Integral – A Community of Narcissists

Narcissism is intrinsic to our human constitution. Healthy narcissism is expressed in the validation and appreciation of our human nature. Healthy narcissism allows us to acknowledge our accomplishments and enables us to own the errors we make in body, mind and spirit. Healthy narcissism has us fall in love with each other; and while in most of those instances we do not really fall in love with the other, but rather our own self-image, we make it about the other simply because that is how we experience it, not because we willfully attempt to deceive ourselves—it’s a natural process of growth or human development. The same dynamic applies to falling in love with an idea or a theory, such as “integral,” which embodies a reality we not only resonate with, but which also represents an image or an in-sight that resides outside our own self-awareness; as is the case when we fall in love with another person. Hence, we relate to the theory or idea as if it is separate from us, rather than a fundamental aspect of our own consciousness. Obviously, we have evolved to the stage where “integral,” as a theory or an idea, is attractive to us; in other words, those of us who are attracted to “integral” have developed to where this realization of consciousness grabs our interest; like teenagers tend to show interest in their sexual nature upon reaching puberty.   
“Integral” is an transdisciplinary map of consciousness, which distinguishes it from any other existing map. Physics, for instance, is a map of the physiosphere; Buddhism, for example, is a map of the theosphere; while the humanities and organic chemistry are maps of the noo- and biosphere, respectively. “Integral,” as articulated by Ken Wilber, is neither an expression of, nor can it be exclusively identified with any of those different spheres of consciousness, which is why it is transdisciplinary. “Integral” puts whatever map we use and rely on for orientation into perspective; “integral’s” validity, in other words, is not derived from being its own philosophy, science or religion, but from putting “what is” into perspective. Propagating “integral” as its own discipline is like reducing mathematics to accounting or considering the letters of an alphabet a language. Mathematics enables us to do accounting, just as letters of an alphabet allow us to articulate language; but mathematics is not accounting, nor are letters alone language. Promoting “integral” as its own school of thought is to reduce it, essentially, to just another belief system. “Integral” is realized in practice when we no longer need to refer or allude to it in any shape or form; when it has become as incorporated into our self-system as, for instance, our native language.
Ask yourself this, What does “integral” stand for? Does it stand for a spiritual revelation? Does it represent a scientific discovery? Is it philosophy in the strict sense of the word, meaning can its postulates be verified and made sense of through mere rational inquiry or pure intellectual reasoning? “Integral” transcends and includes pure rationality, which is where seeing enters our reality of being. The seeing spoken of here relates to the awakening of spirit, not to the eye of the mind; the seeing spoken of here is the result of trans-rationality and not the product of meditation—this is crucial to understand. Seeing emerges in any of the developmental lines upon reaching a certain level of consciousness, yet this seeing is not to be confused with the awakening to spirit or the becoming conscious of our true nature. For example, our self-image remains, ultimately, inaccessible to us until we have awakened or become self-aware of our true nature; which is not to be confused with our spiritual line, nor with Susan Cook Greuter’s ego development line, where we can have evolved all the way to the ironist level without having awakened to, or become self-aware of our true nature. The ego-development line speaks to how we translate information or make-meaning of our feelings, thoughts and insights; in short, our human experience. Similarly, we can have evolved all the way to emptiness in our spiritual line of development, while subscribing to a fundamentalist, rationalist or humanist perspective as a person, because our overall self-system has not yet awakened to or become self-aware of our true nature; our self-system, in other words, has not yet evolved to the integral stage of consciousness, which is where the seeing of the awakening of spirit becomes a reality of our being.  
To transcend our self-system, we have to reach enlightenment, just as we have to become self-aware or awaken to our true nature to gain in-sight into our self-image. Such distinctions are self-evident; they are not derived from thinking, but seeing, which is central to, or the defining characteristic of an integrally-informed perspective. Seeing amounts to more than merely understanding the grammar of a foreign language, which doesn’t mean we can speak or are fluent in it. Similarly, thinking we intuitively comprehend “integral” does not amount to our understanding thereof and the same applies to the reality or ability of seeing. Seeing may have us ask questions like, Am I interested in “integral” merely for my own sake, because I believe in it, due to my attraction to it, or am I also interested because I re-cognize it as a means to relieve human suffering? Seeing isn’t one-sided, just as non-duality doesn’t dispense with differences. Seeing isn’t something that can be manufactured, nor is it a quality we can attain through study or practice.
Seeing is to the integral perspective of consciousness what narcissism is to our embodied being. Disowned narcissism has us believe that we admire the mirror rather than what it reflects, which results in all kinds of self-contradictions and leads to schisms between us. Schism is the result of alienation; schism arises when we either lack the ability, or have decided not to assume the perspective of the person, or group of people with whom we are in conflict. Schism isn’t foreign to the integral community; on the contrary, schisms between different members and groups that associate themselves with it seem to increasingly deepen. The emergence of differences in interpretation, understanding and incorporation of a map such as “integral” is a given—this is how development and the enculturation of “integral” comes about, yet the arising of schism points to the shadow aspect of the particular movement or organization in question. 
“Integral,” as a movement and community, tends to judge narcissism, as if it were some kind of life-threatening illness, which makes it difficult, if not downright impossible, to own―or integrate and transcend. While we have learned to understand, for instance, that judging HIV to be terminal can actually make it more deadly; because how we interpret or make-meaning of “what is” not only influences, but also affects our self-system. We seem to subscribe to a different philosophy when it comes to narcissism. Narcissism doesn’t simply evaporate once we have reached a certain stage of development, or when we have awakened to our true nature; the same goes for our ego, which we cannot kill, nor do we need to kill in order to become aware of our true nature. Denying narcissism doesn’t help any of us to come to terms with it; on the contrary, it only leads us to embrace a fundamentalist, materialist, rationalist, humanist or spiritualist perspective, while calling it “integral.” “Integral” isn’t exempt from or immune to extremism, to which the many schisms in the integral community point. Narcissism speaks to our inborn drive to be re-cognized, which at first is a communal, then individual and, ultimately, a spiritual affair.  

Understandably, we may be disappointed to discover that each of the various integral enterprises operate according to their own self-defined agenda, which we can accept, if we want to count ourselves a member of a particular integral enterprise, or we can go our merry way. Granted, choosing the latter option might be difficult to do, especially if we are in search of community, or driven by our need for belonging, which is central to our well-being, as addressed in Belonging and Intimacy, posted at http://www.integralworld.net/schaub12.html. What may appear to us as a cult from the outside, may be actually conceived by us, on the inside, as simply the structure that contains us. To dispense criticism and judgment tends to be easier than inquiring into our own perspective and becoming aware of the position we hold, from which our criticism and judgment are derived. To that end, we may find ourselves in disagreement with Wilber’s interpretation of “integral,” while failing to re-cognize that we define or base our own understanding thereof on his interpretation, which naturally results in an argument, because Wilber’ interpretation of “integral” and ours will, ultimately, be different; this is in contrast to the realization of its essence, which for both Wilber and the rest of us is fundamentally the same. Assuming that we can possibly understand the whole of “integral” defined by Wilber—which is a continuous project-in-the-making as long as he is alive—is like believing that we can realize our own self without transcending it, or that we can gain in-sight into our true nature by analyzing the behaviors of other people. To comprehend the whole of “integral,” as defined by Wilber, is for him to do; what counts for the rest of us, essentially, is the realization of its essence or defining principle—everything else is just commentary. 
Of course this is easier said than done and not only requires that we study Wilber’s theory or map that defines “integral,” but that we also inquire into it according to our own understanding, level of development and our given life situation. This is how object becomes subject; how theory becomes embodied in practice. Human development equally involves the introjection of what is object to us and the objectification of that which is subject to us. “What is” is where subjective- and objective-reality meet. Inquiry is to the mind what contemplation is to the spirit. Inquiry makes the impersonal personal. Inquiry allows us to become aware of what interests and attracts us to “integral,” which, in most cases, actually isn’t Wilber’s grand theory; for while we may admire it, it does not, as such, inspire us. It is not emptiness, a ghost, or the abstract that makes our heart beat, but rather the concrete, be it a feeling, thought or picture. In other words, we do not fall in love with another person because they reflect emptiness to us, but because we see something within them that resides beyond our self-awareness; for falling in love ceases to exist as a reality where we are met or faced with emptiness. Emptiness liberates, it does not entangle us; and it is not emptiness, but rather falling in love that causes us to claim that “I am.” Falling in love has us believe that the world of form is real; to say that it isn’t is just the opposite of the same extreme perspective. To judge the world of form as a dream does not mean that we have awakened from it and the same applies if we consider the world of form real. 
Defining ourselves in relation to other people’s interpretation, rather than their realization of consciousness—which is selfless in nature, in contrast to their interpretation thereof, which isn’t— causes us to either become their follower or antagonist. Defining ourselves in relation to another person’s interpretation of their realization of consciousness leads to disowned narcissism. We disown our intrinsic narcissism when we start taking our beliefs at face value rather than inquiring into them. Disowned narcissism is cultivated when we start believing that we have transcended our self-based existence and, to that end, think that all our actions are immaculate and are solely informed by the intention to relieve human suffering. Many of our contemporary spiritual teachers clearly demonstrate this thought-pattern; hence, they think of themselves as infallible, a belief their students, apparently, are more than eager to embrace or subscribe to, as they hope that they too will reach there one day. Reach a place where they can believe that whatever they do happens for the benefit of all sentient beings, because, according to the transmission of their teachers, they have transcended their self-defined identity; hence why take responsibility for one’s actions, be it in body, mind and spirit? Disowned narcissism has teacher and student alike believe that we can fuck our way to enlightenment and once the student re-cognizes that this is not necessarily the case, at least not for her, she begins talking about abuse. Since men are seldom, if ever, given this opportunity, the pronoun “she” is used here. Coming to terms with our disowned narcissism doesn’t happen by denying it and the integral community is no exception to this rule.
Needing to kill Wilber, should we meet him on the road, as Visser recently titled one of his essays (http://www.integralworld.net/), may speak more to our unacknowledged hope to be re-cognized by Wilber than to what this provocative title is meant to point to, or communicate. Hoping Wilber will re-cognize us for our critique of him is like Luther visiting the Pope in the hopes to have his own interpretation or understanding of Christianity endorsed. If we are, as Visser advocates in the cited essay, to self-define “integral” according to our own understanding thereof rather than the interpretation of Wilber, we neither need him dead, nor alive; we actually don’t need Wilber, as a person, at all. What we do need, however, is his articulation of the realization of “integral,” as put forth in his books. Self-defining is how a teenager becomes individualized from his or her parents, which, ideally, does not come at the cost of belonging; yet in many cases it does, with the result that a schism rather than a relationship between equals is created—speaking of the disowned narcissism of the boomers and their children, the gen x’ers, or the me generation. While we may be quick to explain schisms between different groups or generations of people in terms of development, we seem to neglect that there is a healthy expression to each of them. Developmental theories may have the me generation believe that they are further evolved than their parents, which ought to explain the schism between the two of them. Development or evolution, however, doesn’t lead to schism, but is signified by transcendence and inclusion. Schism is the result of denying “what is;” schism is fostered when we subscribe to the belief that everyone, essentially, has to evolve, which prevents us from accepting and acknowledging not only who, but also where we are in life. 
Our efforts to self-define, in regard to ourselves as a person or our understanding of a theory such as “integral,” will only be re-cognized by the people or groups that count us as their friend or member. In other words, we cannot expect that the Integral Institute, headed by Wilber, will either re-cognize or validate our efforts to self-define “integral,” unless we belong to that particular group. Belonging has both its rewards and dues; belonging comes at a price, even if we consider our worldview all-inclusive or all-encompassing. Belonging has us re-cognize that we cannot judge to be a lie that which defines it; as Wilber did in the foreword of Visser’s Thought as Passion, where he committed to print that “In other words, all of my books are lies. They are simply maps of a territory, shadows of a reality, gray symbols dragging their bellies across the dead page, suffocated signs full of muffled sound and faded glory, signifying absolutely nothing.”
Glib talk is one thing, but committing that glibness to paper is another. Perhaps Wilber meant to say that Visser’s interpretation of his writing is inaccurate, but that is merely speculative. What is not is the fact that we cannot judge language—which defines us as much as we self-define through it—to be a lie. Form is no less or more real than emptiness; to judge one a dream, while considering the other real does not speak to a non-dual perspective of consciousness, regardless of whatever way we like to spin it. Surely, pointing out another person’s lapse or erroneous use of right speech is, of course, always easier than defining our own realization of “what is.” Wilber’s quote is not cited here to hint at his fallibility of perspective, but simply because it says something, or so it appears to this writer, about the relationship between him and Visser, which has increasingly turned sour over the years. 
Wilber draws more attention than anybody in the integral community, simply because it was he who came up with the grand articulation of “integral;” an accomplishment no one can rival, which is why no one is likely to ever draw as much attention as he has, when it comes to the subject of “integral.” This doesn’t mean, however, that we have to consider Wilber to be the ultimate authority on “integral,” just as we don’t have to consider the Pope the ultimate authority on Christianity. Hence, the question might not be how accurate Wilber’s grand theory of “integral” is, but whether we can live with “integral” as an ordinary person; someone who might never be known nor counted as a member of the integral community. Our self-defined understanding of “integral” may never earn us any accolades, but does that really matter? It matters in relation to our need for belonging; it matters in relation to our wish for community, yet it doesn’t matter in relation to the relief of human suffering. 

Wilber is a human being and, as such, subjected to err. We can take issue with that or simply accept it. “Integral” isn’t another cult of personality; however, if it becomes such, we might first inquire how that has happened, prior to judging it as such, from which little, if anything, is gained. 
The world at large does not care about our feuds in the integral community; what it might care about is whether “integral” adds anything to the relief of human suffering. In the ocean of life, we are all trading water. No matter what we call it, in essence, it remains water. We are all sitting in the same boat, crossing this ocean together as one people, though we are different in thousand-and-one ways―something we can learn to accept or oppose. When we lack awareness of which quadrant we tend to approach and conceptualize life from, we can assume that “integral” means refraining from taking a stance; that “integral” amounts to a formless perspective that informs and contains all the others. This might apply to the realization of enlightenment, but not to “integral,” be it in theory or practice. “Integral,” as a communal enterprise, is ruled by a different dynamic than the realization thereof, communicated in language. Community, any community, is shaped by the balance of competency and seniority and defined by the orders of precedence; things we don’t learn about by merely studying integral theory, which is not as all-encompassing as we tend to think. It is limited to the fundamental quadrant that defines its realization and expression. For example, Buddha’s realization of “integral” took place in a different quadrant than Wilber’s. Moreover, Buddha’s realization of “integral” pertains to a particular sphere of life, whereas that of Wilber is transdisciplinary. Granted, this view may not be endorsed nor acknowledged by anyone other than this writer. Call it his fate, or consider it his disowned narcissism that propelled him to write this essay; the title of which was not chosen carelessly, but is meant to simply address or acknowledge “what is.” To what end and what purpose? You will be the judge of that! 
“Integral” isn’t a map that lacks definitions; “integral” isn’t simply whatever we make of it, which is called nihilism. Acknowledging our different interpretations of “integral” involves accepting our intrinsic narcissism. Propagating arguments does next to nothing for the relief of human suffering; it only makes it more pronounced. Similarly, knowing how to surf without knowing how to swim has us cling to our surf board, like a drowning person holds on to a rescue float. Clinging leads to suffering, no matter how if we know how to ride the waves. Owning our innate narcissism is the first step toward collaboration; owning our innate narcissism is crucial to building community with the focus of fostering and cultivating an integrally-informed consciousness. 
A social holon, or organism, isn’t defined by the worldview or perspective it holds, but by its patterned mode of interaction. Thinking or believing that our perspective is integrally-informed is one thing, enacting this perspective, in reality, another. If our patterned mode of interaction, as a social holon, leads to the same schisms of any group who believes they have, exclusively, eaten from the tree of knowledge and wisdom, then we have to ask ourselves, How integrally-informed is our perspective and what does “integral,” in essence, stands for to us? Asked differently, What is the aim of “integral,” communally speaking? Is it to enroll as many people as possible in an integrally-informed perspective; or is it the cultivation of an integrally-informed consciousness, as a community of people? The aim of Buddha’s teaching isn’t to turn form into emptiness, which would be a violation of “what is,” but to facilitate the awakening to our true nature in body, mind and spirit. Sangha, or community, is a vital aspect of being human or embodied life, but to what end and what purpose? What is the contribution of our community to the world at large? Is it to turn everybody into an integrally-informed person? Is this the defining characteristic of our communal efforts and, if not, then what is it? Is it to determine whose perspective is most integrally-informed? Or to distinguish who belongs to us and who doesn’t? Or is it to put the life we are given and the life we are living into Wilber’s integral map of consciousness? Is this what our communal efforts amount to, or is “integral,” communally speaking, simply an extension of our disowned narcissism?
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