
Class 4:  Relationships, Spirituality, and Spiral Dynamics 

The Warning Label on the Teaching 

The Graves model is not a typology of people. It is a way of describing the organization of 

values into the worldview a person might be (mostly) adopting. Remember that Graves 

distinguished three stages for each level: entering, nodal, and exiting, and in addition he 

identified two stages of transition: first with the prior level still dominant and then second when 

the new level dominates. Furthermore, people may be at different levels of existence for 

different aspects of their lives: at work, with their family, in sports or in public life. They may 

not even be aware of the differences. And finally, Graves believed that even in the nodal 

(central) stage of a level a person is only really operating from that level 75% of the time; the 

rest of the time the previous level or even the next level are evident. There is also a distinction 

between whether the person holds those values in a closed or open way, meaning whether 

they have a fixed or rigid perspective or one that is more open and curious about alternative  

perspectives.  

On Relationships  

I think something unrecognized in the Spiral Dynamics teachings as I received them, and in The 

Neverending Quest, is the role of relationships in both maintaining our value systems and in 

transforming from one level to another. Why is this so? Most of the people who have been 

promoting or teaching Spiral Dynamics seem to be operating from either a blue or orange 

perspective. They either find the structure of the model appealing for its sequential, 

evolutionary stages (Ken Wilber), reflecting their blue level values, or they are attracted by the 

orange level potential for teaching, learning, and self-improvement it promises (Don Beck). 

Most often (but not always) we change in the context of relationships. There are many reasons 

for this. First of all, relationships have the capacity to reveal the inadequacies of our coping 

mechanisms, our conditioning. This often sets up the dissonance that is part of the change 

process. Relationships can either precipitate or support the drop into the gamma trough of 

hopelessness, head-banging frustration, and despair. Relationships are also the foil for our 

emergence, newly energized, in the delta stage, and relationships can foster or hinder the 

establishment at the new level. In every stage of the change process we need to ask ourselves 

whether we are creating barriers or support for the process the other person or the group is 

engaging in.  

However, our relationships can also maintain us in a given value structure. They may help us 

ignore or discount the dissonance that signals change is needed, the change either internally or 

in life conditions that will enable us to adapt and thrive. They may act as ballast when we are 

rocked by the change around us. This is not necessarily a bad thing. To be blown about by 

every wind is as maladaptive as to stay stuck when change is required. So relationships can 

serve as a kind of reality check, or they may serve to confirm our delusions. It is a matter of 

discernment to be able to recognize how relationships are functioning for a particular person or 

group.  
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One thing is certain: without relationships we are really adrift on an endless sea. We need each 

other, no matter how challenging those relationships may be. Consider a man working in a 

corporation that is strongly established in blue level values. If his wife is strongly oriented 

toward orange level values, she will be encouraging him to express his own ideas, to ask for a 

raise, to strike out on his own and start his own business. Depending on his readiness, this 

may be a source of conflict between them, or the encouragement he might need to make a 

transition out of blue and into orange. If she understands the change process, she will realize 

what an enormous shift this is, and how likely it is that he will go through a time of confusion, 

doubt and identity crisis before gaining insight about how to live in that new way. She can 

either be a support or a hindrance in that process.  

Alternatively, consider a marriage between two people who share blue-level values. Their 

worldview is amplified and confirmed by each other. The potential for transformational change 

is more likely to depend on crisis or catastrophic external life conditions, because the 

relationship continues to confirm the established inner value structures.  

The same kind of patterns can be observed at other levels: relationships provide the context 

within which our value systems are affirmed, challenged, or evolved. When we come into 

spiritual practice, often we are inspired by the examples of teachers or spiritual friends who 

seem to be living on a different plane, with entirely different value systems. A safe spiritual 

container offers the opportunity to explore and experiment with new perspectives, based on 

relationships with a shared aspiration. In the context of deep work with a teacher and spiritual 

community, enormous transformational changes are possible, and those changes can be 

supported and cultivated until a person or a group feels established in a new value system.  

Relationships themselves are also characterized by Graves’ levels of existence. I’ve made an 

attempt to describe some of these qualities of relationships at each level. Of course 

relationships are a dynamic accomplishment of two or more people, so they are somewhat (but 

not entirely!) dependent on the value systems of their participants.  

The Spiritual Path 

I believe there is a spiritual dimension to existence for both individuals and groups that is well 

described by Graves’ model. Cowan and Todorovic argued against applying the model this way, 

but it is too obviously useful in my opinion. I believe they were reacting against some 

entrepreneurial or self-aggrandizing uses of it by “spiritual” teachers. But spirituality is nothing 

if not a collection of value systems and beliefs about values. They are the glue that holds 

spiritual groups and organizations together, and makes it possible to form communities of 

practice.  

The Spiral Dynamics and Spirituality handout describes possible levels of spiritual existence for 

individuals and groups. We must also attend to the change process, because the spiritual path 

lends itself to transformational change, especially if we do not work too hard to resist it.  

Possibly the transition from blue to orange is the hardest, as it is not only for spiritual evolution 

but other domains as well. There is a shattering of an identity so complete the person cannot 

imagine how to survive without it. The gamma trough is deep and soul-shaking. It is often 

recognized in Buddhism as “Great Doubt,” and in Christianity as “the dark night of the soul.” 

People feel they have lost all connection to a spiritual life, to others, to their God, and even to 
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themselves. They may be lost in despair or even suicidal. So a great deal of care and 

compassion is needed to support someone moving through this transition. It takes a really long 

time. The best kind of support connects them to the concrete reality right around them, and 

continues to reflect back to them that they are not lost to God, or to their path. It is also 

important to help them stay curious about what this spiritual path has in store for them.  

The shift from orange to green can also be a painful one, as it requires a hard look at how the 

self-centered approach to spirituality creates so much damage in oneself and for others, how it 

excludes or dismisses others, creating many inequalities that fall along the lines of race, 

gender, income, social class, and the environment. There the remorse and despair of the 

gamma trough can slide into resentment: “what can I do about all the problems in the world?” 

Before the realization of the power of collective effort provides the insight needed to seek out 

community, the person may feel simply bashed and individually hopeless.  

The transition from green to yellow is a bit milder, I would say, as the last vestiges of self-

righteousness, judgment, and self-blame fall away. Others who do not recycle or work to save 

the environment, for example, are no longer targets of criticism, but simply accepted, even 

while the person may be actively working to protect it. The gamma trough happens when the 

person at green level realizes it is simply not possible to do all that needs to be done to save 

the world. They become overwhelmed and fear they can have no effect on those who are 

actively working toward war, income inequality, pollution, destruction. Not everyone belongs at 

the table of reasonable, peace-loving beings. That cruelty is sometimes not just a product of 

poor upbringing or bad social circumstances, and that greed, hatred, and delusion will be 

forever with us are almost intolerable realizations. The insight comes when the person realizes 

that their path is simply to do what they can; to take care of what is right in front of them and 

let go of the rest. It seems impossible, but immensely liberating.  

The transition from yellow to turquoise arises out of curiosity and aspiration. The worldview of 

flux and flow, networked connections and ephemeral relationships begins to raise the question: 

what am I doing all this for? Is there any deeper meaning or purpose than this rootless way of 

being? What more is out there that I haven’t yet realized? The gamma trough may be a fairly 

temporary experience of the loss of meaning or direction, a flow state that is aimless and 

superficial. The person is ready to go much, much deeper. And this will take work and 

teachings wth someone who has gone there. Someone like a Buddha.  

The Buddha lived and taught in a culture that was in transition from purple and red to blue, in 

terms of Graves' model of existential development. The emerging caste system, the Hindu 

cosmology (itself moving from purple through red—the kama sutra is a great example—to 

blue), the rise of cities and merchant classes, all are symptomatic of that cultural shift. 

Hinduism and the Vedic culture carried a strong blue message in its hierarchy of existential 

levels, with people gradually, lifetime after lifetime through their efforts and merits, rising into 

better stations of life until—finally—attaining liberation through union with Brahman, the 

ultimate “god.” Those who accrued bad karma, or failed to earn merit, were punished by 

reincarnation in lower or more painful forms of existence—in hell realms, or as animals.  

So the Buddha spoke in terms that people in those levels of existence could understand. He 

offered the precepts, the four noble truths, the vinaya as rules and guidelines for the evolution 

of civilized living, where lives could be lived in harmony with each other. But he also spoke past 

the experience of those people of his time, with strong messages for orange level, green level, 

yellow level, turquoise level, and probably beyond. He knew that the teachings he was 
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communicating that were not at the listener’s level would simply go over their heads and 

continue on into the future and the lives of beings at different levels  who could make use of 

them. This is the special rhetorical skill of the great wisdom teachers in all traditions. But in my 

view, the Buddha had by far the vastest, most comprehensive, and richest body of teachings of 

them all. I am in awe of his matchless 45 years of teaching everyone from kings to farmers to 

advanced spiritual teachers of his day, offering instruction ranging across so many fields 

including philosophy, government, spiritual cultivation, marital relations, cosmology and on and 

on.  

We have had many, many great spiritual leaders and teachers, but no one can match him. 


