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The subject of theology and religion is related to the human desire for and experience of
transformative inner experience. Contemporary theological education tends to especially draw
students who are internally motivated for their own transformation or for facilitating other’s
transformation through their ministry. In this sense, Transformative Learning and Identity
touches upon the DNA of theological and religious education.

This book is one of  the fruits of  the author’s research on transformative learning, which
developed  from another  of  his  books,  How We Learn  (London,  U.K.:  Routledge,  2007),a
comprehensive account of general learning theory. In Transformative Learning and Identitythe
author reviews the theoretical development of the concept of transformative learning through
a survey of knowledge and research to “understand and explain how the most rewarding and
far-reaching human learning processes take place and why and how they have become so
important  in  today’s  world”  (xiii).  As  such,  this  is  not  a  self-help  book with  pedagogical
strategies.

What the author means by “today’s world” carries the foundational assumptions of this book.
He calls this contemporary context late-modernity which includes an economic environment
that  allows  upward  mobility  among  classes  heavily  dependent  on  the  performance  of
individuals. For him, this is the context of the individualism from which the quest for identity
rises. Individualization provides the possibility “to create one’s totally own existence in the
very best and personal way – if only one was able to manage all the many life situations and
make the right choices all throughout” (62). With such an ideal of individual choices, the
responsibility of one’s own accomplishment of the ideal rests on individual will and capacity.
Transformation  then  becomes  a  crucial  task  for  individuals  to  accomplish.  Illeris’  main
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conceptualization follows from Jack Mezirow’s understanding of transformative learning – a
process of meaning creation, of which elements like individual experience, critical reflection,
dialogues, holistic orientation, awareness of context, and authentic relationships are important
building blocks.  Using this  foundation,  Illeris  surveys the thoughts of  several  scholars  to
further exploration of transformative learning. After a brief survey of psychoanalytic theories
of change and a cursory survey of emancipating pedagogical theories including Paulo Freire’s
critical theory, and one feminist approach developed in the 1980s, he surveys the theories of
Yrjö Engeström, Robert Kegan, Peter Jarvis, and Mark Tennant. Through his analysis of the
development  of  various  theories  in  Part  I,  he  concludes  that  transformative  learning
“comprises all  learning that implies change in the identity of  the learner” (40).  Thus,  he
devotes Part II to identity development through the theories of Erik Erikson, Thomas Ziehe,
Kenneth Gergen,  Mark Tennant,  Etienne Wenger,  Pierre Bourdieu,  Anthony Giddens,  and
Zygmunt Bauman. In Part III, he examines transformative learning from different standpoints
such as developmental stages, the processes of progressive and regressive transformation,
motivation and identity defense, personality and competence, and its habitus as in school,
work, individual, and society.

The author’s  intent  is  to  build  a  more authoritative  definition  of  transformative  learning
through  a  theoretical  survey  of  the  history  of  the  concept.  Along  with  the  survey,  his
understanding of regressive transformative learning is an important contribution. Regressive
transformative  learning  happens  when  expected  progressive  transformative  learning  is
frustrated but still results in identity change. When it happens simultaneously with another
progressive transformative learning experience, it can result in identity transformation.

There are several points that may need to be augmented to bring out this book’s full potential
for religious and theological education. As Illeris writes from his location in Denmark, despite
some experience in Teachers College, Columbia University, this work seems to mostly assume
a middleclass European or European American context. Hence, it needs to be translated with
intercultural  sensitivity  to  find  relevance  in  the  context  of  diversity  of  cultures,  power
dynamics, socio-economic classes, and genders in the twenty-first century higher education. A
discussion about emancipatory transformation and deeper reflection on critical pedagogies like
those of Freire and McLaren would help translate this work into theological school contexts.
Another useful dialogue would involve the topic of spirituality. From a Christian point of view,
transformative learning can be conceptualized as involving the spiritual  engagement of  a
person.

This book is a helpful theoretical resource for those who want to conceptualize impactful
teaching and learning experience. I recommend exploring this book with a theological lens in
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order to dialogue with the different theories surveyed: it could yield helpful dialogical points
that could advance the search for realization of transformative learning in theological school
contexts.
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