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Summary 

The article outlines reasons why the field of transpersonal psychol- 
ogy amse and some of ite current theoretical and experimental 
frontiers. These frontiers include full-spectrum models of develop- 
ment that enmmpass transcnnventional stages, possible inkgra- 
tiona among different psychological schools, new understandings of 
contemplative practices and altered slates of mnscioueness, and 
research on meditalion. Finally. some of the current limitations and 
problems of transpersonal peychology are examined. 

The field of transpersonal psychology has received increasing 
attention in recent years. There appears to be growingpmfessional 
and popular intereat in the field and certain of the tnpica it 
addresses, such as meditation, yoga, peak experiences, neardeath 
experiences, and lucid dreaming. 

Despite this interest there still exist significant ignorance and 
miwnderatandingsof transpersonal p8ychology. This article there- 
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fore attempts to provide an introduction and overview of the topic 
and some of ita current theoretical and experimental Frontiers. 

1 THE HISTORY OF TRANSPERSONAL PSYCHOLOGY 

/ Umitntiona ofMainstmm Psychology 

hnaperaonal  psychology arose out of an interest in what 1 Abraham M u l a  119111 called "the farther reaches of human 
nature" that conventional psycho log^. was not adequately address- ' ing This re,ttable limitation of conventional raearch and the- 

! oly was due to a number of factnrs that can be considered under 
the headings of beliefs, focua, research orientation, and theoretical 
orientation. 

Llmltlng Bellefs 

A number of questionable beliefs guided and limited pycholog- 
ical research in the 19608 when humeniatic and transpersonal 
psychologies arose, and to some extent they are still operative 
within mainstream psychology. 

The first of these beliefs is that psychological development 
largely ceases once biological adulthood is reached. Most develop 
mental reaearch has therefore focused on childhood and adoles- 
cence and only comparatively recently have researchers examined 
adult maturation. Some of the best-known studiee are those of 
Erikaon and Levinson. Erikmn (1960) pointed to the adult stages 
of generativity versus stagnation and ego integrity versus despair, 
and his model has received some erperimental support. Likewise 
Levinson (1978) found evidence for surprisingly well-demarcated, 
but still controversial, developmental stages in American adults. 

The second questionable belief was that the nature of psycho- 
logical health can be deduced from the study of pathology. A 
moment's thought shows how questionable this belief is, yet it 
guided thinking and research for many decades. Psychological 
health was therefore considered as nothing more than h o t  sick" 
(Welsh & Shapiro, 1983). 

A third limiting belief, now clearly shown tn be erroneous, was 
that transpersonal or myatical experiences are insignificant at best 
or pathological at worst. Indeed, mystical experiences have been 
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interpreted as everything fmm regression to interuterine stages to 
artificial catatonia. Yet careful wmparisom reveal m@or differ- 
ences between pathological ego dissolution or preegoic regreasion 
on the one hand and tranaegoic disidentification on theother. Thus 
for example Wilber (1980) pointa out that schizophrenic or infantile 
fusion "is pre subjecuobject differentiation, which means that the 

: infant cannot distinguish subject from o b j d  But the mystic union 
(saw somadhi) is trana-subjectiobject, which means that it tran- 
wends subect and object, while remaining perfectly aware of that 

, conventional duality." Wilber (1980, 1983ai has provided sophisti- 
cated analyses of the varioua forms of thia "pre-trans fallaey"as he 
calls it, and in light of these studies it is now apparent that "pre 
and trans can be seriouaIy equated only by those whose intellectual 
inquiry goes no Further than superficial impreasionsn (Wilber. ) 19801. 

I 
Limiting Onentcrtiom 

The research orientation of traditional psychology was, as  
Maslow (1969) pointed out, "means orientedMrather than "problem 
oriented." That ie, researchers tended to develop research pro. 
p a m s  on the basiaof the means (techniqueeor Loola) that they had 
available rather than on the basis of what queationa were moat 
important. This orientation has tended to shape not only research 
programs but theories, values, and even the general zeitgtzist or 
worldview of peychology as a whole. For as  Maelow said, if the only 
tool you have is a hammer, everything begins to look like a hail. 

, Because transpersonal phenomena often do not lend themselves to 
traditional research toola, they were largely ignored (whem they 
were not misinterpreted and pathologized). 

Several theoretical orientations also hindered transpersonal 
research. This quite understandable but limiting orientation was 
exacerbated by a strong acientism that largely mntinues to the 
present dsy. Scientiam and its philosophical analogue, logical 
positivism, argue that science ie the best or only means for obtain- 
ing valid knowledge. Physicalism and ecientism effectively exclude 
from consideration topics such as meaning, purpose, oonscious- 
ness, and transperwnal experiences as well aa theepistemologiccll 
moden that are designed to access them, such as hermeneutics and 
con@mplation. 



In addition, a n  emphasis on reductionism tended to interpret 
(away) such thin@ as subjective experience, meaning, purpose. 
and contemplative insights in terms of lower order physiological 
and chemical processes and pathologies. This is a type of interpre- 
tation that William James (1968) long ago scorned a s  "medical 
materialism." 

Medical materialism finiahea up Saint Paul by calling his vision on 
the road to Damaaeus a disehagihg lesion of the occipital cortex, he 
being an epileptic. It snu%'out Saint Tewa  aa an hysteric, Saint 
Francis of Aeaiai BE an  hereditary degenerate. Ceoge Fox's diaepn- 
tent with the shams of his age, and his pining for spiritual veranty, 
it lreata as s symptom of a disordered colon. (p. 29) 

Unfortunately, these biases largely continue. 

The type of graduate training, the publication polides ofjoumals, 
the criteria for reaearch fundine, and the contemporary scientific 
ethoa that one should work with objectively and precisely manage- 
able topicearnspire to lock most researchers into a highly reduction- 
istic way ofdefining what is a signincant issue to explore. Scientiam 
isnowdingout spirit, substanm and ~igniliesnm. (Heath, 1983,~. 153) 

The Birlh of Transpemonal Paychololly 

Humanistic psychology arow in part as a reaction to these 
probleme. It was one of the  first schools, along with psychoeynth* 
sis, to emphasize and explore paychological health. Thia emphasis 
derived in no small part from the form of one of the echwl's father 
figures, Abraham Maslow, who was particularly interested in 
psychologi~ml well-being and argued that 'b oversimplify the  
matter somewhat, it is a s  if Freud supplied to us the sick half of 
psychology and we must now fill i t  out with the healthy half' . - 
(~aslow>ll68, p. 6). 

Now it must be acknowled@d that  there are some fundamental 
flaws in Maslow's work, and &me people regard it a s  having even 
inhibited iubseauent research on peychological health (Heath, ~ . - - ~ ~  ~ - 

1983). The main problems a re  that  his research was extremely 
subjective--Maslow alone selected his examples of well-being- 
and the healthy qualities he  identified were abstract. This ab- 
stractness made it dificult to develop psychological testa to assess 
the%? qualities, and it was many years before one widely used but still 
limited teat, the Pemnality Orientation Inventory, was created. 
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I 
However, one of Maslow's findings that was to have significant 

~rnpact was his discovery that  some of the people he regarded as 
particularly healthy had what he  called peak experiences. These ! people. whom Maslow (1968) called "peakera" or "tran-nders," 

, regarded theae peak experiences as among the most important 
experiences of their livea. Maslow came Lo regard thew experiences 
as influential and beneficial, and subsequent research has s u p  
ported his conclusions (Livingaton. 1976). 

Peak experiences were subsequently recognized as occurring in 
other cultures and times and under other names and circum- 
stances. Throughout history they have been known as religious 

, mystical experiencea. Subsequently, it was found that  various 
Eastern philosophies; paychologiea, and religions described not I just peak experiences but whole families of peak experiencka and 
claimed, contrary to Maslow's self-transcendem for whom these 
experiences were usually spontaneous, to be able to induce them 
at  will (Tart, 1983a, 1983b; Vaughan, 1986). 

Transpersonal psychology began in large part with a f m s  on 
these peak experiences: their characteristics, effects, significance. 
and the means for inducing them. The field takes its name in part 
from some of the characteristics of these experiences, which are  
accompanied by a sense of a n  expansion of identity beyond (trans) 
what Alan Watts called "the skin encapsulated ego" of persona and 
personality. Such experiences have been found to occur under a 
number of conditions either spontaneously or induced by such 
activities G meditation, hypnosis, psychotherapy, psychedelics, 
intense physical exertion, or immersion in nature. 

I Of courae, this interest in peak experiences is by no means the 
only interest of transpersonal psychology, which aims to be broadly 
inclusive. It aims not to displace earlier schmls but rather to 
expand them by incorporating their theory, data, and research 
within an expanded view of human nature and potential (Walsh & 
Vaughan, 1980, in press). 

This inclusive integrative nature of transpersonal psychology is 
based on the recognition that  all models, theories, and hence 
psychologies, are neceaaarily partial, limited perspectives. No t h e  I ory or ~ h o o l .  including the t ransprmnal ,  is 15 r m h .  Therefore 
,transpersonal psychology aims to be inclusive and integrative, 
recognizing that each school has something to offer. 

Some dimensions of this inclusive integration are developmen- 
tal, integrative, and .epistemological. That is, transpersonal psy- 



chology acknowledges and is  interested in the full range of paycho- 
logical development from infancy through to tranacanventional 
levels of deveiopment. I t  is  alsointeres&d in the integration of 
apparently disparate schools and in an expanded epistemology 
that includes sensory, mental, and contemplative modes of acquir- 
ing knowledge. These dimensions lead us into a discussion of some 
current frontiers of transpersonal psychology. 

POTENTIAL INTEGRATIONS AND 
SYNTHESES WITHIN PSYCHOLOGY 

In recent years, there has been considerable development of 
developmental psychology. There is increased recognition of the 
impo&nce of thedevelo~mental  perspective, increased precision 
in mapping early developmental stages, increased recognition that 
psychological development may continue into adulthood, and in- 
creased acknowledgment that  conventional or usual adult devel- 
opment may not represent the potential ceiling. 

In addition, there has been a gradual linkage of these higher 
developmental stages with experiences traditionally thought of a s  
religious. These include Maslow's metamotivea and metapatholog- 
ies. Kohlberg's (1981) postconventional moral thinking and 
Wilber's postformal operational cognition (Wilber, Engler, & 
Brown, 1986). These higher stages tend to be associated with 
experiencea in which the  self-sense extende beyond (trans) the  
usual egoic personality sense and leads us directly into the area of 
transpersonal psychology. 

We have, therefore, developmental maps from three different 
sources: child development, normal adult development, and spin- , 

I tual development. Recently Ken Wilber (1980; Wilber e t  al., 1986) 
has provided the first "full spectrum" psychological model of devel- 
opment. This model links these childhood, adult, and spiritual 1 

I stages into a single continuum and suggests that the upper stages : 
of conventional, personal, egoic, rational, and psychological devel- I 
opment may merge into the lower transconventional, transper- 
sonal, transepic, transrational, and spiritual stages. 

Of course, numerous questions must be answered about this 

I 
I 

I 
model, and considerable research will be necessary before i t  can be! 
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fhly accepted (Rothberg, 1986). However, a t  the very least it points 
to a number of stimulating implications. It is impossible to deal 
with all of these here, and the reader is referred to Wilber's works 
for a fuller discussion of them. However, to focus on some of them 
and to carry Wilber's thinking forward slightly further, it might be 
useful to begin by considering the implications of this model for 
"normality." 

What a full spectrum model mggeeta is  that  what we have 
thought of as normality may be a form of arrested development. Of 
course this idea is not new. I t  is rather a more precise formulation 
of Abraham Maalow's (1968) comment that  ''what we call normal 
in psychology is really a psychopathology of the  average, so un- 
dramatic and so widely spread that we don't w e n  notice it" (p. 16). 

But if normality is a form of arrested development, then, of 
course, a critical question is, Why does i t  arrest? There is a concept 
here introduced by Raymond Cattell that  may be useful. Cattell 
observed a phenomenon that he called "coercion to the  biosocial 
mean" in which social forcea tend to compensate for genetic ex- 
tremes. Thus, for example, a person with a strong genetic tendency 
toward dominance is likely to receive social encouragement for 
restraint whereas the submissive person will be encouraged te 
wards self-assertion. Society in other words exerts powerful influ- 
ences to pull people toward social means. 

The question therefore arises as to whether this same principal 
may also operate on the verticaldevelopmental dimension. In 
other words might m i e t y  encourage development up to, but hinder 
development beyond, societal norms. Examples of this kind of 
process might perhaps include the frustration and behavioral 
acting out of gifted children placed in normal, but to them boring, 
schools. Likewise, i t  might explain the fate of many of the great 
saints and sages who throughout human history have all too ofien 
ended up drinking hemlock, being crucified, or being burned. 

The net result of this process may be that many latent capaci- 
ties, developmental stages, and geniuses may not be developed and 
expressed but rather may be covertly suppressed. The developmen- 
tal level o f  a society may thus aet developmental limits for its 
individuals no matter how gifted they may be. A classic example of 
this phenomena was presented by Aldous Huxley, who asked the 
question, '%st could a CreMagnon genius l w k  like?" Now C w  
Magnon people had cranial capacities equal to, or perhaps even 
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slightly greater than, contemporary Homo aapiens. Thus they 
presumably possessed our potential for psychological, intellectual, 
and religious development. Yet, as Huxley pointed out, a Cro- 
Magnon geniua would probably have been a pretty good hunter and 
gatherer and not much more. 

The interesting questions then is, What unrecognized capacities 
lie unstimulated within us? What currently unfathomable abilities 
lie dormant and undreamed of, and what ean we do to speed their 
appearance? These are humbling questions that help remind us 
Lhat for all we know our potentials may e x 4  our wildest dreams. 
As one wagquipped, "They've found the missing link between the 
ape and civilized humans: it'a us." 

Afurther implication of wlber's model conc'erns the great saints 
and sages. These people have often been regarded as a unique 
species, forever set off from the rest of u s  by a God-given division. 
However, from a developmental perspective i t  may be that they are 
eimply more developmentally advanced. 

Integrations Among Psychological Schools 

Tranapersonal psychology is  also interested in the nonexcluaive 
integration of different schools. Human beings are, if nothing else, 
remarkably complex, and them is no reason to assume that one 
single theory, therapy, or psychology can encompass all this com- 
plexity any more than there may be one fundamental mmprehen- 
sive formula or theory in physica mohm, 1973). Psychologists of 
different schools may be like the blind men and the elephant, each 
with a valuable but partial perspective on human nature, poten- 
tial, pathology, and therapy. 

Rather than fighting for the exclusive dominance of one perepee 
tive over others, tranapersonal psychology suggests that apparently 
conflicting schools may perhaps address different perspectives, 
dimensions, and stages and may therefore be partly mmplemen- 
tary. For example, Freudian psychology and object relations theory 
m a y  address important issues of earlydevelopment, and existen- 
tial psychology and therapy may speak particularly to universal 
,issues confmnting mature adults. Behavior therapy may point to 
the importance of identifying apecific environmental reinforcers 
thatmaintain appropriate and inappropriate behavior and cogni- . . 

: tivetherapies may help us  appreciate the power of unrecognized 
thoughtsand beliefs. Likewise, multidimensional schools such as 
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! 1 Jungian peychology and psychosynthesis point to, among other 
things, the possibility of transpersonal development and the ther- 

I apeutic power of images and symbols. Asian systems such a s  
! Buddhist,Yogic, andvedantic psychologiesmay complement West- 
I e m  appmaches by, for example, pointing out the therapeutic and 
1 transpersonal developmental power of ethics, meditation, and 

attentional training. I 

! ~ ~ i s t e d l o g i c n l  Integmtion 
i A third possible dimension of integration is  epistemological. For 
1 several centuries science hasbeenone of the major arbitersoftruth 
1 in Western culture. Science is  a n  empirical (sensory) analytic 

I enterprise that emphasizes sensory. observation, measurement. 
.. and analysis. It is a technique of great power for understanding 
I the physical world but, unfortunately, i t  can say very little about 

I subjective phenomena such a s  meaning and purpose. 
Unfortunately, science, a n  immensely powerful and valuable 

tool, has frequently degenerated into t h e  pseudophilosophy of 
scientism. Scientiam and i ts  philosophical analogue, logical posi- 
tivism, argue that only sensory d a t a  and science are capable of 
yielding valid knowledge. The result has been that phenomena I 
incapable of sensory observation and scientific analyeis hive all I too often been devalued and denied validity. Two importent realms 

1 of denied knowledge have been the subjective realm of mind, 
i meaning, and purpose and the  transcendental experiences re- 
I vealed by contemplation. 

However, in spite of their wideipread acceptance in some scien- i tific and psychologicalcircles, scientism and logical positivism are 

( scientifically and philosophically untenable. To the request, 'You 
claim that science is the only means of acquiringvalid knowledge. 1 so please show us  your scientific proof of this claim," the believer 
in scientiam remains silent. There ia, of course, no such scientific 
proof Wilber, 1983a). Without going into a lengthy philosophical 
analysis it can simply be said that  although logical positivism has 
a few good points it is, a s  The Encyclopedia of Philosophy notes 
"dead, or as dead a s  a philosophical movement ever bemmes" 
(Pasamore. 1967. p. 67). 

Wilber (.1983a) has argued for a n  expanded epidemology and 
peychology using all three types of knowledge: senmoly, mental- 
phenomenological, and contemplative. In his argument he draws 
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i 
on the Christian St. Bonaventure and his acheme of 
three eyes: the eye of flesh, the  eye of reaaon, and the eye of 
contemplation. These three eyes, or epistemological modes, cbrre  
spond to sensory input, mental-phenomenological observation, 
and contemplative observation-inquiry. Each of the eyes yields a 
particular type of knowledge or what St. Bonaventure called "illu- 
mination." These are for the eyes of flesh, reason, and contempla- 
tion, respectively, the lumen erterius et inferius, lumen intenus, 
and lumen auperiua that Bonaventure thought revealed respec- 
tively a veatigium, an imago, and a direct reallzation of God. 

These three eyes have been emphasized by dimerent psycholo- 
gies and therapies. For example, classical behavior therapies have 
attempted to limit themselves to data that can be observed and 
measured with the senses. In particular, radical or Skinnerian 
behavior therapy has avoided postulating empirically unobserv- 
able mental variables such as motives, images, or other mental 
phenomena. However, as philosophers have pointed out. Skinner's 
logical argument for avoiding talk of mental events is  inadequate 
and "Skinner himeelf has to smuggle in mentalistic assumptions 
in order to make sense of the simplest experiments" (Flanagan, 
1991, p. 116). 

Psychologies and therapies that  have emphasized the eye of 
reason or observation of mind include the introspective payehob 
gies, phenomenology, existentialism, psychoanalysis, and various 
dynamic psychologies. On the other hand, the eye of mntempla- 
tion, which focuses on transcendental phenomena and yields tran- 
scendental insights known variously a s  gnosis and prqjna, has 
been the focus of meditative, contemplative, and yogic systems. 

Psychological schools that  focus on one of these three eyes (or 
epistemological modes) and realms of knowledge often deny the 
importance or even validity of others. However, all three modes 
may be necessary for a psychology seeking to encamp- the full 
spectrum of human experience, nature, potential, and develop 
ment Wilber. 1983a). 

TOWARD A CONTEMPORARY PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION 

The ideas presented above point to several new u n d e d n d i n g e  
of religion, especially mystical religion. Some of these new under- 
atandings are as follows. 
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The developmental perspective suggest that the upper levels of 
psychological development may merge into the earlier phases of 
contemplative development and that we may be able to identify 
cross-cultural cross-disciplinary phases of spiritual development. 
In Wilber's model the mqjor stages identified to date are three and 
have been labeled aubtle, causal. and absolute (Wilber et al., 1986). 
The subtle stage is marked by the emergence of experiences that  
are precisely as the name describes: subtle. Ae the usual raUCOU8 
activity of the untrained mind quiets in contemplation, prayer, or 
yoga, more gentle, subtle images, affects, and sensations emerge 
into awareness. Beyond the subtle stage lies the causal, in which 
all objects of experience dissolve, and there is left only pure 
conscioueness. This is the nirvana of Buddhism, the niruikalpa 
samadhi of Vedanta. Finally there may emerge a stage in which 
objects reappear but are  recognized as purely modifications of 
conaciousneaa. This is  s a h G  samadhi or the absolute (Da Free 

: John, 1985; Wilber e t  al., 1986). 
Wilber (1983b) has suggested that it may be possible to map 

religious practices on two dimensions that have usually been 
confused. The first of these is  a dimension that he  calls authentic- 
ity. The authenticity of a discipline is an indexof the developmental 
level (i.e., subtle, causal, or  absolute) for which the discipline aims. 
The semnd dimension of spiritual pradi* that  Wilber identifies 
is their legitimacy. Legitimacy he defines as  a measure of the 
extent ta which the practices meet the psychological needs of their 
practitioners a t  the practitioner's current level. 

This dimension of legitimacy might be further refined by mn- 
sidering the "typ of legitimacy," the specific psychological needs 
that a religion meets and the  paychological level of development of 
the people involved. For example, a particular religion (e.g., Con- 
fucianism) might be particularly effective in meeting social 
belonginmess needs (high social need legitimacy) but not so effec- 
tive in countering fear of death (low death fear legitimacy). 

To these two dimensions of authenticity and legitimacy might 
be added a third of eflective authenticity. Effective authenticity 
would provide a measure of the effectiveness with which practices 
are actually able to effect transformation to the higher levels for 
which they aim. In other words, authenticity indicates the level of 
tranacendence for which a discipline aims, emective authenticity 
indicates its effectiveness in inducing this transcendence, and 
legitimacy indicates its effectiveness in meeting psychological 
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needs a t  the practitioner's current level. Mydical religions may 
now be seen, in part, m roadmaps lor training the mind to induce 
transcendent states of comiousnem. Not surprisingly, eredive  I 
authenticdisciplinesseemtoincludecommonelementsoftraining. : 

Four of the most common central elements comprise training in I 
ethics, concentration, emotional transformation, and wisdom 
(Novak, 1987; Walsh, 1990). 

The idea that mystical religions function (at least ideally) to 
induce transcendent d a t e s  of conaciousness, together with recent 
research on states of conaciousness, may throw light on a number , 
of perennial religious conundrums. For example, the effectiveness 
of certain capacities may depend on a person's state of mnsciousnesa 1 
State-spxific learning and state-specific communication suggest 
that what is learned in one state of consciousness may not be fully I 
understandable in another state or communicable to someone else 
not in the original state. State-dependent communication may be 
particularly limited if the receiver of the communication has never 
experienced the state from which the communication is coming I 

(Tart, 1983a). 
These phenomena may provide one, but only one, explanation 

of why the teachinga of the great religious sainte and sages have 

have been communicating from exceptional transcendent states. 
Therefore, those of UB who have never experienced these states 

i 
been such a source of confusion and debate. For these sages may I 

may be limited by state-specific understanding and communica- 
tion in our capacity to appreciate the full profundity (or what is  
technically known as "gradea of aignificance")f their messages 

i 
(Schumacher, 1977; Walsh, 1989a). Becauae moat of us have very 
limited experience of the more exceptional transcendent states, we 
will presumably hear the message less profoundly (i.e.. a t  a lower , 

grade of significance) than the  grade ofsignificance a t  which i t  was i 
given. The result will be a progressive loss of profundity or gradea ' 

I of significance of the original founder's message, a process that  , 
might be described m the erotericization of a religion. The loss of 
profundity might oceur especially in cases of oral traditions, in 
which the precise words of the  founder are not preserved. State- j 
specific understanding and communication may also impose sig- 
nificant limite on the ability of scholars, philosophers, end psychol- i 
ogists who have not undertaken contemplative training to grasp 
the higher grades of significance of philosophies and psychologies I that address transpersonal insights auch as, for example, Buddhist I 

I 

Roger Wabh 31 

abhidhannic psychology and Vedanta end Madhyamika philose 
phies (Walsh. 1989a). 

A further implication of these idem may be that contemplative 
practice may be essential for understanding and preserving the 
original profundity of a spiritual tradition. For if contemplative 
practices, perhaps a s  described by the founder, a re  capable of 
inducing states of conaciousnerrs identical or close b those of the 
founder (e.g.. Zen's direct transmission of mind) then presumably 
the message will be more fully comprehended. In other words, the 
profundity of the original meseage may be better heard, and the 
exotericization of the tradition reduced. when those hearing the 
message have themselws undertaken effective authentic practices. 

These ideas may point to the importance of gnoetic intermedi- 
a r i a  for religious preservation, realization, and implementation. 
The term gmstic intermediary was originally introduced by Carl 
Jung in his discussion of Wilhelm's tranalation of the I Ching. Jung  

. felt that Wilhelm had imbibed the wisdom of the I Ching so deeply 
that he was able to communicate i t  directly from his own experi- 
ence into the language and concepts of Western civilization. Hence 
gnostic intermediaries are  people who personally incorporate the 
wisdom of a tradition and can then speak directly from their own 
experience and translate this experience and understanding into 
the language and concepts of the culture to which they wish to 
communicate. 

Bewming an erective gnoatic intermediary may therefore re 
quire three processes. The first is the imbibing of wisdom, or 
becoming wise. Wisdom, which is something transfornative that 
we can only be, must be distinguished from knowledge, which is 
something that we have and which does not necessarily transform 
UE. The second part ofbecoming agnostic intermediary is  learning I 

I 
the languege and conceptual system of the culture to which one 

1 wishes to communicate. The third aspect is one of tranalation. Thnt 
is, translatingone's understanding into the language and concepts 
of the new culture so as to create an "ahal" experience. 

i 
! 

At the heart of the great religions lies a common core of tran- 
scendental wisdom known by such names aa thepemnnid wisdom, 
perennial philosophy, the tmnswndent unity of religions, or the 

i 
consciousness disciplines (H. Smith, 1978; Wilber, 1977). This ! 
perennial wiedom seems to require restatement and reinterpreta- 
tion in the language and mncepts of each culture and time S i t  is 
to be adequately understood, practiced, and realized. Only by auch 
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a processcan religious traditions be renewed and made meaningful 
for each culture and time. In our own time, one of the predominant 
concept systems of Western culture, and one of the most relevant 
for discussing transpersonal development, is  psychology. Some 
contemporary gnostic intermediaries may therefore translate 
their insights to the West in part through psychology. Indeed, 
Chogyam Trungpa is reputed to have said that Buddhiam will come 

I 
to the West a s  a psychology. In other words, contemporary p s y ~ h ~ l -  
ogy, and especially those schools such aa psychosynthesis and 
transpersonal psychology (which research transpersonal states , 
and stages), may therefore offer a n  avenue by which the perennial , 

wisdom may reenter, infuse, and perhaps tramform Western cul- i 
ture. 

MEDITATION RESEARCH 

Meditation is  one of humankind's oldest therapies. Its origins 
are lost in antiquity, but 4,000-year-old Indian carvings show 
images of people sitting in meditative postures. Within the last few 
decades meditation haa gained a firm foothold in the West, and I 
surveys suggest that more than 6 million Americans have tried it. I 
Many subsequently give it up, but some continue for months or 
years. Indeed, it is now poseible to find practitioners of most of the 
major meditative traditions throughout much of the Western 
world. 

Significant research on meditation began in the 1960s and a 
large body of literature now exists. This literature comprises 
translations of classic meditative texts, theoretical diaeuesions, 
and experimental research. Several hundred research studies 
have been published, a number that is probably second only to 
behavior modification and biofeedback and many times more 
than studies of most psychotherapies (Alexander. Rainforth, & I Gelderloos, 1991; Eppley, Abrams, & Shear, 1989; Murphy & 8 

Donovan, 1989; Shapiro, 1980; Shspiro & Walsh, 1984; Wmt, 
1987). 

These research studies cover s wide range of psychological. 
physiological, and chemical variables. To mention just a few, med- 
itation practice has been found to have psychological benefits that 
include reduced anxiety and drug use and increased perceptual 

I 
wnsitivity, empathy, self-actualization, and pain tolerance. Phys- 

iological changes include reduced blood pressure and modification 
of the EEG. Chemically, a number of hormonal changes have been 
noted, includingchanges in both adrenaline and cortisol, hormones 
directly related to the streas response. Not surprisingly, meditation 
has been used successfully f0r.a large number ofclinical problems, 
including insomnia, hypertension, anxiety, phobia, asthma. 
chronic pain, and cardiac arrhythmia, and has been claimed to 
reduce medical care use (OrmeJohnson, 1987) and criminal recid- 
ivism (Bleick & Abrams, 1987). However, aa yet, it is unclear 
whether meditation is necessarily more effective for 
disorders than other relaxation and self-management programs 
mch as simple relaxation or self-hypnoais (Shapiro, 1980; Shapiro & 
Walsh. 1984). 

Here I would like tn describe briefly two especially interesting 
reeent studies, both performed by Harvard University researehers. 
The first is a study by Ellen Langer who examined the effecta of 
meditation on geriatric nursing home patients (Alexander, Langer, 
Newman, Chandler, & Davis, 1989b). Langer and her colleagues 
divided her patients into three g r o u p ,  one of whom was taught 
transcendental meditation; the other two groups were used a s  
controls. On follow-up the meditators scored better on 11 of 12 
subjective and objective measures of psychological well-being. 
However, what was most striking was that a t  2 years follow-upone 
third ofthe mnhul subjects had died while none ofthe meditators had. 

This is a startling finding, but  i t  is consistent with both classical 
claims and other research. Yogis have long claimed that meditation ! 
and yoga .enhance longevity, a claim that now has to be taken 
seriously. In addition, physiological measures of agingsuggest that 1 I 
meditators may score below their expected age range. A third line 
of support is the finding by researchers studying focusing ability 
in geriatric populations. Focuaing is  the name given by Eugene 
Gendlin (1981) and others to the capacity to become aware of and 
identify one's emotional felt sense a t  a given moment. This felt 
sense is, as the name suggests, a sew of how and what one is ! 

feeling in a particular moment. Gendlin (1981) cites a report that 
found that focusing ability waa correlated with b v a l  ratea in a 
geriatric population. 

This study must be accepted with caution because it is appar- 
I 

ently only an unpublished report. However, if verified, the finding ! 

is of interest because focusing is a n  introspective skill that may be 
related to the introspective skills developed by some forms of 

I 
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meditation. All of these findings lend support to the increasingly 
accepted idea that aging and longevity may be significantly deter- 
mined by psychological factors (Langer, 1989a, 1989b). 

The w n d  group of recent studies are those performed by 
Daniel Brown and his colleagues (1987) on theeffectsof meditation 
practice on perceptual sensitivity and processing. Earlier, I men- 
tioned that one of the problems with research has been a tendency 
toward means-oriented rather than a problem-oriented approach. 
Brown and his colleagues are notable exceptions to this pmblem. 
In their reading of the classic meditative literature, they observed 
that a major emphasis of meditation was on the training of percap 
tion, and hence they have oriented their research toward an 
investigation of perception. They have used two major approaches. 
The first of theae is measurement of perceptual sensitivity and 
speed using a tachistoscope, an instrument used to flash images 
on a screen for extremely brief periods of time. Their second 
approach has been to use Rorschach tests. 

The tachistoscope, or T-scope, has been used to study two mea- 
sures of perceptual sensitivity and pmcessing speed: detection 
threshold and diacrimination thresholds. Detection threshold is  
the minimal threahold or duration of a very brief flash of light that 
can be recognized. To measure the dimrimination threshold, two 
successive flashes of light are  projected onto a m e n  and the 
interval between the flashes is  varied. The aubject is then asked 
to report whether he or she saw one or two flaehea. When the  two 
successive flashes are'presented a t  very close intervals they tend 
to be seen as a single flash. The minimal interval a t  which two 
diserete flashes can be recognized is the discrimination threshold. 

Meditation practices have sometimes been divided into two 
major classes (Goleman, 1988). The first class is that of concentra- 
tion practices in which awareness is focused fuedly on a single 
object, often to the exclusion of others. The second gmup of prac- 
tices are sometimes called awareness practices, and he& attention 
is allowed to shift between and explore different objects. In the 
studies conducted by Bmwn and his mlleagues, moat ofhis subjects 
were practitioners of Buddhist Vipasaana (insight) meditation. 
which is a type of awareness practice. Their subjects ranged from 
beginners through to highly advanced experts, including some who 
were reputed to have reached various atages of enlightenment. In 
the classical Theravadin Buddhist tradition, there are four stages 
of enlightenment representing auceessively deeper meditative in- 
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sights (Tin, 1975; Coleman, 1988). Several of Brown's subjects had 
reached the first and second stages, and a few were reputed to have 
attained the third or fourth. 

The study of expert subjects constitutes one of the strengths of 
Brown's work because much meditation research has focused on 
subjects who have done a few 'months or a t  beat a few years of 
p r a c t i ~  of not more than an hour or so per day. By classical 
standards, such meditator8 would be considered little more than 
beginners. Yet it is the  advanced pr&titionera who have tradition- 
ally been said to exhibit the most dramatic changes in perception. 

I This idea of a developmental sequence of perceptual changes has, 
in fact, been supported by Brown's studies. 
7b summarize the  tachistiseopic studies, it was found that  

meditators did indeed differ from nonmeditators. Meditators 
showed enduring improvements in visual sensitivity (detection 
threshold) whether they were currently engaging in intensive 
meditation or not. They also showed heightened discrimination 
ability (reduced discrimination threshold) while engaged in inten- 
sive meditation practice but not otherwise (Bmwn, Forte, & Dysart, 
1984a. 1984b). Advanced meditators proved so sensitive that they 
gave remarkable' reports about their experience of observing two 
light flashes. Whereas nonmeditators reported seeing merely two 
flashes, the advanced meditators reported w i n g  the  moment of a 

( ;ising of the firat flash, i ts  brief duration, the moment when i t  
i disappeared, the gap between the two flashes, the  moment of 

arising of the aemnd flash, its brief duration, and finally its 
disappearance. All of these observations usually o e c u d  in less 
than one tenth of a second. Moreover the advanced meditators 
described a shin in perspective auch that the flash of light did not 
eeem to occur a s  a n  external event on the visual screen but rather 
as an event in the mind, that  is, as a subtle change in the  internally 
perceived stream of consciousness. These reports, of course, sug- 
gest that advanced meditatom are  aware of perceptual events and 
processes that are  below threshold for those of us  who have not 
been trained in these ways (Brown. 1987). Moreover, theae findings 
aie consistent with claims that have been made in the classical 
meditative literature for some 2,000 years (Tin, 1976). 

Equally interesting findings were reported from studies of med- 
itators responses to Rorschach cards. In this study, subjects were 
divided into categories depending on their meditative skill. This 



skill was determined by teacher reports, responses to a profile 
of meditative experiences questionnaire, and the  Rorschach teat 
responses. 

The first group was called the beginners gmup and consisted of 
those people who showed little signs of meditative progress even 
after 3 months of intensive retreat practice. These people showed 
Rorschach teat responses that did not differ significantly fmm 
normal control aubjecta. 

The next group consisted of aubjecta who had made some prog- 
' 

ress in insight meditation and haddeveloped some ability to 
concentrate. These subjects gave Rorschach reports quite unlike 
any other group that has ever been reported. Moat normal subjecta 
report a number of images such as animals, people, parts of the 
body, and so on. However, the meditators a t  this stage of practice 
tended to see very few of these and instead reported mainly simple 
patterns of light anddark. In other words, they simply saw the shapes 
of black ink on the white paper and had little tendency to elaborate 
these configurations into organized images. This finding is mnais- 
tent with the c l a s s i d  claim that skill in meditative concentration 
focuses the  mind and reduces the number of associations, 
thoughts, images, and so on that arise. 

The third and more skilled gmup were called the insight group. 
These were subjects who had begun to develop mme of the classical 
stages of Vipaaaana meditation insight. These Rorschach reports 
yielded results almost exactly opposite to those of the concentra- 
tion gmup described earlier. These Rorschach reports were char- 
acterized by highly increased productivity and richness of associ- 
ations. Whereas normal nonmeditating subjects tend to produm 1 
or 2 responses per card, theseaubede consistent?y gave 10 or more 
and claimed that they wuld keep on giving further responses if 
requested. 

A further difference showed up when the  test was readminis- 
tered. Repeated administration of the Rorschach test days or even 
years later tends to yield many of the same responses for normal 
subjects. However, many of the meditation aubjeets p m d u d  
mainly new responses when given the Rorschach again. Medita- 
tors a t  this atage, in other words, appear especially open to the flow 
of internal associations and produce an unusually rich repertoire 
of responses (Bmwn, 1986; Brown & Engler, 1986). 

The fourth group comprised subjects in the soeelled initial 
enlightenment gmup. These were subjects who had reached the 

1 Roger Wolsh 37 

1 firat of the four stages of enlightenment described in the The- 
ravadin Buddhist tradition. 

At firat glance, the Rorschach reports of this group were not 
obviously different from those of nonmeditatora. However, several 
differences did emerge. Some 6% to 20% of the total responses on 
each Rorschach card concerned the interaction of form and energy 
or form and space. These subects  tended to view the internal 
imagery that resulted from viewing the ink blots as merely mani- 
festations or emanations of e n e r a  and space within their own 

I 
mind. They were also able to be aware of the moment-to-moment 
process by which their stream of mnsciousness became organized 
into forms and images in response to the ink blots. 

Interestingly enough, these initially enlightened aubjects were 
not without intrapsychic conflict. The Holt w r i n g  system for 
drive-dominated content and defenses showed an increase in drive I manif&tions but a decrwse in defensive operations. That is, 

I these expert meditators were by no means free of normal psycho- 
logical conflicts around auch issues as dependency, sexuality, and 
aggression. However, on the  other hand they showed little defen- 

; siveness and reactivity to these conflicts (Brown & Engler, 1986). 
The final group of aubjects comprised those few meditators who 

were alleged to have reached a t  least the third or fourth stages of 
enlightenment. The reports from these subjects were strikingly 
similar and strikingly different from normal Rorschach reports. 
There were four major characteristics unique to the responses of 
these subjects. 

The first of these unique features concerned the perceived 
nature of the Rorschach card and ink blot. Normal aubjecta accept 
without question the physical reality of the ink blot but.  may 
recognize that they project the images they see onto it. However, 
theae meditation masters saw not only the images but the ink blot 
i k l f  & a projection of the mind. 

The second unique finding was that  the Rorschach responses of 
theae meditators showed no evidence of the psychological conflicts 
that  the rest of us uaually take to be an inherent and inescapable 
part of human existence. This finding is consistent with the claa- 
sical literature that claims psychological suffering can be com- 
pletely eradicated in the final stages of meditation. Alsoconsistent 
with claaaic claims is the observation by the researchers that  all of 
these meditation masters were unfailingly kind and considerate 

I throughout the testing procedure (Brown, 1987). 
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The third unique feature of these Rorschach responses was the 
integrative style of response. Usually, subjects respond to each of 
the 10 Rorschach cards independently and rarely refer back to 
previous cards. However, the masters were quite different. Not 
only did they refer to other cards, but they systematically linked 
all 10 cards into a systematic integrated reaponse on a single 
theme. 

This integrated-theme response constitutes the fourth unique 
feature of these test responses. Each of the masters integrated the 
responses to the 10 cards into a single systematic discourse about 
the nature of sunering, ultimate reality, and the  means by which 
human suffering could be alleviated. In other words, they turned 
the tables on the testers and transformed the Rorschach teat 
situation into a teaching for the testers (Brown & Engler.1986). 

EDUCATIONAL APPLICATIONS OF 
T W S P E R S O N A L  PSYCHOLOGY 

Education today in the West is primarily intellectual andgeared I 
toward children and early adults. There is however a movement- 
the so-called lifelong learning movement-toward the recognition 1 '  
that formal education can be useful throughout the life span I 
(Boucouvalas. 1983). Indeed. as long ago as 1966 Lewis Mumford 
predicted that soon "education will constitute the prinaple busi- I 
ness of life" (p. 241). 

One of the crucial questiona of our time may therefore be. 'Ib I 
what extent can formal education be made efFective not only for I 
preadult intellectual development but also for other domains-- 
such a s  the emotional, introspective, and moral-and for other I 
levels, including adult and transpersonal levels? The question 
therefore arises a s  to whether we can adopt transpersonal psy- 
chological and psychotherapeutic tools and techniques for the 
classroom. 

My own experiences suggest that we can. For 4 years, I ran 
classes of 3 to 6 months duration consisting of lectures and erpe- 
riential exercises on transpersonal topics for undergraduates a t  
the University of Califoinia. The classes were designed to give 
participants both theoretical and practical experience of transper- 
sonal ideas and techniques. There were, for example, lectures on 
the nature of belief systems, motivation, identity, addiction, and 
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death. There were also corresponding experiential exercises in- 
volvingsuch things as visualization, diecussion, identilying beliefs, 
frustrating addictions, observing thoughts, practicing forgiveness, 
and so on. 

The results were surprisingly positive. Although there was an 
initial period of several w e e b  during which many students felt 
confused, by the end of the quarter, a mqjority of students claimed 
that  the courses were helpful to their lives, and approximately 10% 
evaluated themas the moat important educational experience that  
they had ever had. 

These reeults seemed particularly important because there a p  
pears to have been a tendency within transpersonal psychology to 
stick to more traditional didactic, theoretical formats (Davis & 
Wright, 1987). Of oouwe there are notable and fine exceptions to 
this, and some claeses and ~ c h w l s  explicitly aim to integrate theory 
and practice (Roberta, 1976). Because the classes described above 
were presented to students with no prior transperaonal experi- 
ences, or even knowledge that this was what they were going to get 
in the  class, it mggests that the implementation of transpersonal 
ideas and techniques in education may be a particularly fruitful 
and important avenue for future research. - 

PROBLEMS AND CHALLENGES OF 
TRANSPERSONAL PSYCHOLOGY 

Like all whools, transpersonal psychology has its problems and 
limitations. Most of these can be traced to ita relative youth; I 
hopefully, the field will mature beyond these problems and limita- 
tions in the future. 

One of the major problems is that  some thinking in the field 
i 

seems to be rather sloppy and intellectually unsophisticated, per- 
haps not more so than in some other branches of peychology, but 

I 
sloppy nonetheless. It seems important that the initial enthusiasm 
that  birthed the field be wedded to rigorous thinking, scholarship, 
and research. This thinking will need to be both deeper and more 
wide-ranging. The greater depth will need to involve more concep 
tually precise and experientially informed analyses of key con- 
cepts, 8uch as consciousness ( B a ~ s a ,  1990), and of underlying 
presupposltiona and philosophical assumptions (Rothberg, 1986). 
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surprising because a close examination of the history of internecine 
warfare between schools of psychology shows that  antagonists 
often attack, not so much other schools, but rather their own 
misunderstandings and misinformation about the other schools. 
Perhaps the crucial lesson here is that all of us need to study other 
schools more carefully and deeply before critiquing them. For a 
good example of an informed critique by someone who has obvi- 
ously studied transpersonal psychology carefully before critiquing 
it. see Wiedmann (1986). 

A recurrent and important theme of these criticisms o f  trans- 
personal psychology is  that, in its focus on human potential, it has 
not adequately addressed the negative side of human nature: 
suffering, existential constraints, the shadow, and evil. This may 
reflect both humanistic and tranapersonal psychology's reaction 
against the emphasis on pathology of mainstream psychology and 
psychiatry. Certainly, the h i a n  psychologies and philosophies 
from which transpersonal psychology has derived a great deal (e.g., 
Buddhist, Yogic, and Vedantic systems) are more than explicit 
about the suffering and existential limits inherent in life and even 
p i n t '  to types of existential suffering as yet unrecognizl?d by 
Western psychology or philosophy (Walsh, 1988). As Thomas 
Hardy said, 7 f  a way to the better there be, it exacts a full look a t  
the worst." Hopefully, future research will bring transpersonal 
insights to bear on both human potential and suffering, and, 
indeed, publications focusing on contemporary global crises are 
beginning to appear (Fox, 1990; Gmf, 1988; Walsh, 1984). 

Another problem for transpersonal psychology is the two-edged 
sword of popularity. Since itsbeginning in 1969 with a small group 

i 
of people, the field has grown significantly, and increasingnumbers 
of people with varying degrees of expertise are now calling them- 
selves "transpersonal." The question of how optimal intellectual, 
professional, clinical, and scholarly standards can be maintained, 
or even if they can be maintained, has not yet been adequately 
addressed. 

i 
i 

Scholarship will also need to be more wide-ranging and integra- 
tive. This is important if we are to overcome the current isolation 
of trampersonal psychology from both the psychological main- 
stream and potentially related disciplines, auch as philosophy, 
phenomenology, and comparative religion. As yet, few tranaper- 
sonal articles have appeared in mainstream psychological jour- 
nals. In addition, few attempts have been made to link transper- 
wnal concepts to mainstream work such as early development. 
cognitive psychology, or behavior modification. 

More research is also neceesary. Although several hundred 
studies of meditation have been published, there have been rela- 
tively few in other transpersonal areas. If the field is to establish 
its validity, then its theoretical claims.wiU need tobe backed up by 
adequate research. 

There have been four noteworthy critiques of transpersonal 
paychology. n o  of these (Ellis, 1986; May, 1988) appear to reflect . 
idiosyncratic personal miaunderstandinga of the field and have 
been stmngly rebutted in a large number of letters to the editor 
and in three article-length responses (Walsh, 1989b; Wilber, 1989a. 
1989b). Wilber's response to Ellis may be one of the most amusing 
rejoinders ever to appear in an academic journal and is worth 
reading for its entertainment value as well a s  for its information. 

Particularly curious has been the astounding tendency by Ellis 
and Brewster Smith to equate transpersonal psychology with 
religion because of its d imss ion  of aspecta of religion. I t  is widely 
agreed that in fact Ellis's attacka are actually aimed, not a t  
transpersonal psychology, but a t  fundamentalist and fringe reli- I 
&ions, although Dr. Ellis does not seem to be aware of the  differ- 
ences between them. Interestingly, transpersonally oriented schol- 
ars share his concerns about these religious movements and have 
been on the forefront of research assessing their dangers (Anthony, 
Ecker, & Wilber, 1987; Deikman, 1990; Feuerstein, 1991). For a 

Transpersonal psychology makes several unique demands on its 
practitionere. One of these is the need for some sort of ~wcholomcal I 

mperb text on the psychology of religion per se see Wulff (1991). 
Brewater Smith (1990) described transpersonal psychology a s  a 
"latterday religion" but offered no evidence to a u p p r t  this claim, 
and it is hard to see ho'w the  field would remotely fit any academ- 
ically accepted definition of religion. 

What is most atriking is  the lack ofknowledge and understand- 
ing of transperaonal psychology displayed by these critics, e s p e  
cially because each is a n  eminent and highly competent practi- 
tioner in his own field of expertise. Perhaps this is not really so 

or contemplative practice that  will provide the G t h  ' 
direct experience of transpersonal phenomena. Without such ex- 
perience, transpersonal concepts will be what Emmannuel Kant 
called "empty" that is, void of experiential grounding. Likewise, 
the psychologist without adequate experience will lack the  neoes- 

i i 

I 
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s a r y  background wi th  which tn grasp the full significance, depth,  
and grades of significance of t ranspersonal  phenomena a n d  ideas 
(Walsh. 1989a). 

Indeed, t ranspersonal  psychology i s  probably one of t h e  moat 
demanding  areas of psychology because i t  requires  t h e  cultivation 
a n d  integration of all three  eyes. The sensory eye of observation, 
measurement ,  a n d  empathy mus t  be  cult ivated, as muat t h e  eyes 
of r e m o n  a n d  contemplation, a n d  all t h r e e  must be integrated for 
optimal t ranspersonal  understanding, theorizing, and therapy. 
T h i s  i s  no smal l  task.  Indeed, of wuree, i t  i s  more a n  ongoing 
direction, ideal, a n d  pmcess than  i t  i s  a goal to  be brought to 
completion. 

I 
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