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Formal Abstract: While organized religion tends to content itself with social 
harmony and morality, the spiritual heart of many traditions is concerned with 
individual investigation and realization of spiritual growth or enlightenment (ENL). 
Gautama Buddha, for example, exhorted his followers not to simply believe his or 
any other teaching, but personally investigate it to determine its truth value, a 
basically scientific attitude. Rather than assume only the enlightened can really 
understand what this is about, what can some disciplined thinking and research 
reveal about spiritual growth? The author will share his current thinking, questioning 
and ideas for research on enlightenment and spiritual growth, drawing on both 
mystical/meditative traditions and Western psychology. What sort of method or path 
is the best way, or even a good way, for particular individuals, for example, and 
what ways might be counterproductive? Where do altered states fit in the picture? 
Do we all end up in the same enlightened place, or are there many desirable end 
points we might call growth or enlightenment? Can this search for enlightenment 
actually be an avoidance of real growth? How does our and our cultures' world view 
affect what is possible here? When are we really growing and when are we fooling 
ourselves? Can unenlightened people like us have any useful understandings about 
enlightenment?

Translation:  I’m playing with ideas about “enlightenment” (sometimes ENL in 
these posters) and spiritual growth, and sharing them with you here so you can play 
with them.  Comments & conversation welcomed!  

And - Warning: More questions than answers here...



A Brief Reminder that this topic of 
enlightenment is entwined with deeper 
philosophical presuppositions

Some Ontological 
and Methodological 

Issues

Ontology affects what we think 
“enlightenment” is..... (or at least what it 
seems it could be.....)

John Lilly: In the realm of 
mind, what you believe to 
be true tends to become 
true...

Charles Tart: So watch 
your beliefs!

Q1- What is “enlightenment?”

Q2- Cultural effects



Ontological & Methodological Considerations:

If:
Reality = Totally Materialistic, 
then 

ENL = Brain State  and 
Spirituality = Illusion

Then:

If:
Reality = Primarily Spiritual and
ENL = All-or-None
[i.e. you’re either (fully) enlightened 
or (fully) unenlightened]

Then:

If:
ENL has various (semi)independent 
dimensions and degrees within 
dimensions

Then:

Drug 
companies 
will make us 
happy

Take ENL people 
like these as final 
authorities, don’t 
listen to unENL
people

Low High

Perceptiveness/Conceptualization Ratio

Frequency

High

Low

Relatively 
Enlightened

Relatively 
Unenlightened

Concepts like 
this may lead to 
useful empirical 
findings....
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What is 
sorely 

needed, 
but not 

yet 
published.

..

Annual Test Results:

Paths to 
Enlightenment

Two Paths rated Best Buys!

Which are Not Acceptable?

Warranties, Payment Plans, 
Frequency-of-Repair Data

What you’ve got here....

Unenlightened paper 
author, looking for 

answers

Ideal: Extensive, unbiased, scientific and 
empirical data on actual effects of various 
spiritual growth practices on particular 
kinds of people: nonexistent to date

What we have: Historical traditions 
with unknown degrees of bias.



Three Important Questions, Given Current Knowledge:

1- What is “enlightenment?”

2- How do our own and our culture’s ideas affect what’s possible?

3- Do we all end up enlightened in the same way?

Many Other Questions – no time to address here – such as...

4- What’s the best way to get enlightened? 

5- Can seeking enlightenment really be an avoidance of real growth? 

Color coding on other pages reminds us of 
relevance to these questions



Defining Enlightenment (and 
Endarkenment)

en·light·en·ment (ěn-lit'n-mant)  n. 1. a. An act or 
means of enlightening.  b. The state of being enlightened.  2. 
Enlightenment.  An 18th-cent. philosophical movement 
devoted to critical examination of previously accepted 
doctrines and institutions from the viewpoint of rationalism.

Enlightenment = sheer mass of 
conceptual data? Fantasy that 
appealed to me when I was younger.....Intellectual definitions not very 

useful.....

Enlightenment (and spiritual 
growth) = include aspects of 
mind/being beyond verbal 
expression, but potentially 
comprehensible

So OK if dictionary doesn’t help 
much

Encyclopedia Britannica

Q1- What is “enlightenment?”



If we can’t satisfactorily define “enlightenment,” start 
from opposite direction:

What is Endarkenment?

Accurate perception = 
(relative) Enlightenment

Inaccurate perception = 
(relative) Endarkenment*

Q1- What is “enlightenment?”

Direction:   Less Endarkenment         More Enlightenment
From Western psychological perspective, we 
know a great deal about many aspects of 
endarkenment: e.g., neurosis, psychosis, 
propaganda, conditioning, defense 
mechanisms, etc.

* Note: “Angel” deliberately 
chosen to activate viewer...



Endarkenment: We live in Bio-Psycho-
Virtual-Reality (BPVR), a simulation of reality 
rather than reality directly perceived.

To extent that our BPVR simulation of 
reality differs from actual reality, we are 
endarkened.

Reference:  Tart, C. (1991). Multiple personality, altered 
states and virtual reality: The world simulation process 
approach.  Dissociation, 3, 222-233.

Subject wired for full body 
immersion in computer-
generated virtual reality.  
Position sensors monitor head, 
hands, legs, feet, so virtual 
body matches positions of 
physical body.  Eyephones
control visual input, earphones 
auditory input.  

Relative Enlightenment: 
How accurate is your BPVR 
simulation of reality?



Jaron Lanier, VR pioneer 
shown in ordinary reality 
(left) versus the reality he 
experiences (right) in 
Computer-Generated-
Virtual-Reality (CGVR).  
CGVR quickly (minutes) 
becomes reality to most 
people.

Question for Dualists. A person becomes immersed in computer-generated 
virtual reality and it becomes “reality” for them.  We know little yet about how 
this process happens, but there must be discoverable relations and laws 
governing the process.  

As we begin to understand how a “mind” ordinarily identified with and immersed 
in a “physical body” becomes identified with and immersed in a virtual body, will 
this help us to understand relations and laws governing the ordinary relationship 
of “mind” and “body?”
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Meditation/Psychological Perspective: 
Basic Human System     
 

5 
Human 
Senses 

Primary, 
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5 
Human 
Senses

Primary, 
Simple 
Percep-

tion 

Elabora-
tion, 

Habits, 
Attitudes

Final 
Conscious 
Perception

Needs, Hopes, 
Fears, Habits, 
History, Skills Samsaric/Neurotic Existence:      

Attention consumed in endless, 
automatized thoughts & fantasies, 

consequent reality distortion

Multi-stage processing 
of sensory information, 
the basic human 
system

Relative endarkenment 
as basic sensory input 
is overwhelmed by 
ongoing fantasies



Q1- What is “enlightenment?”
Copyright © 2002 Charles T. 

Tart

Relatively unenlightened person lives in an 
automatized docudrama which they mistake 
for reality as it is....



General Concept of Relative 
Enlightenment/Endarkenment 
and the Tool Analogy

The terms state of consciousness and altered state of 
consciousness have come to be used too loosely, to mean 
whatever is on one’s mind at the moment. The new term 
discrete state of consciousness (d-SoC) is proposed for greater 
precision. A d-SoC is a unique, dynamic pattern or 
configuration of psychological structures, an active system of 
psychological subsystems. Although the component 
structures/subsystems show some variation within a SoC, the 
overall pattern, the overall system properties remain 
recognizably the same. If, as you sit reading, you think, “I am 
dreaming,” instead of “I am awake,” you have changed a small 
cognitive element in your consciousness but not affected at all 
the basic pattern we call your waking state. In spite of 
subsystem variation and environmental variation, a d-SoC is 
stabilized by a number of processes so that it retains its identity 
and function. By analogy, an automobile remains an 
automobile whether on a road or in a garage (environment 
change), whether you change the brand of spark plugs or the 
color of the seat covers (internal variation).

Tart, C. T. (1975), States of Consciousness.  New York: Dutton, 
p. 5.

Enlightenment: 

All-or-None?  

Relative?
Although many spiritual 
traditions speak of degrees 
of enlightenment, we 
ordinarily tend to think of it 
as all or none: a person is 
either enlightened or 
unenlightened.  This has 
many not-necessarily-
desirable consequences.

Q3 – All end up in same place? Q2- Cultural effects



Q2- Cultural effects

Q1- What is “enlightenment?”

Q3 – All end up same place?

Tool Analogy for Relative Enlightenment/Endarkenment

Relatively Unenlightened 
Functioning: Board “cut”

with Hammer

Insensitive perception Hammers don't cut well

Biased perception, 
attachment

My hammer is my
hammer and expensive!

Personal needs 
predominate

It’s too much trouble to 
find the *!@!*&! saw!

Actions have many 
unintended 
consequences

Won’t fit & boss says do 
it over again...

Only partial knowledge 
available

Doesn’t recall previous 
experiences of results of 
not planning ahead

Neurotic, selfish, 
egotistical

Damned boss always 
criticizing me!

(Relatively) Unenlightened Functioning



Relatively Enlightened 
Functioning

Board 
cut 
with 
Saw

Foundations for 
relatively 

enlightened 
functioning: knowing 

what tool/state is 
suitable for the task 

and having it 
available

Sensitive perception Knows good tool for 
job

Unbiased perception, 
non-attachment

Task determines 
right tool, not 
attached to my tool

Personal needs 
subordinate to task, 
higher goals

Go find right tool.  
Enjoy the walk!

Actions have few
unintended 
consequences

Outcomes fit well 
into necessary 
sequence

All relevant 
knowledge available

Recalls right tool & 
consequences of 
using wrong tool

Transcendent, ego 
negligible

Satisfaction of job 
well done

Relatively Enlightened Functioning



Within-State

Enlightenment
How well is each tool/state/function used?

Exploring 
Interactions of 

Two 
Dimensions of 

Relative 
Enlightenment

Deeply 
EnlightenedHigh

Deeply 
Endarkened 
(Neurotic, 
Psychotic)Low

Low High
Available-States Enlightenment

What tools/states of consciousness/psychological functions are available?

Q3 – All end up in same place?Copyright © 2002 Charles T. 
Tart



Relative Enlightenment/Endarkenment: A person may have 
several different states of consciousness (SoCs) available to her, and 
may function at varying levels of effectiveness within each of those SoCs.  
For these examples, we use ordinary consciousness, ordinary dreaming, 
insight meditation (vipassana) and concentrative meditation.

The (semi-arbitrary) 
analogies are a hammer 
for ordinary 
consciousness (forceful 
dealing with reality), 
gloves for dreaming 
(insulated from 
consequences of the 
experience), a rake for 
insight meditation  
(clearing away 
obscurations to see the 
basis of mind), and pliers 
for concentrative 
meditation (getting a firm 
grip on mental reality).  

E
n
l
i
g
h
t
e
n
m
e
n
t

High

Low SoC # 1 SoC # 2 SoC # n SoC # n+1

R
e
l
a
t
i
v
e

Ex:

Ordinary, 
“normal”

mind

Ex:

Ordinary 
Dreaming

Ex:

Insight 
Meditation

Ex:

Concen-
trative

Meditation

Some Specific SoCs 
Using the Tool 

Analogy

Copyright © 2002 Charles T. 
TartWithin State

Available states



Possibilities in 2 Dimensions of 
Relative Enlightenment

E
n
l
i
g
h
t
e
n
m
e
n
t

High

Low SoC # 1 SoC # 2 SoC # n SoC # n+1

R
e
l
a
t
i
v
e

Ex:

Ordinary, 
“normal”

mind

Ex:

Ordinary 
Dreaming

Ex:

Insight 
Meditation

Ex:

Concen-
trative

Meditation

“Normal” but 
Neurotic Range of 

Functioning
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Available states

Enclosed areas 
show typical 
regions of 

functioning for a 
given person

“Normal,”
Somewhat 
Neurotic 
Functioning: Many 
people exist almost 
exclusively within 
ordinary, consensus 
consciousness, with 
occasional dream 
recall.  This is a 
relatively endarkened 
kind of existence, with 2 
SoCs at most available 
and lower levels of 
functioning within those 
states.



E
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t
e
n
m
e
n
t

High

Low SoC # 1 SoC # 2 SoC # n SoC # n+1

R
e
l
a
t
i
v
e

Ex:

Ordinary, 
“normal”

mind

Ex:

Ordinary 
Dreaming

Ex:

Insight 
Meditation

Ex:

Concen-
trative

Meditation

High Functioning, Mature 
but One-State 
Functioning
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Available states

Mixed Enlightenment/Endarkenment:  High Level, But 
Single State Functioning. Many “successful” (by conventional 
standards) people have only their ordinary, consensus consciousness SoC 
available (with perhaps some dream recall), but function throughout the 
entire range of that state, especially the high end.  They are relatively 
enlightened. They use the tools and 

functions of consensus 
consciousness well, 
but are also relatively 
endarkened through 
not having access to 
some kinds of 
functions and 
understandings that 
are state-specific and 
thus not available in 
consensus 
consciousness.



E
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t

High

Low SoC # 1 SoC # 2 SoC # n SoC # n+1

R
e
l
a
t
i
v
e

Ex:

Ordinary, 
“normal”

mind

Ex:

Ordinary 
Dreaming

Ex:

Insight 
Meditation

Ex:

Concen-
trative

Meditation

“Flaky” or Psychotic 
Functioning
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Available states

Relatively 
Endarkened:
We have all met people 
who have access to 
unusual experiences in 
a variety of altered 
SoCs, but seem to 
function at the low, 
neurotic end of the 
spectrum within each of 
these SoCs.  Exotic and 
colorful folks, perhaps, 
but not very happy or 
effective in life.
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Low SoC # 1 SoC # 2 SoC # n SoC # n+1

R
e
l
a
t
i
v
e

Ex:

Ordinary, 
“normal”

mind

Ex:

Ordinary 
Dreaming

Ex:

Insight 
Meditation

Ex:

Concen-
trative

Meditation

Moderate to High 
Functioning on 

Two Dimensions
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Low SoC # 1 SoC # 2 SoC # n SoC # n+1

R
e
l
a
t
i
v
e

Ex:

Ordinary, 
“normal”

mind

Ex:

Ordinary 
Dreaming

Ex:

Insight 
Meditation

Ex:

Concen-
trative

Meditation

Fully Enlightened 
Range of Functioning
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A fully enlightened person could be represented in this 2-dimensional plot as 
capable of the full range of functioning within each of a wide variety of states of 
consciousness (SoCs).  She could pick the right “tool” (SoC or function) and use 
it effectively for the situation she found herself in.  Of course we might expect 
certain kinds of functioning which do not make sense in this kind of graphical 
representation, but we’re thinking from consensus consciousness.



Some Other Dimensions that could be explored in their 
various combinations and consequences include:

-Wide-mindedness: Too little concentration makes us ineffective, too much 
makes us blind to other, significant aspects of situations.  

-Perception/Concept Ratio: It’s easy to “live in your head,” so immersed in 
concepts (influenced by your personality and psychodynamics) that accurate 
perception of reality is too low.  Would a relatively enlightened person have a high 
perception-to-concept ratio?

-Tools for handling stress: Relative enlightenment may be easy sitting in a 
cave in the mountains and feeling serene, but how do you deal with annoying 
people without losing whatever relative enlightenment you have?

--Unconscious versus conscious enlightenment: Training and willpower 
may produce relative enlightenment at a conscious level, but what is needed to 
produce it at an unconscious level, so the “enlightened” person does not have a 
major Jungian Shadow side?

-Grace: G. I. Gurdjieff said “Work as if everything depends on work.  Pray as if 
everything depends on prayer.” Help from ostensible non-corporeal sources is an 
upsetting and rejected concept in most scientific endeavors, but experiential data
is that many report things this way.  How do we deal with it?



So many things left out, to avoid making this poster 
display too cluttered.....

What dimensions and factors would you add?

Further info on author’s approach to 
(altered) states of consciousness

Examples of relative “enlightenment”
experiences of scientists


	Ontological & Methodological Considerations:

