The Little Prince:  Exploring the roots of wonder
By

Greg Newbold

Why do so many readers across various age-groups, dozens of cultures and hundreds of languages love The Little Prince? I think Robert Kegan’s (1984, 1994) Constructive-Developmental Theory can provide a means to answer this question. As we examine the orders of consciousness displayed by the book’s main characters, and by the author himself, we may find clues to the book’s appeal. It is to be hoped our explorations may unlock a few of the secrets of The Little Prince and even a few of the secrets of the human heart. 
Three voices

There are three core voices in The Little Prince: there is the narrator, plane-crashed in the Sahara and trying to fix his broken engine; there is the little prince, on the run from love and come to Earth on the advice of the geographer on asteroid 330; and there is St Exupéry, the author whose voice is contained in and by the various other voices in the book. In The Evolving Self (1982) and In Over Our Heads (1994), Dr Kegan says those aspects of our self that we cannot objectify, remain hidden from us; they make meaning of us rather than we making meaning out of them. But in the creative act, does an author achieve, unawares, the breakthrough whereby even their blind, subjective selfhood is externalized and objectified on the page? Do authors escape their orders of consciousness in the moment of creation and reach a state where all their structure is available as content? In In Over Our Heads, Dr Kegan sets the framework for engaging with such questions when he writes:  

The root or “deep structure” of any principle of mental organization is the subject-object relationship. “Object” refers to those elements of our knowing or organizing that we can reflect on, handle, look at, be responsible for, relate to each other, take control of, internalize, assimilate, or otherwise operate upon. All of these expressions suggest that the element of knowing is not the whole of us; it is distinct enough for us that we can do something with it.


“Subject” refers to those elements of our knowing or organizing that we are identified with, tied to, fused with, or embedded in. We have object; we are subject. (p.32)

So, examining the author-izing of the author St Exupéry will be one element of this paper. But first I will examine the words and actions of the little prince when he is first presented to us in the book. Then, I will look at how the narrator’s order of consciousness is given form through his utterances, his inner reflections and his evocation of the relationship between him and the little prince. Following that, I will observe how various orders of consciousness play out in the little prince’s relationships with his flower and the fox. This will lead to a reflection upon St Exupéry’s author-izing role and then on to a conclusion about the universal appeal of The Little Prince.
“…an extraordinary little fellow…”
Consider the narrator’s first meeting with the little prince, when he is woken by a voice: 
“Draw me a sheep…” 
I leaped up as if I had been struck by lightning. I rubbed my eyes hard. I stared. And I saw an extraordinary little fellow staring back at me very seriously…When I finally managed to speak I asked him, “But what are you doing here?” And then he repeated, very slowly and very seriously”, “Please… draw me a sheep…” (p.4). 
This brief exchange suggests a strong second order of consciousness in the little prince as he persists in promoting his wish for a sheep. It is reminiscent of any number of elementary school children badgering their parents with, “Please Mom/Dad, can I have an ice-cream/soda/ride on the donkey/Xbox”. 
If the little prince only exhibited second order styles of behavior and meaning-making, we readers might soon grow tired of his refusal to answer the narrator’s questions and his dogged determination to get the narrator to answer his own. However, as the narrator begins to piece together the little prince’s background, we uncover a more complex order of consciousness at work which, while firmly remaining faithful to the expected consciousness of an imperial child, shows strong passages of third order and fourth order subject-object relations. We see this first in the little prince’s comments on baobab eradication and general planet maintenance:

 “It’s a question of discipline,” the little prince told me later on. “When you’ve finished washing and dressing each morning, you must tend your planet. You must be sure to pull up the baobabs regularly, as soon as you can tell them apart from the rosebushes, which they closely resemble when they’re very young. It’s very tedious work, but very easy.


And one day he advised me to do my best to make a beautiful drawing for the edification of the children where I live. “If they travel someday,” he told me, “it could be useful to them. Sometimes there’s no harm in postponing your work until later. But with baobabs, it’s always a catastrophe. I knew one planet that was inhabited by a lazy man. He had neglected three bushes….” (p.16)
At one level, this is the sort of description that a young child will give you about their hygiene routine. Eradicating baobab seedlings stands where brushing one’s teeth, washing behind one’s ears and other basic body-maintenance chores would normally be found – all very concrete, self-focused and second order. However, the little prince is not just doing this planet maintenance for himself. It is clear from the start that he believes he has a responsibility for his planet, that is, for an “other”. Baobab chores are done on behalf of the planet, as is the task of volcano cleaning. He is, in Dr Kegan’s sense, “embedded” in the planet. Further, he thinks there may be other people, specifically children, who would benefit from knowledge of baobab risks. These are the thoughts and actions of a person constructing a world beyond his immediate needs, a world where others are important. But it is only the beginning of the transition. The little prince must suffer the indignity of loving a vain flower and the broken heart that follows, and then be forged anew in the searing love of a fox before he can emerge fully from his second-order condition. 
We will look more closely at the flower and the fox shortly. Right now, we need to establish the narrator’s initial order of consciousness.
The narrator 
The narrator has the misfortune, in the context of the story, to be an adult. Adults are pilloried at the start and throughout the book as blind, blinkered and ignorant of serious matters. They cannot tell a boa constrictor that has swallowed an elephant unless shown the “open” version of the drawing (p.2). They are bewitched by numbers, power, counting and by a range of vices. The narrator thinks it is more important to fix his broken airplane engine than to think deeply about the evolutionary relationship between flowers, their thorns and the tendency of sheep to eat them. In this we witness the self-authoring self at work, relating to the world from the fixed identity of “I, the crashed pilot”. This is the “I” that sets priorities in accordance with what my identity requires to express itself. This is the “I” that expresses the seriousness which children so often remark on in the ways of adults; the “I” that upholds the laws of the land.
However, our narrator learns that his priorities are completely wrong. This learning begins with his blameless ignorance about the relationship the little prince has to a particular flower. In this, as Dr Kegan points out in The Evolving Self (p.89), the little prince is like many small children who will bring an adult in on the second half of a conversation assuming that the first half has been understood. This naïve theory of mind is what gets the narrator, and indeed many adults, into trouble with children. However, with understanding comes the transitioning moment when the narrator steps away from his fixed “crashed pilot” identity to reshape his world and the relationships he has in it. From being powerfully troubled by his broken engine, he is able, upon receiving new information, to alter his behavior:

I dropped my tools. What did I care about my hammer, about my bolt, about thirst and death? There was, on one star, on one planet, on mine, the Earth, a little prince to be consoled! I took him in my arms. I rocked him. I told him, “The flower you love is not in danger … I’ll draw you a muzzle for your sheep… I’ll draw you a fence for your flower… I…” I didn’t know what to say. How clumsy I felt! I didn’t know how to reach him, where to find him… It’s so mysterious, the land of tears. (p.21)
The narrator is able to stand outside his own needs, but could this be nothing more than a simple third order submission to relatedness? It would be so if the narrator’s actions were aimed at providing him with emotional sustenance and security. But it is not for the sake of the narrator that the hammer is dropped and the little prince taken up and consoled. Rather, the narrator is able to consider multiple perspectives and prioritize his actions. In putting the welfare of the little prince ahead of his engine, the narrator even reaches towards fifth order consciousness. He does so by suggesting through his actions that there is a larger framework for action in the world than the one offered by a self-authored self. He, the narrator, can contain both the needs of the little prince and the needs of the pilot-mechanic-narrator and metaphorically take both upon his knee and give them succour.


Throughout the book, we see the narrator shift his ground. The fourth order adult with a plane to fix and a self to save is countered by a fifth order self that can embrace world views without them having to be authored by him. This is the transitional bind – the point where an embedded self-authoring self grinds against the liberating forces of the fifth order that invite the re-inclusion of the world as an author of self. Dr Kegan writes in The Evolving Self: 
“When the institutional balance is threatened we hear about a threat to the self, a concern about the self, the self that has been in control. This is not what we heard from the interpersonal balance under threat, where the concern for oneself is expressed in terms of the other. In the earlier balance we are hearing about a threat to the sense of inclusion; in this balance we are hearing about a threat to the sense of independence, distinctness, agency.” (p.231)

In the case of our narrator, we are witnesses to the negation of threat and the appropriation of opportunity. 
Powerful as the episode of the engine and the sad prince is, our narrator has far earlier shown his fifth order colors to us.  When he wakes up to find a little guy asking to be drawn a sheep, our narrator quickly adjusts to these new conditions. A fourth order, self-authoring self might have held fast to “his reality” and refused to admit little princes into it and thus might have suffered some of the distress which Dr Kegan (1983) says can arise in moments of 4-5 crises: boundary loss, impulse flooding, the experience of not knowing (p.231). But our narrator has advanced some distance across the 4-5 bridge as shown in this response to his first encounter with the little prince:
In the face of an overpowering mystery, you don’t dare disobey. Absurd as it seemed, a thousand miles from all inhabited regions and in danger of death, I took a scrap of paper and a pen out of my pocket. But then I remembered that I had mostly studied geography, history, arithmetic, and grammar, and I told the little fellow (rather crossly) that I didn’t know how to draw. (p.4)
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Here is a response to the “other”, to the “not I”, that is not predicated on third order inclusion or fourth order fixity. The narrator draws on immediate events as the ground for his self-identification. And moments after this encounter, when the little prince is demanding a younger, healthier version of the sheep, an invention of superior wit is brought forth to solve the problem: “So then, impatiently, since I was in a hurry to start work on my engine, I scribbled this drawing, and added, “This is just the crate, the sheep you want is inside.” (p.6) 
In this moment, the narrator has crossed over to the fifth order and is operating not in accordance with a set position, a set view of self and the world, but in accordance with what the world is offering him. In this case he is offered a little prince urgently desiring a sheep which cannot be drawn. But a world that contains little princes in the middle of the Sahara can also contain drawings of crates which in turn contain sheep. This, I would argue, is the genius of the fifth order at work. Our narrator may return busily and industriously to his fourth order self to complete his mechanical repairs but it is clear that when called upon to relate to his world, he is quick to tailor his relating to the conditions provided. 

Having observed the ways of our narrator in relationship to the little prince, we must turn once more to observe the little prince in relationship to his flower and the fox.

The flower and the fox – issues of servitude and love 
In the early stages of the book, the little prince tells the story of his flower. It is “his” flower in the same way as the baobabs and the volcanoes on his planet are his. He is responsible for their upkeep, their well-being. With the flower though, the little prince is deeply embedded in the relationship. Dr Kegan would argue that he is “had by the relationship”. He can stand outside his relationship to the baobabs and the volcanoes and see them as things requiring maintenance and a disciplined approach, but the flower captures him with her beauty and her false claims of uniqueness. 
“How lovely you are!”

“Aren’t I?” the flower answered sweetly. “And I was born the same time as the sun.”…

The little prince realized that she wasn’t any too modest, but she was so dazzling! 

“I believe it is breakfast time,” she had soon added. “Would you be so kind as to tend to me?”

And the little prince, utterly abashed, having gone to look for a watering can, served the flower. (p.23)
This relationship is one of servitude in the guise of love. The flower, expresses her concrete needs for nurturing, speaking in the voice of the imperial child: Feed me, protect me, admire me. The little prince is swept up in the relationship. Pleasing the flower is the end of the relationship not the means by which to relate. However, the little prince soon sees through the flower’s lies and pretensions, forced to do so by the dissonance between on the one hand, the flower’s pretensions and his slavish response to them, and on the other, his increasing unhappiness and sense of a wrong fit. Here is an example of the tensions Dr Kegan sees developing in the evolution to a new order of consciousness. The little prince can no longer fit his reality into the theory he has about himself and the world. His stage three love for the flower has been betrayed too many times:
So the little prince, despite all the goodwill of his love, had soon come to mistrust her. He had taken seriously certain inconsequential remarks and had grown unhappy.

“I shouldn’t have listened to her,” he confided to me one day. “You must never listen to flowers. You must look at them and smell them. Mine perfumed my planet, but I didn’t know how to enjoy that…” (p.24)
And later he remarks: 
“I should have judged her according to her actions, not her words…I should never have run away. I ought to have realized the tenderness underlying her silly pretensions. Flowers are so contradictory! But I was too young to know how to love her.” (p.25)

Here in these lines, we see a shift in perspective, in world-view, as the little prince realizes the limitations of both his and the flower’s way of loving. The little prince has been expressing a love built on the third order of consciousness - a love in which he was completely submerged in the perfumed pretensions of the flower and subject to them. It is a moment of transformation too for the flower, who realizes the price she has paid for her vanity: “I’ve been silly,” she told him at last. “I ask your forgiveness. Try to be happy.” (p.27).  This is a small step towards recognizing the needs of an “other”, a first step away from second order consciousness towards the third. In relation to the little prince’s transition, Dr Kegan says in The Evolving Self: 

Once again, the shift from one self to the next can be painful, protracted, and life-disordering. The threat of the loss of my most important relationships is the precipitating experience par excellence for the crisis of the 3-4 shift” (p.207)
And again: 

“All growth is costly. It involves the leaving behind of an old way of being in the world. Often it involves, at least for a time, leaving behind the others who have been identified with that old way of being.” (p.215)
And so the little prince leaves his planet and his flower, leaving behind the sources of is “old way of being” and launches himself towards a new order of consciousness that will arise from his sojourn on Earth.
Planet Earth provides two key events that reshape the little prince’s relationship to his flower. First, he encounters the rose garden and records his flower’s final betrayal, the lie of her uniqueness in the universe. Here is the dark night, the final banishment from an order of consciousness, in this case the little prince’s third order. There is nothing in his world to sustain his hold of the third order and he must cross the bridge to the fourth, not through volition but through necessity, through the inability to abide in his relational, non-authoring self. He can no longer remain submerged in the illusions of love that he has held about his flower. “….And he lay down in the grass and wept.” (p.56). 

Fortunately, the little prince receives the timely assistance of the fox, who introduces him to a new way of seeing and relating to the things of this world. This new world is one of separation and independence from surrounding events and thus a world where individual choice is available:
“People,” said the fox, “have guns and they hunt. It’s quite troublesome. And they also raise chickens. That’s the only interesting thing about them. Are you looking for chickens?” (p.59)
At this point, one can ponder whether the fox might be operating at a second order of consciousness, concerned only with his concrete needs and how to avoid the consequences of being caught stealing chickens. However, the conversation continues:
“No,” said the little prince, “I’m looking for friends. What does tamed mean?”

“It’s something that’s been too often neglected. It means ‘to create ties’…”

“ ‘To create ties’?”

“That’s right,” the fox said. “For me you’re only a little boy just like a hundred thousand other little boys. And I have no need of you. And you have no need of me, either. For you I’m only a fox like a hundred thousand other foxes. But if you tame me, we’ll need each other. You’ll be the only boy in the world for me. I’ll be the only fox in the world for you…” (p.59)


In these lines, the little prince is introduced to a new way of seeing himself and his relationship to his flower. After the misery of learning that she was only one of countless roses growing in the universe, he has rediscovered her uniqueness and has understood that it is through seeing her with the eyes of a separated self that her uniqueness is brought into being. Here we are seeing a fourth order of consciousness being expressed or at least the first steps leading from the third to the fourth. What is not in debate is that the little prince has shifted his view of his relationship to his flower and has done so through the agency of the fox.
And what of the fox? Cleary he is a fellow of genuine warmth, one who will get all sentimental because the colour of a wheat field reminds him of the little prince’s golden hair. But does this “taming” of which he speaks, suggest a third or fourth order of consciousness at work? 
I will propose here that “taming” is neither third nor fourth – nor second for that matter. Taming - the creation of ties - can happen at any order of consciousness. What is critical is not the ties that are created but the meaning given to the ties. For an imperial, second order child, these ties secure my well-being by providing me with people, animals and things that serve my needs – parents, relatives, teachers, dogs, toys (particularly transitional toys like soft teddy bears). For a relational, third order person, these ties are who I am. I am my ties. My ties to family, friends, church, country, define me. For an institutional, fourth order person, these ties are my servants. They serve my larger task of positioning my “self” in relation to the world. I choose my ties because they support who I choose to be. At the fifth order, I know that the thing or person to which I “tie” myself is subject to change and development and that I too am so subject. Therefore these ties are recreated moment to moment. I don’t depend on them to serve my purposes (fourth order), nor to define me (third order). I accept them and recognize them in the guise that the world offers them. The wheat field still reminds me of the little prince’s hair; I still shed a tear when I think of the self that was me, being tamed by the self that was him. And I can feel myself embraced fully and deeply by the sweeping movement of the heavens and all the ties, short and long, that it contains.
The Author known as Antoine de St Exupéry
Antoine de St Exupéry was born in 1900 and began flying aircraft in 1921. He crashed three times during his career as a pilot. The third and final crash killed him. That was in 1944, one year after the publication of The Little Prince. In the span of his short life St Exupéry became a celebrated author, particularly for his evocation of the wonders of flight. He was one of the first writers in the world to capture the freedom and the perspective-shaping power of soaring at height above the ground. His works, including The Little Prince, contain perspectives only available to one who has been able to step away and look down on his world from a great height. 

This change of perspective is one entry point to Dr Kegan’s Constructive-Developmental Theory. Through flight, St Exupéry physically escapes terrestrial embeddedness. At one point in The Little Prince, his narrator imagines looking down on the shining sight of a world of lamplighters as they light their lamps at sunset. And the narrator notices how large the world is and how little space humans would take up if they all turned up to the same public event:

Grown-ups, of course, won’t believe you. They are convinced they take up much more room. They consider themselves as important as the baobabs. So you should advise them to make their own calculations – they love numbers, and they’ll enjoy it. (p.49)
This perspective-taking power in St Exupéry’s writing suggests a person who can stand outside the world and the relationships that it offers, who can stand as the godlike creator of the narrator, the little prince, fox, snake, lamplighter, businessman, baobab and so on. Such a person seems to evoke the self-authoring plane of consciousness. St Exupéry can shape his creations in any way he chooses. They are “other” to his “self”. St Exupéry may be, or have access to, fifth order perspectives too. Could we argue that some of the more famous phrases of the fox, for example, about seeing truly not with the eyes but with the heart, come from the fifth order? Probably not. At least not with the voice of the fox. The fox’s statement is seen often by critics and quotation collators as a profound offering and a reflection of deep understanding of the human spirit. It could also be seen as a glib phrase that can be countered by those who argue that our eyes are the portals to our souls and we should look closely into each other’s eyes to know the truth. 
These double readings of St Exupéry’s lines show us to some extent the distance separating we readers from the author. As is discussed below, we draw inferences; we see parallels and metaphors and ascribe them to the author himself.  

It can also be argued that St Exupéry is a third order author in the special sense that his creations and his readers have created him. He stands known to the world by his creations. You and I, as readers, do not know St Exupéry personally and directly. We have not witnessed anything firsthand of his ways of being in the world. To us, St Exupéry is what his works contain. To this extent we conspire with his creations to author him. One often hears how an author or artist is “identified with” or “identified by” a particular work. Typecasting of movie actors would be an example of this. Think of the young Clint Eastwood in the Dirty Harry movies and that string of Spaghetti Westerns. Or again, consider Michelangelo and the Sistine Chapel, Kurt Cobain and the smell of Teen Spirit, Howard Gardner and Multiple Intelligences. In each of these cases, the authored works are in a special sense, authoring the author. The “special sense” is that the works author how the author is seen, not how the author actually is. We do not see St Exupéry other than through his works. He is thus, for us, “had” by his works. This is a difficult passage to negotiate and no less difficult for the authors themselves who often struggle to differentiate themselves from their creations.

And so it is for all of us and our actions. I may be acting out of second, third, fourth or even fifth order of consciousness, but my actions will be interpreted in accordance with the order of consciousness of those who observe me.  They may author me in any way they feel “fits” for them and will do so automatically and without seeking my views or gauging my feelings. Put simply, I, along with everybody else on earth, suffer the perpetual judgments of others, suffer the ceaseless author-ising force of “the other”. And I do it to everyone else, much as I am doing it to St Exupéry in this paper. Dr Kegan writes in The Evolving Self:
“People can come to feel manipulated by a stage 2 person’s way of knowing them, devoured by a person at stage 3. By a stage 4 person they are likely to feel mediated, that they are filtered through some system rather than in direct contact with the person. (p.242)
This passage suggests the variety of perceptions that one person may have of how they are “made meaning of” by others. 
It may also be argued as a counter to the above discussion, that St Exupéry exhibits many hallmarks of the fifth order, whether they are found in his works or in the opinions of his critics and readers. In our early examination of the narrator, we found evidence of fifth order ways of seeing and relating to the world. We found a man who was capable of reaching beyond his “authored” working self to embrace a more intimate view of self and other. Dr Kegan writes that the fourth order culture,

which holds, recognizes, and remembers the institutional balance, is a culture of ideology. It takes its most obvious form in the domain of work but can (and usually does) operate just as powerfully in the construction of loving relations which get organized around the exercises and preservation of one or both parties’ self-contained identity. (p.243)
This is the culture of the narrator as pilot, as task-oriented man solving the immediate problems of life and setting self distinctly against other. This fourth order person can have relations with others that are “mutually supportive, warm and loving; they might even be marital relations of long standing; what they cannot be is intimate.” (p.243)

We have seen the evidence however, of our narrator reaching for and attaining intimacy with the little prince – of reaching beyond the duty-bound strictures by which adults offer care to the wounded young.  We have seen his intimate recall of the pains of childhood in his failures to convince adults of his artistic talent. And most importantly, we find him, towards the end of the book, letting go of the little prince. This bespeaks an intimacy where the needs and wishes of the adult narrator are dissolved in the compelling finality of the little prince’s determination to depart.  The narrator allows this departure, which could be a death, to take place because it fulfills a larger and stronger relational duty than the mere passing connection of two individuals in the desert. It resonates with the stars above and the song of the water rising from the desert well, and the soft silent tumbling down of the little prince: “He fell gently, the way a tree falls. There wasn’t even a sound….” (p.81).
That St Exupéry could tell this story of evolving love and open-hearted embrace of life’s sweet and bitter potions, clearly requires him, I believe, to sit, in the act of creation, within or even beyond the fifth order of consciousness. Perhaps, like his narrator, he does not dwell there permanently – or even consciously – but rather, the fifth or higher order is drawn out of him through those intensely-felt moments of relating to all that is “other” in the world and setting it down in writing in the moment of creation. 
A universal appeal

The Little Prince is still read widely in the world because its protagonists are recognized by people across many orders of consciousness. The little prince himself appeals to children because he operates with a second order determination that opposes the will of adults and celebrates things both fantastic and innocent. He appeals to adults and adolescents because he reaches out from his imperial self to seek new ways of being in contact with the world and new ways to express his love. Beside him, the narrator speaks equally to children and to adults – and to the child in every adult. His voice is the voice of reason and sharp distinctions between self and other. His voice is also the voice of deep yearning, and of the power to release the self from its self-made identity so that it may forge intimate ties. And along with the little prince and the narrator are the lesser figures that capture an aspect of human behavior or a moment of truth. We meet them and we depart from them but we are continuing witnesses to how their passing affects the evolving selves of the main characters.
It is the ability in a work of fiction to allow a character to be more than one order of consciousness that lies at the heart of The Little Prince’s success over the decades. Those works where the protagonists, often children, speak with voices that reach, from time to time, beyond their chronological age, seem to have an enduring appeal. These characters are at once simple and complex – simple in their age-bound utterances and actions, universal and truth-saying in their age-defying utterances and actions. Alice in Wonderland and Huckleberry Finn would be two other examples.
In writing this paper, I was at first troubled because I feared that I would destroy for myself the innocent wonder I had preserved for The Little Prince over many years. I am relieved to be at this end of the paper and to realize that I have not lost the wonder. Rather I found a new way to wonder at this wonder-full work. Where once upon a time there was naïve wondering and sentimental sighing over the book, now there is something deeper, richer, more life-affirming than ever before. New perspectives have been revealed about the people in this book. The reading of it, and I suspect, of many others from now on, will continue to be charged with some of the power released by this search for the deeper roots of wonder. 
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