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task because experiences associated with enlightenment have been described and interpreted
very differently across cultures and religious
groupings. Humans have demonstrated an
almost unlimited capacity to devise different
religious and supernatural explanations of spiritual phenomenon, and many religious and spiritual traditions seem to have developed a different interpretation of enlightenment and related
phenomena. Many of these contradict each
other. However, despite the enormous diversity
of these explanations of enlightenment, it is possible to find deeper commonalities. Although
the interpretations differ, it is clear that the actual experiences underlying the disparate interpreinTroducTion
tations are very similar2. It is these deeper commonalities amongst experiences of enlightenment
What is the significance of individual and
that I will examine in this article.
collective enlightenment to the future evolution of humanity on this planet and in
I will focus on two capacities that many religious
the universe more generally? How imporand spiritual traditions seem to be pointing to when
tant are capacities enabled by enlightenthey are attempting to describe enlightenment expement to the evolutionary survivability and
riences. The first is a capacity to free oneself from the
success of humanity? Will the processes of cultural
dictates of one’s biological and cultural past, includevolution in the material world drive the developing from one’s up-bringing3. This includes the freement and spread of enlightenment and associated
dom to act contrary to one’s instincts and other heredcapacities amongst humans in the future? (This
itary pre-dispositions as well as contrary to one’s social
article is premised on the obvious point that if
and cultural conditioning (including pre-dispositions
enlightenment is to develop and spread, it will
that are shaped by a combination of these factors).
be through cultural evolutionary processes, not
Most religious and spiritual traditions promote the
through gene-based biological processes.)
acquisition of capacities that provide a degree of freedom from an individual’s biological and cultural past,
To date, states and experiences associated with
although
they don’t describe or interpret the capacities
enlightenment seem to have emerged in very
1
in
those
particular
terms. Examples include the ability to
many human cultures . However, in any given
‘resist
temptation’
and
‘turn the other cheek’ (Christianiculture, very few individuals have had these
ty),
to
free
oneself
from
all desires (Buddhism), to experiexperiences. Furthermore, in the limited cases
ence
equanimity
in
the
face of pleasure or pain (Hinwhere enlightenment has emerged, it does not
duism),
and
to
transcend
the self-centred desires and
appear to have had significant adaptive or evograsping
that
underpin
ego.
I will refer to this general
lutionary consequences. But is this likely to
capacity
to
free
oneself
from
one’s desires and motivachange as the evolution of humanity and life
tions
as
‘self-evolution’.
This
is
because it frees an indicontinues to unfold on this planet? Will capacividual
to
change
their
goals
so
that they are aligned
ties enabled by enlightenment eventually prowith
future
evolutionary
success.
duce major adaptive advantages for individuals
and organisations?
The second capacity I will examine is the ability to
develop
mental models of one’s interactions with
In order to answer this question, it is first necescomplex
environments, and to use these models to
sary to develop a clearer understanding of the
identify
the particular actions that will be most
nature of enlightenment and its potential to enable
advantageous
in evolutionary terms. Such an ability
superior adaptive capacities. This is not a simple
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to foresee the complex social and environmental
consequences of alternative actions is often referred
to as wisdom. The spiritual and religious traditions
commonly associate enlightenment with a capacity
for deep wisdom, particularly in relation to complex
social and environmental systems. I will refer to this
capacity as ‘meta-systemic wisdom4’.

model of how consciousness functions [Global
Workspace Theory], the central function of consciousness is this ability to recruit relevant resources
from throughout the brain7).
While they are held in awareness as objects that
we are not identified with, contents of consciousness are given only ‘bare attention’. As a consequence, they use little of the very restricted
‘band width’ of consciousness (despite how we
T h e n aT u r e o f e n l i g h T e n m e n T
sometimes interpret out subjective experience,
Before I move on to identify the adaptive significance
consciousness has been shown to have limited
of these two capacities, I will briefly show how they are
capacity [it processes contents serially and relaconsistent with a general understanding of enlightentively slowly8]. Its capacity can, for example, be
ment. I will show that this is the case from the perspecfully loaded for an extended period by a single
tive of modern developmental psychology as well as
sequence of thoughts. This is consistent with
from the perspective of the religious and spiritual tradicommon experience: when we think deeply
tions. Most traditions seem to agree that in the enlightabout a particular issue, the rest of the world
ened state, all contents of consciousness arise as what I
disappears from conscious awareness).
will refer to as objects in consciousness (contents of
Bringing these key elements together, it is easy
consciousness include thoughts, images, emotions,
to see the significance of non-attachment and
feelings, desires, sensations, etc.). Contents that arise
non-identification in relation to the contents of
as objects in consciousness are experienced in the way
consciousness. Firstly, these ‘techniques’ are
we currently experience many objects in the external
ways of ‘working around’ the limited capacity of
world – i.e. we are free to move attention to them or
consciousness: they enable a much greater range
away from them at any time, and they do not conof representations to be held in bare attention and
trol or dictate our behaviours5. The traditions have
to be used in the recruitment of relevant resources
used various terms to describe conscious contents
when it is adaptively advantageous to do so9. As a
that are experienced as objects in the sense I am
consequence, the ‘spaciousness’ of awareness is a
using here. For example, they may say that at
key characteristic of the enlightened experience.
enlightenment, there is no attachment to, identifiSecondly, and more importantly in the context of
cation with, embeddedness in, or absorption in
self-evolution,
objects of consciousness do not dicany of the contents of consciousness6. When a
tate our behaviour. Non-identification enables raditradition states that an individual is not attached
cal psychological freedom. It gives us some psychoto a particular feeling, they are pointing to a
logical distance from our thoughts, motivations, emofeeling that I am referring to as an object.
tions and other objects of consciousness, and enables
It is of great significance that conscious contents
us to move at right angles to them. Objects of conthat are objects of consciousness do not automatsciousness are not experienced as elements of one’s
ically control our behaviour. For example, if an
subject that control the subject10.
emotion arises that we are not identified with or
As developmental psychologists have pointed out,
attached to, the emotion does not dictate our
when individuals grow and develop, more becomes an
behaviour. It can arise, be noticed, and then disobject of consciousness, and less becomes part of the
sipate without influencing our actions, if we so
subject. As the psychologist Robert Kegan has shown,
choose. We can freely choose to act in ways that
key steps in vertical development occurs when elements
are wiser and more appropriate than if the emothat were part of the subject at an earlier stage in develtion dictated our behaviour. In contrast, if we
opment becomes object to a new subject at the next
are attached to or identified with an emotion
developmental stage11. For example, at later stages of
that arises, it will influence our behaviour and we
development, an individual has emotions, while at earwill not have a capacity to act more wisely.
lier stages the emotions have the individual. Emotions
and other pre-dispositions that previously dictated
An individual has the potential to use any of the
behaviour no longer do so, enabling us to choose to
resources of mind to evaluate the relevance of
act differently where this is appropriate.
objects of consciousness when choosing between
behavioural alternatives. This includes recruiting
This movement from subject to object during the
various mental, emotional, intuition and other
development of individuals also applies during the evoresources, irrespective of where they are located in
lution of humanity. As humans have evolved, more
the brain (according to the most widely accepted
and more has become object. As a consequence,
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humans have increasingly achieved greater psychological freedom. But this trend is far from complete.
The movement from subject to object will end when
the distinction between subject and object breaks
down because all can be experienced as object. In this
state, objects within consciousness are no longer experienced as if by a subject who has a specific location or
perspective. Elements that might previously have been
experienced as part of the self are not experienced differently to other objects any longer, and vice versa. In such
a state, individuals will not experience their self as the
origin or source of consciousness. For example, it might
not be immediately obvious to an individual in this state
whether she is looking at the knobs on a chest of drawers
or vice versa. These observations are consistent with the
central descriptions of the enlightened experience given
by the traditions: all is experienced as one; there is no
distinction between subject or objects. It is also consistent with the model of the enlightened state sketched by
philosopher Thomas Metzinger: he suggests that the
contents of consciousness are no longer experienced
from a specific perspective once the individual can disidentify with what he calls the Phenomenal Model of
the Intentionality Relation (PMIR) and the Phenomenal Self-Model (PSM)12.
The key features of enlightenment that I have sketched
here are capable of enabling the development of the
two capacities that are the focus of this article. The
movement of emotions and other predispositions
from subject to object and the individual’s dis-identification from them can free the individual from
their dictates, and enable the individual to choose
to move at right angles to them. Furthermore, the
ability to treat thought as object and to freely disengage attention from it enables the individual to
free herself from the limitations of logical, analytical, linear thinking. It enables her to direct attention to aspects of reality that are generally missed
by such thought. This in turn enables the individual to build and use mental models that
include the aspects that are not adequately modelled by analytical/rational thinking.
The eVoluTionary significance
of self-eVoluTion

How significant are these two capacities to the
future evolutionary success of humans and collectives of humans? What evolutionary advantages can they provide? I will begin by considering the capacity for self-evolution. Human emotions, desires and other pre-dispositions establish
the goals of human behaviour. These per-dispositions were initially established and shaped by
gene-based evolutionary processes. In essence,
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humans were programmed by these processes to
pursue internal rewards (and avoid internal ‘punishment’) so that they behaved in ways that were
successful in the evolutionary environments that
they encountered13. Learning and culture have
since become far more significant in shaping the
nature of the particular behaviours that humans
adopt to satisfy their internal reward system. And
Pavlovian classical conditioning can extend particular emotional responses to circumstances that
would not have originally elicited them. But
humans still have little capacity to consciously
and intentionally change the nature of their
internal reward system. They do not choose the
specific things that they like or what they dislike.
For example, many individuals have a limited
ability to choose whether they will crave fatty
foods. Nor can they choose to feel motivated
and energized to take particular actions merely
because the actions are likely to benefit the
future evolution of humanity. Cross-culturally,
humans tend to pursue the same kinds of goals
shaped by their internal reward system, even
though the actual behaviours they use to achieve
their goals may differ widely. Whatever our cultural background, and irrespective of whether we
were born 30,000 years ago or this century, we
spend our lives chasing the positive feelings produced by popularity, self-esteem, sex, feelings of
uniqueness, power, food, and social status. And we
strive to avoid the negative feelings that go with
experiences such as stress, guilt, depression, loneliness, hunger, and shame. It is clear that individuals
currently do not have the same capacity to change
their internal reward and emotional system as they
have to change their actions and behaviours.

The substantial evolutionary advantages that can
accrue to individuals who are able to self-adapt and
self-evolve their internal reward system are obvious:
unlike individuals without this capacity whose reward
system has been shaped by past evolutionary needs,
they can choose to align their reward system with current and future needs 14. Where circumstances have
changed, there is no guarantee that what worked during our evolutionary past will also be optimal for our
evolutionary future. For example, the circumstances
faced by human tribal systems 30,000 years ago are
vastly different to those facing modern civilizations.
For this reason, it is very common to find missmatches between the behaviours rewarded by our
emotional systems and the behaviours that are optimal for the future success of humanity. What is
needed to rectify these miss-matches is a capacity to
align one’s internal reward system with what is

COLLECTIVE ENLIGHTENMENT

∞

109

required for our current and future survival and
evolutionary success. This would ensure that whatever is demanded by our evolutionary future will be
satisfying and motivating to the individual. A capacity for self-evolution would be clearly superior in
evolutionary terms. Individuals who have an enlightenment-enabled capacity for self-evolution can be
expected to contribute substantially more to the evolutionary success of humanity than those who do not.

The eVoluTionary significance
o f m e Ta - s y s T e m i c w i s d o m

The evolutionary advantages of what I have
referred to as meta-systemic wisdom are equally
significant. If individuals and organisations are
to achieve evolutionary success, appropriate
goals are not enough. They also need intelligence – i.e. they need to be able work out what
particular actions and behaviours will be needed to achieve their evolutionary goals. As we
The same applies to collectives of humans, including
shall see, the current highest level of cognitive
societies. In order to achieve future evolutionary sucintelligence that is relatively common amongst
cess, they too need to be self-evolving. They need to
humans is not very effective for this purpose.
ensure that whatever their members need to do for the
This level (which I shall refer to here as ‘anaevolutionary success of the society is rewarded and
lytical/rational
thinking’) first began to spread
motivated appropriately. This will align the interests of
amongst
significant
numbers of humans with
all members of the society (including any instances of
the
emergence
of
the
European Enlightenment
artificial life and other technology) with the interests of
about
400 years ago. Analytical/rational thinkthe society as a whole. This in turn will ensure that all
ing was a major advance beyond previous
participants in the society (including individuals,
kinds of human thought. It enabled the emerfirms, corporations, political groups and governments)
gence of science, machines and other technolowill, when they follow their own immediate interests,
gies, systematic planning and strategic thinking.
15
also act in the interests of the society . The presence
It fundamentally changed the nature of the
of self-evolving individuals in a society will be critihuman-built world.
cally important if such self-evolving societies are to
Broadly, analytical/rational thought attempts to
be organised and emerge. This is because individumodel
a particular phenomenon by reducing it to
als who are able to align their reward system with
the interaction of a number of objects. The
the future evolutionary needs of their society are
objects are each assumed to have fixed attributes
likely to be motivated to establish self-evolving
and interact according to defined rules (laws). The
societies, and those who are unable to are not. Of
collection of objects comprises a closed system that
course, self-evolving individuals will need to gain
is largely unaffected by events outside it. If these
sufficient power within the society if they are to
conditions are met, logical thought can predict how
re-organise it into a self-evolving society. We
the system will unfold by using the rules to calculate
will return to this issue below.
the outcomes of sequences of interactions.
Of course, individuals and societies that have
This approach to modelling reality can be very effectranscended their evolutionary past are free to
tive for understanding those parts of the world that
choose to align their internal reward system
happen to work like the model. It is successful for phewith goals that will not lead to the evolutionnomena that can be adequately represented by such
ary success of humanity. However, there are
simple, mechanistic models. Once the laws or rules of
strong reasons why they will tend to choose to
interaction have been discovered and the relevant
align with evolutionary goals. This is because
objects and their attributes identified, analytical/ratioevolutionary goals are those that are needed to
nal thinking can predict how these parts of the world
guarantee continued survival of humanity
will unfold. And it can tell us how those parts of the
indefinitely into the future. If humanity is
world can be re-arranged in ways that help us to
achieve our goals.
‘selected-out’ of existence by larger scale evolutionary processes at any time in the future, all
However, it is easy to see where this logical, analytical
the actions of human individuals and societies
thinking will fail to model complex aspects of reality. In
up to that point will have come to nothing.
order to find parts of the world which are simple
They will be rendered irrelevant, futile and
enough for it to model, analytical thinking generally has
without meaning. The only chance that an indito focus down on particular isolated phenomena, and
vidual or society has to contribute to something
ignore the complex, multi-layered context in which all
phenomena are embedded. It then has to attempt to
that can survive and thrive into the future is by
represent the phenomena by building a simple, mechaligning their goals with evolutionary goals. This
anistic, reductionist model that linear thought is
issue is considered in much greater detail in The
capable of ‘thinking through’ and tracking. The
Evolutionary Manifesto16.
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more complex the system of objects and their interactions, the harder it is for analytical thought to keep
track of all the sequences of interactions. Difficulty
turns into impossibility for systems where circular
chains of cause and effect are common i.e. where the
effects of an object on other objects eventually feedback
to impact on the original object itself.
As a consequence, analytical/rational thinking enables
us to understand and manipulate only those aspects of
reality that are mechanistic and relatively simple.
Unfortunately, most of the natural world is not simple
and analysable. As a consequence, mental models built
with analytical/rational thinking cannot adequately
reflect most of reality, the majority of which is complex
and ceaselessly changing17.
Consistent with these limitations, science based on analytical/rational thinking has been very poor at understanding our complex social and economic systems and
enabling us to manage them effectively. Scientific psychology has provided only simple and trivial insights
into how our minds actually work. And the mismatch
between linear, scientific thinking and the complex
ecosystems that constitute our natural environment is
threatening our existence: scientific ecology has
proven unable to understand and predict the complex impacts of our actions on the natural world.
The first major step towards building complex mental models that can handle the complexity of much
of the real world is to be able to dis-engage from
analytical/rational thinking and see it as object.
This in turn enables an individual to see the limitations of analytic thinking and how they can be
overcome. It enables the identification of those
aspects of reality that are left out by reductionist,
linear thought. Individuals can then freely move
dis-engaged attention to aspects of reality that
are missed by analytical thought, thereby
enabling the recruitment of resources to build
mental models of those aspects18.
Furthermore, complex thinking requires access
to pattern-recognition capacities and intuitional
resources that are capable of building mental
representations of complex processes. The ability
to dis-engage from analytical/rational thinking is
also the first step towards developing this capacity. It enables an individual mentally to stand outside their thinking, and give their thinking only
bare attention. This in turn frees the limited
bandwidth of conscious attention to recruit other
resources that are more effective for building mental models of complex reality. These include intuition and pattern-recognition capabilities19.
Meta-systemic wisdom is far more effective than
analytical thinking at achieving goals in complex
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circumstances in all areas of human existence,
including family relations, politics, social issues,
environmental challenges, economic crises, and so
on. However, it is the advantages that it provides
to business executives that are likely to be a major
factor in spreading the capacity rapidly across
modern societies. Any innovation that provides a
competitive edge for business will rapidly attract
interest, resources and funding. For all its failings, our economic system can be very effective
at finding and amplifying innovations that
assist corporations and other businesses to
achieve their goals. And it is clear that metasystemic wisdom can provide a strong competitive advantage: the business conditions encountered by senior executives in major corporations
are already demanding that they develop effective mental models of their complex, everchanging business environments. Very few executives can yet meet these demands. Nearly all
are floundering and failing. They are flying by
the seats of their pants and pretending that they
know what they are doing. In these circumstances, once some businesses discover that their
executives can be trained and coached in complex
thinking, their competitors will have to quickly
follow suit or be left behind. In this way our economic system can drive the spread of the new level
of thinking that is needed to overcome the problems that the economic system has helped create and
has often exacerbated.
If human societies are also to be capable of building
models that they can use to identify the actions that
will enable them to achieve evolutionary goals, they
too will need to develop a capacity for meta-systemic
wisdom. In order to do this, they will need to contain
sufficient numbers of individuals and artificial intelligences that have this capacity. Once humanity forms a
unified and cooperative global society, these meta-systemic thinkers will operate collectively as a global consciousness. Metaphorically, enlightened individuals who
have developed a capacity for meta-systemic wisdom can
become cells in the brain of the planetary society20.
Once sufficient numbers of these advanced individuals
have emerged to control the planetary society, they will
propel the society into an extensive period of self-development and individuation21. To guide its development,
the global society will build models of its future evolutionary potentials. It will develop the capacity to use
these models to adapt itself both internally and externally. And in order to implement the actions and
plans identified by its models, the global society will
develop the ability to adapt coherently as a whole.
In particular the global society will develop the
capacity to move, to expand its scale to that of the
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solar system and then to the galaxy and beyond, to
remodel its physical environment, to have physical
impacts on events outside itself, to form intentions,
to establish projects and long-term objectives for the
organization, to communicate and interact with any
other living processes that it encounters, to amalgamate with other societies of living processes to form
larger-scale cooperative organizations, and to do any
other thing that might advance the evolutionary
process in the future.
The development by the global society of a capacity to
act, adapt and relate as a coherent whole would be a
very significant step in the evolution of life on this
planet. It would mean that life on Earth could speak
with one voice. For the first time, there will be an entity that is at the same level as other planetary and transplanetary societies. At last an entity will exist that other
planetary societies can relate to without fear of distorting our development.
If life on Earth develops itself to this level, the universe will benefit from the unique perspectives, passions and talents that Earth life can bring to it. Just as
each of us has the potential to be a cell in the brain of
the planet, humanity can become a cell in the brain
of the universe. A whole new universe of possibilities will open up to humanity.
conclusion

The acquisition of capacities enabled by enlightenment such as self-evolution and meta-systemic wisdom is likely to be critically important for all sentient organisms and their organizations wherever
they evolve in the universe. All sentient organisms will need to free themselves from the constraints of their biological and social past so that
they can serve the interests of current and future
evolution. They will need to be able to selfevolve so that they can re-make and adapt all
psychological and other aspects of themselves as
external evolutionary circumstances change.
And as sentient organisms develop higher intelligence, they will need to use it to revise and
enhance their existing adaptations that were
originally developed with lower levels of intelligence. All sentient organisms will also need to
overcome the limitations of analytical/rational
thought (analytical thinking is always likely to
emerge first before more complex forms of
thought because of its relative simplicity). This is
because the overwhelmingly majority of naturally
occurring phenomenon are complex and cannot
be modelled adequately by analytical/rational
thinking. Many of the structures and processes on
this planet that are mechanistic enough to be
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understood by analytical/rational thinking have
been constructed and designed by humans who are
limited to analytical/rational thought.
Fortunately for life on this planet, the religious
and spiritual traditions contain extensive knowledge about enlightenment. The traditions have
passed down across many generations various
practices and other techniques that individuals
can use to work on themselves to attain enlightenment (arguably the story of Noah’s Ark can
be seen as an allegory about passing on these
techniques through isolated monasteries [Arks]
in the face of almost continual warfare [the
deluge])22. Many of the practices developed by
the traditions use techniques such as meditation which typically incorporate a common
process: they require the individual to practice
dis-engaging from and letting go of thoughts
and emotions so that they can become objects
of consciousness23.
However, it is worth emphasizing here that the
attainment of ‘classical’ enlightenment alone does
not provide an individual with the capacities for
self-evolution and meta-systemic wisdom. It
greatly facilitates their development, but is not
itself sufficient to establish them. Nearly all
approaches to attaining enlightenment include
techniques for the development of capacities for disidentification and for freedom from control by
thought, emotions and desires. But few go on to provide detailed guidance about how these capacities can
be used to re-make one’s self psychologically in order
to be more effective in the material world. They rarely
focus on the development of self-mastery for the specific purpose of enhancing an individual’s capacities to
actively intervene in human affairs in order to control
them. The emphasis of the traditions is mostly on communion rather than agency, and their ultimate goals are
often ‘other worldly’. Furthermore, no traditions that I
know of go on to advocate that individuals should
remake themselves psychologically for the specific purpose of aligning their goals with the evolutionary interests of humanity. Classical enlightenment is an important step towards the development of capacities that are
needed to actively advance the evolutionary process. But
from an evolutionary perspective, classical enlightenment is a means to an end, not an end in itself24.
It is clear why the versions of enlightenment that have
survived until the present are not ones that promote
the development of self-mastery and its use to influence worldly affairs. Versions that produced enlightened self-mastery would be likely to be a threat to
ruling powers and would be suppressed by rulers
who did not have access to them. And the strategy
of aligning with a winning side would be unlikely
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