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Our greatest ideas come to us in silence and solitude, where the whisper

of intuition can only be discerned above the shout of intellect and the raucousness of reason. 

                                                                   Elaine Creasman

Abstract:    This paper describes the possibilities that exist for transformative learning as one gains access to his or her internal sources of knowledge.  This knowledge often presents itself as intuition, which comes to us metaphorically in the form of symbol and imagery.  Emergent knowledge is discussed through the understanding and interpretation of dreams both individually and collectively.   Experiential painting, a method of unearthing holistic (encompassing cognitive, affective and spiritual)  knowing  through focus on process rather than product is also described.  Tapping into these hidden dimensions of knowing can promote transformational learning through self-knowledge, lead to informed decision making and promote personal and global healing.

Transformative learning has gained considerable attention in adult and higher education over the last two decades.  Mezirow described perspective transformation as

. . . the process of becoming critically aware of how and why our assumptions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand and feel about our world; changing these structures of habitual expectation to make possible a more inclusive, discriminating, and integrative perspective; and, finally, making choices or otherwise acting upon these new understandings.  (1991, p.  167)  

This concept of perspective transformation has had a tremendous influence on how we understand adult learning and change; however this definition also implies that transformation is a rational process of critically reflecting on one’s assumptions to expose and change distorted meanings. Sometimes the information that we need to solve problems or to work toward transforming self and the world in which we live lies just beyond our reach.  Opportunities for transformative learning are available to us but are often veiled or hidden.  We can access this hidden knowledge by paying attention to imagery that present themselves through dreams and other creative and intuitive processes such as metaphor, story, art, dance, poetry, photography, meditation and quiet contemplation. 

According to Mezirow (1991) we learn through the consensual validation of our ideas and presuppositions.  When these ideas and presuppositions emerge as imagery from dreams or the unconscious mind, they are often dismissed as fantasy that cannot be validated through rational means. Building on Mezirow’s seminal work, others have more recently explored other than rational means of transformative learning.  For example, Dirkx (2001) (building on the work of Hillman, Heron and Chodorow) discusses the role of emotion and symbolic meaning.  Paying attention to the images that present themselves  is a way of connecting inner self to the outer world. Dirkx uses the term “extrarational” (p. 64) to connote meaning that extends beyond what can be explained in rational ways.  Rather than “non-rational” which describes the phenomenon by naming what it isn’t, extrarational, like “extraordinary” implies something greater than itself.  It takes us to the edge of what is known and beyond. Imagery almost always provokes an emotional response.  “Emotionally charged images, evoked through the contexts of adult learning, provide the opportunity for a more profound access to the world by inviting a deeper understanding of ourselves in relationship with it.” (Dirkx, 2001 p. 64)

 Shilling suggests that various art forms as “the voices of the past as they speak through us” (2002, p. 153) can be used in indigenous education to help people heal from colonization.  Dreams and the expressive arts provide a mechanism to tap into intergenerational knowledge to promote personal and collective transformation.  

This paper explores transformational learning that can occur as we gain access to inner wisdom and imagery that comes from the deepest recesses our soul.   There are many ways to tap into this unconscious wisdom. The paper highlights the potential for transformative learning through two doorways:  attending to dreams, and through a process of spontaneous or experiential painting.

Dreamwork 

Dreams are a great source of knowledge within each of us, yet this knowledge is often ignored or dismissed as too fanciful to be given serious attention.  Many people claim they do not dream or cannot remember their dreams.  I believe this knowledge is accessible to all of us if we learn to tune in and pay attention.

According to Delaney (1991) dreams are always expressed in metaphor and exist to reveal unconscious thoughts.  Hobson (1991) informs us that certain brain cells are shut down during REM sleep.  During this period there is a loss of self-reflective awareness, critical judgment, and linear logic. As a result one is free to become totally self involved.  Rational voices become quiet, wild and unbelievable events are not censored out, and analogical thinking through symbol and metaphor increases.  Hillman (1979) believes that in order to be fully attentive to our dreams “we must sever the link with the dayworld” (p. 13)  meaning we must act as if our rational waking life does not exist. As Hillman describes, “….because dreaming is imaging, our instrument for undistorted listening can only be the imagination.”  (p. 55) Capturing the knowledge and wisdom that becomes available during this process can enhance transformational learning.  

While Hillman (1979) advances a phenomenological perspective of seeing the dream as we actually experience it, others believe that individuals who engage in dream interpretation work often find it helpful in healing from trauma, becoming more self-aware and improving the quality of life.  Signell, (1990) a Jungian analyst, believes that working with female archetypes can assist women to find insights into their own dreams.  She has discovered that these insights cannot only help women to resolve their own problems but can help others as well through discovering universal patterns and themes; what Jung referred to as the collective unconscious.  Some dreamwork theorists such as Taylor (1992) have even used dreamwork in groups to work toward social transformation.  An example of this is the work he did with community volunteers on unlearning racism and engaging in non-violent social action.

Experiential Painting

Dreamwork is not the only way to surface unconscious wisdom.   Lawrence and others (2005) have discussed how knowledge can be constructed through artistic expression in ways that cannot occur through rational means.  Cassou and Cubley (1995) developed a process called “The Painting Experience” where people spontaneously and creatively allow imagery to emerge from deep within.  The focus is on the process of painting with little or no regard to the outcome. There are no rules or expectations.  The authors advise: 

If you feel tense in front of your paper, put a generous amount of paint on a brush and scribble.  It is a pure action that serves to open up the movement of the arm and hand.  Painting without caring about the result stimulates new energies within and prepares the ground for the next step. (p. 28)  

Freed from the need to do something artistic, people can experience the transformative power of the imagery.  

Lipsett (2002) uses a similar method of what she calls “spontaneous painting” to deepen connections between humans and the earth and to create a sacred space for planetary healing.   In order for hidden knowledge to be revealed through this painting process one must be willing to let go of ego or self.  According to photographer Freeman Patterson (1989) “preoccupation with self is the greatest barrier to seeing” p. 9.  Letting go of self or the need to create something in a certain way frees us to fully  express what is present.  This expression has both emotional and spiritual dimensions.

Personal Stories


The remainder of this paper illustrates the hidden dimensions of transformative learning through the lived experiences of two women, Michele and Suzanne (pseudonyms). Michele has been working with dreams personally and professionally for a number of years.  Suzanne is a visual artist who practices experiential painting.

Inner Wisdom and Decision Making 

Dreams can be a source of inner wisdom that can assist with decision making when one is experiencing a major life transition.  At midlife, Michele found herself in a troubled marriage with three teenaged children.  While part of her knew it was time to leave the relationship, influences from her strict upbringing were weighing on her.  The unspoken voices of her family were telling her she should stay and work things out no matter what.  Michele starting paying attention to her dreams.  She noticed that she was having recurring dreams about houses in disrepair or with missing parts.  She realized that the houses were symbols for her disintegrating marriage.  At the same time she also had dreams about building and remodeling. These dreams told her that something positive was emerging and they affirmed her decision to leave the marriage and move on.  Soon she began dreaming of hotels as states of transition.  Michele described her dreams as “her own inner therapist” leading her and showing her that she had her own inner resources to make good decisions.  She realized that she did not need others to tell her what was right or wrong.

Suzanne, finds this inner wisdom through the symbols and imagery that appear in her painting, particularly spontaneous painting with no agenda.   She described a time when she was in a difficult living and working situation and “on the verge of burnout.” At this time she was taking a course on spirituality.  A mentor encouraged her to paint over the Spring break as a way to relieve her stress and achieve more balance in her life.  Suzanne decided to paint images that had come to her in prayer and through journaling.  The painting, which she later called Light out of Darkness helped her to shift her perspective on the direction her life was headed.  In Suzanne’s words:

Art is a way of seeing my soul that I didn’t have words for or wasn’t aware of it in my left brain, in my linear way of thinking.  It frees up a wisdom of symbol and image that’s deeper than thinking.  And out it comes in front of you so you can begin to dialogue with it.  You can begin to see what is going on within you that is deeper than you realize.  Each of us might have a symbolic language such as in dreams and in our subconscious, and it’s a way of getting to know your own symbolic language.

Self –Knowledge; Growth and Development

Symbolic imagery that emerges thorough experiential painting and through dreams can promote transformation as we begin to see ourselves in new and different ways; thus imagining new possibilities and ways of being.  Suzanne grew up with a mother who was very assertive.  By contrast, Suzanne learned to not stand up for her own beliefs, preferring to avoid conflict at all costs.  After her mother died, Suzanne became aware of images that were surfacing in her painting.  “ I’m holding the Earth and she [my mother] is holding me as I hold the Earth.  I can feel her support in a way that I never did.  It’s deepening”.  As she sensed her mother’s presence and support through her painting, Suzanne felt freer to be more assertive about what was really important to her.

Michele found that her dreams helped to envision new career options.  She had recently started teaching adults for the first time.  She began to have dreams in which she was teaching but had forgotten her notes.  In her dreams Michele was very confident and self-assured.  The dream images translated into a waking confidence, which challenged her inner-critic that said “you can’t do this”.  Working with dreams helped Michele to get in touch with her gifts, to accept her imperfections and to recognize how much power she really had, allowing her to be successful in her career transition.

Personal and Global Healing

Dreams can be a vehicle for getting in touch with emotions that are beneath the conscious level that are often threatening or perceived to be taboo in one’s culture.  Michele’s children blamed her for her divorce.  One son would not talk to her for a year.  Michele found that her dreams were a place where she could express her own anger that she did not feel she had permission to express in waking life.  In her dreams she safely expressed anger at her children for not supporting her decision.  This awareness transformed her perspective on the situation, which allowed her to give them the space to work through their pain in their own time.  “Dreams always keep me honest”,  said Michele.  “I become more aware of emotions, especially anger and frustration that I may not be in touch with in waking life”.

Painting is another way to become aware of and release strong emotion. Through painting we can allow ourselves to express feelings that we may not feel comfortable expressing or may not have the language to put into words.   Suzanne discovered that painting was away to help her deal with the pain and horror over the destruction of the Earth. “On paper I can allow myself to express the terror or the compassion…. I am a child of the universe.  I am participating in the evolution.  If we are going to have a mindchange we need to learn to live in a different way.  I realized this through my painting.”

Lipsett (2002)  also found that painting allowed her to strengthen her connection with the Earth.

Spontaneous painting over time nurtures our wildly Earthy aspects and opens our hearts and minds to all Earth beings.  By emptying ourselves out, we create space to let nature in.  We become one with the wild and spontaneous life force and learn a new way of listening.  We co-create sustainable guiding visions, honor the earth with our authentic creations, and find ourselves on speaking terms with the Earth once again. (p.216).

Collaborative Learning

Exploring imagery through dreams and experiential painting can have the power to be transformative for the individual.  Working with the images in a group can be even more powerful due to the synergy that occurs when the experience is shared in a group context.  Dream circles are a way for people to share and get feedback on their dreams.  Often other people can see images in the dream that suggest new ways of viewing the dream and new insights for the dreamer. Mezirow (1996) stated “We make meaning by projecting images and symbolic models, meaning schemes based upon prior learning, onto our sensory experiences and imaginatively use analogies to interpret new experiences” (p.162).  These experiences often come into our awareness through our dreams.  In previous research (Lawrence, 1996) I discussed how sharing experiences in group contexts often helps people to see the connections between their experiences and that of others;  assisting  them in coming to new understandings and new perspectives.  Gaining access to the experiences of others through the sharing of dreams in a dialogical process can deepen our understanding of our own experience and can have profound impact on how we live in the world.

Jeremy Taylor (1992) organized a group of white social activists in the San Francisco Bay area in a project aimed at combating racism in the community.  While the activists appeared to be deeply committed to the cause, they actually ended up alienating and causing resentment among the black community members due to unconscious internalized racist attitudes and behaviors.  Recognizing that a connection existed between individual emotions and the larger social patterns associated with racism, Taylor involved the group in sharing their dreams.  “Having failed to accept aspects of ourselves, it became inevitable that we would project these unacceptable internal energies outward in a systemic pattern of unconscious racism” (p. 186).    Dreamwork surfaced these unconscious racist attitudes and group dialogue opened up a deeper exploration of peoples’ fear and pain.  This awareness translated into the activists changing their external behavior, which allowed them to work more effectively with the black community on combating racism. 

Experiential painting also has more transformative potential in group settings. Suzanne conducts painting retreats and holds monthly sessions for interested individuals simply called “Come and Paint.”  The group starts with a brief meditation inviting members to open their mind, heart and soul and then to let go or surrender to whatever occurs. The group paints in silence for several hours.  At the end of the session people share their experience, and if they choose, their artwork,  As in the dream circle, opportunities to explore the imagery through the synergistic dimensions of group work often lead to greater knowing.  

Conclusions:  Learning to Float

Tapping into unconscious knowledge and wisdom can be a way to promote transformative learning.  This learning is both individual and collective.   It can inform decision making, result in greater self-knowledge, and facilitate personal and global healing.  People experiencing a major life transition often feel lost and confused.  It is as if one has swum away from shore without knowing how far it is to the other side.  Panic may set in as one realizes there is no anchor or source of stability. It is too far to turn back, yet the destination is uncertain.  There is great temptation to hitch a ride on the first passing boat, simply going along and ending up wherever it lands.  However, there is another alternative.  One can simply turn over and back float, allowing one’s body and mind to relax, giving space for images and ideas to bubble up from those hidden dimensions of consciousness.  If one is fully awake and paying attention, new directions and opportunities can emerge allowing one to move to the next phase of life with intention. 
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