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A (Very) Brief Introduction to Spiral Dynamics 

People and societies universally follow certain patterns of psychological development. Spiral 
Dynamics is a useful model of a four-quadrant developmental states based on the work of Dr. 
Clare Graves.  His approach can be summed up as follows: 

Briefly, what I am proposing is that the psychology of the mature human being is an 
unfolding, emergent, oscillating, spiraling process marked by progressive subordination 
of older, lower-order behavior systems to newer, higher-order systems as an individual’s 
existential problems change.  Each successive stage, wave, or level of existence is a state 
through which people pass on their way to other states of being.  When the human is 
centralized in one state of existence, he or she has a psychology which is particular to that 
state.  His or her feelings, motivations, ethics and values, biochemistry, degree of 
neurological activation, learning system, belief systems, conception of mental health, 
ideas as to what mental illness is and how it should be treated, conceptions of and 
preferences for management, education, economics, and political theory and practice are 
all appropriate to that state.i 

Drs. Don Beck and Christopher Cowan expanded Graves’ groundbreaking theories into a system 
called Spiral Dynamicsii.  This looks at human and social development through eight levels called 
“value memes” or inherent organizing structure that describe the interlocking development of 
psychology, social structure, religion and science/technology at different levels of consciousness.   

Dr. Graves postulated that the basic evolution of societies can be seen as a spiral, indicating that 
there is no upper limit to development, and that there is value in every level of the spiral.  Each 
stage or ‘fulcrum’ transcends and includes the previous stage.  Each stage also offers a distinct 
contrast with its immediate predecessor, so that the stages alternate between ‘warm’ and ‘cool’ 
values, and between an individualist and relationship-based focus.   

To change from one level to another depends on a society becoming uncomfortable with its 
center of gravity.  New ideas come to a handful of people, who are persecuted until a larger 
segment of the population accepts the new values or structures.  There is always a period of 
confusion then a rapid realignment to the new level.  Typically, the more conservative portions 
of a given society hang on to the existing level while increasing numbers choose the new level of 
development.  The closer the society is to a change in the center of gravity, the more intense will 
be the conflict between the old ways and the new.   

The table below gives the briefest possible exposition of the different tiers explored by Spiral 
Dynamics.  The third column identifies each level using Graves’ original lettering system.  This 
was devised to remove the possibly negative charge associated with more descriptive titles for 
each level.  Also, please note that the colors have been assigned arbitrarily;  they do not have 
cultural significance apart from being ‘warm’ (beige, red, orange) or ‘cool’ (purple, blue, green). 
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SPIRAL DYNAMICS:  Psychological/social/developmental levels, first tieriii 

Level  Life Conditions  Brain/Mind Coping Capacities 

BEIGE State of nature and biological urges 
and drives:  physical senses dictate the 
state of being. 

A:N Survival instincts and reflexes;  automatic 
(unthink-ing or unconscious) existence; 
Example:  babies, survival bands 

PURPLE Threatening, full of mysterious 
powers and spirit beings that must be 
placated and appeased. 

B:O Animistic:  according to tradition/ritual 
ways of group:  tribal or village-based. 
Example:  ethnic tribes 

RED A jungle where the tough/strong 
prevail, the weak serve;  nature is an 
adversary to be conquered. 

C:P Egocentric:  asserting self for dominance, 
conquest and power;  exploitative;   
Example:  heroes of Greek myths 

BLUE Controlled by Higher Power that 
punishes evil, eventually rewarding 
good works and righteous living.  

D:Q Absolutist:  obediently as higher authority 
and rules/rulers direct; conforming;  guilt. 
Examples:  Marines, Catholic Church 

ORANGE Rational/scientific resources to 
develop and opportunities to make 
things better and bring prosperity 

E:R Multiplistic pragmatism to achieve results 
and get ahead;  test options; maneuver, 
bend rules:  e.g.,  Stock Market, Cold War 

GREEN Networking paradigm:  habitat where 
humanity finds love and purpose 
through connection and sharing;   

F:S Rluid/relativistic;  primarily responding to 
human needs;  relationship-based;  con-
sensual;  Example:  Liberation theology 

 

From the subjective sensitivity of the green meme, we make a major leap into the second tier of 
value memes.  With second-tier thinking, we become aware for the first time of the interior 
stages of development, and therefore begin to appreciate how important it is for each earlier 
level to express in a healthy way, at its current place in the spiral (rather than seeing every earlier 
level as flawed or undeveloped, and therefore wrong.) 

SPIRAL DYNAMICS:  Psychological/social/developmental levels, second tier 

YELLOW Chaotic organism where change is 
the norm and uncertainty is an 
acceptable state of being;  E.g., 
hierarchies of excellence 

G:T Systemic:  functional;  integrative; 
interdependent;  existential;  flexible; 
questioning; accepting. 
Examples:  HUB, integral groups 

TURQUOISE A delicately balanced system of 
interlocking forces in jeopardy at 
humanity’s hands;  chaordic (an 
evolved mixture of chaos+order) 

H:U Holistic:  experiential:  transpersonal; 
collective consciousness; collabora-tive; 
interconnected;  leading through levels 
of excellence;  e.g.,  holistic meshworks 
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In the industrialized West, we find it easiest to appreciate the worldview or psycho-social 
development of the ‘blue’ level four, ‘orange’ level five, and ‘green’ level six.  Simplistic examples 
in the US might include conservative Christians modeling the “rules and roles” of the ‘blue’ level;  
‘orange’ is most easily seen in the industrial and scientific sectors, or individualist, achievement-
based groups such as the Stock Exchange. ‘Green’ groups include climate-change protest 
movements or internet junkies, both of which rely on consensus and relationship rather than  
(either) blue dominator hierarchies, or the ‘orange’ status markers of power and money.  ‘  

Spiral Dynamics also demonstrates exactly why level 4 religions (rules and roles) do not appeal 
to level 5 rationalists or level 6 networkers.  Level 5 scientists dislike what they see as the 
irrationality of level 4;  also, they like to bend the rules for their personal benefit, so the ‘codes’ 
of level 4 feel intensely confining.  On the other hand, level 6’s focus on inclusiveness and 
relationship makes them allergic to domination hierarchies and especially guilt – which the value 
level 4 uses most frequently to keep everyone in their proper position.  Level 4 tends to find level 
5 decadent and irreligious, and level 6 horribly undisciplined.   

Most people and societies pass through these developmental stages on their way to maturity;  at 
the same time, because (in healthy individuals) each transcends and includes all earlier levels, 
these eight levels are permanently available and can be activated under the right or appropriate 
conditions.  A grown man may have his center of gravity in the orange meme of rationality, 
technology, or scientific achievement, yet under stress, he may revert to the security of some 
code of honor he learned in church or the Marines (blue meme), or to the temper tantrums of 
the red meme.   

Societies and groups on the same level will have some sort of respect or recognition of each 
other.  For instance, at the red level, ethnocentric individuals or countries see each other as allies 
(if sufficiently similar) or enemies (if even slightly different).  The followers of “blue” codes – 
Crusading knights, for instance – were capable of respect for their opposing numbers, with each 
side expecting the other to adhere to knightly codes of honor.  At our own mostly orange level, 
even the most vicious inside trader (or politician) will have grudging respect for a successful rival.   

Further, both individuals and groups naturally expect all others to operate from the same motives 
and according to the same values, because only their own level is considered truly valid.  Higher 
levels see the lower as dissolute and limited;  the lower don’t truly see the higher levels at all.  
Thus the British empire (blue) sincerely felt called upon to bring civilization to the natives 
(purple/red), without even noticing that indigenous peoples had developed harmonious and 
creative ways of life.  Within the last century, the US has been known to force other societies to 
accept essentially orange economic and political regimes that bear no relationship to the existing 
local frameworks.  The recipient societies are seen as uncivilized or ungrateful when resisting 
what they perceive as imperialist (blue) or commercial (orange) oppression.   
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In general, none of these memes can truly see or appreciate any of the others, and will lash out 
when challenged, at least within the first tier.  That is, the egocentric feudalists of the red meme 
are unable to comprehend the passion for order and structure found at blue or the crude 
‘magical’ superstitions of purple.  Rule-based blues despise the impulsiveness of reds, and also 
the ‘godless’ individualism of those who have moved to orange.  Likewise, those who are living 
in the orange, industrialized, meme, find earlier blue memes irrationally rigid and the red cultures 
uncivilized, incomprehensible and barbaric.  Greens find the orange meme selfish, blues absurdly 
rule-bound, and reds arrogant and absurd.  No one believes a lower meme to be justified.  

Every person who has reached blue, orange, green or beyond started with beige, purple, and red 
levels.  Every baby, without exception, starts in beige or survival mode, and progresses through 
purple (‘terrible twos’), red (4-5 year olds showing off), and blue (gangs and adventures).  As 
integrated adults we sometimes get exasperated with the rigidity of ten-year-olds who are 
exploring ‘blue’ rules and roles;  that in turn seems mild in comparison with the  bloody-minded 
rebellion (or striving for individuality) of the teenage years.  With luck, in our twenties we pull 
ourselves together and head for the high side of the ‘orange’ level, and get involved in some kind 
of productive work and individual achievement.  On a good day, we love our children just as much 
at each level, although we sometimes wish they would grow up a bit faster.  Many people end 
up stuck at one level of another;  we can see this when otherwise successful executives throw 
temper tantrums when they don’t get their way! 

Having experienced earlier levels, we can bring in their value memes as appropriate.  For a 
networking ‘green’, sometimes the discipline of the ‘blue’ level is required to finish a project, or 
where the rationality of ‘orange’ is needed to do research.  It’s important for us to respect the 
more basic social forms, seeing the goodness and vitality of levels/memes that are appropriate 
to various life stages.  We don’t judge children as deficient because they do not care for poetry;  
we are happy to see them healthy as they develop.  This is not to say that people still in the beige, 
purple or red memes are sub-human – far from it!  Yet traditionally, that is precisely how those 
who have moved into blue, orange and green have treated those at earlier levels.  In general, we 
can reach higher levels in a leap of understanding, but usually cannot stay there until we have 
learned our way to the next step on the ladder – that is, achieving a new center of gravity.  

Furthermore, every stage in the spiral faces and in fact creates its own characteristic problems as 
it transcends and includes earlier levels: 

As the higher stages of consciousness emerge and develop, they themselves include 
the basic components of the earlier worldview, then add their own new and more 
differentiated perceptions.  They transcend and include;  because they are more 
inclusive, they are more adequate.  So it’s not that the earlier worldview is totally 
wrong and the new worldview is totally right.  The earlier one was adequate, the new 
one is more adequate.  If it’s not more adequate, then it won’t be selected by 
evolution, it won’t catch the currents of the Kosmos… 
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Of course, this doesn’t mean that a “higher” worldview is without its own problems – 
just the contrary.  Wherever there is the possibility of transcendence, there is by the 
very same token the possibility of repression.  The higher might not just transcend and 
include, it might transcend and repress, exclude, alienate, dissociate.iv 

The way we move from one developmental level to another, as individuals or as societies, is 
through a process of discomfort and problem-solving.  We see the drawbacks of the current, 
lower level… seek to solve its problems… and gradually detach the foot on the lower rung so that 
we can start to step up on the higher rung.  Even as we do this, the new worldview we are 
constructing so laboriously comes complete with its own characteristic problems that will 
eventually cause us to bootstrap our way up the next rung, and the next, and the next.   

Within this stage of rationality, we have made enormous strides in understanding and organiz-
ing the physical world.  The separation allowed by the Enlightenment allowed the arts, sciences 
and philosophy/psychology to bloom and expand beautifully.  Of course, we are now close to the 
end of our resources, and have created problems that can only be solved if move to the next 
level.  The single most challenging of those problems, in my opinion, is the idolization of reason 
itself and the consequent perception that only the quantifiable is real or significant.  Clearly, as a 
society, it is time to re-integrate quality awareness and the interior/subjective aspects of how we 
are to live in greater harmony and balance – with each other, and with the planet.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i.  Quoted in Ken Wilber, Collected Works, volume 7, Introduction, page 6. 

ii.  Ibid, pages 7–14. 

iii.  Chart adapted from the Spiral Dynamics website www.spiraldynamics.com;  this website provides 
access to the separate organizations headed by Don Beck (Spiral Dynamics Integral) and Chris 
Cowan and Natasha Todorovic (Spiral Dynamics / Graves). 

iv.  Ken Wilber, A Brief History of Everything, Shambhala 1996, page 99. 

																																																								


