995, 585-86). According to him,
the new fulecrum (F-0) would participate in the development of psy-
chopathology in a way similar to all the other fulerums. Developmental
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malformations of its specific subphases (disruption at the dissociation, dif-
forentiation, or integration subphase) would result in specific pathologies.

A fixation at the fusion/indissociation subphase might thus predis-
pose a person to “somatic mystical” fusion with the world; a disruption
at the differentiation subphase might create a predisposition to the “hell-
ish no exit” vital shock, intense sadomasochistic activity, and involution-
al depression; and fixation at the integration stage might lead to delu-
sional messianic complexes. Similarly, the formations and malforma-
tions at this F-0 would “incline (but not cause)” subsequent development
to tilt in the same direction. Thus a profound “no exit” malformation of
the differentiation subphase might, for example, create a strong disposi-
tion to depression, withdrawal, and inhibitions. Ken offers here a com-
parison with the formation of a pearl, where a grain of sand influences
the shape of subsequent layers.

However, even with this modification, Ken does not begin to account
in his theory for actual clinical observations. In experiential psychother-
apies using NOSC, people working on various forms of depression, psy-
choneuroses, and psychosomatic disorders typically discover that these
disorders have a multilevel dynamic structure. In addition to their con-
nections with traumatic events in infancy and childhood, as expected by
traditional academic thinking, these disorders have important roots in
the perinatal domain and also beyond that in the transpersonal realm

“(Grof 1985). Therapeutic work on psychoneuroses and psychosomatic
disordérs, guided not by the therapist but by the spontaneous healing
mechanisms activated by NOSC, will thus typically take the clients
beyond postnatal biography to the perinatal and transpersonal domains.

Under these circumstances, the therapeutic process does not follow
a linear trajectory. If it is not restricted by the straitjacket of the thera-
pist’s professional convietions, it will freely move between the biograph-
ical, perinatal, and transpersonal levels, often even within the same ses-
sion. For this reason, effective work with emotional and psychosomatic
disorders requires a therapist who uses a framework that is open to all
the bands of the spectrum. The idea of breaking the therapeutic process
into stages during which he or she is seen by different therapists, each of
whom is a specialist in fulcrum-specific treatment modality, is thus high-
ly unrealistic. In addition, since both the perinatal and transpersonal
experiences have the quality that C. G. Jung called “numinosity,” it is
impossible to draw a clear line between therapy and spiritual evolution.
With an open approach, the process that initially began as “therapy” will
often automatically change into a spiritual and philosophical quest.

The integral link between psychopathology and the perinatal, as well
as transpersonal, domains is even more obvious in psychotic conditions.
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While in ;ﬁsychoneuroses and psychosomatic disorders the perinatal and
transpersonal roots are not immediately obvious and have to be discov-
ered in experiential therapy, in psychoses they often represent a mani-
feat aspect of their phenomenology. Without this recognition, the phe-
nomenology of psychotic experiences and their relationship to mystical
states will continue to present a serious challenge for Ken's conceptual
system. In discussing the relationship between schizophrenia and mys-
ticism in his book The Atman Project (Wilber 1980, 152), he describes his
position as being «gomewhere between” the approach of traditional psy-

‘chiatry, for which both schizophrenia and mysticism are purely patho-

logical, and the attitude taken by researchers like R. D. Laing and
Norman O. Brown, who see both as examples of ultrahealth.

Ken accepts the position of Anton Roisen, R. D. Laing, Julian
Silverman, and others who observed that, under favorable circum-
stances, the psychotic episode can actually result in healing and become
a growth experience: by regression in the service of the ego, the psychot-
ic patient returns to

A deep structure (bodyself or otherwise) that was “trauma-
tized” during its construction in infancy or childhood . . .
and then, as it were, re-builds the personality, ground up,
from that point. . . . After re-contacting or “re-living” that
deep complex or deep structure disturbance, then the
upper layers of consciousness spontaneously reshuffle or
rebuild themselves around the newly refurbished deep
structure. (Wilber 1980, 157)

According to Ken, this process of regressive healing and transforma-
tion remains restricted to the fulera of postnatal biography. However, the
psychotic process is not limited to material from infancy and childhood.
It also frequently includes the theme of death and rebirth and the spe-
cific symbolism characteristic of perinatal matrices. Should we believe
that for some mysterious reasons the process of this reparative regres-
sion has to stop short of the split caused by the trauma of biological birth,
Ken’s new fulcrum 0? It certainly does not stop there in deep experien-
tial work using NOSC. There this regression proceeds to the perinatal
level where the process often connects to the transpersonal domain.

John Perry’s observations from many years of clinical work with psy-
chotic patients clearly demonstrate that similar mechanisms operate
also in the psychotic process. They show that the reparative regression
and restructuring of personality typically includes the motif of death and
rebirth as an essential element and reaches deep into the archetypal

level to the Self or the «central archetype” (Perry 1953, 1974). John
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erry’s pioneering work that C. G. Jung welcomed as “a messenger of a
ime when the psyche of the mental patient will receive the interest that
- deserves” (Jung's foreword to John Perry’s book The Self in Psychotic
rocess [1953]) has unfortunately not been mentioned in Ken's discus-
ion of schizophrenia and mysticism. 7 _
This brings us to the problem of the participation of transpersonal
lements in the experiences of psychofic patients. While emphasizing
hat a sharp distinction between pre- and trans- is all-important for this
natter, Ken admits that the disruption of the egoic syntax opens the
ndividual not only to “mythic thinking and magical references,” but
omehow also to “invasion” of material from transegoic realms that can
ead to valid spiritual revelations. He suggests that the disruption of the
yditing and filtering functions of egoic translation leaves the individual
jpen and unprotected from both the lower and the higher levels of con-
.ciousness. As the egoic translations begin to fail and the self is drawn
nto preegoic realms, it “is also open to invasion {castration) from the
ransegoic realms” [Ken’s parentheses]. IHe emphasizes that he person-
1lly does not see any other way to account for the phenomenology of the
schizophrenic break than to assume that a dual process is set in motion:
‘he individual begins to regress to the lower levels of consciousness
while, at the same time, he is invaded by the higher (Wilber 1980, 152).
This peculiar mixture of regressive phenomena and transpersonal
slements in psychotic (and mystical) experiences cannot be easily
accounted for without understanding that the perinatal realm of the psy-
“he is not just a repository of memories of biological birth, but also a nat-

ural experiential interface with the transpersonal domain. Without this

realization, the fact that genuine spiritual insights can sometimes be
-hanneled through psychotic personalities and experiences will have to
remain for Ken’s system “a mystery”—a fact that he himself admits.
Similarly unexplained in his theory remains the observation that “true

mystics occasionally reactivate regressive complexes on their way to

mature unity states.” In spite of the fact that Ken acknowledges frequent
mysterious invasion of transpersonal insights in psychotic patients, mys-
ticism remains for him miles apart from psychosis. It represents for him
a purely transegoic progression, whereas psychosis is primarily charac-
terized by a regression to early infancy in the service of the ego.

The lack of recognition of the perinatal and transpersonal elements
in the dynamics of unusual experiences leads Ken to simplistic interpre-
tations that sometimes border on the bizarre and absurd. A salient exam-
ple is his approach to the experiences of ritual satanic cult abuse, a com-
plex and baffling phenomenon that in the last decades has reached epi-
demic proportions in the United States. Ken attributes them to the
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emergence of distorted childhood memories and gives as an illustration
the infant’s observation of his or her mother carving the Thanksgiving
turkey (Wilber 1994, 303). Serious researchers of the UFO phenomena
and of alien abduction experiences would also be surprised to find out

‘that Ken believes that a similar misinterpretation of childhood memo-

ries could adeguately account for the rich spectrum of fascinating and
puzzling cbservations in their field. I feel that personal experience of
working with clients suffering from problems of this kind would give Ken
more respect for the extraordinary nature of these phenomena and the
depth of the issues involved. :

Ken dctually uses his understanding of psychoses as F-1 pathologies
as a theoretical justification for pharmacological and physiological treat-
ments as primary therapeutic interventions in these disorders:

Most forms of severe or process psychoses do not respond
well (or at all} to psychoanalytic therapy, psychotherapy,
analytic psychology, family therapy, etc.—despite repeated

. and pioneering efforts in this area. These disturbances
seem to oceur on such primitive level of organization (sen-
sori-perceptual and physiclogical) that only intervention at
an equally primitive level is effective—namely, pharmaco-
logical or physiological (which does not rule out psy-
chotherapy as an adjunct treatment). (Wilber, Engler, and
Brown 1986, 127) -

Ken does not mention here the possibility of successful psychothera-
peutic work with many people who by traditional psychiatry are or
would be diagnosed as psychotic. While the earlier psychotherapeutic
interventions based on the psychoanalytic model were severely limited
by the therapists’ tendency to interpret all psychotic phenomena in
terms of postnatal development, strategies using larger cartographies of
the psyche and supporting the experiences of the clients, rather than dis-
couraging or suppressing them, are actually very promising (Perry 1974;
Grof and Grof 1990). : S

The manifest content of many psychoses, as well as the material
emerging during experiential work with them, shows a preponderance of
perinatal and transpersonal themes, such as experiences of diabolical
torture, eternal dammation, hell and no exit, identification with Jesus
Christ, sequences of death and rebirth or destruction and re-creation of
the world, satanic and demonic elements, messianic ideas, encounters

" with archetypal beings, or past incarnation experiences. These are in no

way occasional mysterious “infusions” or “transfusions” of archetypal
material, but essential and integral parts of the psychotic process.
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This is evident in the already-mentioned work of John Perry, who
conducted systematic psychotherapy with\ people und'ergoing acute psy-
chotic episodes untruncated by tranquilizing medica_tlon. He was E;Eble to
show that the major themes and motifs emerging in their experiences
were identical with those that played an important role in royal dramas
performed in New Year’s festivals of a large number of anciel‘rlt cultures
at a particular period of their history, the “archaic era of incarnated
myth” (Perry 1974). Perry’s work clearly reveals the_impor.tant I'O].t? that
archetypal dynamics play in such episodes and shows their meaningful
connection to the evolution of consciousness. The essential role of arche-
typal elements and the collective uncongeious in many psychotic
episodes has also been demonstrated by many other Junglans and by
Jung himself, .

A comprehensive approach to functional psychoses, mysticism, and
their mutual interrelations requires a vastly expanded_ cartography of
the psyche that includes the perinatal and the transpersonal domains.
As the work with NOSC clearly shows, the current academic under-
standing of psychoses and their relationship to mysticism is superficial
and needs a radical revision. However, Ken’s conceptual framework in its
present form does not offer a viable alternative. With his linear unlder—
standing of the pre/trans fallacy, he sees psychotic states as essentially
regressive and mystical states as progressive.

This is in clear conflict with clinical ohservations that show a much
more complex and intimate relationship between many psychotic
episodes and mystical states. David Lukoff (1985) speaks in this regfa\rd
about at least four possible combinations: mystical states, mystical
states with psychotic features, psychotic states with mystical features,
and psychotic states. In my experience, the problem of the mystical vex.'—
sus the psychotic is often a problem of coping with and integrating peri-
natal and transpersonal experiences.

The success of this integration seems to depend more on the history
and personality structure of the individual than on the nature of .the
experiences themselves. In one place, Ken himself interprets.schmo-
phrenic break with religious content as a result of influx of material from
the subtle level meeting the “false self” of an individual whose personal-
ity structure was developmentally compromised (Wilber 1980, 157).
Traumatic experiences of the early stages of postnatal development that
in various psychodynamic schools are seen as the causes and sources of
psychotic phenomena can certainly play an important role as factors
interfering with the ability to cope with perinatal and transpersonal
éxperiences, as well as the capacity for successful integration and ade-
quate grounding of such experiences. However, early childhood traumas
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cannot possibly create the often rich and intricate content of psychotic
experiences, which is clearly transhiographical in nature. To account for
it, we have to consider such concepts as the transpersonal domain of the
psyche, the archetypal and historical realms of Jung’s collective uncon-
scious, the Universal Mind (anima mundi), or cosmic consciousness.
This has its parallel in the differences in the capacity of various peo-
ple to integrate such experiences in psychedelic sessions. The adminis-
tration of psychedelic substances can account for the emergence of
unconscious material from the depth of the psyche, but not for the spe-
cific content of the resulting experiences. The complex and intricate
experiential sequences in psychedelic sessions cannot be explained sim-

- ply as toxic artifacts of the interaction between the psychedelic sub-

stances and the neurophysiological processes in the brain.

However, while the content of the experiences by far transcends the
biography of the individual, biographical factors can play a very impor-
tant role in the final outcome of this process. Depending on the history of
the individual and on the set and setting of the session, these experiences
can lead to personality disintegration and long-term psychopathology, or
to powerful spiritual opening and personality transformation. Such obser-
vations show that postnatal events are not the causes and sources of psy-
chotic experiences, but important contributing factors. . :

My observations of persons in nonordinary states suggest that pre-
natal, natal, and early postnatal experiences encountered in regressive
work have a distinctly numinous quality and freely merge with the ele-
ments from the archetypal and mystical realms. The memories of
intrauterine life are not just episodes of primitive failure to perceive dif-
ferences, as Ken suggests (Wilber 1995, 587), but are associated with
profound mystical insights that reveal fundamental unity behind the
world of separation. Similarly, the “no exit” stage of birth typically coin-
cides with archetypal images of hell, the struggle in the birth canal is
often accompanied by identification with archetypal figures representing
death and rebirth, and the moment of birth and reunion with mother can
take the form of divine epiphany, of an encounter with the Great Mother
Goddess, or of mystical marriage. The presence of transpersonal ele-
ments on this level seems to be an integral part of this process, rather
then a mysterious “infusion” of material from a remote part of the devel-
opmental spectrum. :

When this understanding is applied to clinical work, the distinction
between mystical states with an evolutionary potential and various pSy-
chotic states with mystical features does not depend exclusively on the
nature and content of the experiences themselves and their association

with radically different fulerums of consciousness evolution, It is also
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important to take into consideration the overall context, the _pers_on’s
experiential style, and his or her ability to integrate the experiences into
everyday life. In addition, the belief system of the surrounding culture
and of the professionals treating the individuals involved should not be
underestimated as factors that play a paramount role in shaping the
nature of this process and its outcome. The therapeutic implications of
this approach to mysticism and psychosis have been discussed in detail
in publications specifically focused on the problem of spontaneous psy-
chospiritual crises or “spiritual emergencies” (Grof and Grof 1989, 1990).

" BACK- AND FRONT-DOOR ENTRY INTO
THE TRANSPERSONAL

In his last book, Ken also addresses the problem of our disagreement
concerning the “chronological order of the unconscious disclosures.” He
points out that in my theoretical system the dividing line betwee‘n the
personal and transpersonal appears to be on the level of the perinatal
matrices, whereas in his map it is at the level of the centaur. This natu-

rally constitutes a problem, since on his linear spectrum, these two
~ domains are far apart. Ken's explanation for this discrepancy is that the
observations on which my cartography is based come from regressive
work. This process takes individuals from ordinary ego to Freudian
childhood traumas and from there to the birth trauma and the intrauter-
ine state. Ken suggests that at this point, “they may cease identifying
with the physical body-mind altogether and thus fall into transpersonal,
supra-individual states” (Wilber 1995, 587).

He emphasizes that his own map is based primarily on “broad-scale
growth and development patterns” and thus runs in the other direction;
however, he points out that it covers essentially the same general territory.
1t reflects the order in which “these domains enter awareness as a stable
adaptation and not as a temporary experience.” According to Ken, the work
with NOSC forces its way to the transpersonal domain through the “back
door,” whereas he describes spiritual evolution that leads there through the
“front door” and is conducive to stable developmental patterns.

The importance of distinguishing between temporary experiences and
permanent structures was emphasized a long time ago by William James
(1961) and again by Ralph Metzner (1980) who discussed the difference
between transcendence and transformation. While I certainly agree that
it is important to distinguish between transient experiences involving
various levels of consciousness, on the one hand, and reaching a certain

evolutionary level as a stable personality structure, on the other, I have

certain reservations concerning Ken’s position and his formulations.
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Ken'’s description of the mechanism through which the regressive
process reaches the transpersonal domain via the perinatal process
(through the “back door”) is far from plausible or satisfactory. As I will
show later on, the transpersonal realms that open up when an individual
regresses to the prenatal state involve much more than a simple loss of
connection with the physical body-mind. Such experiential identification
with the fetus appears to be a genuine mystical state of a very specific
kind that is often accompanied with rich archetypal imagery and pro-
found insights of cosmic relevance. Episodes of undisturbed intrauterine
existence can open up into culture-specific archetypal images of paradis-
es or celestial realms, experiential identification with aquatic animals, or
complex astronomical vistas. Experiences of intrauterine disturbances
coincide with encounters with insidicus demons and authentic identifica-
tion with aquatic life forms in polluted waters.

Moreover, Ken’s argument about entering the transpersonal, supra-
individual space by ceasing to identify with the physical body-mind is
further weakened by the fact that the encounter with rich archetypal
imagery is not limited to the prenatal state, but occurs in connection
with all the perinatal matrices, including those that deeply and painful-
ly engage the body. The no-exit stage of birth (BPM 11} is often associat-
ed with images of hell and archetypal figures representing eternal
damnation, such as Sisyphus or Tantalus, as well as identification with
victims of various eras drawn from the collective unconscious, and with
corresponding past-life experiences. Typical experiential concomitants of
the struggle through the birth canal are archetypal images of deities rep-
resenting death and rebirth and scenes of revolutions appearing as col-
lective or past-life memories. Similarly, the reliving of birth is accompa-
nied by culture-specific images of the Great Mother Goddess and scenes
of divine epiphany or -sacred marriage (Grof 1985, 1987; Grof and
Bennett 1992). These observations suggest an intimate and organic a
priori assoctation between the perinatal and transpersonal levels.

I would like to mention in this context the work of Christopher Bache
(1996), professor of religion and philosophy at the State University in
Youngstown, Ohio, who has very creatively further elaborated and clari-
fied the concept of perinatal dynamics and made an important contribu-
tion to the understanding of the relationship between the personal and
transpersonal dimensions of this domain. Having analyzed many
accounts of nonordinary experiences with perinatal features, he con-
cludes that the perinatal matrices, as I have described them, reflect an
operational mode of consciousness in which the personal and transper-
sonal blend, sharing organizational patterns and structures.
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By identifying with intense experiences of the fetus, the individual
connects by resonance to the larger field of species consciousness that
" can be described in terms of Sheldrake’s morphogenetic fields, of C. G.

Jung’s collective unconscious, or-of the over-soul. This involves experi- -

ences of wars, revolutions, and atrocities, as well as triumphs of human-
ity associated with emotions of unimaginable intensity. It is thus con-
ceivable—and subjects frequently report this as their insights—that by
experiencing the agonies and ecstasies on a collective scale that repre-
sent an integral part of the perinatal process, the individual heals not
just himself or herself, but contributes to the healing of humankind itself
in the sense of the Buddhist archetype of the Bodhisattva or the
Christian archetype of Christ.

There are other important observations that support the notion that
the perinatal domain represents an important interface with the spiri-
tual domain. Perinatal experiences are a strange amalgam of three
aspects of human life—birth, sex, and death—all three of which are
known to be potential gateways to transcendence. Birth and death rep-
resent the beginning and the end of individual life and are thus natural
frontiers with the transpersonal domain not only in experiential work,
but alse.in everyday life. Delivering women and people in near-death sit-
uations often have profound transcendental experiences. Meditation
with dying individuals and personal confrontation with death in ceme-
teries and burning grounds have been used in certain forms of spiritual
practice as powerful catalysts of mystical opening. The transindividual
nature of sex is evident from its critical role in species preservation and
its potential as a gateway into the spiritual realm is best illustrated by
the practice of maithuna, ritual sexual union used in left-handed Tantra
 (Vamamarga) (Mookerjee and Khanna 1977).

. We can now return to the problem of entering the spiritual domain
through the “back door” and the “front door.” Many prominent figures in
the spiritual history of humanity whom Ken uses as examples for his
developmental stages, including shamans, saints, sages, and founders of
the great religiohs such as the Buddha, Jesus, Mohammed, Ramakrishna,
St. Anthony, St. Teresa, St. John of the Cross, and others, all experienced
powerful visionary states that initiated and catalyzed their spiritual
development. These experiences typically involved perinatal sequences
that were strikingly similar to those that can be regularly observed in
psychedelic and holotropic sessions. Christopher Bache has clearly
demonstrated this in his studies of St. John of the Cross (1991) and St.
Teresa of Avila (1985). The reports from powerful experiential sessions
often read like passages from the Vedas, Upanishads, the Pali canon, the
ancient books of the dead, the texts of Christian mystics, and other spir-
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Thé above examples show that spiritual opening typically involves
powerful NOSC, often with prominent perinatal features. These, of
course, might or might not be followed by a good integration and stabi-
lization on a new developmental level. It is certainly possible to have pow-
erful mystical experiences that do not result in spiritual evolution. On the
other hand, it is also questionable how much spiritual development can
oceur without powerful experiences of NOSC. Ken emphasizes that he 1s

- writing in his work about “broad-scale growth and development pat-

terns,” about a process through which “these domains enter awareness as
a stable adaptation and not as a temporary experience” (1995).

However, he does not describe the mechanism that would be involved
in such an evolution and transformation. If there is one, it would cer-
tainly not apply to most of the prominent figures he uses as examples. It
is not clear what Ken’s entry into the spiritual realm through the “front
door” would actually look like. If it is something resembling William
James’s “educational variety” of spiritual development, where one would
gradually open to the mystical dimension over a long period of time, in
the way in which one learns to speak or develops an ego, it does not seem
to be the mechanism driving the spiritual evolution of humanity. As the
above examples illustrate, the spiritual opening of most famous mystics
involved dramatic episodes of NOSC. -

During my work with psychedelics and holotropic breathwork, I have
been aware of the difference between mystical experiences and con-
sciousness evolution. I have written in different places about the per-
sonality changes following spiritual experiences and paid great attention
to the circumstances that are conducive to permanent beneficial changes
and factors that facilitate good integration. [ have not yet attempted to
offer a comprehensive theoretical framework dealing with the problems
of consciousness evolution that would summarize my observations over
the years. However, these observations leave no doubt in my mind that
under good circumstances powerful “regressive” experiences can be har-

" pessed in such a way that they actually result in permanent changes of

the developmental structure.

At the core of our controversy ig a disagreement concerning the
nature of “regressive” experiences and the role that they play in spiritu-
al opening. Ken criticizes the position of the people that he calls “peak
theorists” who believe that the entire spectrum of consciousness is
always available, fully formed but submerged. According to him,
transpersonal experience might involve the “reentering” or “reexperienc-
ing” of a prepersonal occasion, such as pleromatic indissociation, perina-
tal patterns, archaic images, phylogenetic heritage, or animal/plant
identification. However, this for Ken does not mean that the transper-
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sonal elements reside in these archaic structures. It is transpersonal
awareness that is instrumental in this process, not the archaic strue-

* tures themselves. In his opinion, not a single prepersonal structure can
in and of itself generate intrinsic transpersonal awareness. It can
become the object of transpersonal awareness, and thus be “reentered”
and “reworked.” It can then become a type of vehicle that is used, but
never its source. Ken insists that in these cases the concept of the
prefirans fallacy, however occasionally paradoxical, thus remains firmly
in place. :

The critical issue here is that “regressive” experiences, not only peri-
natal and prenatal, but also ancestral, racial, karmic, phylogenetic, and
even those that reach farther back into the history of the cosmos often
seem to form an integral part of spiritual opening. Whether we interpret
this fact as the transpersonal awareness re-entering these archaic struc-
tures, as Ken prefers to describe it, or as manifestation of transpersonal
potential inherent within them seems less relevant. Since, according to
perennial philosophy and Ken’s own system, all of creation and the
entire evolution in nature and in the cosmos is, in the last analysis, cre-
ated by involution of Absolute Consciousness, I do not see any need to
treat these elements as inherently different from the spiritual realm. The
fact that superior creative intelligence guides the creative process and
manifests on all its levels certainly leaves such a possibility open,

In any case, Ken severely misunderstands the nature of perinatal
experiences if he sees them as nothing but a replay of the actual experi-
ence of the fetus. His main objection is that regression to the pre- and
‘perinatal state cannot convey any revelations about existence, because
“the fetus in the womb is not aware of the whole world of intersubjective
morals, art, logic, poetry, history, and economies” (Wilber 1995, 755). I.do
not see, however, how this makes any difference, since in discussing peri-
natal experiences, we are not talking about the fetus, but about an adult
who is reliving the experiences of the fetus. This regression is experi-
enced by an individual with differentiated personality and intellectual
faculties that include and integrate the development through all the
postnatal fulecrums. This vast amount of information is not lost during
the regressive experience and forms an integral part of it. It certainly is
conceivable that the NOSC facilitates an entirely new creative integra-

tion of all structures with the transpersonal domain, thus facilitating the -

anfolding of still new structures. Similar mechanisms have played an
important role not only in religious revelations, but also in many scien-
tific discoveries and artistic inspirations (Harman 1984).

Besides including the intellectual and emotional repertoire of the
adult individual, regressive experiences also mediate direct extrasensory
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access not only to what Ken calls “intersubjective space” but also to infor-
mation about various aspects of space-time and about the. archetypal
realms of the collective unconscious. I have made over the years numer-
ous observations in this regard and reported them with many illustrative
case histories (Grof 1985, 1987; Grof and Bennett 1992). In addition, the
processes involved are characterized by multiple holographic enfolding
and unfolding of space and time and escape any efforts of the intellect to
arrange and categorize them into a neat linear system. Ken clearly does
ot understand the nature and complexity of the experiences involved, as
can be illustrated by the example of the oak and acorn that he uses to crit-
icize Richard Tarnas’s application of the dynamics of perinatal matrices
to the intellectual development of Western civilization (Wilber 1995, 755).

To ridicule the idea that regression to the womb could convey genuine
mystical insights, Ken uses the image of an oak and the acorn from which
it came. He argues that the regression to the fetal state cannot any more
mediate a true mystical union with the world than an oak can unify its
leaves and branches or become one with the forest by identifying with the
original acorn. According to him, the “original union,” whether conceived
as the actual womb or as the prehistorical participation mystique of prim-
stive cultures is not a union, but an undifferentiation. _

This certainly is a logical conclusion we would be inclined to draw o
the basis of external observation of these conditions when they occur in
the context of linear individual and historical development. However, our
only source of information about the subjective aspect of the original sit-
uations comes from regressive work. For this reason, all we will ever be
able to say about them apart from what we learn from experiential work,
will be educated fantasies and guesses, no matter how plausible they
might appear to our logical mind. Yet we have ample knowledge about
the regressive return to these situations and we know that it is not a
simple replay or unearthing of the memories of the original state as
understood by materialistic science. The experiences involved represent
extremely complex, multidimensional, and even paradoxical phenomena
that transcend attempts to fit them neatly into linear schemes. Neither
Rjchard Tarnas nor myself have ever thought, said, or written that the
perinatal experiences are nothing but a mechanical replay of the origi-
nal birth situation, yet this is exactly the way Ken congistently misin-
terprets these experiences.

To more adequately portray the nature of perinatal experiences and
the insights that they mediate, the oak of Ken’s simile would have to
regress to the original acorn and, while experiencing its oak/acorn iden-
tity, become simultaneously aware of its entire {(acorn and oak) environ-
mental context involving the cosmos, nature, the sun, the air, the soil,
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and the rain. This would also be associated with a sense of its imbed-
dedness in the forest and its descent from a line of preceding oak trees
and acorns, as well as its entire development from the acorn to its pre-
sent form. And an important aspect of such an experience would be its
connection with the archetypes of Mother Nature or Mother Earth and
with the creative divine energy that underlies all of the above forms. '

If the nature of regressive experiences in NOSC 1s correctly under-

stood, it does not seem surprising that they represent an important
mechanism of spiritual opening and of spiritual evolution. Besides ample
evidence from modern consciousness research, this notion can be sup-
ported by many examples from the spiritual history of humanity. The
experience of psychospiritual death and rebirth, or “second birth,” that is
closely associated with the conscious reliving of biological birth, is an
essential component in the ritual and spiritual life of many cultures. It
plays an important role not only in shamanism, aboriginal rites of pas-
gage, and the ancient mysteries of death and rebirth, but also in
Christianity (as indicated by the conversation between Jesus and
Nicodemus about the importance of second birth, “birth from water and
spirit”), Hinduism (becoming a dvije or twice-born), and other great reli-
gions. Some spiritual texts also indicate that—in spite of the obvious dif-
ferences—there are certain significant similarities between the mystical
state and the child’s perception of the world (“you have to become like
children to enter the kingdom of God”). .

There are other important aspects of spiritual development for which
T"egression to earlier stages of evolution is absolutely essential. The most
important of these are the concepts of reincarnation and karma, ideas
that seem to be surprisingly neglected in Ken's discussions of spirituali-
ty in spite of their paramount cultural significance. The concept of rein-
carnation and karma represents a cornerstone of Hinduism, Buddhism
Jainism, Sikhism, Zoroastrianism, and Taoism, as well as many othexz
h'uman groups throughout history. Since such beliefs are based on expe-
riences of events in other historical periods, they involve as a necessary
prerequisite temporal regression of consciousness to earlier stages of
-‘human evolution. o .

Conscious re-experiencing of episodes from human history and from
the evolution of the species, of the earth, or of the entire universe has
‘Peen an important part of many mystical experiences resulting in spir-
itual opening and growth. The psychospiritual alchemical process has
been described as opus contra naturam, working against nature, since
it involves the discovery of the spiritual dimensions of existence by
retracing not only one’s own psychological history, but the entire histo-
ry of creation and bringing its various stages to full conscious aware-
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ness (Fabricius 1976). Retracing the ancestral lineage and returning to
the origins is an important part of the rites of passage of many aborigi-
nal tribes. These observations suggest that spiritual evolution typically
does not follow a direct linear trajectory from the centaur to the subtle
and causal levels, but involves a combined regressive and progressive
movement of consciousness with good subsequent integration of the
experiences involved.

Deep experiential regression can lead to full conscious manifestation
of the gpiritual dimension of various stages of evolution, a dimension
that was implicit and latent in thern, but not consciously experienced at
the time of the original unfolding of the evolutionary process in linear
time. In this way, what was lost in involution, or cosmogenesis, is
regained in regressive revisiting of its previous stages. A new creative
synthesis of the historical and transcendental is then integrated into the
present. Thus, the distinction between pre- and trans- has a paradoxical
nature; they are neither identical, nor are they completely different from
each other. The spiritual opening often follows a spiral trajectory during
which consciousness enfolds into itself reaching back into the past and
then again unfolds into the new present. Michael Washburn argues, cor-
rectly I believe, along similar lines in his book The Ego and the Dynamic
Ground (1988) when he emphasizes the “gpiral concept of ego transcen-
dence” versus Ken's “ladder concept of ego transcendence.” (See -
Washburr’s article in this book.)” '

The problem of entry into the spiritual realm through the “back door”
or the “front door” is closely related to the guestion of whether children
can have transpersonal experiences and whether true spirituality can
exist in cultures that are at what Ken refers to as the “magical” or “myth-
ical” stages of development. If reaching the centauric level were a neces-
sary prerequisite for entry into the spiritual realm on the individual and
collective level, transpersonal experiences should not be possible in chil-
dren. The ritual and religious life of shamanic cultures and ancient civi-
lizations at the mythical stage of development would then be interpret-
ed as prepersonal activity that lacks a genuine spiritual dimension.

However, actual observations have shown that transpersonal experi-
ences, both spontaneous and evoked, are fairly common in children, Ian
Stevenson’s meticulous study of spontaneous past-life experiences in
children, involving more than three thousand cases, is just the most
salient example (Stevenson 1966, 1984, 1987). I have myself observed
several clearly transpersonal experiences, including sequences of psy-
chospiritual death and rebirth, in ten- and twelve-year-olds who have
participated in sessions of holotropic breathwork. Shamanic literature,
as well as the personal experiences of many anthropologists with
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shamans, leaves little doubt that they regularly have spiritual experi-
ences not only of the subtle realms; but also of the causal realms. For
many shamans, the entry into the spiritual domain is mediated by the
“shamanic illness,” a spontaneous visionary episode with distinct peri-
natal and transpersonal features. It would also be difficult to deny that
the Eleusinian mysteries of death and rebirth, conducted in ancient
Greece regularly for a period of almost two thousand years, as well as
other mystery religions in the Mediterranean area, were authentic spir-
itual activities (Wasson, Hofmann, and Ruck 1978).

Although Ken himself admits the possibility of transpersonal expe-
riences in children and shamans, he again considers them, like the
transpersonal experiences of psychotics, as “invasions” alien to the cor-
responding fulcrums of his developmental scheme rather than natural
and regular occurrences. As Roger Walsh pointed out in his study of
shamanism, according to Ken’s scheme, the shamans who have consis-
tently subtle experiences would have to be short-cutting two major devel-
igg:)e)ntal stages, one of them actually being the rational one (Walsh

Concluding this brief discussion of the differences between Ken
Wilber’s spectrum psychology and my own work, 1 would like to empha-
size that forty yvears of research into NOSC have convinced me of the lim-
itations and relativity of all models and theoretical constructs. As
Thomas Kuhn showed in his groundbreaking work The Struciure of
Scientific Revolutions (1970), the entire history of Western science could
eagily be written as a history of human errors rather than major tri-
umphs. None of the theories considered definitive at any given time has
survived later discoveries, except the most recent ones that have not yet
been challenged. Reality is ¢learly much more complex than any of the
theories that we make about it.

Whatever transpersonal psychologists have discovered and described
during the first quarter of a century of the existence of this discipline will
necessarily be complemented, revised, and modified. The future will
show how the upcoming generations of professionals will view the issues
explored in this article in the light of their own experiences and findings.

_ They will very likely scrutinize the statements on both sides and change
or adjust them to accommodate new observations and theories. 1 there-
fore feel very strongly that instead of engaging in the battle of models as
if they were or ever could be definitive and all-inclusive, it is wise to do
the best we can to improve them and bring them into consonance, but
leave the field wide open for surprises and new discoveries.

STANISLAY GROF 115

References

Bache, C. 1985. A reappraisal of Teresa of Avila’s supposed hysteria. Journal of Religion
and Health 24:21-30.

. 1991. Mysticism and psychedelics: The case of the dark night. Journal of Religion

and Health 30:215-36.

. 1996. Expanding Grof’s concept of the perinatal. Journal of Near-Death Studies
15(2): 115-39. _

Blanck, G., and R. Blanck. 1974. Ego psychology: Theory and practice, New York: Columbia
University Press. '

Brun, A. 1953. Usher Freuds Hypothese vom Todestrieh. (On Freud’s hypothesis of the
death instinct.) Psyche 17:81.

Chamberlain, D, 1988. Babies remember birth. Los Angeles: Tarcher.

Evans-Wentz, W, 1960. The Tibetan book of the dead. New York: Oxford University Press.

Fabricius, 4. 1976, Alchemy: The medieval alchemists and their royal art. Copenhagen:
Rosenkilde and Bagger.

Fenichet, 0. 1945, The péychoanalytic theory of neurosis. New York: W. W. Norton.

Frank, P. 1957. Philosophy of science: The link between science and philosophy. Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Press.

Freud, S. 1955, Beyond the pleasure principle. The standard edition of the complete works.
of Sigmund Freud, vol. 18, edited by J. Strachey. London: Hogarth Press and the
Institute of Psychoanalysis, ) '

Freud, 8. 1964, An outline of psychoanalysis. The standard edition of the complete works of
Sigmund Freud, vol. 23., edited by J. Strachey. London: Hogarth Press and the

Institute of Psychoanalysis.

Grof, C., and S. Grof. 1990, The stormy search for the self. Los Angeles: Tarcher.

Grof, S. 1985. Beyond the brain: Birth, death, and transcendence in psychology. Albany:
State University of New York Press.

1988, The adventure of self-discovery. Albany: State Tniversity of New York Press.

Grof, S., and H. Bennett. 1992. The holotropic mind. San Francisco: HarperCollins.

Grof, 8., and C. Grof, eds. 1989. Spiritual emergency. Los Angeles: Tarcher.

Harman, W. 1984. Higher creativity: Liberating the unconscious for breakthrough insights.
Los Angeles: Tarcher.

James, W, 1961. The varieties of religious experience. New York: Collier.

. Kuhn, T. 1970. The structure of scientific revolutions. Rev. ed. Chicago: University of

‘Chicago Press.

Lukoff, D. 1985, The diagnosis of mystical experiences with psychotic features. Journal of
Transpersonal Psychology 17:155. .

Metzner, R. 1980, Ten classical metaphors of self-transformation. Journal of Transpersonal
Psychology 12: 47-62.

Mooketjee, A., and M. Khanna, 1977. The taniric way. London: Thames and Hudson.

Perry, J. 1953. The self in psychotic process. Dallas, Tex.: Spring Publications.

. 1974. The far side of madness. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall.

Rank, Q. 1929. The trauma of birth. New York: Harcourt Brace.

Sgam.po.pa. 1971, The jewel ornament of liberation. Berkeley: Shambhala.

Stevenson, L. 1966, Twenty cases suggestive of reincarnation; Charlottesville: University of
Virginia Press. '




116 ) ~ Ken Wilber's Spectrum Psychology

. 1984. Unlearned languages. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press.

———. 1987. Children who remember previous lives. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press.
Sullivan, H. 1955. The interpersonal theory of psychiairy. Lundbn: Tavistock Publications.
Tomatis, A, 1991. The conscious ear. Barrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill Press.

Verny, T. 1987. Pre- and peri-natal psychology. New York: Human Sciences Press.

Walsh, R. 1990. T%e spirit of shamanism. Los Angeles: Tarcher.

Washburn, M. 1988. The ego and the dynamic ground. Albany, N.Y,: State University of
New York Press.

Wasson, G., A. Hofmann, and C. Ruck. 1978. The road to Eleusis: Unveiling the secret of the
mysteries. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.

Wilber, K. 1977, The spectrum of consciousness. Wheaton, I1l.: Quest Books.

. 1980. The Atman profect: A transpersonal view of human development, Wheaton,
Ill Quest Books.

- 1983. Eye to eye: The quest for the new paradigm. Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor
Press/Doubleday

- 1994. Guide to sex, ecology, spirituality. Unpublished manuscript.

. 1995. Sex, ecology, spirituality: The spirit of evoluiion. Boston: Shambhala.

Wilber, K., J. Engler, and D. Brown. 1986, Trunsformations of consciousness: Conventional
and contemplative perspectives on development. Boston; Shambhala.

Photograph of Stanislav Grof by Michael Jang.






