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INTEGRAL REVIEW 4, 2007 

 

Editorial 
 

A Growing Community of Inquiry  
 
As we welcome you to the fourth issue of Integral Review, we mark the beginning of IR’s 

third year of publishing a spectrum of academic and other works that—individually and/or taken 
as a whole—model integral ways of perceiving, thinking, researching, and serving the world we 
live in. We hope authors and readers are pleased to hear that site visits and article downloads 
have increased substantially and consistently, particularly over the past six months. We have 
focused on publishing works that can serve IR's audience as a variety of resources for being 
critically reflective and effective thought-leaders and change agents—and to inform, support, and 
challenge readers in new ways. The journey from that beginning two years ago has been 
rewarding, and today we find a solidly growing community of authors, readers, reviewers and 
editors contributing to IR’s mission.  

  Part of this mission has manifested in hosting a series of online dialogues to critically 
explore selected articles in Issue 3. Over the past four months these dialogues engaged in serious 
inquiry into the questions raised by the articles they focused on. We thank the authors and 
participants for their engagement in these forums. Both the content and the process proved to be 
valuable for learning, and will be the subject of a future report. As with most experiments, these 
initial ones produced some unexpected highlights as well as some realizations about the 
challenges and rewards of online dialogues that will inform our next steps.  

IR has expanded with the addition of Andrew Campbell as Arts and Creativity editor. Andrew 
brings a depth of experience with the creative process and fine arts to IR’s editorial board. His 
regular contributions to the journal continue to invite reflection and exploration of what it means 
to engage in and be enriched by the creative process.  

We are also pleased to see the launch of AQAL: Journal of Integral Theory and Practice. The 
release of four inaugural issues in the first volume has produced a large amount of material on 
the integral paradigm from the perspective of the AQAL model, enriching the conversation 
space. Congratulations to Ken Wilber, Sean Esbjorn-Hargens, Matt Rentschler and David Zeitler 
for their perseverance to bring this journal to fruition. 

As part of our goal to foster transdisciplinary discourse and critical public dialogue, IR invites 
responses to and reviews of articles in a wide range of journals, including AQAL We hope this 
contributes to cross-fertilizing thought, research, and praxis for healthy change and development 
in our societies and relations. 

 
On the Contents of Issue 4 

 
We begin this issue with our regular contribution from Andrew Campbell. His That Matchless 

Veil of Colour weaves together insights of the creative process, art and leadership reflected in the 
intersection of the artistic renderings of Turner and an inquiry into notions of source. The 
interplay of personal notes, life events, correspondences and quotes with Andrew’s threads of 
text and well chosen artistic images brings a layered depth to the piece. 

Sara Ross contributes a substantial review of Keith Ross’s Knowing Me, Knowing You: An 
Integrated SocioPsychology Guide to Personal Fulfillment & Better Relationships. Her review 
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offers a quick synoptic overview of Rice’s work followed by a detailed overview of the contents 
covered. She then goes into an appreciative and critical set of reflections and questions that 
covers a number of topics that highlight some of the challenges in putting together a work of the 
scope taken on by Rice.  

Keith Rice then responds to Sara’s review in a manner that reveals some of the process and 
context behind the development of his book, and how this process impacted the final product. He 
discusses the tensions between producing an academic work and something that could be utilized 
by a broader audience with more of a self-help orientation, as well as addressing Sara’s specific 
concerns with the book.  

I then review Bill Joiner and Stephen Joseph’s book Leadership Agility. Five Levels of 
Mastery for Anticipating and Initiating Change. My appreciative overview of this book stems 
from years of study in the field of leadership and my ongoing search for better ways to 
communicate the critical distinctions that an integral approach can provide. 

Next we have a descriptive case study, Humanity, Forest Ecology, and the Future in a British 
Columbia Valley: A Case Study by Stephan Martineau. I have a great appreciation for the story 
Stephan tells, having lived for twenty years in an adjacent valley with similar challenges. While 
this story is grounded in the particulars of its own time and place, it also reflects challenges faced 
anywhere conflicts over resources, rights and values come together in specific issues. I would 
like to congratulate Stephan and his group for persevering through years of dialogue across 
diverse interest groups to actually have achieved their first goal of being granted a community 
forest license.  

Following this case study comes Exploratory Perspectives for an AQAL Model of Generative 
Dialogue, Olen Gunnlaugson’s piece is an examination of how the AQAL model can offer 
deeper distinctions to the approach of generative dialogue when it is nested within it. Olen 
focuses on exploring how Otto Scharmer’s description of generative dialogue can be augmented 
by running it through the filters that AQAL can provide. This produces some useful insights that 
await application to see how they can contribute to praxis. 

Herb Koplowitz offers us a personal yet rigorous reflection on How I Lost My Mind and 
Found the Meaning of “Life.” His narrative demonstrates how a moment of insight can open up 
a new conceptual framework. In this case, the results confront some of our deepest assumptions 
about life, and offer us an opening into reflecting on our own conceptual frameworks and how 
they can imprison us. 

Transdisciplinarity: Basarab Nicolescu Talks with Russ Volckmann continues Russ’ 
contribution of fascinating interviews that go to the core of issues central to the question of what 
integral thought can “look like.” Nicolescu opens up profound territory in his overview of how 
transdisciplinarity evolved and differs from interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary approaches to 
scientific inquiry. Among the many fascinating discussions he goes into levels of reality and  
how a unity in pluralism exists in his approach.  

This is appropriately followed by Zachary Stein’s Modeling the Demands of 
Interdisciplinarity: Toward a Framework for Evaluating Interdisciplinary Endeavors. Stein’s 
objective is to contribute to developing a “language of evaluation” that is comprehensive enough 
to critically analyze the spectrum of “disciplinarities.” He examines the complexity involved in 
such endeavors and offers a developmental science-based taxonomy for evaluation. This is 
followed by looking at the validity challenges faced. We think he makes a noteworthy 
contribution to examining individual and group competencies for distinguishing and integrating 
disciplines, perspectives, and levels-of-analysis.   
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Finally, we have Gary Hampson’s Integral Re-views Postmodernism: The Way Out Is 
Through. This extended-length article tackles the often contentious relationship between 
postmodernism and perspectives on what it is and does. Gary employs finesse in his theoretical, 
hermeneutical, and ecological rigor in this project. He offers a depth of analysis and artful choice 
of approaches that are instructive and illuminating. For example, his analysis challenges 
assumptions about Derrida and “deconstruction.” His work makes a substantial contribution to 
clarifying this and other common perspectives that—in light of his analyses—appear to be less 
grounded in reality than is often supposed. 

As Integral Review continues to pursue its mission though contributions such as the above, I 
hope that it attracts and inspires a growing community to engage in new thought, research, and 
praxis through the various forms of participation that we offer. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
Jonathan Reams, 
Editor-in Chief,  
Integral Review  
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That Matchless Veil of Colour 
 
 

Andrew Campbell 

 

 
http://www.dialogonleadership.org/indexPaintings.html 

Joseph Jaworski suite, circa 2002 
Unknown Artist 
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Introduction: Sotto Voce 
 
 
This essay replaces another that I created.  
 
There is more than a little sadness at the events surrounding those “movements” -  
 
They both are far too complex to now lie before you, the reader.  
 
I quietly go about, re-binding what was broken. 
 
[In a short series of exchanges with an editorial colleague Russ Volckmann, I closed a small 
collection of “pieces” I’d made for him out of fragments as one, with the following lines, “He 
asked me what I did, I told him, I am in the resurrection business. He blinked and turned 
away.” It is now open for anyone with inter-est to ask Russ how that document, that ended 
thus, affected him and the strange reality that came about shortly after the exchange, 
concerning the “resurrection” of a friend, Mnr. A.M. de Lange, very shortly after he had 
apparently “died” to a community of minds.  Russ may send a “copy” of that document 
directly, having my per-mission, so that “you” can discover how it affects you, in your turn.] 
 
What substantially follows begins with some “words” about a river and “Source.” They open 
Gunnlaugson’s article (in this issue). 
 
Then there are included some ideas of that author’s colleague - set down in small part, so as 
to make the connections. Again - you will recognise them, from a distance.  
 
(Dear reader, literally as I type the sun rises in my eye - at 6.07 am --)  
 
I am found joining some abiding ideas about “source,” “art,” “leadership,” etc., and it really 
focuses on a private exchange between Joe Jaworski and I. For that reason alone I have 
“altered” the private notes a little bit, as we exchanged, because I am deliberately and self 
consciously assuming I have his gracious permission to draw on his work as he is mine 
without expressly asking him for it, rather relying (falling) into the minor graces of our 
shared experiences and expeditions into the sp(l)aces of source and Source, as he falls 
occasionally and gracefully into mine. So, please accept there are a few changes in our 
exchanges to the original, for reasons of respect and friendship. 

Running alongside this essay’s “main line” is another “branch line” offering a train of 
thoughts which I would like to just mention. It’s an idea from John Seeley Brown at Xerox 
Parc, concerning “Documents,” which can be described in the same way as imagery, as they 
also are a powerful resource for constructing and negotiating any broadly “social space.” 

The idea of a document as a carrier is a "conduit" metaphor. People talking of information 
as being "in" books, files, or databases as if it could just as easily be "out" of them and 
ideas are "down on paper," to "send them along," and so forth. While that captures some 
aspects it simultaneously hides others (Brown & Duguid, 1995). 

The first “opening” image is one that an anonymous (artist) person made during a workshop I 
led on the topic Synchronicity in 2002. It was then incorporated into a suite for Jaworski’s 
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interview with Scharmer. When Joseph saw them in his office he was very happy - and we 
have been in contact at various times ever since. We share many common inter-ests. This 
“document” makes reference only to the letter of a few weeks ago which ties in with “local” 
events at both ends and also an ongoing discourse of light and trees. The work of Rosch is 
also there, as she has an intuitive feeling for the extremely subtle power of art in this realm. 

  

The ultimate source of the Susqehanna River was a kind of meadow in which nothing 
happened: no cattle, no mysteriously gushing water, merely the slow accumulation of 
moisture from many unseen sources, the gathering of dew, so to speak, the beginning, 
the unspectacular congregation of nothingness, the origin of purpose. And where the 
moisture stood, sharp rays of bright sunlight were reflected back until the whole area 
seemed golden, and hallowed, as if here Life itself were beginning (Michener, as 
quoted in Gunnlaugson, 2007). 

 
 
Dear Andrew: 
 
Thank you so much for your note of March 26 (2007).  I am so distressed that the wood from 
the heart of the yew has never arrived here at my house.  I'm asking ‘P’ to check in and work 
with you to determine what has happened.  I feel badly that you have done so much to get this 
to me, and for some reason it's never arriving. 
 
On the subject of Source -- this is still at the center of my attention.  I'm doing a lot of work in 
large systems, including organizational systems.  I'm looking for the best way to describe 
Source and the experience of connecting to Source. 
  
Thank you so much for reminding me of Otto's interview with Eleanor Rosch.  I have read a 
number of Rosch's essays, and I must tell you I agree one hundred percent with you: I have 
always felt very, very connected to what she is saying.  The very first time Otto mentioned her 
to me, I went and read one of the essays he mentioned and felt it was awesome.  I was 
completely struck by it.  She really gets it, and knows how to describe it. 
 
So I can't thank you enough for laying out Rosch's words in your email.  I have reread them 
and will actually use them this week.  If you know anything specifically she has written on 
this, let me know; otherwise, I will just go to the papers that I have and reread them. 
 
Also, thank you so much for your mentioning Van Gogh's Chair.  I was deeply touched by 
what you said there.  I completely understand.  I completely see.   
Thank you. 
 
Love, 
Joseph 
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The Reply 
 
 

 
 
Rain, Steam and Speed - the Great Western Railway, 1844 J.M.W. Turner 
 
 

Books are not absolutely dead things,  
but do contain a potency of life in them to be as active 

as that soul whose progeny they are  
John Milton, Areopagitica 

 
[Dear Joseph] 
 
This week I accompanied to Tate Britain a friend, he happens to have recently been elected a 
Professor in a Scandinavian university, teaching among other subjects ‘leadership.’ It was the 
first time he’d experienced historically significant international works of art in a capital City 
setting. 
 
He/we found among many competent but dull impressions of life and landscape, two small 
and intense JMW Turner paintings, like the one above. [And from the same late ‘period.’] 
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As he stood among all the paintings he realised that the two Turner images contained the 
seeds of a deepening, even awakening appreciation, of what we might now describe as, ‘how 
we find the grace to lead’ - which, reflecting now, may be acts of both an ‘opening’ and a 
‘falling.’  And he and I supposed that we do not ‘find grace’ we can only ‘fall into it.’ This is 
a very different path to the ‘strivings’ of up-hill and down again, characteristic of Sisyphus. 
 
You wrote that you continue to search for “…the best way to describe Source and the 
experience of connecting to Source.” So, I presuppose to make a connection in that general 
direction. 
 

Amongst these (paintings) is a pair which he exhibited in 1826 and 1827. The subject or 
motif that appealed to Turner: the lawn of a house overlooking the Thames near his 
riverside home in Twickenham. The theme of the first to be exhibited was early morning, 
and the view is directed towards the sun which is throwing long shadows across the lawns, 
on which - the moisture is drying. But then when he came to paint the house in the glow of 
summer’s evening for the next year’s exhibition he did not, as a later generation of artists 
would have done, paint from the same angle. He turned his easel round, characteristically 
once again facing into the sun. (Reynolds, 1969).  [Note: This pair is not the pair referred 
to as earlier viewed in the Tate Britain.] 

 
It will be good, Joseph, if you can print this little image onto some white paper, and keep it 
with you for a while. 
 
You will maybe see that the image contains effectively two main forces of travel for 
direction, one is nature’s own and the other is mechanical. - Out from the field of light comes 
the train, the new ‘messenger’ - the [Black] Angel of the 19th century, and way below that 
hurtling and manifest ‘dark object’ is the river, and upon it a tiny boat. To your left, as you 
look at the image is ‘upstream’ and to your right is ‘downstream.’ The river is the Thames - a 
source of inspiration to both Turner and Will’m Blake, alike.  
 
We might reflect how like the train we can become, when we ‘manifest too much’ our 
‘intent’ to go upstream and/or even downstream in search of ‘Source.’   
 
Perhaps there is in this imagery, as in nature, an ‘other’ less ‘manifest,’ nearly ‘invisible’ 
means of ‘carrying meaning’?  
 
This painting fits the description of many others he made, ‘- of nothing and very like.’ 
[Hazlitt 1816 in Graham Reynolds, Turner, Thames and Hudson, 1969] 
 
I ruminate on the idea that source and its latent capacity is not anything more or less than 
what Turner ‘placed’ in his ‘frames’… 
 

He directed his interest toward the colour in the visible world, if needs be at the expense of 
its form. His always present fascination for the immaterial vehicles of colours, steam, 
smoke, mist helped him to make this choice. So, even in the later ‘finished’ pictures he 
composes in colour, dissolving, suggesting, and only half defining form… Graham 
Reynolds, Turner, Thames and Hudson, 1969. 
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In this way, it seems possible that ‘we’ the viewer and ‘now’ some hundreds of years later, 
may palpably discern that it is not the ‘elements’ of the picture surface as such that create the 
vision within us; it is rather that we are ‘opened’ by these creations, and this picture called 
‘Rain, Steam and Speed’ there is this - a case in point.  
 
It affords us just enough ‘information’ to enter into a new space within it and (our)self, with-
in-held but undisguised set- all- about in its ‘bright shells’ of sfumato1 and apparently-
lighted-chaos … 
 
So by degrees it offers the opportunity to become a creator cum artist too - we may 
continually ‘co-create’ the object anew, as Milton saw of the written object, at every viewing, 
and that secures the subject, which is the point at which we might see how we are ‘like’ the 
stone bridge, standing in the river in the sky within the air supporting the train both being and 
not being, thus. 
 

Finally, with Presencing, my experience is consistent with Wilber’s speculation that 
“presencing” evokes the “causal state” in as much as Presencing calls upon the spacious 
and vast causal Bodymind. Here participants begin to experientially make contact with the 
threshold of emergence, which gives rise to manifest thoughts, ideas, and intuitions that 
begin to crystallize in our awareness (Scharmer, Dialogonleadership.org, 2004). 

 
This is perhaps an aspect about this particular painting, I mean its way of conveying 
‘information’ and potential for ‘meaning’ and scope too for increasing our ‘capacity’?  
 
Turner affords us just enough ‘spaciousness’ for a slip(ping glimpse) or a fall into a aesthetic 
kind of grace, a new understanding of how we manifest ‘awareness,’ bringing, as Senge says 
it somewhere, the background for a moment into the foreground or perhaps as Michelangelo 
wrote it, “How else am I to ascend to heaven except through the contemplation of beautiful 
things.” 
 
This then becomes spoken and written as, awareness-manifesting-us. In a very literal way, 
the image has a ‘ground’ and in that ‘ground’ we may project an element of a deeper intent.  
 
We have the opportunity (there is an affordance) to become alive, to live in(to), the image, so 
increasing our real participation in its own ‘wholeness.’ This is a ‘whole bridge’ between 
past, present and future - being and becoming, liveness.  
 
In the context of your questions I will quote below from an upcoming paper written with the 
afore mentioned academic colleague, which is in a large part about ‘wholeness.’  
 

…In the context of the impressions, images, concepts, feelings and memories that the first 
iteration has evoked. Simply note what arises, as it is all aspects of ever-present-
wholeness. Allow all that arises to flow effortlessly through the stream of awareness, as 
they require no work on your part. There is no need, indeed no possibility to “figure it 
out,” or have it all fall into place within some epistemological order” (Reams & Roy, 
2007).  

 

                                                 
1 Sfumato is the Italian term for a painting technique which overlays translucent layers of colour to create 
perceptions of depth, volume and form. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sfumato

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW 4, 2007 



Campbell: That Matchless Veil of Colour  
 

10

Which passage I think fits and evokes this painting’s largest inner purpose.  As does this, 
some time later in the same paper, 
 

“Who I am” reflects an ever-present-wholeness in that it is not about “realms beyond” or 
“something new,” but rather about a transformation of view. There is no way to point to a 
casual explanation for the occurrence of these views in any traditional sense. For both 
Starratt and Saunders, the events leading to these extraordinary states of grace, and the 
very “things” that played their parts, were themselves quite ordinary – a boy, a barn, a 
fence and its posts; a carnation, sky and ice, a scarf and a pony. For both Starratt and 
Saunders, the ordinary became extraordinary, because their way of seeing was 
transformed. Their way of seeing had to become whole for the wholeness that is ever-
present to reveal itself in the normal and natural; for the place of grace, that “secret place,” 
is “where we have always been,” in the normal and the natural. We just need a new way of 
peering into the normal and the natural. We need a new kind of view (Reams & Roy, 
2007). 

 
This sense of a surrendering to involvement of an aesthetic experience of wholeness is 
echoed in a passage from Turner’s life, in an epic painting with an equally epic title: 
Snowstorm - steam-boat off a harbour’s mouth making signals on shallow water, and going 
by the lead has the impact of total immediacy about it. The title continues: the author was in 
this storm on the night the Ariel left Harwich and he was mightily indignant that someone 
told him that his mother had been through a similar experience and understood what he was 
getting at. He said,  
 

I did not paint it to be understood, but I wished to show what a scene was like: I got the 
sailors to lash me to the mast to observe it; I was lashed for four hours, and I did not 
expect to escape, but felt bound to record it, if I did. But no one had any right to like the 
picture (Reynolds, 1969). 

 
What I read and understand here, now, is that the image Rain, Steam and Speed reproduced 
above is a special “space,” a space of both doing and knowing in some important relational 
measure, some “Golden proportion” that requires some (in)action of the spectator—that both 
may bring each other forth, as the one reveals itself to the other, and that other to another is a 
potentially endless series of recursions, so that we no longer know if the source that is 
secured in and of this vision is in the viewer or in the object of his or her view or both.  
 
There is a thought or saying; that the thoughts of a genuine mystic can become so intense that 
they may become actual physical form. Whether they become living form is another thing.  

Seeley Brown’s (1995) thinking is re-inserted here to the original document for Joseph, now 
partially surrounding us,  

New technologies take us through major transformations in the way we use ‘documents.’ 
We need to see the way ‘documents’ have served not simply to write, but also to 
underwrite social interactions; not simply to communicate, but also to coordinate social 
practices. In particular, new media like the Internet has allowed small or emerging 
communities to form, though their members were often few, and those few spread over 
large distances. Consequently, as never before, scattered groups of people unknown to one 
another, rarely living in contiguous areas, and sometimes never seeing another member, 
have nonetheless been able to form robust social worlds, some disintegrate; some of those 
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might all along have been more imaginary than either real or virtual. Anderson calls the 
resulting community an "imagined" one. This is no slight. An imagined community is 
quite distinct from an imaginary community. It is one whose members "will never know 
most of their fellow members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each 
exists the image of their communion (Brown & Duguid, 1995). 

My “thought” is that should a Source become such a form, a living thing, it would manifest 
itself as eternally recurrent cycling, like a field of grass in the morning, bending and swaying 
in a breeze - wherein light and water may rise and fall, rise and fall, rise and fall. 
 
A vision: of the single raindrop standing still in the tumult of the storm that we are and at the 
center of all attention.  
 
“We just need a new way of peering into the normal and the natural. We need a new kind of 
view.” 
  

The ultimate source of the Susqehanna River was a kind of meadow in which nothing 
happened: no cattle, no mysteriously gushing water, merely the slow accumulation of 
moisture from many unseen sources, the gathering of dew, so to speak, the beginning, the 
unspectacular congregation of nothingness, the origin of purpose. And where the moisture 
stood, sharp rays of bright sunlight were reflected back until the whole area seemed 
golden, and hallowed, as if here Life itself were beginning. -- Michener 

 
For Joseph, 
Love, 
 
Andrew Campbell: May 2007 
 
 

Endnotes --  
 
London can be a cold and grey City and the Thames itself can be, at one end, like the 
Susqehanna River and at the other a sewer - and such a grey muddy creature was the old 
father when we saw those Turners.  
 
My corporeal companion on that cold and wet day a few weeks ago was in the company of 
many more than he knew - or may ever now know.  
 
A friend of Turner’s near the end of his life asked him where he was spending most of his 
time and Turner replied, “You must not ask me.”  
 
In Cheyne Walk, not far from us as we walked down to Millbank, there lay, quite still now, a 
small, fragile and yet ferocious (Spirit)(man) -- who carried within himself the endlessly 
rolling tear in the endlessly rolling storm of Nature’s Creationing -- Which man would wrest 
from God by twisting his arm? (Self and Mnr. AM de Lange, Private conversation, late May -
Post Resurrection ;-) 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW 4, 2007 



Campbell: That Matchless Veil of Colour  
 

12

The doctor who was present at his death, on 19th December 1852 wrote, “Just before 9.00 
am the sun burst forth and shone directly on him with a brilliancy which he loved to gaze 
on. He died without a groan.... (Reynolds, 1969). 

 
(Dear reader, the sun has just retreated, it is 07.20 am) 
 

All of you 
 
Older than you know: 

I once made a copy of a Michelangelo ink drawing of his great female 'love' Vitoria 
Colonna.in 1976 at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. I made it on a green handmade paper 
and underneath I set by my hand in red ink, by a typographic method what he had 
exclaimed in writing a document,  

"Vorrei voler, Signor, quel chio no voglio,  
Tra 'l foco e 'l cor ghiaccio un vel asconde,  
Che ' l foco ammerza ; onde non correspone  
La penna all'opra, e fa burgiardo 'l foglio..."  

I would will, My Lord, what I do not will.  
Between the fire and the ice cold heart a veil is interposed,  
which the fire absorbs; meanwhile what I write  
does not correspond to what I do, and makes a lie of this page...  

It is for you all now to find the source of that. 
 
Dear reader, I am finished, it is 08.26 am. 
 
...An Angel once imparted to me that “art” is to know the right part and measure of any 
disclosure of what is otherwise hidden, and when to disclose it. So, it is both about time and 
space. Turner’s titles were “epic.” and were essays or disclosure in themselves; he will teach 
you much—even in this tiny reproduction. When you see-saw ;-) this Turner, in all its yellow, 
and the yellowness of the Jaworski image you will be moved and surprised. Why? Because 
these are the signs of true and deep emergences at the edges of what At calls “the ragged 
rising vortex.” 
 
I dedicate this to all small children 
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Book Review  
 

Knowing Me, Knowing You: An Integrated SocioPsychology Guide 
to Personal Fulfillment & Better Relationships. 

 
Keith E. Rice. 2006. Victoria, BC: Trafford. 

 
Reviewed by Sara Ross 

 
Keith Rice’s book offers 337 pages packed with information and opportunities for reflection. 

The premise of the work is that “by aligning and integrating previously uncoordinated works of 
reliable science, [it] provides the means to understand the causes of personal and interpersonal 
problems.” From the understanding so gained, the reader “can then determine the best means of 
dealing with the issues.” Following from that, the purpose of the book is to help readers (a) 
understand why they and others are the way they are, (b) surmise what they might be able to do 
if they do not like things the way they are, and (c) develop strategies to have more fulfilling life 
experiences and relationships. 

Rice has ambitious expectations for the reception, perceptions, and outcomes of his first book. 
Asserting that “This book will change Your Life!!!!” (p. 1), he aims to enable the reader to “have 
a greater appreciation of the sheer diversity in both your own thoughts and motivations and those 
of others with whom you have relationships” (p. 5) and aims to “align and integrate the 
behavioural sciences” (p. 5). He begins with stating his intent to provide an “overarching 
‘approach’ – a meta-approach, if you will – to incorporate and align all the other ‘approaches’” 
and use “all the elements of the behavioural sciences and complementary hard sciences” to 
explain psychology and “group dynamics and the influence of cultures and the societies people 
live in” (p. 2). A concluding claim is “with the information provided in this book, there can be no 
more excuses for repeated failures. Now, we must hone our understanding to be ever more 
precise in the design of our interventions, strategies, and therapies” (pp. 336-337). This review 
sketches how he executes his agenda, and offers both appreciative and critical reflections on it.  

 
Reporting on the Book 

 
Fittingly, the first of the book’s two parts—Knowing Me—is dedicated to taking the reader on 

an exploration of self and the “selves” of the self. The second part—Knowing You—covers a 
range of topics from conflict, to gender, to relationships of the romantic, the parent-child, and the 
workplace. Each part closes with a section on “troubleshooting.”  

The first two sections of Knowing Me aim to disrupt readers’ assumptions about the nature of 
the “self” and its changeability. Rice introduces Susan Blackmore’s concept of “selfplex” as a 
confluence of memes, and reports her contention that beyond existing as biological machines, 
what people perceive as “self” is a “mind of physiologically-embedded concepts” (p. 17). With 
the introduction of the meaning of memes as ideas or concepts that individuals consolidate into 
various schemas that shape their behaviors and beliefs, Rice invites readers to make choices 
about discarding the schemas that have undesirable roles in their lives.    
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Next, Rice introduces the ideas of temperament and personality, using an axis to represent 
Jung’s introversion-extroversion spectrum, then Eysenck’s addition of two more axes: one to 
indicate the stable-unstable spectrum and another, the spectrum of impulse control-psychoticism. 
Sprinkled in for additional context, Rice includes a few mentions of biological research related to 
various dimensions of temperament. He provides Eysenck’s Personality MiniTest, a fill-in 
questionnaire for readers’ self assessment. Rice offers readers the following advice as the section 
closes: despite what you may hear from others, there are some aspects of temperament that 
cannot be “fixed.” Readers are encouraged in this section, and others, to internalize that there are 
some physiological bases of human behavior and a quality of more or less-ness with some kinds 
of individual change, e.g., basic temperament. 

The next four sections introduce readers to Self as Identity and identity’s place in Robert 
Dilt’s “neurological levels” lineup. Dilts’ framework is referred to in various parts of the book to 
unify dimensions Rice introduces. From environment at its base, the sequence goes to behavior, 
then skills and knowledge, then values and beliefs, then to identity. Spirituality is at the apex and 
Rice periodically brings spirituality into the discussion to explain to readers why he does not 
include spirituality in his overall work. From Dilts, Rice introduces Graves’ work popularized as 
Spiral Dynamics, using much the same kind of language as Beck and Cowan’s book, Spiral 
Dynamics. He offers a table for the theoretically inclined, which compares Graves/Spiral 
Dynamics levels with other stage theories. Another table illustrates how the Graves/Spiral 
Dynamics levels “sound” in adult thinking about domains of work, home, personal relationship, 
children, friends, and community.  

Five more sections in Part One develop the concept of life conditions’ interactions with 
identity and values/beliefs, the role of memetics, and dynamics of change, including the Spiral 
Dynamics gamma trap. In applying Graves’ core concept of life conditions, Rice highlights the 
concept’s dynamism by relating it to Bandura’s concept of reciprocal determinism. Rice’s effort 
can aid those who want to learn how to think about interactive dynamics of behaviors and social 
and other environmental constraints. The idea of the multiple “selves” and vMemes (schema in 
the larger culture) represented by Spiral Dynamics levels is used to introduce origins and nature 
of memetic conflict. Along the way, Rice brings back into the equation more discussion of 
temperaments and spectrums and their relation to memetic considerations and more on 
psychopathology.    

By the 13th section, Rice has foundations laid sufficiently to take readers through several 
models to integrate psycho-logics involved in self-talk, or “Meta-Stating.” Such self-talk is a 
gestalt of confluent factors. They may include the schema with which a person operates, whether 
a temperamental disposition, psychopathology, environmental interactions and/or circumstances 
lead a person to attribute causation to self-doing or “out there,” and the perennial role of 
vMemetic factors.  

Part One closes with Rice’s troubleshooting advice for understanding and coping with stress 
and related movements across the spectrums he introduced throughout the journey. His 13 Tips 
for Your Psychological Health summarize key points in Part One.  

Rice introduces Part Two by citing its emphasis on the dynamics in relationships and “how 
you can influence those who impact upon your Life Conditions,” with an acknowledgement that 
“where you can most influence others is in the Life Conditions their vMEMES will interact 
with” (p. 193, emphasis in the original). To span its terrain, Part Two introduces additional 
models, some from Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP), some for self-assessments, and some 
to integrate additional insights from brain research. It, too, dedicates many pages to introducing 
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Spiral Dynamics’ offerings for understanding conflicts, including translating Maslow’s hierarchy 
of needs as the outcomes desired by memetic activity. Along the way, as in Part One, 
psychological theory is sprinkled in discussions (e.g, Eyesenck’s work, Reactive Attachment 
Disorder).  

After its introductory sections, Part Two applies and adds to the concepts introduced 
throughout the book to discuss gender issues including biological influences, man-woman 
relationship issues, and child-parent, school, and workplace relationships. These sections are 
largely constructed with Spiral Dynamics interpretations and recommendations for interactions 
with others. The Part Two “troubleshooting” finale includes 21 Tips for Managing Relationship 
Disharmony which like its Part One counterpart is a summary of key points and advice from Part 
Two. 

Rice’s conclusion expresses the hope that as a reader worked through the book’s “extensive 
body of knowledge” that s/he will have “calibrated yourself, others you interact with and the 
relationships you have with them” (p. 335). On the assumption that clinical psychologists, 
psychiatrists, and therapists of many kinds will be among his readership, he delivers stern advice:  

 
You work with some of the most vulnerable people in society but many of the assumptions 
about human nature your disciplines have worked with in the past are revealed now to be 
flawed. Please – please! – use the knowledge and understanding provided through Integrated 
SocioPsychology to apply your skills and expertise with greater precision (p. 337).  

 
To readers at large, he advises: “you now have great knowledge: use it wisely to make a positive 
difference both for yourselves and for others” (p. 337).  

Keith Rice has high expectations for the impacts of this book upon his readers and how they 
will employ them. He has supplied a concentrated span of Spiral Dynamics applications, in book 
form, to a practical range of domains of life domains. He has integrated those dynamics with 
other psycho-logics to help readers have a fuller understanding of how they and others behave. 
He includes a page of web-based resources for readers to pursue referenced work in more depth.  

 
Appreciative and Critical Reflections, and Questions  

 
There is much in this book to appreciate from various perspectives. Rice attempts to supply a 

reader with enough information and examples to begin to understand himself or herself as a 
dynamic system; a system of different personality tendencies and “selves” or value systems; a 
system rooted in biological, neurological, and life-conditioned “hard wiring” and variances. For 
readers who notice these dynamics going on within them, there is a further benefit. Rice’s 
discussions and examples in Part Two pave the way to internalize how systems interact. Taken as 
a whole, the book could help people develop metasystematic understandings in at least 
interpersonal domains. These would be worthwhile developmental contributions.  

At the same time, it seems that Rice may assume that reading about others’ models and 
selected scientific facts are essential paths to self-knowledge. For some or many readers, such 
“out there” tidbits may not serve the quest for “in here” knowledge of self (or others). Yet, for 
those who track with Rice’s presentation, this book could help them understand a human being 
as a system in which many shifting and interactive dimensions are active. Such understanding 
could support experiencing one’s own existence as a system. Such experience precedes 
capacities to notice, reflect on, and begin to make sense of self-complexity. A book that performs 
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such a service deserves praise. His examples may help readers begin to understand “self as 
system,” a vital part of the journey to multi-perspectival living.  

I believe Rice provides a useful introduction to Clare Graves’ conception of value systems 
and how they show up in relation to life conditions. The presentation seems likely to enable 
readers to recognize that neither they nor any human being “is” a value system. This means 
Rice’s readers may be unlikely to label people (as in, “she’s Blue,” “he’s Orange,” “they’re 
Green”) based on levels of the colorful spiral that is used in popular versions of Graves’ work.  

Another service performed by some of the examples is bringing to life the Gravesian concept 
of interacting with “life conditions,” by applying the concept, not just referring to it. He provides 
many examples that bring the concept to life, in real-life interactions. It is worth iterating the 
point made earlier: Rice’s effort can aid those who want to learn how to think about interactive 
dynamics of behaviors and social and other environmental constraints. Without such thinking, as 
is often reflected when people talk “in colors,” Graves’ genius in understanding the complex 
evolution of human behaviors can remain untapped, and Spiral Dynamics-related applications 
can be shallow, if not harmful.      

The positive services performed by Rice’s book seem to be accompanied by some biases, 
contradictions, confusions, and incomplete efforts to accomplish the aimed-for integration. Some 
of these are theoretical issues, some of these are developmental issues, and some are a 
combination of the two. Some are issues that could impact readers and/or their associates in 
unhelpful ways. These latter are results of the former, and it seems important to mention them 
here and to raise larger questions that they may imply. 

 
Heterosexual Bias 
 

Alongside its aim to have biology and neuroscience help to integrate the psychological and 
the social, the book reflects a curious, unnecessary, and unnecessarily consistent, heterosexual 
bias. Rice does not anywhere in his examination of relationship issues acknowledge or address 
homosexual relationships. Such a bias is particularly striking, given the sciences the work draws 
from. This is not raised here as an issue of political correctness. Rather, I suggest the issue is one 
of (a) putting balanced science at the service of readers and (b) advocating for integral awareness 
of multiple perspectives and life experiences without blindness to their existence. The failure to 
acknowledge non-heterosexual experience anywhere in this book while presuming 
heterosexuality throughout it gives this reader the impression of an implicit bias in the author. 
How might integrating perspective-taking with knowledge from the soft and hard sciences help 
to transform such biases where they exist?  
 
Other People as Objects 
 

Despite its aim to support better relationships, periodically the book takes an approach that 
treats other human beings as objects. Such stances are unlikely to support healthy relationship-
building. For example: “So now you know what you want from your relationships, how do you 
tell the other person(s)? . . . [The other person may have] a different vMEMETIC set-up than the 
memes we’re attempting to infect them with” (p. 219). When I am in a relationship, I tell my 
partner what I want in our relationship and he does likewise. Such sharings are essential 
reciprocal exchanges that inform our co-creative efforts to build the relationship and mutual 
understanding. They would run aground rapidly if either of us were trying to “infect” the other 
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with wanting what we want the other to want. How might we live into an integral notion of the 
Golden Rule where relationships are co-constructed with others, not done to others?  
 
Simplism of “Infection” 
 

As the foregoing quotation suggests and evident in the book’s discussions of them, the 
concepts of memes and v-memes can be conducive to mechanistic, reductionistic, and/or 
atomistic applications. These concepts can make the dimensions underlying complex personal, 
interpersonal, and socio-cultural dynamics seem like “things” that we can label, see, and 
manipulate. That is not the case. After all, if it were that easy to change such dynamics by 
infecting others with “things” like memes to make them change, our relationships—and the 
world—could be free of misunderstandings and conflict already! Mindsets behind such 
approaches can support manipulating objects, but humans are not objects. The concepts can 
quickly obliterate the dynamic reciprocal interactions (and their role in development) that 
Graves’ original work illuminated and that Rice promotes. What might the study and application 
of Graves’ work accomplish (and how might it support integration more generally) if Beck & 
Cowan’s insertion of memetics were detached from it?   
 
Confusion About Human Development 
 

The book reflects some confusion about human development—what it means that Gravesian 
systems “emerge in symbiotic interaction with the Life Conditions in the Environment” (p. 189). 
As the excerpts below indicate, this could be like a roller coaster of contradictions for some 
readers. It could lead to harmful expectations of self and others. The confusion mirrors much of 
the Spiral Dynamics-related discourse when some say “the entire Spiral is already within” and 
some say its double-helix dynamics are about persons’ gradually maturing development (levels 
of existence) depending on their contexts (life conditions). Rice adds to the confusion with his 
interpretation of Beck’s “various postings” to the Spiral Dynamics-integral list serve: “Beck . . . 
does imply that there is a maturational factor in the emergence of vMEMES. He has not said 
explicitly that vMEMES are programmed to emerge in sequence as someone develops through 
life, irrespective of the Life Conditions; but the implications are inescapable” (p. 189). His 
subsequent sorting effort does not resolve the confusions. How might a community of the 
interested reach a point of committing to a sustained inquiry where such confusions are 
unpacked, understood, coordinated, and growth-full to resolve? Confusing contradictions about 
the nature of human development run through such examples as the following.  
 

If the Life Conditions predicate ORANGE thinking, then don’t be surprised if there’s not 
much TURQUOISE around (p. 99). As indicated by the assignation of Kohlberg’s [stage] 
4.5 to Erikson’s Peer Relationships stage, we would hope that ORANGE would be starting 
to emerge in the thinking of most young people by their mid-teens. Realistically we know 
that this is far from being the case. However, that doesn’t mean you won’t find ORANGE 
and vMEMES beyond in a secondary school classroom. The reality is that we could take a 
class of middling ability 15-year-olds and discover all the vMEMES were active – even 
YELLOW, possibly even TURQUOISE (p. 312)!  
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Don’t beat your head against a brick wall trying to get someone to become something they 
can’t be or are not ready to be. For example, it’s completely unreasonable to expect 
GREEN thinking from somebody who’s never climbed the Spiral beyond RED (p. 329).  

 
Sometimes 2nd Order Revolution can be so powerful it appears we can go up the Spiral by 
two or more vMEMES almost instantaneously. This is termed ‘Quantum Leap’ (p. 121). 
As discussed in Chapter 9, transitions between vMEMES can be near instantaneous. 
However, in many instances the process can take some considerable time.... (p. 150). 

 
So, the BIG QUESTION: can you self-actualise to YELLOW thinking – or are you trapped 
in 1st Tier worldviews (p. 97)? If you’re not happy with the way things are, can you go 
meta – self-actualise from YELLOW thinking – to look beyond your own reactions to the 
Life Conditions (p. 106)? Of course, if you have 2nd Tier vMEMES activated in your 
psyche, then temperament may not be much of an issue, anyway (p. 139)! 
 
Rice does not tell his readers how he defines the universe of the behavioural sciences. He 

certainly mentions a number of “elements of the behavioural sciences,” but certainly not the “all” 
that he claims. His grandiose claims sprinkled throughout the book may challenge readers’ 
patience if they are not taken as true. Nonetheless, the work does indicate that he is making 
valuable connections among models and premises. For readers who can take it all in, his 
correlation of multiple models could lead to integrated insights about human functioning.   

 
Conclusion 

 
Despite the weaknesses noted here, I believe the book has noteworthy potential benefits to its 

readers. Some pearls of great price in the book include the discussions and illustrations of 
systems of relations, e.g., the feedback loops of particular individual behaviors on another, the 
roles of environment and structure, and the multiple “selves” within one human being. These and 
other points that Rice makes could enrich ongoing dialogue in a community of the interested. 
That, in turn, could support and inform Rice’s noble efforts. It would support his plea that we 
must not go on repeating our failures in relationships, politics, law enforcement, business, 
education, and armed forces’ commands. Perhaps it would even encourage more widespread 
efforts to build and integrate knowledge—of self, of others, and of the social worlds we co-
construct and share.  
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A Reply to Ross 
 

Keith E. Rice 
 

Well, I had to start somewhere…!  
My Response to Ross 
 

Sara Ross’ review is a pretty fair summation of Knowing Me, Knowing You. 
For all its lofty ambitions and grandiose aims, it is a flawed book. And the principal flaw lies 

more or less in its genesis. 
I set out to outline a structure for what I conceive as Integrated SocioPsychology – the 

aligning and integration of all the different (and differing!) fields in the behavioural sciences. It 
was a culmination of some eight years’ work of mapping various fields in Psychology initially to 
the Graves Model (popularised as Spiral Dynamics) and how that played out through Robert 
Dilts’ Neurological Levels and influenced the process of meta-stating (as modelled by Michael 
Hall). Later, when I came (via my work as a part-time therapist) to deal with biologically-
influenced temperament, I used Hans Eysenck’s Dimensions of Temperament to describe those 
factors and found, via the work of William Moulton Marston, that they could be linked to certain 
of the vMEMES Spiral Dynamics talks about. 

It was intended to be a serious scientific work, capable of standing up to the most rigorous 
academic scrutiny. Thus, because the social sciences are messy – one of the principal reasons for 
derision from the “hard science” people! – I was cautious in my presuppositions and 
assumptions, careful to delineate between validated theory and postulation on my part and I 
referenced as much as I could. (Hence, the large number of footnotes!) On that basis it was 
necessarily reductionistic. Spirituality was sidelined to avoid distraction from the focus on what 
could pass as “scientific.” 

What became Knowing Me, Knowing You was to be a beginning of sorts, a step in the process 
of developing Integrated SocioPsychology. A process to which I hoped others would contribute. 
Thus, I took the decision not to trademark ‘Integrated SocioPsychology’ and gave an open 
invitation on www.integratedsociopsychology.net for interested parties to submit articles, case 
studies, etc, which would fit broadly within the concept. 

 
From an academic work to a self-help book? 

 
Somewhere along the way I was persuaded to frame it as a self-help book on the grounds that 

it would widen its commercial appeal considerably. 
So large parts of the book were rewritten and a self-help frame imposed on the structure. 

Much more anecdotal and case study material was introduced and some tools for designing 
therapeutic strategies were provided. 

This partial change in direction created a fundamental flaw which resulted in the elements of 
confusion Sara describes in her review. 

The flaw lies in the dichotomy between given certainties – which I have to provide as a 
therapist – and the mess of uncertainties – which I have to explore in my other role as a teacher 



Rice: Response to Ross Review 
 

21

of academic Psychology. People coming to me for counselling & therapy want “answers” – 
certainties which will indeed change their lives. They don’t want to know that Freud thought 
this, Graves concluded that, Don Beck hinted at the other, Aaron Beck wouldn’t hear of it and 
maybe, just maybe, the resolution might lie in the work of Kohlberg. (Oh, and by the way, 
Blackmore’s convinced “soul” is just a memeplex but Wilber’s got a lot of structure in his 
circumstantial evidence for the affect of “spirit”!) 

Thus, Knowing Me, Knowing You is fundamentally flawed in its dichotomy between offering 
self-help certainties and its efforts to resolve a broad-based theoretical approach centred on 
linking Graves-Eysenk-Dilts. 

Initial reaction was mixed, to say the least. Many of the “self-helpers” who tried it found it 
way too scientific. While I’ve found academics (by and large!) are far too “important” to be seen 
offering serious consideration to a mere “self-help” book. For a while, I determined to abandon 
Knowing Me, Knowing You and demerge its dichotomy into a “real” self-help book, shorn of 
most of the science, and a university level text book. 

That will still happen – along with a manual for therapists – but more recently I’ve found 
there is a niche of readership for whom Knowing Me, Knowing You really works. They’re high 
cognitive processors capable of dealing with paradox and uncertainty – arguably 2nd Tier 
thinkers! – but who either want to address issues in their own lives or want to understand/help 
others with issues in their lives. 

Consequently, I’m still promoting the book and will return to it in perhaps five-six years’ time 
to update it.  There are a number of assertions in it which are made very tentatively indeed, for 
fear of falling foul of the academic process. I hope that by the time I come to revise it, I’ll have 
the evidence to make those assertions in a much stronger manner. 

 
1st Tier thinking, 2nd Tier thinking and biases 

 
One area which should be addressed in a revision would be the so-called “gay issue.”. As Sara 

rightly points out, there is a heterosexual bias throughout Knowing Me, Knowing You.  
Why? Well, until Sara kindly sent me a preview of her review, it simply hadn’t occurred to 

me! How ever much homosexuality is no longer considered abnormal by most definitions of 
“psychological abnormality.” with most recent surveys (e.g., Australia/Canada/USA, all 2003) 
indicating the number of openly-practicing gay men and lesbians to be very substantially less 
than the mythical Kinsey figure of 10% of the general population (i.e., between approximately 
0.5% and 5%) it is still abnormal statistically. So I’ll excuse my ignorance on the grounds that its 
relevance didn’t occur to me. 

However, for that small figure, for the probably much larger figure of people who try it and 
abandon it or only engage that way occasionally or are that way in their orientation but don’t 
come “out” openly, and for the very much larger number of people (friends, family, work 
colleagues, etc.) who are affected by such orientations in sexuality, it undoubtedly is highly 
relevant. And Sara is right that a book which purports to change the way we view ourselves and 
our relationships should take homosexuality into account. 

Besides which it would be fascinating to map the work of Letitia Anne Peplau, Celia 
Kitzinger and other groundbreaking researchers into gay and lesbian relationships into the 
structure of motivation and relationship dynamics which Integrated SocioPsychology explores. 
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One possible “jumping-off” point for such an exploration might be p. 259 where “maleness” 
and “femaleness” – Jung’s animus and anima – are considered as poles on a sliding scale rather 
than biologically-determined absolutes. 

Another of Sara’s criticisms I take to heart – but possibly not in the way she intends! – is the 
one of objectification of the other person(s) in a relationship as something (some things?) you do 
something to. She contrasts this approach with the Integral notion of co-constructing 
relationships. 

Where 2nd Tier thinking predominates in a relationship, then con-construction – what I call 
Collaboration – should be the method of managing difference between partners. However, where 
1st Tier thinking is around – particularly below GREEN in the Spiral hierarchy – then people will 
tend to “do” to others, to infect them (or try to!) with their memes. RED, the most obvious 
example, has no interest in co-construction/Collaboration. It wants simply to dominate the 
other(s)!  

However, someone whose thinking is led by RED is unlikely to get very far with reading 
Knowing Me, Knowing You! Readers are much more likely to be led by GREEN-plus in their 
thinking and, therefore, more likely to favour co-creation/Collaboration in their own approach to 
relationships. Nevertheless, they need to identify, appreciate and have strategies for dealing with 
people whose approaches to relationships may be very different to their own. I believe Knowing 
Me, Knowing You provides substantial assistance with this. 

Because it is written ostensibly as a self-help book for anybody and everybody with 
reasonable intelligence, Knowing Me, Knowing You does not speak as clearly or directly as it 
could to its natural readership of GREEN-plus thinking. This again is a result of the dichotomy 
in its aims and a source of the confusion Sara finds in parts of it. 

 
In conclusion… 

 
Knowing Me, Knowing You is a flawed book but I had to start somewhere in my efforts to 

develop a truly integrated approach to the behavioural sciences. I don’t know that, if I were at the 
starting point again with the insights I have now, I would mix self-help certainties with scientific 
exploration and postulation. 

Having said that, I do think Knowing Me, Knowing You, as Sara has indicated, is a very 
valuable step forward in the direction of aligning and integrating the behavioural sciences. And it 
does work as a self-help book for 2nd Tier thinking which can handle the elements of paradox 
and uncertainty the book leaves hanging for further exploration. 

Constructive criticism is helpful in honing and refining a work. I will certainly take forward 
Sara’s points (and those others offer) into the eventual update of Knowing Me, Knowing You.  

In the meantime, I believe it’s one hell of a starting point! I hope it gives us some new key 
points of reference and that others will join with me in developing and expanding the framework. 

My thanks to Sara for her many words of encouragement and to Jonathan Reams for the 
opportunity to present these views here. 
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Book Review  
 

Leadership Agility. 
Five Levels of Mastery for Anticipating and Initiating Change. 

 
Bill Joiner & Stephen Josephs. 2007. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 

 
Reviewed by Jonathan Reams 

 
There it is, right on the first page of the introduction in big letters – “An Integral Approach.” 

For those of us who have been engaged in learning about and trying to make use of the integral 
paradigm for a while this phrase can be loaded with expectations. Will this book make it into the 
mainstream of the field (leadership development) or will the integral message be marginalized 
and relegated to a few devotees? Will it stay true to our particular conception of integral, or will 
it frame integral in its own way? These and a host of other questions could arise from reading 
through the beginning of Joiner and Josephs’ book. 

For me, an added allure of the book is that it is in my field of study, leadership. Being familiar 
with many of the challenges present in attempting to bring new and useful distinctions to the 
discourse in the field, I was curious to see if Joiner and Josephs could do something beyond what 
was already present in the literature. I was also curious to see if they could communicate an 
integral approach to leadership development in a clear and accessible way.  

On almost all accounts, I found that the authors succeeded in meeting the challenge. Their 
book is clearly written, well organized, and full of useful stories that illustrate the distinctions 
they make. It is the distinctions they make and how they organize them that make the book work 
so well. The structure they provide guides the reader through the five levels of mastery they 
delineate in a way that makes very clear how each level grows from the previous ones. The big 
question introduced at the beginning is, Is the approach integral? My view is yes, and this review 
intends to show why, as well as point to a couple of weaker areas. 

 
What they say 

 
To begin, one of the ever-present issues I encounter when providing authors feedback on their 

submissions is the need for more context setting. Situating the readers is critical if you wish to 
have them on the same page with you as you take them on the journey you wish to describe. 
Joiner and Josephs do this very well. Their introduction clearly sets the stage for what is to come 
by framing the approach they take, describing some of the journey they took to get there, and 
being explicit about how to make best use of the sections of the book. They lay out how they see 
an integral approach by saying that they approach the stages or levels of leadership agility 
development from both the outside in and the inside out. The outside in involves skill 
development, focused on three areas: pivotal conversations, team initiatives and organizational 
initiatives. The inside out involves mental and emotional capacities that enable the above 
mentioned skills to develop. With these simple distinctions they define the integral territory they 
will cover. 
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Then, in part one they define and illustrate the core competency of leadership agility upon 
which they base the book. This first pass through the territory does three key things. First, it 
situates leadership agility in the context of the ever-increasing complexity of the situations 
leaders encounter in organizations. It briefly describes the five levels of leadership agility; 
expert, achiever, catalyst, co-creator and synergist. Second, they tell one story, about Ed, a 
composite character who responds to a situation in five different ways, each illustrating one of 
the levels of leadership agility. Third, they lay out four core competencies that further define 
leadership agility. The four are: context-setting agility, stakeholder agility, creative agility, and 
self-leadership agility. Two capacities comprise each core competency. For context setting 
agility, they are situational awareness and sense of purpose. For stakeholder agility, they are 
stakeholder understanding and power style. For creative agility, they are connective awareness 
and reflective judgment. For self-leadership agility, they are self-awareness and developmental 
motivation. Finally, they show how each level is undergirded by awareness and intent. 

The second part of the book devotes one full chapter to each of the five levels of leadership 
agility. This is the meat of the book, where the authors go into depth to show the nuances, 
differences and distinctions present at each level. Each chapter uses three or more case studies to 
illustrate the various aspects of leadership agility at each level. Each chapter is structured in a 
similar manner, showing what leadership means to people operating at that level, how they 
perform in the three areas of pivotal conversations, team leadership and organizational 
leadership. Then they go into how these cases illustrate the eight capacities forming the four 
competencies at each level.  

The third section of the book discusses how to apply all of this in becoming a more agile 
leader. A chapter on assessing leadership agility is followed by one on developing it. This is 
initially done through a set of answers to frequently asked questions about their model, then 
shifts to describing aspects of growing into a new level of agility, straddling between two levels, 
and issues of downshifting. They briefly describe to individual readers how to assess their own 
current level; an example helps to illustrate how to do this. The second chapter in this section 
discusses how readers might set developmental goals, both within their current level of agility 
and in developing a new level. This is illustrated by weaving a story through the discussion, 
which focuses on the power of reflective action. It closes with an analysis of how this story 
relates to the levels of awareness and intent at the core of the process, and a further story of the 
power of attentional practice. 

 
Kudos and questions 

 
I was quite impressed with the ability of Joiner and Josephs to so clearly communicate the 

often-times challenging complexities of understanding developmental stages. I have come to 
appreciate the ability to make distinctions. There are many to make, and ones that sometimes 
matter most are often those that are the hardest to convey. Joiner and Josephs make clear and 
easy work of it. I believe this competency is one of the chief gifts of the book and one that will 
make the book particularly useful to its readers.  

The manner in which they tease out how the different levels function has a simple clarity to it 
that comes only from long experience. This shows up in the seamless integration of a coherent 
organizational structure of the contents, in the presentations of the various aspects of leadership 
agility, in the selection and explication of core competencies, and in the way the stories bring the 
distinctions to life. I came away thinking that readers’ chief benefit may be in not needing to sift 
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through unnecessary verbiage, or possess prior subject knowledge to mine the gems in this book.  
All of these factors lead me to judge thehe book’s approach to be integral in presentation, content 
and organization—all  without reliance upon jargon or any particular model’s  terminology.  

A minor point  triggered my attention as I read through the book, and one deeper concern 
arose. The minor point arose in relation to their claim about Jim Collin’s level five leadership. In 
their very first footnote, they make a distinction between Collins use of the term “level five 
leader” and their use of level five leadership, saying that their analysis shows it to be only at their 
achiever level. On page 77, they point to how a leader using achiever level agility was a level 
five leader in Collin’s terms. I am going on second hand knowledge here, but it felt to me that 
Joiner and Joseph’s analysis might have devalued Collin’s work in this area (and I regret not 
having the time to check into this).  

A larger issue for me was the third section of the book. After being very pleased with the way 
the first two sections did their jobs, I expected to find similar clarity and structure to facilitate my 
self-assessment and development of leadership agility in the third section. The further I read in 
its two chapters, the more I came away feeling that I was much more left on my own to sort 
things out. I began to wonder how other readers might sort out their self-assessment from the 
answers to frequently asked questions and the stories that comprised the bulk of that chapter. The 
next one on developing leadership agility left me feeling much the same. 

Upon reflection, I wonder if here, at the stage where so much energy and effort had gone into 
creating a clearly communicated and well-structured set of distinctions in the previous sections, 
the authors could not find an equally elegant way to address the even more complex and thorny 
question of how to guide a reader through a self-assessment. While I could sort out things for 
myself, I recognized that previous familiarity with these models gave me an advantage that many 
readers might not have. From this third section, I came away with the critique that Joiner and 
Josephs had not mustered the same accessible clarity achieved in the first sections of the book. 
The work’s only weakness seems to be in helping others apply it for themselves.  

In the end, I did not feel that this gap in the last section detracted enough from the book to 
dampen my enthusiasm for what the authors have managed to accomplish. This book can 
provide leaders and those who wish to be leaders with tremendous tools to enhance and grow in 
their agility as leaders. 
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Humanity, Forest Ecology, and the Future  
in a British Columbia Valley: 

A Case Study 
 

Stephan Martineau 
 

Abstract: One of the most important and challenging issues facing humanity in the 21st 
century is the increasingly complex human-ecology interface. This article suggests the 
potential that integral mediation and integral ecology hold in addressing this interface. It 
distinguishes two categories of ecological challenges, removed and local tangible ones, 
and indicates that they require adapting methodologies to address them. Using a local 
tangible challenge—a 35-year old conflict over land use issues in the Slocan Valley, 
British Columbia, Canada—as an example, an integral mediation approach is outlined. 
First, context is given, both historically and geographically. Then the main capacities 
employed in the vision-building and mediation process are outlined. The article presents 
the case in such a way as to emphasize some generalizations, favoring these over a 
presentation of many case details. It concludes with a brief description of perspectives 
that are prerequisites in order to successfully apply integral solutions to the human-
ecology interface. 
 
Keywords: human-ecology interface, integral ecology, integral mediation 

 
Introduction 

 
A deep breath in, and out. I looked up at the forested mountainside that I could see so well 

from our front deck, and finally admitted it to myself: this was not going to work. I had spent the 
last eight years trying to protect this beautiful landscape—a watershed that provided us with the 
purest of waters—from road building and clearcut logging. From the steep and fragile slopes ran 
water that could be savored straight from the creeks. Kneeling down to drink its sweet freshness 
had sustained me many a time, renewing my commitment to do everything I could to help 
protect it and thereby also the Life in its myriad forms being nourished by it.  

The last year had been spent organizing an international conference aimed at raising 
awareness for the essential importance and fragility of water. This effort had tried to bring all 
sides to understand that what we still had in terms of water resources was indeed very precious 
and that it was possible to protect it, while also acknowledging and meeting the varied needs of 
very diverse populations. The conference was called FLOW: an acronym for both “For Love Of 
Water” and “For Love of Our Work.” A wide-ranging group of 45 speakers and over 350 
delegates had come together for what turned out to be a great success from the conference-circuit 
perspective, leaving participants with a high level of inspiration, new knowledge, and maybe 
most importantly, connection and networking.  

But there was hardly a show from the logging faction of the equation; their absence spoke of 
failure from my perspective. A true solution would be one that all sub-cultures of our society 
could embrace and support. In addition to the continued lack of presence from the logging 
community at this and other related events, I was also becoming increasingly aware of the self-



Martineau: Humanity, Forest Ecology and the Future 
 

27

centered relationship to life some key environmental organizations often held at their core. The 
altruism presented to the world was just part of the picture. Beneath the albeit sincere, outer 
façade hid an alarming competitive spirit of self-preservation that led to ongoing backbiting 
amongst the organizations themselves as well as between influential players within these groups. 
I was dismayed to witness a level of animosity between people who actually believed in the same 
cause that repeatedly resulted in sabotage of great efforts and ideas from within and amongst the 
environmental groups themselves. 

Wow, the mountain was indeed literally steep, and although the integral vistas that could be 
seen from the top were so clear and majestic, the way there seemed very elusive. As the breath 
escaped my lungs, tears came to my eyes. I had a contract with this forest, a promise made that 
included health and wholeness. The year was 2000, the future uncertain. 

The environmental challenges we face as a human family standing at the beginning of this 
new millennium are more complex than ever before. With the advent of the communication 
revolution over the last 100 years, and the increasing speed at which information now travels, the 
spectrum of consciousness we span has widened considerably, and this not just on a global scale, 
but also region by region. Our needs, values, and perspectives are now often hard to reconcile 
within our own blood families, let alone our bioregions, countries, or continents. Life conditions 
are changing at an exponential speed creating a climate in which stress and knee-jerk reactions 
are accepted as the norm. Our political environment is stuck in shortsightedness, averaging a 
four-year look ahead, when what we increasingly need are 100- and 200-year perspectives. We 
are indeed living in interesting times, and to navigate them requires a wider and more 
comprehensive map. 

Over the last 40 years our ecological awareness has increased, but along with it so has 
everything else: our population numbers, consumption levels, deforestation, pollution, and 
resource depletion, to name just a few of the current environmental challenges. The 
environmental movement that seemed to be on the upsurge in the 1980s/90s has not succeeded in 
achieving the level of change it originally aspired to and was driven toward. Why? My sense is 
that the complexity of the terrain came as a surprise to most. Once we understood the dire 
present ecological situation, let alone the bleak predictions for our planetary future, we thought 
environmental sanity was just plain common sense. However, we soon realized that we human 
beings are an integral part of any ecological solution, and that we are complex beings, to say the 
least. It was difficult for those of us convinced of a need for greater ecological sensitivity and 
action stemming from this increased awareness to marry our ideals with our daily lives. In 
addition to our own challenges of “walking the talk,” we also tripped up over other limitations 
such as emotional issues, our often narrow perspectives, and our inability to truly come together 
and work with like-minded people, let alone other-minded individuals with very different 
perspectives and worldviews. With the immensity of the challenges staring us in the face, many 
tried to forget what they once so strongly believed in, adapting their worldviews and related life 
styles to the imperfection of the situation at hand. Others became radicals, boldly and at times 
loudly embodying their ideas to an extreme, with little regard for others. Yet others became 
professional activists, working on environmental issues as full-time jobs, applying steady and 
sustained effort to issues that were often determined by what their organization (employer) could 
get funding for. 

The obstacles and bumps in the road toward a more just, sane and ecologically aware world 
were harder to overcome than anticipated, and they are still being felt. Human consciousness and 
our ability to understand it, both in ourselves and in others, lies at the root of our capacity to 
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navigate the environmental issues of the 21st century. And, as mentioned above, these ecological 
challenges have not decreased over the last 40 years; indeed, they have grown in both scope and 
level of complexity. 

In this article I attempt to demonstrate a way forward and also take a brief look back in order 
to highlight some of the mistakes that we have made in our efforts toward increasing our levels 
of responsibility and awareness in relation to the fragile earth that we inhabit. I will use as a case 
study my experience in environmental activism in the Slocan Valley of British Columbia, 
Canada. 

 
Integral Ecology 

 
When dealing with any ecological problem we are basically dealing with human beings and 

their relationship with the natural environment. We—the human species—are the main cause of 
most present-day environmental problems, and it is therefore essential that we consider ourselves 
as a central part of any proposed solution in order to encourage its successful implementation.  

As we attempt first to understand a problem, and then to figure out possible solutions, we 
must navigate amongst and appreciate many differing value systems, worldviews, priorities, 
preferences, habits, needs, fears, reservations, even differing cultural norms, and exterior 
structural and societal limitations. Given the complexity of one human being, bringing together a 
group of individuals, possibly even a whole bioregion, province/state or country to agree on a 
course of action can indeed appear to be extraordinary, if not entirely impossible. And yet, unless 
we take into consideration all that a human being is as an individual and all human collectives, 
an environmental solution, however sound it may be on paper, will fall short of “sticking,” of 
getting implemented, and achieving any real change. 

An integral approach to the human-ecology interface offers a way forward in the midst of all 
this complexity. This approach honors and integrates all the various values and perspectives. It 
understands that all of these have something important to say and to contribute. And of course, in 
order to do this, we need to acknowledge the complexity of individuals and communities, as well 
as of any given environmental situation. In addition, understanding that it takes more than one 
individual, worldview, or knowledge base to apprehend the full picture as we endeavor to find 
solutions, we come to realize that each perspective actually holds some aspect of what needs to 
be considered in a solution that can be embraced by all. In other words, each perspective holds a 
jewel. Often this jewel is limited in some way, but it still remains an important part of the way 
onward and forward. Thus, bringing multiple perspectives together is the challenge, but also the 
opportunity. 

While I have been explicitly informed by an integral framework, my inclusion of this in the 
case study I describe below has been much more implicit in my work with the core group that 
has become the Slocan Integral Forestry Cooperative (SIFCo), not all of whom had heard of such 
an approach beforehand. Some of the core group have since become interested and have learned 
more about the integral approach. Others have simply been open to it as I have facilitated the 
group and have worked from a stance of attempting to take into consideration as many facets of 
the situation as possible: interior and exterior realities; individual and collective dimensions; 
how our consciousness and our understanding of the world and ourselves changes and evolves; 
the past, present and the future; and the many aspects of human nature: body, mind, soul and 
spirit. 
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It has been my experience that it is only by using an integral approach that a diverse and 
divergent collective can come to resolution, a vision, and an action plan forward. Anything less 
will fall short of solving our present prevailing ecological predicament: actions are becoming 
less and less optional, and vision alone will solve nothing. 

 
Two Types of Environmental Challenges 

 
We can classify the environmental challenges that we face today into two categories. Each 

one requires a slightly different approach. 
The first category is removed challenges. These encompass ecological situations that we are 

facing indirectly due to their location and/or scale. Examples of this type of environmental 
challenge are global warming, the protection of ecological and wildlife values in non-human 
zones, international water exportation agreements, and CFC released into the atmosphere. 
Because of the magnitude or removed location of these challenges, they are more likely to be 
viewed impersonally: some individuals will be ambivalent in relation to the problem, others will 
have no clear opinion, and a very few will have a strong emotional and cognitive response 
associated with the issue at hand, as well as a sense that they can perhaps make a difference. 
These kinds of environmental challenges are generally dealt with at policy, political, and 
organizational levels.  

The other category is local tangible challenges that affect everyday citizens directly; for 
example: expropriation of private land for road construction or high voltage electrical lines, 
displacement of villages in a proposed flood zone by hydroelectric dams, or a polluting industry 
that moves into a neighborhood. A distinguishing trait of this category is that pretty much every 
citizen within an affected area will have an opinion that is influenced by strong emotional and 
cognitive reactions to the issue at hand. An ecological problem within this category is 
experienced as a very personal issue by most, and dealt with at the communal, personal and local 
levels. With this type of ecological problem, people generally feel that they have at least a 
chance to affect change. 

The remainder of this paper focuses on the application of an integral approach to a local 
tangible challenge1 that affects everyday citizens: the long-standing controversy around forest 
management in the domestic use watersheds of the Slocan Valley in British Columbia, Canada. 

 
Slocan Valley Forestry – A Case Study 

 
Background 

 
Over the last several decades, the Slocan Valley has become known in British Columbia as a 

place where the local communities take tremendous interest in the forests and watersheds that 
surround them. The vast majority of local residents’ domestic water supplies come directly from 
small creeks that tumble down the forested mountain slopes and fragile springs arising from 
hidden aquifers. These are sensitive water sources on which the local population is dependent for 
both irrigation and domestic needs. For the last 35 years, competing demands have been placed 

                                                 
1 While making a distinction between removed and local tangible ecological issues is very helpful, many 
of the findings discussed in the following on how to work with local challenges can be translated and 
adapted to working with the removed type of environmental problem. 
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on the landscape by divergent interests: domestic water licensees, forest workers, forestry 
companies, outdoor enthusiasts, farmers, First Nations, and the government. The result has been 
tense relationships, to say the least. After 15 years of dedicated grassroot effort to come up with 
an alternative to the proposed and planned areas for logging cuts, in 1991 the logging industry, 
backed by government, began to build roads and log clearcuts in people’s watersheds. Protests 
and ensuing arrests in the valley due to conflicting interests sadly became commonplace. Over 
the last 15 years, and as recently as 2004, over 120 individuals have been arrested, standing for 
what they believed to be a just cause: water and ecosystem protection. While arrestees paid 
personally for taking a stand, the community has paid with social divisions and a sense that the 
economic future is tenuous. Many tax dollars have been spent for very little return, and the 
situation is yet to be resolved. 

 
The Geography – providing a sense of place 

 
The Slocan Valley is a long (over 120 km) and narrow valley consisting of approximately 

840,000 acres of land and water. It is situated in the West Kootenay region of Southeastern 
British Columbia. The rugged Selkirk and Purcell mountains provide a spectacular backdrop for 
the Slocan Lake at the north end of the valley and the Slocan River that meanders through the 
south. The high elevation terrain of the steep and broken valley walls is home to alpine 
meadows, glaciers, and rocky peaks. This combination of forested mountain slopes, high 
elevation peaks and meadows, all crowning the lake and river, provide stunning natural beauty. 

 Approximately 6,000 people inhabit the Slocan Valley. They share this land with a wide 
range of animal species, including grizzlies, black bears, deer, elk, wolverine, mountain caribou, 
coyotes, lynx, mountain goats, cougars, and bobcats. The Slocan Valley is part of what is known 
as the only Interior Temperate Rain Forest in the world. The “continental” climate is usually 
warm and sunny in the summer, and overcast and below freezing in the winter. Average annual 
precipitation ranges from 30 to 70 inches. 

 
The Population: who came to be here, and when 

 
Historically speaking, the Slocan Valley was first used by First Nations people of whom a 

small but very active band, the Sinixt, still calls the valley it home. The mining boom of 1890 
marked the arrival of early settlers coming mainly from western USA, a hard-working group of 
people. Many of their descendents still reside in the valley and are associated with one form or 
another of resource extraction. 

Economic activities associated with mining led to the development of roads, ferries, and 
railways, opening transportation routes for pioneer homesteaders in the early 1900s. These early 
pioneer homesteaders were mainly of Doukhobor descent. The Doukhobors (meaning Spirit 
Wrestlers) were a group of Russian peasants who escaped persecution in Russia in 1899. At that 
time, Leo Tolstoy and his colleagues, the Society of Friends (The Quakers), helped 8,000 of 
them immigrate to Canada. The persecution in Russia had begun four years before, when at 
Easter time Doukhobor conscripts, called to serve in the army, laid down their weapons and 
refused to continue military training, stating that they could not continue participating in the 
taking of human life. The Doukhobors are Christians; they base their philosophy on two 
commandments: “Recognize and love God—the spiritual force of Goodness and Creativity—
with all thy heart, mind and soul” and “Love thy neighbor as thyself.” For over 60 years the 
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Doukhobors maintained an established communal lifestyle in the Slocan Valley and surrounding 
areas. This led the Encyclopedia Britannica (1960 edition) to describe them as: “…when living 
up to the standard of their faith, they present one of the nearest approaches to the realization of 
the Christian ideal which has ever been attained.” In the 1960s external pressures brought an end 
to their communal life style. Today only about 20% of the Slocan Valley population is of 
Doukhobor descent. Many of the descendants have joined the resource extraction faction of the 
valley. The elders are avid gardeners. They still administer their own playschools, youth groups, 
publications, Russian language classes, community and cultural centers, and heritage sites. They 
meet regularly for prayer services, spiritual meetings, and cultural festivals. 

In the early 1940s, following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, both the United States and 
Canada relocated people of Japanese descent to what became known as internment camps. 
Essentially, these people became civilian prisoners of war, even if most of them were already 
citizens of one of these two countries. Of the 23,000 interned in Canada, 7,500 were sent to the 
Slocan Valley and placed in six different internment camps. Today, a small number of these so-
called “ex-prisoners” and their descendents still live in the Slocan Valley. 

In the late 1960s the next major wave of immigration occurred when young migrants, this 
time from the United States, discovered the Slocan Valley. American men were being drafted as 
soldiers for the war in Vietnam, and Canada provided a safe haven to avoid the draft and to 
establish a peaceful existence working with the land. Hundreds upon hundreds traveled north and 
discovered the Slocan Valley. A colorful array of communes sprung up. Alternative schools were 
built, food coops and community halls established, most beaches became clothing-optional, and 
the green plant started growing everywhere. These newcomers talked gender equality, free love, 
racial equality, and consensus decision-making. Environmental organizations were born. The 
then-emerging green movement had moved in, and this was the beginning of a 35-year long 
period of unease and conflict between this new wave of people and the long-established resource 
extraction faction of the community. A significant percentage of the present population arrived 
during this time, and many of their children have chosen to stay upon reaching adulthood. 

In 1978, another event was to shape the future of the community: a forest company, Slocan 
Forest Products (SFP), was started up in the Slocan Valley. Until that point, the resource 
extraction faction of the community had been fairly diversified, and many small saw mills were 
spread out along the valley. None of these would survive the advent of SFP. Later, this company 
became the biggest forest product corporation in British Columbia, and in 2004, SFP merged 
with Canadian Forest Product (CANFOR) to create a new international giant. 

In the early 1990s, the last significant wave of migration started and has continued to this day. 
A new era of “counter culture” individuals arrived, a group deeply established in “green” 
ecological consciousness, many equipped with higher education and a determined enthusiasm 
and motivation to do things differently. Among their distinguishing characteristics is a strong 
interest in a more spiritual life with a committed emphasis on “walking the talk.” Vegetarianism, 
meditation, yoga, raw food, cleansing, voluntary simplicity, organic gardening, artistic 
expression, creative livelihood, activism, and leisure would become their main activities. They 
were joined by a growing number of “urban refugees” and semi-retired professionals, many of 
whom are well educated and financially independent. 

This diverse assembly of individuals makes up the Slocan Valley of today, a small group of 
people (about 6,000) spanning an extremely wide spectrum of perspectives and preferences. Add 
to this mix a multi-national corporation whose main mandate is the growth of its shares’ value on 
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the open market, and a government that in British Columbia is heavily financed by the forest 
industry, and an interesting situation is a sure result. 

 
The Challenge 

 
The Forest Crisis 

 
In order to fully grasp the situation in the Slocan Valley, one needs to understand something 

about the land base in British Columbia. The following is a short synopsis. 
In British Columbia (BC) 95% of the land base falls under what is called “Crown Land” or in 

common terminology “public land.” The other 5% is private land. Of the 95% public land, 12% 
is provincial parks. Such parks are protected land. Beyond these, most of the remaining public 
land is available for timber extraction. How did this come about? In 1865 the government of the 
day passed a land ordinance making it possible for government to grant rights to timber on public 
land to private interests without the government losing title to the land. By 1907, government 
had already granted the rights to timber to private interests on over 20 million acres of land. By 
the 1940s, the harvest rate of trees in BC had tripled, and the private companies holding the 
rights to these millions of acres of land had reached the limit of available timber supplies. So the 
timber industry needed access to more Crown Land. The government of the time got a little 
nervous about the prospect of future timber shortage, yet did not want to lose the investments 
made by these big corporations. Thus, in 1947 it decided to amend the Forest Act and to 
introduce the concept of “Sustained Yield Forestry.” 

Two very important things came out of the new amendment to the Forest Act: (a) long-term 
exclusive forest management licenses (later to be named Tree Farm Licenses—TFLs), and (b) 
regulation of harvest rates. In other words, companies were given additional large parcels of land 
to manage with a harvest rate set by the government. 

Today, two forms of tenure—area-based Tree Farm Licenses, and volume-based forest 
licenses—account for over 85% of the volume of timber cut on Crown lands in BC. Almost all 
area-based TFLs in existence today were granted before 1966, while the volume-based forest 
licenses were introduced in 1978, the year the Forest Act of 1947 was amended. The latter differ 
from the TFLs in that government gives these lands to companies, and companies have to cut a 
certain amount of wood from them every year. Government then gets a stumpage fee from each 
tree cut. By combining both the TFLs and the volume-based forest licenses, it is evident that 
fewer than 20 companies control 70% of the volume of timber cut in BC each year. 

The Slocan Valley has a Tree Farm License that covers 24% of the land base; the volume-
based forest licenses cover another 45% of the land; 24% is provincial parks (double the 12% 
provincial average for parks); and 5 % is in private lands. In other words, 98% of the land is 
spoken for; close to 70% is forested land and slated to be cut at some point in the future. 

 
So What’s the Problem? 

 
Imagine moving north to Canada, escaping the draft for the Vietnam war, and finding a wild 

area, scarcely populated and with lots of cheap land available. You are hundreds of miles away 
from a big metropolitan center, surrounded by clean creeks, rivers and lakes, with four months of 
sunshine in the summers, and mild winters: a paradise where all your dreams can come true!? All 
those dreams born in the Berkeley cafes and on the LA beaches... Hundreds of you congregate 
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there, with ideas, visions, and ideals aplenty. The first summer is the best; everyone swims in the 
river, talks late into the night, and dreams of a new world just about to be created. 

Then the deciduous trees and larches begin to turn yellow, the evenings become chilly, and 
the reality starts to dawn on you that life and the dreams you hold have a few things in between: 
work being one, personal growth another, and creativity probably the most important. Many 
relationships go sour, the warmth of the city begins to beckon. Most will leave. But some stay, 
drawing upon a creativity and dedication they might not have known existed. They build their 
homes and learn a variety of new skills: growing their own food, building with logs, and slowly 
getting established. The water line gets hooked up, a one-inch pipeline is buried two feet under 
the ground so that it won’t freeze in the winter; sometimes the lines run thousands of feet, all the 
way to the closest creek that runs down the forested mountain sides. There, right by the creek, a 
water box is built to receive the fresh running water; attached to it is the water line, and that’s it! 
The elevation difference between the box and the house creates your water pressure. You turn 
the tap on in your newly constructed house, and pure creek water flows out. You fill a glass, taste 
the water, and your life changes… The creek now flows through your veins. The creek water will 
slowly become 70% of your physical makeup, the average water content of a human body. The 
effect of this is hard to measure, but it is indeed for many the beginning of a love story. A love 
story between a people and the water that runs down the mountainside. 

Each spring and fall you go to your water box to clean it up, emptying it and removing the 
sediment that has accumulated at the bottom of the box during the last six months. Back home 
for a drink of fresh water, the floating sediment you had noticed for the last few weeks in your 
water is gone. Deep contentment.  

And then, one day, it happens. George, your neighbor, calls. He sounds very concerned. He 
has just gone to check his water box, and half the box is full of sediment. When he turned the tap 
on at home the water was brown. What is going on? The only way to find out is to walk uphill, 
following the creek. About two kilometers later you find the cause: A new 160-acre clearcut, 
with a logging road that has just washed away into the creek. This is sacrilege, this is the end of 
the world, outrage fills you: “How dare anyone destroy this fragile and faithful creek? This will 
never happen again! This is my newly found passion: Water is life, I am alive, never again, 
OVER MY DEAD BODY!” The year is 1972. 

And that’s only one side of a multi-sided problem. Check out this reality: You grew up here, 
have spent every day of your childhood roaming the fields, forests and valleys. Your great 
grandparents first made this their home, immigrating from Sweden in 1894. The stories of their 
settling, clearing the land, the many mosquitoes, the hard work, discovering the bountiful riches 
of this land: wildlife for hunting, silver and ore for mining, huge cedar trees for building, salmon 
and a wide array of fish right there at the tip of their fingers for fishing… all these and many 
more anecdotes were woven into the stories told to your grandparents, your parents and yourself. 
You feel embedded in a continuous stream: your family and this land belong together. You love 
this place, and feel lucky to be here. It is home. You belong here. The few times you have 
ventured to the city only confirmed this. You are uncomfortable there, out of place, feel pity for 
those who live and work in stuffy closed-in spaces, who can’t call their home their own. Here 
you step out of your house each morning, look over your pasture and garden, notice a few jobs 
that need taking care of around the yard and get ready for another day’s work of logging. You 
love working outside, the fresh smell of a newly cut cedar tree filling the air, the noise of your 
chain saw doesn’t bother you, it is familiar. Holding it firmly in your hands as you skillfully 
clear one tree after the other, you enjoy the sense of power and strength it gives you. You are a 
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hard worker, and the guys at the mill respect you. However, it is not always an easy existence; in 
many ways it is a tough life. Money is often scarce; and although you yourself don’t have a 
mortgage, you see many of your buddies struggling to make their monthly payments. And then 
there is increasing talk at the mill of possible closure due to lack of wood. You used to be able to 
go out and clearcut close to the home in the neighboring side valleys, now you often have a 20-
30 km drive to just get to your work site. The valley has changed so much with all kinds of new 
people arriving. The stream of hippies who arrived in the 70s has been replaced with other waves 
of newcomers, many who seem to hold similar values as the former group, but are not as 
obviously “outlandish” – some even have short hair (!). They are fiercely protective of the water 
running down the mountain slopes and will do pretty much anything to stop you and your 
buddies from getting in there to do your job. Once in a while they pique your curiosity. Mostly 
they irritate you, sometimes downright enrage you… with their arrogance, with their very literal 
way of getting in your way by holding blockades. Who are these people? They pose a threat: to 
your kids, your job, and most of all YOUR WAY OF LIFE! They speak of logging practices that 
are “sustainable for future generations,” of scientific evidence, and that you have no feelings for 
the trees. And your response? “What’s the problem? I am 4th generation here and there is still 
plenty of wood! Besides, if I stopped logging, how would I survive? You guys just hang out and 
protest. Get a job and stop complaining.” The year is 1994. 

The above brief descriptions are only two snapshots in time representing the life conditions, 
worldviews and values active in this bioregion. Another one that must be noted, but that I will 
not attempt to describe myself, is that of the Sinixt, the Native people here in the Slocan Valley. 
They, like many other Natives, have been subject to enough misrepresentations and I do not wish 
to risk another non-indigenous portrayal of a nation that was decimated by smallpox in the early 
1900s, a nation that have called this land home for thousands of years. 

But in impassioned moments they will speak of the fact that they have not yet been 
recognized by government, a government that had the audacity to declare them extinct in the 
early 1950s. 

In addition to the individual perspectives that are subjective, directed and influenced by a mix 
of personal, social, economic, cultural and other lenses, there are also some objective facts that 
contribute to the ongoing conflict in the Slocan Valley. In other words, it is not just human-
related, but also a very real one in terms of ecology.2

                                                 
2 Worldwide 

- With new technology, such as satellite systems, low altitude photography and side-looking radar, 
scientists have now figured out that the world is losing about 20.4 million hectares of tropical 
forest annually and that if these figures are not reduced, we will lose all of our tropical forests in 
about 50 years. http://www.lclark.edu/~jay/Species%20Extinctions.pdf 

- More than 10,000 square kilometers of North American ancient forests are clearcut every year. 
(Roadmap to Recovery: The world’s last intact forest landscape, Greenpeace, March 2006) 

- There are approximately 3,800 million hectares of forest in the world, nearly one third of the 
planet’s land area. http:// forest ry .oxfordjournals.org/cgi/reprint/49/1/29.pdf 

- Deforestation is second only to the burning of fossil fuels as a human source of atmospheric 
carbon dioxide. Global estimates on the amount of carbon given off annually through 
deforestation amounts to 2.8 billion metric tons. Deforestation accounts for at least 25% of the 
annual emissions of carbon dioxide by humans. http://www.ecobridge.org/content/g_cse.htm 

 
And in British Columbia, Canada 
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 Failed Attempts at Solving the Conflict 
 
The struggle in the Slocan Valley has held a prominent place both in the media and politics 

for over three decades. Since 1974 the provincial government, in its attempt to solve the issue, 
has intervened nine times by sponsoring a variety of roundtable initiatives. Some of these lasted 
for years, involving skilled facilitators from around the province. Each process tried to come up 
with land-use decisions that would be acceptable to the majority of residents, together costing 
hundreds of thousands of dollars. Each initiative failed, some to such a degree that the initial 
division amongst involved parties actually widened during and after the process. 

Summarized, the challenge the Slocan Valley faces in regard to its people, water, and 
surrounding forests thus involves: 

1. A 35-year history of controversy over forest management in domestic watersheds; 
2. Extreme polarities in perspectives and a wide span of competing values; 
3. An exceptionally high degree of awareness by the local population regarding the issues at 

hand, with very strong opinions on all sides; 
4. Deeply entrenched mistrust between various factions of the residents; 
5. The historical fact that the BC government has already attempted to solve this issue nine 

times over the last 35 years, by sponsoring nine different initiatives at a cost of hundreds 
of thousands of dollars to taxpayers without any success whatsoever; and 

6. A global and bioregional context of increasing water scarcity, depleted forest ecology, and 
declining economy in the forestry sector. 

 
The Initiative: The Slocan Integral Forestry Cooperative (SIFCo)  

 
“No problem can be solved from the same level of consciousness that created it.” 

(attributed to Albert Einstein 1879-1955) 
 
In the fall of 2003, the provincial government of British Columbia announced its intention to 

offer forest tenures to communities as part of a province-wide tenure reallocation process. After 
30 years of failed processes, an opportunity arose to start over, to try a different approach, one 
that would make use of the many lessons learned and take all the players into consideration: 

                                                                                                                                                             
- In British Columbia more than 2 400 square kilometers are clearcut every year. 

http://www.livinglandscapes.bc.ca/thomp-ok/env-changes/land/ch2.html  
- Canadian logging causes almost 2.1 hectares (5 acres) of forest to be lost every minute of every 

day, principally to feed U.S. demand. (Bringing Down the Boreal, Forest Ethics) 
- In British Columbia 27,000 loggers were thrown out of work between 1981 and 1991, not by 

“tree huggers”, but by an increasing use of labor-reducing technology in the industry. 
http://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/199905/media.asp 

- While the cut has increased dramatically, almost doubling over the last 20 years from less than 40 
to more than 70 million cubic meters per year (Ministry of Forests), forestry has decreased its 
contribution to the provincial economy by one half, from over 10% to around 5% in the same 
period (Heaps). http://archive.greenpeace.org/comms/97/forest/jobtree.html 

- The logging industry currently employs about 6% of BC’s workers, down from 9% at the 
beginning of the 1980s. http://workinfonet.bc.ca/lmisi/bc-econ/FORESTRY/forestry.html  

- B.C. gets only 1/5 as many jobs per cubic meter of timber logged as California and has one of the 
worst records of job creation in the forestry sector in the world (Pulp, Paper and Woodworkers of 
Canada) http://archive.greenpeace.org/comms/97/forest/jobtree.html 
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people, nature, culture, organizations, and corporations. I recognized this announcement as an 
opportunity to implement an integral approach to community mediation in the Slocan Valley of 
BC. The intention and aim were that an integral approach to a collective conflict could lead to 
the formation of a Cooperative that would hold tenure over some of the most contested lands and 
be charged with managing these lands. 

If the residents of the Slocan Valley were to be successful in a bid for a community forest 
tenure, all sides of the ongoing conflict would have to come together under one vision. They 
would, together, need to change the course of history by replacing mistrust with a new direction 
that would benefit all members of the community. The social landscape was diverse. It was made 
up of First Nations voices; a conservative faction made up of loggers, miners and farmers; a 
highly concentrated and vocal green community; a multi-faith landscape; two internationally 
recognized environmental organizations; a strong artist community; and a multinational 
corporation (the main employer) involved in corporate forestry. Would they be able to rise to the 
challenge? 

This new integral initiative would walk already charted territory, territory that had seen all 
kinds of approaches and processes stumble and fall. Was there a chance of making any headway 
whatsoever? Could and would an integral approach make a difference in navigating this 
landscape? Together with a small group of residents, I decided to give it a try. 

 
Guiding principles 

 
First we needed to come up with guiding principles that would start the process of building a 

foundation of respect for divergent local perspectives. Our initiative is therefore based on the 
following points of understanding: 

1. Residents hold diverse perspectives and value systems in relation to the forest that 
surrounds them, 

2. These perspectives and value systems are guided and influenced by a mix of social, 
economic, scientific, spiritual, psychological, cultural, political, historical and 
institutional lenses. 

3. Each of these perspectives is valuable and pertinent and must therefore be considered 
into solutions that will work for all. 

4. By including and building upon these perspectives solutions found will be more 
complete and viable in considering how the community and the forest can interface. 

 
Mediating between trees and all kinds of people! 

 
The problem in the Slocan Valley is specifically related to the interface and interaction 

between people and the natural environment, and to the myriad value systems and perspectives at 
play in regards to the issue. Thus, very early in the effort it became clear that a central 
component of achieving a Community Forest and then managing it in an integral way would 
have everything to do with our ability to work with people. In other words, success in achieving 
a Community Forest depended to a large extent on our capacity to navigate amongst and 
appreciate many differing value systems, worldviews, priorities, preferences, habits, needs, fears, 
reservations, even differing cultural norms, as well as ecological limitations, corporate interest, 
and national and local laws.  
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One of the main criteria to succeed in securing a community forest in BC is to get broad-
based community support. Would it be possible for the union, the logging company, the 
recreation enthusiasts, First Nations, environmental organizations, and the residents to come 
together under one vision? Given the valley’s history, it seemed unlikely. I was excited to try, 
however: I perceived the situation as a perfect challenge to see if an integral approach could 
make headway where other less comprehensive attempts had failed. Of course, once a 
community agrees on a vision, many tasks remain: to identify and negotiate a land base, develop 
a business and management plan, incorporate as a legal entity, get the government to support the 
initiative. In all these further aspects, an integral framework has continued to play a major role (I 
will touch on this briefly further down). However, given the valley’s history, it was this first step 
of getting a diverse and split community to gather behind a vision that seemed to really show 
how extraordinarily viable and practical the integral perspective actually is. To be sure, the 
project has been precariously poised between possible success and failure, with one curve ball 
after the other coming at it. But doors continue to open. People continue to surprise me and I am 
left with a deepened appreciation and hope for the potential of human beings rising to the 
challenge of coming up with solutions that require stretching to a different way of seeing a 
situation and working with it, together and alone. 

In addition, because we succeeded in integrating the insights and needs coming from different 
value systems, the final resulting business and management plans are much more solid and 
realistic than if we had worked only with a more homogenous sector of the valley population. 
Bringing multiple perspectives together has, therefore, been one of the main challenges. It has 
also proven to be one of our greatest strengths, contributing to our Community Forest making 
ecological, financial, and social sense. 

As mentioned earlier, I myself have been explicitly informed by the integral framework, but 
my inclusion of the framework has been much more implicit in my work with the core group that 
has become SIFCo, all of whom had not heard of this approach beforehand. Some of the core 
group have since become interested and have learned more about the integral approach.  

In the following I relate the main ways in which I as facilitator, and in many instances also the 
core group, have utilized the integral framework in our attempt to secure a community forest in 
the Slocan Valley. Rather than step-by-step activity descriptions, the following are generalized 
descriptions of the main capacities employed. 

 
Practicing the ability to simultaneously hold and inhabit multiple perspectives.  

 
In order to find a solution to the environmental conflict in the valley, we needed to discover a 

mutual understanding between diverging viewpoints and interpretations. This was important both 
to honor and understand the different voices and concerns present, as well as to actually come up 
with pertinent and comprehensive responses to a very complex issue. By acknowledging and 
integrating the many differing perceptions of reality held within the community at large, each 
person could feel understood and respected and begin to contribute to a solution. This required 
that those of us who met with residents, various interest groups, and the government had to bring 
flexibility to our use of language, embody a willingness to see and appreciate the healthy aspects 
of each perspective or set of values, and have the cognitive capacity to actually inhabit a 
perspective different than our own. Inquiry and deep listening were a central part of the process.  
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Awareness of and ability to manage people’s multi-faceted diversity (multiple “lines”).  
 
The awareness that what each person offered to the process and to the group was made up, 

motivated and defined by a multitude of emotions, beliefs, interpersonal habits, moral and ethical 
inclinations, physical circumstances, cognitive abilities etc., encouraged me to further develop a 
key skill: the ability to reframe positions held by others into issues and questions that required 
attention and that could lead to creative solutions. The awareness of multiple lines also greatly 
informed my group facilitation efforts. It helped me pay attention to the entirety of each person 
present, even whilst the focus has foremost been on the cognitive dialogue underway (for 
example, by creating a physically comfortable situation, a place where people could feel safe 
emotionally, offering and modeling constructive interpersonal skills, noticing where and when 
someone needed extra support or consideration etc.) 

 
Commitment to personal growth.  

 
In order to be as fully available as possible to what was unfolding amongst all the parties 

involved and not get tangled up in one’s own shadow or agenda, it has been essential to work 
toward bringing awareness to our possible attachments and aversions. In addition, the ability to 
be attentive and present, centered, warm-hearted, empathetic, clear, patient, persistent, and to 
bring both depth and lightness (often with humor) to the process has proven invaluable. Who we 
are plays at least as great of a role as what we do. Of course, all these qualities require a certain 
level of maturity. 

 
In the heat of any conflict, one can work on developing the capacity to be present to every 
aspect of that conflict, while stepping aside from one’s own point of view and learning to 
distinguish one’s thoughts, from one’s emotions, from one’s perceptions, from our conflict 
partner’s point of view, to embrace a broader, more integrated, view – in the words of 
Thich Nhat Hanh (1987: 1), to be peace. (Bowling and Hoffman, 2000. p.23) 
 

Facilitating experiencing the bonds of shared motivations.  
 
While each participant in the process generally sees the world through the lens of their 

particular perspective on the situation, a collective glimpse into a possible future was made 
possible by skillfully touching on and addressing what I call the “spine” of the group. In other 
words, addressing and calling forth that which simultaneously touches a resonant cord in 
everyone. In our case, this was achieved by addressing the overarching care that each individual 
held for the well-being of the community and the fact that everyone wants a healthy economy, a 
healthy ecosystem, and clean water. How each person interprets, expresses, and translates their 
feeling of care and concern, and the span that this care and concern has, can differ greatly, of 
course. But these were the threads that ran through each person and that formed the spine of the 
group. I was thus able to utilize these common, healthy, authentic threads as “elevators,” as 
something to draw upon in order to bring people to an inspired and motivated place that made 
possible a certain amount of stretching in each participant. It was the articulated vision of a 
thriving community (both economically and socially) in a healthy ecosystem that brought 
everyone to see themselves in this vision and thus to support it. In such moments, people did not 
feel threatened by the vision; rather they could see themselves thriving while being part of 
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something greater than themselves. Of course these experiences were translated differently by 
different people. For some, the translation ended up in an heroic effort to “save the day;” for 
another it was translated into “doing the right thing;” for yet another, the motivation laid in 
saving the water and forests, and gaining a sense of belonging. Each in their own way translated 
the common human yearning of being part of something meaningful and making a difference. 

To enable such a collective bonding experience required using language that communicated 
directly with each person at close enough intervals so that no one ever felt lost, left out, or 
disconnected from the emerging mosaic that was being created. As Sean Hargens (2005) points 
out, it does not work “to take the value set of one worldview and try to force it upon another 
worldview . . .” (p. 22). This will only lead to unnecessary clashes. Thus, finding the highest 
common denominator, if only as a collective glimpse here and there, has proven invaluable in 
reaching agreements. 

 
Balance of empathy/engagement and impartiality.  

 
I have lived in the Slocan Valley for the past 15 years. I love it – the mountains, the creeks, 

the wildlife. I have knelt down to drink the pure water flowing down the valley sides regularly. 
This valley inspires and sustains me in many ways; its beauty and ecological health renews my 
commitment to do everything I can to help protect it and thereby also the Life in its myriad forms 
being nourished by it. I have attended more meetings than I care to think about, organized 
protests and conferences. However, I found that a key component to being effective in securing a 
community forest was that I cared, gave myself fully to the work at hand, and at the same time 
did not get drawn to the point of identification with and attachment to the process and its 
outcome. Both empathy and impartiality were essential. The former allowed for the interest, 
concern and motivation necessary to sink deeply into the process, the latter allowed me to 
embrace and hold additional perspectives. Without impartiality, I could easily have become 
useless, losing the larger context and perspective, getting pulled in specific directions, and 
becoming personally attached and driven. It helped me to approach this project as a case study, 
as an opportunity to learn how and why it might or might not succeed. This gave me the 
necessary distance to be effective. 

 
Importance of discernment.  

 
In order to cultivate mutual understanding and a way forward to constructive and 

comprehensive action, it was necessary that everyone participating in the core group held certain 
qualities of being. These qualities, attitudes, and capacities proved to be essential in order for us 
to be able to implement an integral approach in such a divided community. I believe that 
discerning who has the following qualities and, if possible, recruiting and engaging those 
particular individuals can be one of the most crucial steps in attempting to implement an integral 
ecology project on the ground. These qualities, attitudes and capacities are as follows. 

 
- Natural inquisitiveness, an ability and willingness to listen to others. 
- Integrity and reliability, where actions are aligned with words. 
- A voice of reason to offer to their respective constituency, being respected and carrying a 

certain influence. 
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- Flexibility: not too entrenched in a particular value system, not too vested in one’s own 
perspective—personally, socially or professionally. 

- An inherent quality of being that includes personal growth as part of the life process, even 
if only unconsciously. 

- Motivation of care and concern for the greater community and ready to seek its 
betterment. 

 
Notice here that these qualities are found in certain individuals across all sub-sections of a 

community. In other words, they are not value-system dependent. This was invaluable to 
recognize because it was by engaging individuals with these qualities that we laid the foundation 
for our future success. 

 
How the core team came to be 

 
Lisa Farr from the EACT Watershed Association and I began by surveying the social 

landscape and acknowledging the historical conflicts among the priorities people valued most. 
We then approached two or three individuals at a time, people we identified that held, from our 
perspective, some of the key qualities mentioned above. We approached them in an inquisitive 
manner. We were genuinely interested in understanding the insights, information, values, 
worldviews and knowledge base they each had to offer. In this way we discovered what elements 
from each sub-culture needed to be included in the overarching direction of our process. We also 
presented our general vision for a potential community forest tenure in the Slocan Valley, but we 
didn’t present a detailed vision of what the outcome of such a co-creative endeavor could look 
like. Rather, we briefly outlined the historical conflicts that were present in this bioregion (a 
topic all could agree on), and then presented the idea of transcending the past, while including 
the insights gained from what had not worked. We shared our intention of seeking together to 
come up with a vision for the valley within which all the needs (both from the natural and the 
human worlds) could be met, and the gems held by each sub-group’s values would be included. 
We also communicated very clearly our conviction that by including all of the valuable insights 
available in the population we would end up with a much more viable way of interfacing with 
the forest that surrounds us.  

These smaller meetings quickly clarified who was a good candidate for the core team, and 
who wasn’t. We made it clear at the onset of these meetings that we were approaching our 
discussions as a way to learn more about each of the value systems and worldviews held in the 
variety of sub-cultures in the Slocan Valley. Our intention was that by the end of each meeting, 
everyone would see value in the project, would not feel threatened by it, and would feel 
appreciated for what they had contributed and could contribute in the future. 

As this process continued we gradually formed a core group, a diverse collective from the 
very beginning. 

 
What about the forest? 

 
Once we had taken the first step—getting this diverse community to agree on and support a 

community forest—we developed our business plans and management and governance structures 
over the next few years. SIFCo’s mission statement is “to create and operate a financially sound 
community forest business that fosters community and ecological health.” This is reflected in our 
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methodology and operational plans, which we have articulated for the short, medium, and long 
term. 

On the ecological front we consider and plan for: the overall health of the ecosystem 
(including soil protection, biological diversity and wildlife, awareness of root and bark diseases); 
ecosystem restoration; wildlife enhancement projects; management and minimization of wildfire 
hazard; maintaining wildlife movement corridors; protecting water quantity, quality and timing 
of flow; protection of riparian ecosystems; and ensuring a successional pattern of multi-layered 
canopy. 

On the economic front we consider and plan for: a diverse range of products, including 
specialty wood for value-added products; a long-term sustainable yield of harvest; enhancing 
economic diversity and sustainability of the community; local employment; retraining programs; 
non-timber forest products; developing partnerships and collaboration with local organizations 
and businesses; and retaining profits within the community for ecological restoration, community 
infrastructure and social programs. 

On the social front we consider and plan for: inclusive and transparent public involvement; a 
monitoring and evaluation system, both internally and also involving the broader local public, to 
continuously improve SIFCo’s performance and maintain public approval; training programs for 
youth and under-employed; minimizing the visual impacts of harvesting and road building in 
order to maintain the growing tourism industry and satisfy local residents’ preference to maintain 
viewscapes; and protection of all identified First Nations cultural heritage features and, if 
requested by First Nations, an archeological impact assessment for specific areas. 

 
Where we stand now 

 
To date, and needless to say much to our delight, we have experienced that the integral 

approach we are taking does indeed work! We initiated this process in January 2004 with a small 
group of volunteers. This group has grown. Loggers, city council, environmental activists, the 
Ministry of Forest and Range, a variety of local residents and three resident associations have 
come to agreement on guiding principles, management guidelines, organizational structure, and a 
plan for future profit distribution of the Community Forest. We have received over 140 letters of 
support from a variety of non-profit organizations, as well as from government, businesses and 
individuals that span the full spectrum of values and perspectives. On March 2, 2005 we 
submitted a preliminary application for a Community Forest Agreement that would cover some 
of the most contested areas of the Slocan Valley. Our preliminary proposal was accepted 
December 2005: government offered us a certain amount of land. On September 25, 2006, 
government surprised everyone by offering us a new invitation, one that gave us the right to 
double the landbase that we were originally offered. On December 4, 2006, our three-year 
negotiation came to a conclusion: we agreed to an area of 35,000 acres. On December 7, 2006, 
we were officially incorporated as a Cooperative under the Cooperative Act of British Columbia. 
In January 2007, our final application was sent to the government, and in April we heard that our 
application was in the final phase of being accepted: SIFCo should be tenure holder at the latest 
in July of this year (2007). 

When our application for a community forest is finalized, we will have before us a unique 
opportunity to further put the integral framework into practice in how the forest and watersheds 
are managed in an entire ecosystem. Three years ago, a community was extremely divided; very 
soon, together, a community will be managing the lands that surround them. 
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Concluding Reflections 
 
Evolution happens a step at a time! This is a crucial reminder when attempting to practice 

integral ecology. In today’s society, an applied integral solution may appear to be less than the 
most ideal solution imaginable. Why so? Because our minds and imaginations can come up with 
and envision solutions that are way ahead of where we actually are as a society and human 
family. A solution must be liveable – it must be “implementable” by those concerned. Otherwise 
it will remain just a good idea. Thus the achievable common ground of the general population 
that will live with the solution and actually bring it to life must be taken into consideration; this 
will determine how far and how fast a solution can actually go. In other words, an applied 
integral solution essentially takes the concerned population “where it is” and then propels it one 
step forward. This movement onward and forward may not be as far as some might wish, but it is 
a step forward nonetheless. Stagnation is replaced with movement that allows us to evolve 
toward a brighter future.  

Understanding evolution from an integral perspective is important for two very practical 
reasons: first, because some people will tend to react negatively and indignantly to a solution that 
does not match their conception of the ideal. From a certain perspective, one could say rightly so, 
as there may be cases where an applied integral solution will seem to fall short of someone’s 
ideal of what can be envisioned; taking into consideration the information at hand on the state of 
the environment and what is necessary to make a real difference, anything short of drastic and 
radical measures may seem futile. If we realize this at the onset, we can harness people’s very 
important energy by acknowledging the fact that whatever integral solutions we may come up 
with to current problems, such solutions are but stepping stones toward yet-to-be more evolved 
solutions. This can be explained to people who are concerned or reactive. And we can be 
compassionate with what is agonizing for people who find it hard to settle for anything less than 
what they deeply believe is necessary. In over a decade of grassroot activism I repeatedly came 
across the sabotaging effect of immovable perspectives. Such individuals are often highly-
motivated by ideals and principles that merit respect. But, by shooting for the moon, they can 
end up disheartened and, tragically, also with a trashed environment, because the “this or 
nothing” stance trips up their efforts. The environmentally-engaged activist often sees where we 
need to go, feels the urgency, but just as often presents solutions that disregard where many other 
people actually “are.” An unwillingness to compromise, and a lack of consideration for how 
evolution in human consciousness generally takes place (i.e., “a step at a time”), has all too often 
backfired, with stagnation, alienation and disenchanted burnout being the result. This really is a 
pity; brilliant plans, models and solutions of what could and should be fall short of ever getting 
implemented. People are emotionally hurt and discouraged. Integral mediation will attempt to 
include the invaluable input and driving force of such values in relation to ecological conflict, 
and simultaneously pay attention to potential obstacles they might pose to an integral solution. 

This brings me to my second point: integral solutions need to be constructed at the onset with 
ever-evolving mechanisms in place at the core of their systems. Our world is geared toward 
stagnation. Change is one of the hardest things to accomplish in society. Every time a change is 
implemented, there is a whole mechanism that breathes out with it, settling comfortably into a 
new structure of stagnation. For example, it takes an extreme amount of time and effort to 
change the building codes of a county so that they start embracing green building technologies. 
By applying an integral approach one may be able to get a county (or state) to implement a 
reduction in wood consumption during the construction phase by say 20%. According to leading 
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edge environmental science, the real target to aim for is, say, 70%. However, 20% is better than 
nothing, and nothing it will be if the demand is for a 70% reduction. An integral 
thinker/facilitator will know that 20% is not enough. S/he will make sure that there are 
mechanisms in place for the 20% to become 30% and then 40%, as opposed to putting all the 
effort toward having the 20% set in stone and sealed by law. That would create yet another 
benchmark for societal stagnation, one that would require the same or maybe even more energy 
to move onward when the time comes for the 30% to be brought to the table. And at the speed 
that things are changing these days, such a time will come sooner rather than later. 

In the next few decades, we will be facing some of the most interesting times in recorded 
history. Times that will challenge us to embrace an ever-complexifying landscape, which will 
require of us an exponential growth in our ability to navigate the interface between human 
societies and ecology. Integral mediation and integral ecology offer key perspectives to bring to 
the table as we begin to implement solutions in response to the planetary crisis we have placed 
ourselves in, both at the local and at the global level.  
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Exploratory Perspectives for an AQAL Model of 
Generative Dialogue 

 
Olen Gunnlaugson 

 
Abstract: Otto Scharmer’s generative dialogue model of the four fields of conversation 
has been largely applied in organizational settings with the intent of fostering conditions 
for groups to learn to think together, generate new knowledge and solve the deeper 
problems that pervade organizational culture. This article introduces elements of Wilber’s 
Integral or AQAL paradigm as an interpretive framework for advancing key distinctions 
within Scharmer’s account of generative dialogue. 
 
Keywords: consciousness, generative dialogue, integral, presencing, reflective dialogue 

 
The ultimate source of the Susqehanna River was a kind of meadow in which nothing 
happened: no cattle, no mysteriously gushing water, merely the slow accumulation of 
moisture from many unseen sources, the gathering of dew, so to speak, the beginning, the 
unspectacular congregation of nothingness, the origin of purpose. And where the moisture 
stood, sharp rays of bright sunlight were reflected back until the whole area seemed 
golden, and hallowed, as if here Life itself were beginning (Michener, 1995, para. 65). 
 

Introduction 
 
Like the proverbial Zen finger, Michener’s quote directs our awareness to the hidden, yet 

always present source of life that plays a formative role in shaping us and our manifest world. 
Whether this underlying source is viewed from the form of a river, an artist’s creation or a 
generative conversation, we are reminded of the significance of the subtle originating processes 
that are taking place upstream from our accustomed horizons of attention. Viewing this analogy 
within the context of group learning, a pervasive tendency of many groups is to unmindfully 
invest their attention in the currents of thought, past associations and conditioned habits that 
invariably surface downstream in our spoken discourse. Debate and discussion, though well 
suited to serving the interests of previous cultural-historical periods, focus primarily on the 
specific downstream thought content. Often this takes place to the exclusion of individuals and 
the group being aware of the subtle process of thought itself (Bohm, 1996) and the hidden source 
or blindspot out of which our thoughts and experience originate (Scharmer, 2000). These 
exclusions may involve process as much or more than they involve content. For example, in 
traditional debate, well-ingrained strategies to defend or advocate our views arise in part from a 
focal identification with our beliefs, positions and judgments. As Scharmer has argued, in 
practice such modes of communication prevent us from noticing what is taking place upstream.  
According to Scharmer’s research on presencing (Scharmer, 2000; Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, 
& Flowers, 2004), further upstream lies both tacit embodied knowledge and not yet embodied 
tacit knowledge (Scharmer, 2001) that emerges through contact with the unmanifest source of 
our experience. 
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Following from Bohmian dialogue1 (1987, 1996) and the MIT dialogue project (Isaacs, 1993, 
1994), Scharmer’s framework of generative dialogue (GD) (Scharmer 2000, 2003; Isaacs, 1999) 
addresses the above modes of attention and knowing within four fields of conversation. Building 
upon Scharmer’s contribution, this article explores a set of distinctions advanced by Wilber’s 
AQAL2 lens in order to establish new distinctions and orientating generalizations to better serve 
practitioners and facilitators working with the GD framework. On the whole, this article ventures 
a series of exploratory perspectives concerning how Wilber’s AQAL model can help augment 
the transformative potential of generative dialogue practice in various contexts of social, cultural, 
educational and business innovation. 

 
A Brief Overview of Generative Dialogue  

 
Scharmer’s account of generative dialogue3 offers at least two important contributions to the 

field of dialogue studies4. First, as a map of four archetypal fields of conversation that groups can 
develop mastery of, Scharmer’s model (i.e., Figure 1) depicts how individuals and collectives 
move counter-clockwise from polite discussion (i.e., talking nice) through the field of debate (i.e. 
talking tough) towards more open, reflective dialogue and finally forms of collective 
intelligence5 (i.e., generative dialogue). Scharmer (2001) describes each successive field as 
representing an increasingly complex pattern of conversation that reveals new forms of explicit 
(i.e., talking nice; talking tough), tacit embodied (i.e., reflective dialogue) and not-yet embodied 
tacit knowledge (i.e., generative dialogue).  Secondly, GD offers a preliminary framework to 
honor more traditional forms of organizational and academic discourse alongside the relational 
and creative dimensions of dialogue, resulting in a more comprehensive map of conversation. 

                                                 
1 As a practice, Bohmian dialogue is a way of inquiring into the individual and collective presuppositions, 
ideas, beliefs, and feelings that ordinarily inhibit communication. Bohm’s conception addresses both our 
underlying assumptions as well as the psychological pressures behind these assumptions. In this sense, 
Bohm is proposing a basis for creating a new kind of culture where opinions and assumptions are not 
defended incoherently and people think together (Bohm, 1996). 
2 Wilber’s AQAL model has become the shorthand version of his integral approach. AQAL is short for all 
quadrants, all levels, all lines, all states, and all types (Wilber, 2003a). For the purposes of this article, I 
have focused on the first four lenses, as I have not found the distinction of types to be that useful in the 
context of Scharmer’s model.  
3 Though Scharmer’s framework is by no means exhaustive of the possibilities of conceptualizing 
communication within groups, it offers an important contribution in accounting for the basic horizontal 
stages of conversation, group formation processes and rudimentary conversational practices that support 
personal and collective development. 
4 The proliferation of dialogue across a number of disciplines has arguably given rise to an important field 
of study in recent years.  See Alexander’s (2004) dissertation, Coalescing the Field of Dialogue for a 
sound overview of this emerging academic discipline. 
5 Experiences within the fourth field of generative dialogue are reflected in O’Hara’s (2003) description 
of Integral Groups, in addition to other intersubjective methodologies within the emerging field of 
collective intelligence (Hamilton, 2004). 
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Within each field of conversation, Scharmer charts a cluster of characteristic ways of 
listening, orientation to learning in relation to time, habits of attention and speech acts 
(Scharmer, 2000; Isaacs, 1999) as outlined in Figure 1.6

 

 

 

talking tough  
⇒ debate, clash 
⇒ I am my point of view 
⇒ Listening = reloading 
⇒ other = target 
⇒ rule-revealing 
 

reflective dialogue  
⇒ Inquiry 
⇒ I can change my view 
⇒ empathic listening  

(from within the other self) 
⇒ other = you 
⇒ rule - reflecting 
 

talking nice 
⇒ Downloading 
⇒ polite, cautious 
⇒ listening = projecting 
⇒ rule-reenacting 
 

generative dialogue 
⇒ presencing, flow 
⇒ time: slowing down 
⇒ space: boundaries  

collapse 
⇒ listening from one’s  
      future Self 
⇒ rule-generating 
 

Enacting Emerging Futures

Reenacting Patterns of the Past

Primacy of
the Whole

Primacy of
the Parts

© 2003  C.O. Scharmer

Figure 1. Four Fields of Conversation   
 
Note. From “Four fields of generative dialogue,” by C. O. Scharmer, 2003, Generative Dialogue Course 
Pack. Copyright 2003 by C. O. Scharmer. Reproduced with permission of the author.  
 

Initially there is often well-intentioned politeness and conformity to past forms of knowing 
and knowledge building (Scharmer, 2000), which leads to undiscussables (Argyris, 1990) or 
threads of conversation that participants avoid. This dynamic can arise when participants hold 
back what they are thinking or feeling and infer meanings upon the contributions of others based 
on previous interactions or projection. In order to move beyond this initial group pattern, 
Scharmer points out that individuals need to bring what they are thinking into alignment with 
what they are saying. If this initial transition is delayed, it tends to manifest later on with 
individuals needing to voice their “truth.” The challenge in moving from talking nice to talking 

                                                 
6 Scharmer’s model is presented in Figure 1 even though all of its dimensions are not explored within this 
article.  For further reference on generative dialogue terminology not discussed here, see Scharmer, 2000, 
2003. For expanded accounts of Scharmer’s initial model, see Isaacs, 1999; Gunnlaugson, 2006. 
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tough involves finding skillful ways to share the perspectives one is withholding or naming the 
dynamic within the conversation that is preventing authentic expression, as the container of the 
group dialogue tends to be unstable in this field (Isaacs, 1993).  

 Scharmer locates the conversational norms of argument and debate culture within the second 
field. Here participants can easily get locked into polarized and expressive views, followed by 
reactivity and combative listening (Scharmer, 2000). This culture of conversation risks various 
forms of breakdown (Isaacs, 1999) as individuals become overly identified with their 
perspectives and felt needs to impart or express their views. In my experience, moving from 
talking tough to reflective dialogue depends in part upon being more attentive to one’s 
judgments, thoughts and psychological processes through the practice of “suspension” (Bohm, 
1996). Suspension of one’s judgments or reactions requires learning to bracket one’s views and 
embrace competing perspectives as important partial illuminations of the larger gestalt of the 
group subject or issue. Shifts within the second field of conversation take place when 
participants who are otherwise locked into advocacy begin to collectively practice suspension as 
Bohm elaborates: 

 
Suspension is not easily grasped because the activity is both unfamiliar and subtle. 
Suspension involves exposing your reactions, impulses, feelings and opinions in such a 
way that they can be seen and felt and also be reflected back by others in the group. It does 
not mean repressing or suppressing or, even, postponing them. It means, simply, giving 
them your serious attention so that their structures can be noticed, while they are actually 
taking place. Suspension may permit you to begin to see the deeper meanings underlying 
your thought process and to sense the often incoherent structure of any action that you 
might otherwise carry out automatically (Bohm, Factor, & Garrett, 1991). 
 
Suspension helps groups become more aware of the pervasive tendency to reenact past 

patterns based on unexamined assumptions, perspectives or beliefs. Similar to meditation, 
suspension facilitates in-the-moment awareness of our thinking and emotional processes, in turn 
helping us temporarily shift from a first to third person perspective of the contents of our 
consciousness. This opens nested creative spaces within ourselves (UL) and the group (LL) to 
witness these contents as the dialogue process builds. With sufficient practice and duration in the 
third field of conversation, participants learn about the “structuring, layering or genesis of their 
experience” (Varela, 2000), which slows down the conversation and in turn helps develop skills 
of empathic listening and thinking together as a collective. 

Following Bohm’s suspension of thought, Varela’s phenomenological gesture of “redirection” 
(Varela, 2000) helps make the transition from field three to field four. Redirection involves 
learning to subtly move our attention to sensing the source of the stream of shared meaning of 
what is trying to emerge through the greater dialogue group as people share their contributions. 
Put in another way, redirection involves literally redirecting one’s attention to the newly 
emerging content and “to the source of the mental process rather than the objects within it” 
(Varela, 2000). According to Varela and Scharmer, the gesture of “letting come” is a recursive 
move of attention that involves being receptive to new meaning, knowledge and insights. As 
such, when conversations move from the field of reflective to generative dialogue, there is a shift 
from reflective inquiry into our tacit assumptions to learning to engage with future not-yet-
embodied possibilities arising through the practice of presencing. Scharmer’s analysis of 
presencing suggests that this threshold between reflective and generative dialogue is traversed 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW 4, 2007 



Gunnlaugson: Generative Dialogue 
 

48

when participants within the group begin to “see from within the source of what is emerging, 
letting it come into being through us” (Senge et al., 2004, p. 45). Though different catalysts can 
bring a group across the creative threshold of field three and field four, it often involves a 
discontinuous shift from suspending one’s thoughts to presencing or redirecting one’s attention 
towards the emerging source of self-transcending knowledge.  With practice, generative dialogue 
helps foster new capacities for collective intelligence as groups learn to cycle through the four 
social fields. 

 
Generative Dialogue Through the AQAL Lens: Exploring Wilber’s 
Quadrants Within Scharmer’s Fields of Conversation 

 
Wilber’s AQAL approach rests in his quadrant model7, which acknowledges four basic co-

arising perspective-dimensions of reality: subjective (i.e., the interior of an individual), 
intersubjective (i.e., the interior of a 
collective), objective (i.e., the exterior of 
an individual) and inter-objective (i.e., 
the exterior of a collective):   

 
 

Figure 2. Wilber’s Four Quadrants  
 
Note. Adapted from http://holons-
news.com/fourquadrants.html

Summarized as the interior and exterior 
perspectives of individuals and 
collectives, each quadrant refers to one of 
these four perspectives, each of which we 
can take on any life situation, and so 
upon any instance within the context of 
generative dialogue. Unpacking the 
quadrants within the generative dialogue 
model as a whole, any moment within 
one of the four fields of conversation is 
informed by a range of experiences (e.g., 
suspension, presencing, bearing witness), 
behaviors (e.g., advocating, inquiring, 
making decisions), cultures (e.g., the 
worldviews and values of the participants 
and group) and systems (e.g., guidelines 
and rules within organizations, 
classrooms, or learning communities 
where GD is taking place) that are 
particular to each of Scharmer’s four 
fields.  

 

                                                 
7 According to Wilber (1997, p. 4), “These four quadrants are a summary of a data search across various 
developmental and evolutionary fields. I examined over two hundred developmental sequences 
recognized by various branches of human knowledge – ranging from stellar physics to molecular biology, 
from anthropology to linguistics, from developmental psychology to ethical orientations, from cultural 
hermeneutics to contemplative endeavors – taken from both Eastern and Western disciplines, and 
including premodern, modern, and postmodern sources.”  
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talking tough  

   

 

 
reflective dialogue  

   

talking nice 

             

 
generative dialogue  

            

 
 

Enacting Emerging Futures

Reenacting Patterns of the Past

Primacy of
the Whole

Primacy of
the Parts

© 2005 O. Gunnlaugson

Figure 3. Wilber’s Four Quadrants Within Each of Scharmer’s Four Fields   
 
Note. From “Four fields of generative dialogue,” by C. O. Scharmer, 2003, Generative Dialogue Course 
Pack, Copyright 2003 by C. O. Scharmer, Adapted with permission of author.  

 
 
Given that each quadrant exerts a relative influence within each social field of conversation, 

practitioners can call upon these four basic dimensions of their experience in any field of 
generative dialogue for a broader communion with different perspectives of their reality as its 
arising8.

In addition to generating the above distinctions among Experiences, Behaviors, Cultures and 
Systems within Scharmer’s four fields, Wilber’s quadrant model expands upon Scharmer’s 

                                                 
8 The quadrant model also offers a practical template to track the blindspots of the GD process more 
skillfully. When participants know the GD model, they can bring awareness to these four basic 
dimensions and perspectives in-the-moment to see if there is a territory within the field of conversation 
that is being ignored or neglected. Perhaps there is a breakdown within the group where the behaviors 
(UR) of the conversation are keeping the group stuck in Talking Nice. What shift in behaviors might serve 
as leverage points to help the group move to Talking Tough or Reflective Dialogue? Maybe there is 
something about the organizational culture (LL) that is constraining the conversation in terms of the tacit 
rules or guidelines that individuals adhere to. Recognizing this, a skillful group can bring in interventions 
into the LL to help move the field of conversation towards Generative Dialogue. 
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explanation of how rules evolve through the four fields (i.e., Figure 1). Instead of talking nice 
being merely about rule-reenacting, we can see via Wilber’s four quadrants that rules are being 
collectively re-enacted within the Lower Right Quadrant, as are the UL experiences, UR 
behaviors, and LL cultures associated with those rules. If we move to the field of talking tough, it 
is not just that rules are being revealed, but the experiences, behaviors, cultures and systems 
surrounding those rules are being revealed as well. For reflective dialogue, experiences, 
behaviors, cultures and systems are being reflected upon. And for generative dialogue, 
experiences, behaviors, cultures and systems are generated. Framed in this way, we can honor 
the evolution of rules or guidelines within groups as well as these broader fundamental 
dimensions of reality (experiences, behaviors, cultures and systems) where evolution is tetra-
unfolding within the generative dialogue process. This distinction becomes particularly 
significant in ensuring these four vital horizons of emergence within a given conversation are 
taken into account by the generative dialogue group. Additionally, Wilber’s quadrants become 
particularly significant in the fourth generative field as groups evolve new experiences, 
behaviors, cultures and systems, ensuring that the full generative potential of the model is 
exercised. 

Another practical example of the quadrants’ usefulness is in its comprehensive honoring of 
diverse and competing epistemologies. An intrinsic bias of constructivist forms of dialogue 
practice is that they tend to privilege subjective (UL) or intersubjective (LL) ways of knowing as 
more important than objective (UR & LR) ways of knowing, if objective ways of knowing are 
believed to even exist9. Versions of dialogue informed by constructivist thought tend to rank 
interpersonal harmony and equality as the highest form of truth making within group life. With 
the epistemological map offered by the quadrants, it is apparent that this approach to dialogue 
need not exclude or marginalize other forms of knowing (i.e. particularly objective ways of 
knowing). In this way, the quadrants prevent generative dialogue from being used as a forum for 
the exclusive hearing of the values of the sensitive self10, helping groups move beyond civically 
egoic forms of “conversational narcissism” (Arnett, 1992) by giving voice to a broader range of 
first-, second-, and third-person perspectives within each of Scharmer’s four fields of 
conversation. Again, the quadrants facilitate the transition to a more integral practice of 
generative dialogue by honoring the four co-arising dimensions of reality within all the four 
fields of conversation. 

 
“Levels” and “Lines” Informing Generative Dialogue Practice 

 
No problem can be solved at the same level of consciousness that created it – Albert Einstein 
 
In this section I evaluate Wilber’s developmental levels within the context of various 

developmental lines (Wilber, 2003a), which represent distinct capacities of consciousness. 
Although there are lines of development running through all of the quadrants, for the purposes of 

                                                 
9 With the advent of deconstructive postmodern thought, objectivity or an objective perspective has been 
radically questioned, and in certain extreme constructivist circles, outright disregarded. 
10 Values of the sensitive self include consensus process, human bonding, ecological sensitivity, 
egalitarian thinking. As Beck and Cowan (1996) and Wilber (2002) note, the sensitive self places an 
emphasis on feelings, prohibition of hierarchy, relational, strives for authenticity, sharing, caring 
community. 
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this article, I will focus primarily on those developmental lines within the interiors of individuals 
and collectives (UL and LL quadrants) that inform GD practice. Given the absence of an 
empirically supported developmental model that measures the overall level of individual 
consciousness, it is important to note that levels refer to the orders of complexity within a given 
developmental line (Wilber, 2003a). In other words, as Wilber (2003b) explains, the particular 
context of development determines what one is measuring as Wilber elaborates: 

 
There is no such thing as a level of consciousness: a 'level of consciousness' does not exist 
by itself, because it is always a level of some line that is being measured: there is a level of 
moral development, a level of self development, and so on, but not a separate thing called a 
level of consciousness that you can see and measure. Consciousness always has some sort 
of content, and that content–moral, cognitive, spiritual, psychosexual, linguistic, artistic, 
etc.–is what you see and measure (p. 2). 
 

Wilber draws on a broad assortment of developmental theorists and expands upon Gardner’s 
notion of “multiple intelligences”11 with his distinction of lines or streams.12

While not all the higher developmental levels of certain key developmental lines are 
capacities that are available to every participant, the later conversation fields of generative 
dialogue (i.e., reflective and generative dialogue) call upon more complex intrapersonal and 
interpersonal capacities of consciousness than the fields of polite discussion or debate. 

Given the wide range of critiques against hierarchical models of stage development as 
privileging some combination of elitist, gender or ethnocentric biases by the researcher (Reeves, 
1999), it is perhaps no surprise that dialogue theorists have been reluctant to draw correlations 
between one’s level of consciousness (along specific lines) and one’s capacity within different 
fields of conversation. Nevertheless, not all of the higher developmental levels of every 
developmental line are available to everyone, nor are all developmental lines significant to 
generative dialogue practice. As the next section outlines, in my experience as a facilitator of 
generative dialogue, I have found that certain capacities of consciousness offer important 
contributions to the process and practice of generative dialogue.13

                                                 
11 Gardner’s seven types of intelligences include: kinesthetic intelligence, musical intelligence, 
mathematical intelligence, linguistic intelligence, spatial intelligence, intrapersonal intelligence and 
interpersonal intelligence. 
12 Reflecting on these developmental lines as a whole, it is important to note that the sequential (i.e., 
horizontal) movement through the fields of Scharmer’s model is not to be confused with the movement 
up through the developmental (i.e., vertical) stages along different developmental lines of Wilber’s 
AQAL model. 
13 Given how little Scharmer’s model has been researched, determining what levels of what lines are 
more pertinent to serving generative dialogue than others remains an open question. In light of the 
absence of such research, this article attempts to offer a conceptual outline of an assortment of candidates. 
In my experience, these lines greatly assist and catalyze the emergence of the generative field of 
conversation. By sketching out a more integrally informed map of the interpersonal and intrapersonal 
capacities that support the emergence of generative dialogue, my intention is to help point the way to 
greater mastery of the practice. That said, it is important to note that experiencing the four fields of 
generative dialogue is not contingent upon individuals being at a high level in a few or all these lines.  
Each field of conversation emerges out of the larger gestalt of the group interaction, which is greater or is 
constituted with more complexity than the sum of its parts (individuals). The distinction of lines is 
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Cognitive Line 
 
Beginning with the cognitive line, we cannot ignore Wilber’s notion that the formal stage of 

cognition (i.e., discursive rationality) does not yet have the capacity to integrate the multiple 
perspectives with which we are presented by our increasingly interconnected world. That 
capacity, which Wilber terms “vision logic,” becomes available with the emergence of the 
postformal level of cognition. According to Wilber (1995), vision logic is the capacity to allow 
differences and contradictions to coexist, and in doing this, to see how otherwise incompatible 
notions can fit together through forms of multiple perspective taking.  Indispensable to the fourth 
field of generative dialogue, the nature of vision logic glimpses how things might “fit” together 
by weaving perspectives from the multiple currents and systems of meaning and ways of 
knowing that arise within the generative dialogue process.   

Vision-logic is supported by “meta-awareness”14 (Jordan, 2000), which develops from the 
practice of suspension. Becoming meta-aware of our experience in conversation helps invite a 
creative space or clearing to notice emerging meaning or knowledge. In this sense, generative 
dialogue participants learn to stabilize themselves at a position of meta-awareness that is at least 
“one level above habitual engagement” (Varela, 2000). If we look to the spoken discourse 
traditions of debate, the psychological pressure of debate tends to block the emergence of meta-
awareness and vision-logic by keeping participants absorbed with the downstream content and 
context of a given argument. In my experience with debate, this tends to result in polarization of 
different perspectives, and a tendency to overlook the deeper assumptions underlying the 
differences or how the differences might be integrated. On the other hand, participants 
witnessing their reflexes of thought and emotion rather than unconsciously acting out and 
subsequently identifying with these reflexes characterize the later fields of reflective and 
generative dialogue. Similar to meditation practice, suspension offers a way station for the self to 
dis-embed from its habitual identification with the ordinary waking state of consciousness and 
re-embed within the witness self position. According to Jordan (2003), meta-awareness (like 
vision-logic) is an advanced form of cognition that can attend to and draw support from a variety 
of emotional, behavioral and thought content without identifying with such content as who one is 
and therefore is not prone to being lost in such streams of consciousness. 

 
Emotional Line 

 
In addition to cognition, another developmental line that is relevant to generative dialogue is 

emotional intelligence. Although many developmental lines develop in a relatively independent 
way, Wilber also regards developmental lines as “streams” (2000), which is helpful in the case of 
emotional intelligence, which relies on cognition as well as other neighboring developmental 
lines. In the field of reflective dialogue, participants begin to invite more relational ways of 

                                                                                                                                                             
intended to engage those practitioners who are interested in cultivating greater mastery of the capacities 
that support and enhance the emergence of generative dialogue. 
14 Thomas Jordan (2000) offers a definition of meta-awareness: 

Meta-awareness means awareness of the sensorimotor schematas, emotions, desires and thoughts 
that tumble through our being. Instead of being had by one’s habitual behavioral patterns, 
emotions, desires and thoughts, meta-awareness means that there is a locus of witnessing in 
consciousness that can make the behaviors, emotions, desires and thoughts objects of attention (p. 
33). 
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knowing and being through conversation that develop our capacity to embrace differently shaded 
emotions without necessarily repressing or expressing the emotional content. With practice, 
generative dialogue groups develop the capacity for a form of collective “emotional alchemy” 
(Goleman, 1997), where emotional pain is met with collective compassion and openness. 
However, depending on each individual’s stage of development of emotional intelligence and 
other supportive lines (e.g., moral and cognitive intelligence), there will be a greater or lesser 
ability within the group to hold conflicting emotions well. Furthermore, generative dialogue 
develops an individual’s capacity to embrace and allow for different shaded emotions, in turn 
making participants less prone to being emotionally reactive. Yet, once again, there will be 
individuals who have not yet developed their emotional lines to this degree and so rely on the 
modeling from others within the group who have. Further advanced forms of emotional 
intelligence enable participants to not only to imagine what one would think and feel if they were 
in someone else’s shoes, but also to imagine what another person thinks and feels (Jordan, 
2003). Higher levels of emotional intelligence enable people to be less tangled up and hooked by 
their own or other’s emotions, which helps avoid the marginalization of creative processes 
through the “tyranny of intimacy” (Arnett, 1992, p. 32) and other forms of group narcissism.   

 
Collective Intelligence Line15

 
The Next Buddha May be a Sangha  – Thich Nhat Hahn 

 
As participants explore the latter fields of generative dialogue, they develop the capacity to 

experience more interdependent processes of learning and thinking together. With sufficient 
practice and duration, participants learn how to sense, listen and think together from the shared 
source of emerging shared meaning that is arising through the present moment.  In moving from 
the individual-oriented to the collective-oriented fields (i.e., transition from talking tough to 
reflective dialogue), the boundaries between participants begin to soften through empathic 
listening, and suspension of thought and judgment, which brings the personhood of the 
participants into the foreground. When the group passes the final threshold into generative 
dialogue, the practice of collective presencing gives way to newly emerging forms of collective 
intelligence. 

Berkeley professor of cognitive science Eleanor Rosch describes this as a movement from 
analytic knowing to a form of wisdom awareness she describes as “primary knowing” which 
involves a “transformation from the subject-object-separation consciousness, towards an order of 
perception that happens from the whole field, not from within a separated perceiver” (Rosch and 
Scharmer, 1999, p. 21). According to Rosch, primary knowing requires developing the capacity 
to literally sense and align oneself with the source of the unclear knowledge emerging from the 
field itself. In learning to recognize and embody forms of primary knowing, participants develop 
the skills to support one another in cultivating fields of collective learning that increasingly rely 
upon collective attention, intention and capacity building within the fourth field stage of 
generative dialogue.16 In spite of the absence of empirical research on the subject, interest in 

                                                 
15 Though AQAL theory does not explicitly identify collective intelligence as a line of development, I 
have included it here as a preliminary conceptual exploration of both an individual and collective capacity 
of consciousness that may be later validated by empirical research. 
16 It is helpful to visualize the developmental line of collective intelligence as a developmental capacity of 
the collective interior (LL) of a group. While all groups can potentially experience different orders or 
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collective intelligence and collective methods for learning and thinking together has grown 
considerably within the past decade17 (Hamilton, 2004). 

 
“States” of Consciousness  

 
Wilber’s (2000) model of “states” of consciousness is derived in part from the world wisdom 

traditions as well as the more recent field of consciousness studies. According to Wilber (2006), 
the great wisdom traditions Vedanta Hinduism and Vajrayana Buddhism both maintain that the 
three natural states of consciousness—waking, dreaming, and deep dreamless sleep—
correspond with three great bodies or waking realms of being (gross, subtle, and causal) in daily 
life. In both traditions, the bodies18 are said to be the energy support of the corresponding mind 
or state of consciousness (e.g., the gross bodymind, subtle bodymind, and causal bodymind). 
Wilber uses the terms “gross,” “subtle,” and “causal” to refer to these three broad states of 
waking awareness, even though, technically, they refer to the energetic support of those states.   

Within the context of generative dialogue practice, as a tentative orientating generalization it 
is my experience that each of these three states are roughly enacted with the three transitions 
from talking nice to talking tough; talking tough to reflective dialogue; reflective dialogue to 
generative dialogue. The gross bodymind or our conventional waking state is maintained from 
talking nice to talking tough to the extent that participants are still engaged within their 
discursive minds and have not yet begun to take a perspective on their own or the collective 
conversation. The shift from gross to the subtle bodymind is facilitated by suspension of thought 
and feelings in the transition from the field of talking tough to reflective dialogue. Opened 
through suspension, the subtle bodymind is stimulated when groups and individuals slow down 
to make in-the-moment contact with their thought processes and underlying source. This shift is 
also similar to what takes place in meditation where one moves from being subject to one’s 
thoughts, emotions and consciousness to witnessing these contents both individually and as a 
collective. Finally, with presencing, my experience is consistent with Wilber’s claim that 
“presencing” evokes the “causal state” (Wilber and Scharmer, 2004) inasmuch as presencing 
calls upon the spacious and vast causal bodymind. Here participants begin to experientially make 
contact with the threshold of emergence, which gives rise to manifest thoughts, ideas, and 
intuitions that begin to crystallize in our awareness.   

Again, considered in the light of provisional orientating generalizations, these “state” shifts 
become particularly interesting when viewed from the four quadrants.  For within the previous 
distinction of GD cultures, groups go through these state shifts bringing about a movement from 

                                                                                                                                                             
levels of collective intelligence, some groups are invariably more creative or intelligent than others. Partly 
this is due to the capacities individuals bring to the field of conversation, but partly also the collective 
capacities of a group to cycle through Scharmer’s model of generative dialogue and to embody collective 
wisdom.  
17 For a helpful overview of the field of collective intelligence, I recommend consulting Craig Hamilton’s 
(2004) groundbreaking article Come Together: The Power of Collective Intelligence in the May-July 2004 
issue of What is Enlightenment. 
18 According to Wilber (2006), for the wisdom traditions, a “body” simply means a mode of experience or 
energetic feeling. So there is coarse or gross experience, subtle or refined experience, and very subtle or 
causal experience. In other words, these are phenomenological realities that present themselves to our 
immediate awareness. While everyone has access to all their bodies and the energy of each of these 
bodies, Wilber notes that not everyone is present to these bodies in the moment. 
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their collective gross bodymind to their collective subtle bodymind to their collective causal 
bodymind. More recent theorizing within the emerging field of collective intelligence indicates 
the formation of a “group bodymind” (Bohm, 1996), “co-intelligence” (Atlee, 2003a, 2003b) or 
“collective mind” (Hamilton, 2004) when vital thresholds of group experience are crossed. 
However, none of these collective metaphors take into account the respective shifts in the group 
state of consciousness, leaving out a vital dimension of individual and collective experiences. 
With the distinction of states, we bring attention to the correlative shifts of participants’ 
consciousness in relation to the unfolding field dynamics of conversation and the gesture of 
moving back upstream to the source of our experience (as depicted in the opening quote). 

Just as Wilber (2006) has pointed out, more frequent movement through state changes 
facilitates and quickens the development of stages along different developmental lines. In this 
way, generative dialogue, like other methods of collective intelligence19 can serve the role of an 
intersubjective (LL) yoga that facilitates individual’s temporary change in state of consciousness, 
which over time can help participants develop enduring levels of consciousness along different 
lines. Experiencing these deeper states in group conversation as a vitalizing dimension of the 
conversation can help catalyze profound motivation and meaning in the process of conversation 
as a co-creative practice. As gateways to the temporary emergence of transcendent states of 
being that often evoke deep feelings of sacred connection with life and the greater cosmos, my 
experience is that helping groups identify and access these states brings forth the dormant gross, 
subtle and causal realities that accompany these states. 

From experiences facilitating and participating in generative dialogue groups, I have found 
the framework of states helpful as a set of distinctions to recognize and name these state-shifts in 
their moment-to-moment experience. As Wilber (2003b) frequently comments, regular 
meditation practice also helps us learn to dis-identify with the gross contents of consciousness 
and in turn free up attention for subtle or causal contents/realities: 

 
As meditation deepens, different contents tend to arise, often moving from gross contents 
(objects of the senses and mental representations of them) to subtler contents (visions, 
illuminations, bliss) to very subtle or causal contents (vast formlessness, consciousness 
without an object) (p. 1). 
 
Contemplative practices such as meditation20 offer an intrapersonal (UL) practice for 

individuals to experience a shift in their state of consciousness. As a complementary 
interpersonal (LL) practice, generative dialogue offers a venue to bring about shifts in the gross, 
subtle and causal states of consciousness through conversation. From this perspective, an 

                                                 
19  Other intersubjective methodologies of collective intelligence include Roshi’s (2006) Big Mind; 
Cohen’s (2004) Enlightened Communication; among others. 
20 Wilber (2003b) elaborates on the relationship between different types of meditation and connection 
with states of consciousness:  

For example, in a type of meditation known as savikalpa samadhi (or mediation with an object of 
awareness), one can directly (while fully awake) experience the higher reaches of the subtle realm; 
in states of nirvikalpa and jnana samadhi, one directly experiences the causal realm; in states of 
sahaja samadhi, one directly realizes the nondual (which we will discuss in a moment). In all of 
those cases, one is developing one's capacity to experience higher states by converting them into 
permanent acquisitions. States that are normally unconscious have been made conscious; states that 
are normally temporary have been made permanent (p. 10). 
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objective of generative dialogue practice is not to leave behind the conventional or gross states of 
mind or to label them as egoic and therefore a hindrance. Rather, it becomes important to 
cultivate the flourishing of all states and their respective bodyminds as portals to a more integral 
understanding of multiple depths of reality as it unfolds and is co-created through conversation.  
Consistent with the Vedantic tradition, Wilber (2003a) refers to such a state as “Turiya,” which 
is the ability to simultaneously witness and experience all three states and bodies of the gross, 
subtle and causal. Recognizing that every state has its relative value, but that learning to 
individually and collectively embody deeper states offer more relative value gives credence to 
Scharmer’s (2000) reflection on a conversation with Bill O’Brian, “the success of an intervention 
depends on the interior condition of the intervener” (p. 1). Given that each state of consciousness 
contains a distinctive self-sense, level of reality and scope of sensitivities, activating deeper 
collective states through the generative dialogue process invites participants into heretofore 
unexplored frontiers of knowing, learning and being.  

 
Closing Remarks 

 
As this article outlines, an AQAL interpretation of generative dialogue introduces several new 

distinctions for GD practitioners to broaden and deepen the scope of their practice. Given the 
respective influences of the different dimensions of our consciousness within the four fields of 
conversation of Scharmer’s model, this article initiates a preliminary inquiry and positing of 
directions to inform further theorizing and research within various contexts of GD practice. 
Future generative dialogue practitioners will benefit from considering different possibilities for 
how AQAL interpretations can advance the capacities and potentials of existing groups. Finally, 
it is my hope that this article will inspire the continued development and refinement of 
generative dialogue as a transformative practice within the emerging field of collective 
intelligence. 
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How I Lost My Mind and  
Found the Meaning of “Life” 

 
Herb Koplowitz 

 
Abstract: By integrating philosophical rigor with practical examples and personal history 
and revelation, the author shares how he ended his quest to understand the concepts of 
life, mind, and soul and resolved the mind-body problem. The article relates the key 
insight garnered from Elliott Jaques that triggered a new, internally-consistent conceptual 
framework or paradigm. Founded on a unitary organism model of life, it replaced the 
mind-body-soul model. The logic of the new conceptual framework is developed through 
brief, methodical discussions that juxtapose choice and judgement with calculation, 
Newtonian physics, randomness, and self correction. The paper is grounded in the 
premise that our attempts to answer a question (e.g. "How do we think and judged?") are 
hindered by accepting an entity (e.g. mind) whose only evidence is that the question 
exists. On that foundation, unitary arguments trace the author’s dissolution of concepts of 
mind, body, and soul and the spiritual. General implications of this framework are then 
applied to terminology and to the origin of life, abortion, and trading one duality for 
another. In relating some personal implications of this framework in daily life, the author 
makes the case for the value of simplicity in conceptual frameworks and the clarity that 
can result.  

 
Keywords: body, choice, dualism, Elliott Jaques, judgement, life, mind, mind-body 
problem, organical, organism, organismic, soul, unitary 

 
Introduction 

 
I have puzzled about the concepts of life and mind since I was in high school. I suppose I am 

in good company as philosophers and scientists have been working on these problems for a long 
time. The mind-body problem, for example, was around before Descartes wondered how a 
material body and immaterial mind could affect each other. Nothing I read in Western or Eastern 
approaches really made sense to me. Then, nearly ten years ago, I was given an insight about 
mind that immediately ended my quest for an understanding of that concept and also gave me 
clarity about life and soul and, along the way, even changed my understanding of body.  

This paper shares that insight and its implications in the hope that the clarity I have gained for 
myself may be of benefit to readers who might have had the same puzzles that I have had. You 
may not come to share my point of view, but I hope there is enough clarity in my writing to help 
you rethink your own. 

I will need first to explain the epistemology underlying this paper. My approach to knowledge 
leads me to consider this paper to be a quest for sense, not for truth. This will set the stage for 
briefly explaining what had been so dissatisfying for me in what I had read earlier, sharing the 
insight, and stating what it did for me. I will then explore, in turn, what the insight did for my 
understanding of the concepts of life, choice, mind, body, and soul. I will close by describing 
how my new understanding changes how I now think about issues as diverse as the origin of life 
on earth and on abortion. 



Koplowitz: How I Lost My Mind 
 

60 

Underlying Framework 
 
The framework for this quest comes from my understanding of Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of 

Scientific Revolutions (1962). Kuhn described two distinct activities in science. In “normal 
science,” one extends the range and accuracy of causal laws and facts (e.g., how many species of 
monkey there are) about some domain of the world (e.g., zoology). In “revolution,” one changes 
the paradigm, the approach one takes in doing normal science (e.g., Darwin’s developing the 
formerly unthinkable concept that a species may develop into a different species). I understand a 
key aspect of paradigm to be the conceptual framework, the system of concepts through which 
laws and facts are formulated. As another example, the revolutionary work of Piaget (1971a, 
1971b), the Swiss psychologist, was to develop the paradigm he called “genetic epistemology,” 
essentially, the understanding of knowledge as something we construct rather than copy from 
reality. His paradigm includes such concepts as schema (essentially, a concept), assimilation 
(interpreting data to fit one’s concepts), accommodation (changing one’s concepts to fit the data) 
and equilibration (keeping one’s concepts and one’s data consistent). When he explored the 
development of mathematical understanding in children, he was doing normal science.  

As I understand it, normal science is the pursuit of objective truth, that which is observable by 
anyone. Piaget took a ball of clay and rolled it into a snake in front of children of various ages. 
He observed that a child will, when younger, believe there to now be more clay than there was 
before and that later in development the child will believe the amount to remain unchanged. 
Anyone can observe this same fact. It is the observability that makes normal science testable, 
falsifiable.  

But a conceptual framework is a means of making sense of data and is therefore not testable 
through data. As a psychology graduate student, enthralled by Piaget’s model of how we are 
genetically programmed to mature through a series of stages, I found to my frustration that no 
fact could convince my behaviourist office mate of the error of his beliefs that environment 
determines everything psychological. He assimilated everything I said to him to his own 
behaviourist framework. I now see that he was not wrong but just looked at things differently 
from how I looked at them. We could argue about which way of looking at things made more 
sense, but there is no objective means of deciding between the two paradigms. 

Think of that gestalt drawing. If I show you how this line outlines the young woman’s chin, 
that will not necessarily alter your view of the drawing as one of an old woman and the line as 
outlining her nose. The function of a conceptual framework is to help us make sense of data. 
Kuhn has shown to my satisfaction (though not to that of his critics) that the decision of which of 
two conceptual frameworks does the job better is subjective.  

This paper describes a particular conceptual framework for making sense of psychological 
data commonly described using words such as “life,” “mind,” and “soul.” My purpose is not to 
prove the truth of the framework as I do not believe conceptual frameworks are the kind of thing 
that is provable. Rather, I wish to share how this conceptual framework helps me make better 
sense of issues that were previously puzzling to me. I shall begin by briefly describing what 
puzzled me, the insight given to me, and what I mean when I say that the insight resolved the 
puzzle.  
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Puzzles, Insight and Resolution 
 
I do not recall if I ever thought of the brain as what thinks. I am fairly sure that in university, 

if not in high school, it was clear to me that the brain is a piece of meat. It is clearly essential to 
thinking, as the telescope is essential to astronomy. But it is not the sort of thing that would do 
something like think anymore than a telescope is the sort of thing that would do something like 
see. So I assumed it must be the mind that thinks, but this only raises the question of what the 
mind is. 

My first clue that the concept is troubled was that writing is always clearer and more 
descriptive regarding the adjective “mental” than the noun “mind.” The indices of Piaget’s 
books, for example, are rife with references to mental activity, exercise, experience, experiments 
and operations, but of the 29 indexed books of his in my library, only one (1973) has “mind” in 
its index. Even books with “mind” in their title, e.g., Frames of Mind (Gardner, 1983) or A 
Whole New Mind:  Why Right-Brainers Will Rule the World (Pink, 2005) may not have the word 
“mind” in their index.  

There are, of course, explicit models of mind. Freud’s concepts of id, ego, and superego form 
a model of the mind. And in the East, most schools of yoga I have studied have mind as a 
constituent part of a person along with soul, body and life force. (Some even have two minds, 
e.g., a sensory mind and a thinking mind.)  But what I read of these models was more descriptive 
of what the mind does than of what the mind is. None of it solved the mind-body problem, how a 
material body and an immaterial mind can affect each other, let alone how a person’s soul can 
survive their death. 

Life, too, was a concept that puzzled me. I recall reading articles defining life as that which 
reproduces itself. But the same articles always noted that fire, too, reproduces itself, showing that 
the definition missed the mark. Davies (2002) has refined that definition, saying “Today, life is 
regarded as an immensely complex information processing and replicating system.” But even if 
my lap top and my wife’s PC could make the beast with two backs and thus produce a calculator, 
I would not consider them to be alive.  

And then there was the phone conversation with Elliott Jaques in 1998, give or take. Jaques 
(1996) was co-creator and major developer of Requisite Organization, an approach to designing 
and managing organizations that I use in my consulting, and I was fortunate to have a collegial 
relationship with him. (He is better known for coining the term “mid-life crisis.”)  I forget what 
we were talking about, but he mentioned that he no longer used the term “mind,” that he did not 
find it useful. What thinks?  I think. With what do I think?  Well, with what do I live?  It is just I 
who lives and just I who thinks.  

This was a transforming moment for me. I felt that a quest had ended, that a puzzle had been 
solved. When he gave me that nugget, it exploded—not in my brain, not in my mind, but in 
me—and I could see my way clear through issues that had entangled me for years. Ironically, I 
gained clarity about “mind” by losing the concept. Moments later, a second puzzle was solved 
for me. I realized that if I do what I used to think my mind does, perhaps I also do what I used to 
think my soul does. I immediately understood myself to be all I had, and if I am made up of parts 
they are not mind and body and soul. (Jaques’s 2002 Life and Behavior of Living Organisms 
expands on the resulting view of the organism.) 

I learned a new conceptual framework for mind and soul, one that for the first time made 
sense to me. That led to a different way of talking about life and related phenomena. Let me now 
unfold that framework and describe that language. It will be useful to start with life and what 
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only living things can do. That will lead to a model of unitary person or, more generally, unitary 
organism, which I will contrast with a body-mind-soul model. I will then examine implications 
of the change of model for several issues. 

 
What Is Life? 

 
Jaques’s point was that the organism does what we typically say the mind does. I would 

include in that list verbs like “feel,” “want,” “intend,”1 “judge,” “choose,” etc. To me, it is clear 
that only living things do them. When the door squeaks, we may say that the hinge wants oil, but 
this is a metaphor. The hinge does not feel dry, want oil, intend to get oiled within the hour, 
judge which is the best way to get oiled, choose that way to act, squeak with the intention of 
getting oiled, nor search for another way to get oiled if squeaking does not succeed. I hope the 
contrast is clear between the hinge’s “wanting” oil and my wanting peanut butter chocolate ice 
cream. I do feel hunger, want ice cream, intend to get some within ten minutes, judge which is 
the best way to get it, choose that way to act, go to the freezer with the intention of getting ice 
cream, and think of how to get some if the freezer is devoid of it. I use those verbs literally, not 
metaphorically. Changing the example of a hinge to one of a computer does not change the 
metaphorical nature of the use of those words. Computers, no matter how complex, do not want, 
judge, choose, intend or feel. 

Realizing that feeling, wanting, intending, judging, and choosing are peculiar to living things 
made me realize that a living thing is anything that judges and chooses. (I could have chosen the 
verb from any in that list of gerunds.)  I am absolutely clear about this in the animal world. I 
understand all animals to judge and choose, all animals including humans, apes, cats, goldfish, 
bees, and even amoebas. I cannot look at a worm and see a mechanism whose behaviour is 
completely explicable by Newton’s laws and the laws of chemistry, nor one that deviates from 
those laws only through randomness.  

I expect the same is true of plants, though I do not have the data to feel as sure or to give as 
many examples. I believe our choice of grammar is descriptive when we say that a tree puts out 
roots, that this is an action on the part of the tree. And it just does not make sense to me that 
chemistry and physics totally explain whether a root goes left or right around a rock. It makes 
more sense to me that this is a choice the tree makes.  

 
Judgement and Choice vs. Calculation, Newtonian Physics, Randomness, 
and Self Correction 

 
We speak of “artificial intelligence” and refer to computers as “thinking machines,” as though 

computers can do what we say the mind does. So it may be useful for me to explain more about 
what is unique about living things. Jaques (Glossary, 1996, p. 140) defined “judgment” as: 

 
The weighing up of the factors in a problem, interplaying verbalizable knowledge and data 
and non-verbalized mental processing in relation to each other, in trying to arrive at a 
decision. (Note this was before he gave up “mind”).  

                                                 
1 I use “want” to refer to a state of incompleteness that the organism wants rectified. “I want a better 
wardrobe” means I feel short of some clothes and wish to get some more clothes. An intention is a 
specific, time-bound means of filling the need. “I intend to get two business suits within a month.” 
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I am not sure how helpful I find that definition, but the concept of “judge” like the concept 
“see” is so fundamental that it resists useful definition. 

I shall compare judgement and choice—hallmarks of life—with calculation, Newtonian 
causation, randomness, and self-correcting mechanisms. 

 
Calculation vs. Judgement and Choice 

 
Computers calculate, taking inputted data, processing those data through rules set by the 

programmer, and displaying the results. It is all very logical. Of course, the calculations 
computers are capable of have become faster and more complex, but thinking is not complex 
calculating. Calculations have right answers. Put in 2 + 2 and the result had better be 4. Any two 
computers performing the same calculation will come up with the same answer, or at least one of 
them is wrong. But when I choose strawberry ice cream and then say it was a mistake, I do not 
mean that I made a factual error but that it turns out that I would have preferred a different 
flavour. In the most complex decisions, we count everything we judge relevant to count, measure 
everything we judge relevant to measure, and perform all of the calculations we judge relevant to 
perform. We then interpret the results and make our choices. We do not know our reasons for 
making the choices we make; Freud created an industry on this insight. In most instances, 
computers are far better at calculation than we are. But we judge and choose. I cannot imagine 
how a computer would judge or choose. 
 
Newtonian Physics vs. Judgement and Choice 

 
In the late 17th and early 18th centuries, Sir Isaac Newton laid the foundation for all of modern 

physics. He concerned himself with objects that stand still or move no faster than everyday 
objects move and which are large enough to be visible and tangible to us, no smaller, say, than a 
ball bearing but as much larger than that as you would like, even as large as the moon, earth and 
sun. Newton formulated laws that have been very successful at predicting the movement of such 
objects under prescribed conditions. Drop a ball bearing from a given height inside a long tube 
that has had all the air removed from it, and his laws predict with great accuracy how long it will 
take the ball to fall. Great accuracy, but not total accuracy. If we get our measuring devices fine 
enough, we will always find random error, some small variation from the predicted time. This is 
treated as something of a nuisance, the unavoidable effect of a little bit of air’s having entered 
the tube or of a nearby earthquake which moved the bottom of the tube up by a tiny amount, thus 
shortening the fall of the ball bearing by a small amount. 

The conceit in Newton’s physics is that if we could just get the conditions perfect, the laws 
would predict with absolute accuracy how long it would take the ball to fall. Einstein took 
Newton’s laws and extended them to cover also objects that move much faster than everyday 
objects do, even as fast as light moves. This produced subtle but important changes in Newton’s 
laws, but did not alter the assumption that the movement of objects could be predicted with total 
accuracy, theoretically at least. Einstein was said to have declared, “God does not play dice with 
the universe.” 

It is clear that human behaviour is not as predictable as the movement of ball bearings. Simply 
by knowing a few facts such as the size and shape of a ball bearing, the slope of a ramp, and the 
coefficient of friction between the ramp and the ball bearing, a physicist can predict with great 
accuracy how long it will take the ball bearing to roll down the ramp. But if you know my size 
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and shape, the slope of a ramp and the coefficient of friction between the ramp and my shoes, 
you will not be able to predict how quickly I will go down the ramp. You may be able to predict 
that the prospect of a free peanut butter chocolate ice cream cone will increase my speed, but if I 
am dieting it might actually drive me back up the ramp. Whatever type of cause and effect drives 
my behaviour, it is surely different from the causation Newton described. 

 
Randomness vs. Judgement and Choice 

 
At the same time that Einstein was extending Newton’s exploration from the relatively slow 

to as fast as possible, Heisenberg, Plank, Bohr and others were extending the exploration to the 
very small, developing a field they called “quantum mechanics.” Quantum mechanics differs 
from Newton’s laws, among other ways, in that it holds randomness to be an essential element of 
the world. When we get as small as a photon, a single particle of light, we can calculate how 
likely it is that the particle be in a given location at a given time, but we do not know exactly 
where it will be when.  

It would be tempting to tie my unpredictability to quantum randomness as though computer-
like processes drive my walking down the ramp with quantum randomness keeping the result 
from being totally predictable. But organisms are not mechanisms with quirks. You can predict 
that given the option of peanut butter chocolate and any other flavour of ice cream, I will go for 
the peanut butter chocolate 99% of the time. But that 1% when I choose something else is not 
random error. It is because I enjoyed pistachios yesterday and wanted to remember what 
pistachio ice cream tasted like; or I was cooking with vanilla this morning and was reminded that 
good vanilla is a rich, deep flavour, and not the absence of flavour; or something in the ice cream 
shop was reminiscent of something from my childhood—maybe something I am not even aware 
of that leads me on a whim to ask for strawberry.  

Organisms do not act in Newtonian fashion, and adding randomness to Newton does not help.  
 

Self Correction vs. Judgement and Choice 
 
Cybernetics is the study of self-correcting systems, like the thermostat which keeps your 

house at the desired temperature regardless of the effects of weather. Your thermostat turns on 
your furnace when your house gets too cold and then turns it off when it is warm enough. It is 
tempting to link this with the kinds of corrective actions you take in pursuit of a moving target.  

The similarities are interesting and have been put to good use in General System Theory 
(Bertalanffy, 1968) and its applications to human systems such as families (Watzlawick, 
Bevelas, & Jackson, 1967). Your house’s thermostat is a homeostatic mechanism, a device or 
processes that maintains a norm; so is the way you choose your clothes, warmer ones in winter 
and lighter ones in summer, to keep your own temperature within a comfortable range. But there 
is a significant difference between the two. Your house’s thermostat does not intentionally act to 
keep your house at the desired temperature. Rather, it responds to signals exactly as it is 
programmed to do. If December weather turns unexpectedly warm, uncomfortably warm, your 
thermostat does not think to turn on the air conditioner. You, on the other hand, will think to pull 
some summer clothes out of the closet if you are heading for 32 C. weather in Puerto Vallarta. 
You may also choose to wear a warmer outfit there instead, even though it does not suit the 
weather, because you will look and feel so right in it at that event. 
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Your thermostat corrects by following the rules, and if the rules lead it astray from keeping 
the house at the right temperature, it follows the rules anyway. But humans, and all organisms, 
are goal driven, not process driven. Of course, you may assume that the thermostat is going to 
look after the house temperature, and you may allow the house get uncomfortably cold before 
you take notice and turn the breaker on that the electrician mistakenly left off four hours ago, but 
you will eventually notice that the house is cold and you will take some action to get it warm 
again. 

 
Framework 

 
Again, this is an issue of conceptual framework. If it makes sense to you that the 

unpredictability in my behaviour or yours is like the unpredictability in the movement of a 
photon, I can give you no scientific evidence to the contrary. I can ask you whether it makes 
sense to you that photons act outside the law because they change their intentions, if you 
understand they no longer to want to move left as Newton’s laws would predict. But if that is 
how you make sense of the world, there is no counter evidence that would compel you to change 
your point of view. As Kuhn (1962, p. 148) said, “The competition between paradigms is not the 
sort of battle that can be resolved by proofs.” 

 
The Mind 

 
What does those things: want, judge, choose, intend, feel, etc.?  Previously, I would have said 

we do them with our minds. I understood mind as the agent of all actions peculiar to living things 
(except, perhaps, for the strictly biochemical). And this is a common point of view: 
 

- “This book was brewing in my mind over a period of probably nearly twenty years.”  
(Hofstadter, 1980. p. xix)  

- “From the start, the [pasta] station was a test of the mind’s capacity to hold many things 
in place without ever having to think about them.”  (Burford, 2006, p. 120)  

- “Now…imagine that your mind wanders away, gets lost, and never comes back.”  
(Gilbert, 2006. pp. 66-67) 

 
In that single moment in that conversation with Jaques, I understood “mind” not to add any 

meaning or explanation in those sentences. Now I would say: 
 
- “I have been thinking about this book over a period of probably nearly twenty years.”  
- “From the start, the [pasta] station was a test of the cook’s capacity to hold many things 

in place without ever having to think about them.” 
- “Now…imagine that your attention wanders away, gets lost, and never comes back.”  
 
To specify that the actors in these three scenarios took these actions with their minds adds no 

new information. Losing my mind has given me only clarity and simplicity. The second set of 
sentences expresses everything that the first set does and just as clearly, but without use of a 
phantom entity. “Mind” is used as though it explains how we think, but it only serves to name 
that which we do not understand.  
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Science will, with some frequency, hypothesize a substance to account for a phenomenon it 
cannot otherwise explain. Chemists first used a substance they called “phlogiston” and later one 
they called “oxygen” to explain fire. Physicists hypothesized a substance they called “ether” to 
explain how light waves could travel in a vacuum.  Sometimes, as in the case of phlogiston and 
ether, the hypothesis does not pan out; scientists were never able to produce phlogiston or ether, 
contain it in a jar and find effects it had other than the phenomena they were invented to explain.  
Sometimes, as in the case of oxygen, the invented substance pans out; we can separate it out 
from air, put it in a jar, weigh it, combine it with other substances, etc.  

It is part of scientists’ job to explain natural phenomena. Sometimes they hypothesize 
substances in the process but, as scientists, they then test the hypothesis. Science is not advanced 
by explaining fire as the result of phlogiston if the only evidence of phlogiston is that there is 
fire. That would simply be naming what was not understood and treating the name as though it 
explained what is not understood. 

Jaques referred to forming intentions, judging and choosing as “work,” organical (see 
“Terminology” below) work as opposed to the mechanical work that Newton studied. We do not 
know how we form intentions, judge and choose. Jaques (2002) referred to how we work as 
“ineffable:” not observable and not describable. Of course we are learning more and more about 
how the brain works and we are learning which parts of the brain are most active when we are 
engaged in various activities peculiar to living things. But biochemistry does not explain 
wanting, forming intentions, judging, and choosing in the way that physics explains the actions 
of a computer. A thought may be accompanied by the passing of a nerve impulse across a 
synapse, but the thought is not the same thing as the passing of the impulse. A memory may be 
lost when a part of the brain is damaged, but a memory is not that part of the brain nor any 
chemical or electrical arrangement of a part of the brain. No combination of chemical or 
electrical phenomena make up a thought, a memory, or desire in the way that an atom of sodium 
and an atom of chlorine make up a molecule of salt. 

One more time, the issue under consideration is one of conceptual framework, not of normal 
science. I am offering no evidence of causal laws previously unknown. I have not invented a 
mindometer, placed it against a large sample of humans and found it always to register zero. The 
data that convince me to consider “mind” as a place holder, a word with no referent, are all 
consistent with a framework that includes “mind” as an entity; I simply find that those data make 
more sense to me now that I have no mind. And it makes sense to me that all living things—even 
amoebae—are much more similar to humans than they are to rocks or computers; all living 
things, and only living things, feel, want, intend, judge and choose. 

 
The Body 

 
If I have no mind, I have no body either. What would the “I” be that would have a body and 

what would be left over of the “I” when the body is taken away from it?  Analysis leaves just me, 
not a body and a mind, one corporal, the other ethereal, mysteriously interconnected. 

 
- Not “My body is fat” but “I am fat.” 
- Not “I have my father’s body” but “I’m built like my father.” 
- Not “I love looking at her body” but “I love looking at her.”  
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Of course, I still have a liver and skin and a stomach, etc., but they do not all add up to a 
material part of me that is inert until it interacts with my immaterial mind to make me, the 
person. You cannot lose your mind without also losing your body. My body will exist, but only 
when I die. At that point, I will cease to exist, and all there will be is my corpse. 

 
Soul and the Spiritual 

 
Soul only became of interest to me once I started studying yoga. (My Jewish upbringing was 

long on ethics and short on theology.)  I have tried to understand what is meant by “soul” or the 
“spiritual” nature of humans. I believe that when people talk about soul, they address phenomena 
at three levels: 

 
- the intrapersonal, 
- the interpersonal, 
- the extra normal. 
 
The intrapersonal is what “spiritual” practices such as meditation are said to do for the 

individual:  physical health, mental health, feelings of centeredness, stilling the mind, feeling 
connected to others, etc. My own experience with these practices was just sufficient to give me a 
flavour of their potential. I believe these practices are calming and centring. I would not say they 
still the mind because I am not aware of anything I would want to call a “mind.” And I do not 
believe they stop the process of judging because I believe that is ongoing from birth (or earlier) 
to death. But I do expect that someone deep in meditation has left the verbal world. They are not 
trying to re-work the past, they are not caught up in current emotions, and they are not worrying 
about the future. I expect such disengagement from emotional turmoil would have enormous 
benefits not only during meditation and immediately afterwards but also potentially throughout 
the day as one becomes skilled at focusing on what one wants to focus on rather than getting 
caught in distractions. None of this requires a concept of soul to understand it. 

The interpersonal is how we feel about and act towards others. Spiritual teachings encourage 
us to treat others with respect and care and spiritual practices are said to make such behaviour 
easier. I find these claims credible, but I do not find a need for soul to make sense of beneficial 
interpersonal relationships. I expect that the survival of any species requires its members to be, 
on the whole, supportive of each other. 

By extra normal I mean what may happen beyond the worlds of physics, chemistry and 
biology (biology understood to include psychology). This includes: 

 
- telecommunication, giving or receiving messages directly soul to soul; 
- action at a distance, such as healing someone by thinking of them or praying for them 

without giving them a physical or chemical treatment or at least informing them that one 
was going to do this; 

- survival of the soul after death as suggested by communication or actions taken from 
beyond death. 

 
These cases would establish the soul for me as an entity as they are beyond the explanatory 

capabilities of physics, chemistry and biology. Of course, a paradigm may not be changed just 
because of one inconvenient fact, but the weight of evidence, a number of anomalies that cannot 
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be accounted for in my conceptual framework but can in another, might lead me to change my 
understanding of soul. However, I have no convincing evidence that such phenomena happen. I 
have heard many anecdotes of healing at a distance or of causing a distant object to become 
heavier, but nothing with the kind of controls that would make those claims credible to me. 

 
Implications 

 
I have described how considering “mind” to be a myth, a place holder, changed my concepts 

of life, body and soul. But it has had effects on in a number of other areas as well. I find no order 
or pattern to the implications I am aware of, so I shall simply address them one at a time, 
concluding with the most personal ones. 

 
Terminology 

 
I have used the phrase “peculiar to living things” in place of what I would previously have 

called “mental” to describe wanting, judging, choosing, intending, and feeling, and this raises the 
issue of terminology. When there is no “mind,” there is no “mental.” I have yet to find a term I 
can use to refer to what only living things do. Whatever the term is, it needs to relate to living 
things, to organisms, because that is what takes those actions. 

We have no term in English for this. Jaques noted that in the non-living world, an aspect of a 
mechanism is called “mechanical,” so it would make sense to refer to an aspect of an organism 
as “organical.” He was aware that the term “organical” was unlikely to catch on but never found 
an adequate substitute for it. Von Bertalanffy (1968), the major developer of General System 
Theory, for similar reasons referred to aspects of an organism as “organismic” which has not 
caught on any more than “organical.” It is easy enough to substitute a reference to the organism 
(“I,” “George,” “the dog,” etc.) in place of “mind” in describing an instance of feeling, wanting, 
intending, judging, or choosing. But I lack an elegant way of specifying that the work I am 
referring to is the organical work, not the mechanical work. 

 
Origin of Life 

 
My understanding of the nature of life has changed my concepts regarding the origin of life. I 

used to be quite comfortable with the story that a lightning bolt struck a pool of chemicals, fusing 
some together in new ways, thus creating life. That story just does not make sense to me now 
because I do not see how life can come from non-life. I could see developments in micro-
technology that would allow us some day to build a human corpse from scratch. But I do not get 
how we could ever start from constituent chemicals and build a living amoeba that feels peckish, 
wants to consume something, intends to do so within the next five seconds, judges which particle 
to pursue, and choose to extend a pseudopod just so to capture it. Evolution, the development of 
new species from older ones, is not at all problematic; this is simply something that has 
intentions coming from something else that has intentions. But I do not see how something with 
wants and intentions can come from something without intentions. 

If living things are essentially different from nonliving things and life cannot come from non-
life, then how did life begin? Jaques used to say, only half jokingly, that in the beginning was 
life, some of which died in the big bang. My own understanding is informed by Wittgenstein’s 
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(1961, p. 149) statement “It is not how things are in the world that is the mystical, but that it 
exists.” 

I have always understood him to be saying that if you are going to have a world, it will have 
some characteristics, some shape, some order to it. The order itself is the subject of science, and 
so we can ask why gravity exists and why it attracts rather than repels. These are interesting 
questions for science, and the answers will only raise more questions. The mystical, that which is 
beyond science, is why there is a world at all. Science can explore the nature of existence but not 
its cause. How existence itself came about is beyond science.  

I believe the same is true of life. I do not see science explaining the origins of life any more 
than I see it explaining the origins of existence. Wittgenstein had one mystery (existence); I have 
two (existence and life). While evolution, development of new species from others, makes 
perfect sense to me, I have more empathy than I used to for the creationists’ doubts about the 
scientific explanations of the origins of life. 

To be clear, those doubts do not drive me to a religious explanation. I am no better off with a 
god whose origin I cannot explain than with a phenomenon that I cannot explain.2 I am quite 
content to leave life’s origins as a mystery. 

 
Abortion 

 
Prior to my insights about mind and life, I was unable to answer the question of when a 

human life begins. But new thinking about what life is led to new thinking about when a life 
starts. Now that I consider a living being to be something that feels, wants, intends, judges and 
chooses, it is clear to me that a fetus is a live human being from the moment it moves 
spontaneously and perhaps even from conception. This is a most inconvenient understanding for 
me as it upsets my easy, earlier understanding about abortion. 

I still believe that murder lowers trust in a society. But it was clear to me, and remains clear, 
that we all need the right to remove from us whatever we do not want on or in us whether that be 
a kidney stone, a tattoo or a fetus. I share Judith Jarvis Thomson’s (1971, p. 51) belief that 
“having a right to life does not guarantee having either a right to be given the use of or a right to 
be allowed continued use of another person’s body--even if one needs it for life itself.” (I would 
now refer to “continued use of another person”.) 

I am still working my way through this issue. While I find no doubt that women need the right 
to remove an unwanted fetus from themselves, I can no longer brush away the concerns of those 
who argue for the rights of the fetus.   

 
Trading One Duality for Another 

 
I have said that the issues in this paper are conceptual framework issues rather than science 

issues so that evidence will not resolve disagreements. A rule that philosophers use in cases like 
this is Occam’s razor:  choose the simpler of two explanations. The mindless approach appears to 
be the simpler one. Philosophers and scientists have wondered how an immaterial mind can get a 
material body to move and how damage to a material body can cause pain in an immaterial mind. 

                                                 
2 I do respect those whose religious beliefs are grounded in their own direct experience of God. Not 
having had such an experience, it would be empty of me to assume a god just to have an explanation for 
life or existence. 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW 4, 2007 



Koplowitz: How I Lost My Mind 
 

70 

Jaques claimed, correctly, I believe, to have solved the mind-body problem: no mind, no body, 
no problem. But in so doing, he created another dualism: living matter vs. non-living matter. For 
western science, the living organism is composed of chemicals in the same way that non-living 
matter is. The rules of physics and chemistry apply to our livers as much as they do to our coffee 
tables. But the point of view I am espousing claims an essential difference between me and my 
coffee table. We can turn me into something dead, but cannot turn the coffee table into 
something alive. Nor can we bring life to a computer or to chemicals in a test tube. The effect of 
the phone conversation was not to make my thinking less dualistic but to trade one dualism for a 
different one. I started the conversation with Jaques with one type of matter and a mind-body 
problem, and ended it with no mind-body problem but with two types of matter:  living and non-
living. 

 
Personal Implications 

 
Losing the concept of mind has had a number of more personal effects on me. The clearest, 

most significant effect has been philosophical clarity. That one conversation with Jaques has 
brought much into focus for me that was previously puzzling. What is the mind, what is life, 
when does human life begin, what is the nature of soul?  I have answers to these questions that 
make sense to me now. How did life begin, how do we exercise judgment? I am now 
comfortable not having answers to these questions. Philosophical clarity is a quality whose 
significance depends on how philosophically inclined one is. I take great satisfaction in finally 
being clear about what mind and life are and I believe I can now think, speak, and write about 
organical phenomena more clearly than before.  

The other effect of the insight is that it leads me to think, write, and speak more responsibly 
and to experience my accomplishments, my very life, more immediately, not mediated by a brain 
or a mind. I will illustrate this first with another concept that was clarified by the insight I have 
described. “Important” was a troubling word for me going back to my adolescence. I was told 
that dressing well, getting good grades, going to synagogue, etc., were all important, but I could 
not figure out what “important” meant. These were things I did not want to do, and I could not 
grasp the property they all were supposed to have in common, importance. I now realize that 
“Getting good grades is important” means “I want you to get good grades” or perhaps, “Getting 
good grades is necessary for you to have the kind of career I want you to have.”  By describing 
actions or their results as “important,” those in authority deny their own responsibility, their own 
values as desires, as the motivation for attempting to change others’ behaviours. Only an 
organism wants, and the word “important” masks the role of some person in wanting a particular 
outcome. 

Writing that depersonalizes is quite common. Consider this statement, referred to earlier in 
this paper: “having a right to life does not guarantee having…a right to...the use of…another 
person’s body” (Thomson, 1971, p. 51) 

Compare it to: “having a right to life does not guarantee having… a right to…the use of… 
another person.” 

It is the woman, not her body, which carries the fetus. But we do not seem to be asking as 
much of the woman if we require her body, not her, to carry it. (And similarly, abortion feels like 
an action with less consequence if we do not consider it to end the life of a person.)  

And consider these sentences: 
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If you were asked to name the human brain’s greatest achievement, you might think first of 
the impressive artifacts it has produced – the Great Pyramid of Giza, the International 
Space Station, or perhaps the Golden Gate Bridge. These are great achievements indeed, 
and our brains deserve their very own ticker-tape parade for producing them” (Gilbert 
2006, p. 5).  

 
Compare it to: 
 
If you were asked to name humanity’s greatest achievements, you might think first of the 
impressive artifacts we have produced – the Great Pyramid of Giza, the International Space 
Station, or perhaps the Golden Gate Bridge. These are great achievements indeed, and 
those who built them deserve their very own ticker-tape parade for producing them.  

 
It is humans, people, not their brains nor their minds, who built that pyramid, space station 

and bridge. To give credit to brains or minds takes credit away from persons. 
I no longer depersonalize accomplishments and burdens as I used to. The added responsibility 

comes from understanding that I do all that I do. I cannot blame my bad decisions on my mind or 
on my brain nor lose credit to them for my good decisions. They were good or bad decisions that 
I made. And similarly, I, not my mind or my brain, wrote this paper, designed that training, 
maintained an interest in epistemology for all of these years, and so on. The insight makes my 
accomplishments, my very life, more immediate to me, not mediated by a brain or a mind. I hope 
this also makes me more caring in my actions towards others realizing that it is a person, not a 
mind or a body, that I affect. 

The insight gives me simpler, more descriptive language. I am persuaded by Orwell’s 
(1946/2000) view that “…if thought corrupts language, language can also corrupt thought (p. 
357). …If you simplify your English, you are freed from the worst follies of orthodoxy…and 
when you make a stupid remark its stupidity will be obvious, even to yourself” (p. 359). 
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Transdisciplinarity: Basarab Nicolescu Talks with 
Russ Volckmann 

 
Basarab Nicolescu (b. March 25, 1942, Ploieşti, Romania) is a theoretical physicist at the 

Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS), Laboratoire de Physique Nucléaire et de 
Hautes Énergies, Université Pierre et Marie Curie, Paris. He is also a Professor at the Babeş-
Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Romania, and Docteur ès-Sciences Physiques (PhD), 1972, 
Université Pierre et Marie Curie, Paris. 

He is the President and founder of the International Center for Transdisciplinary Research and 
Studies (CIRET), a non-profit organization with 163 members from 26 countries. He is the co-
founder, with René Berger, of the Study Group on Transdisciplinarity at UNESCO (1992) and 
the founder and Director of the "Transdisciplinarity" Series, Rocher Editions, Monaco, and of the 
"Romanians of Paris", Oxus Editions, Paris. 

He is also a specialist in the theory of elementary particles and is the author of more than one 
hundred thirty articles in leading international scientific journals, has made numerous 
contributions to science anthologies and participated in several dozen French radio and 
multimedia documentaries on science. 

Basarab Nicolescu is a major advocate of the transdisciplinary reconciliation between science 
and the humanities. He has published many articles on the role of science in contemporary 
culture in journals in France, Romania, Italy, United Kingdom, Brazil, Argentina, Japan and in 
the USA. 

Adapted from Wikipedia, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basarab_Nicolescu#Biographical_profile

 
 

Introduction 
 
There seems to me to be a natural harmony between transdisciplinary and integral 

approaches to, well, just about everything! Integral Review embraces work in transdisciplinary, 
developmental and integral approaches in its pages. What more appropriate than an interview 
with the man, more than any other I know, who has fostered an international transdisciplinary 
approach from his distinguished position as a leading contributor to theoretical physics. 

CIRET (Le Centre International de Recherches et Études Transdisciplinaires)             
http://nicol.club.fr/ciret/index.htm (from their website) “is a non-profit organization, located in 
Paris and founded in 1987. The aim of our organization is to develop research in a new scientific 
and cultural approach - the transdisciplinarity - whose aim is to lay bare the nature and 
characteristics of the flow of information circulating between the various branches of 
knowledge. The CIRET is a privileged meeting-place for specialists from the different sciences 
and for those from other domains of activity, especially educators.” 

One can find a wealth of links to transdisciplinary publications, many of them related to the 
interface of science and human systems, including public policy, health, sustainability and 
ecology. Of particular interest is Basarab’s publication, Manifesto of Transdisciplinarity (tr. 
Karen-Claire Voss. Albany, NY, USA: State University of New York Press, 2002). The Charter of 
Transdisciplinarity can be found at the end of this interview. Translations of excerpts of the 
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manifesto, itself, into several languages can be found on the CIRET website. In addition, two 
papers, Gödelian Aspects of Nature and Knowledge (Translated from French by Karen-Claire 
Voss ; published in Systems : New Paradigms for the Human Sciences , edited by G. Altmann 
and W. Koch, de Gruyter Verlag, Berlin-New York, 1998, pp. 385-403), 
http://nicol.club.fr/ciret/bulletin/b12/b12c3.htm#note, and The Transdisciplinary Evolution of the 
University Condition for Sustainable Development, 
http://nicol.club.fr/ciret/bulletin/b12/b12c8.htm#note were particularly useful in preparing for 
this interview. 

 I recognize that what we covered in this conversation does little more than open the door to 
the subject of transdisciplinarity and its application in a wide range of human activity. I hope, 
one day, to have the opportunity to do a follow-up of this interview and to continue the 
conversation with this most gracious man who has made such significant contributions to us all. 

 
Russ:   Your background is in a discipline, in Physics. 

 
Basarab: Yes. I am a practitioner of theoretical physics, elementary particle physics. I have been 

doing that since 1965, when I finished my university studies, and I am still active. 
 

Q:   You hold positions in both Paris and Romania, is that correct? 
  

A:   That’s right. In Paris I am at the National Center for Scientific Research, the 
laboratory is based at the University of Paris 6 “Pierre and Marie Curie,” and I am also 
professor at the Babes-Bolyai University, in Cluj, which is in Transilvania. It’s one of the 
best universities in Romania and Central Europe. 

 
Q:  Could you explain how you went from working in quantum theory and subatomic particle 

physics to transdisciplinarity? 
 

A:   The transition was very natural in that I was always fascinated by understanding 
things—not only learning, producing and, reproducing, but understanding. What I mean 
by understand is to connect knowledge and being. I discovered slowly that the questions 
that I had as a quantum physicist were shared by the big founders of quantum physics, 
like Werner Heisenberg, Wolfgang Pauli and Niels Bohr. These are the three names that 
had the biggest influence on me. I discovered that for them metaphysics and physics went 
together, to my surprise.  

  In my time, in our modern time, things are very different. The splitting of perspectives 
is very big. These people, like others who were the founders, were extremely cultivated 
people in philosophy, literature, art, poetry. They even had serious knowledge in 
philosophy. I was glad to slowly discover in 1975-1976, when I was in Berkeley as a 
post-doc, they had already discussed the question that had obsessed me.  

  Niels Bohr had his own program, besides physics, to explain the principle of 
complementarity in physics and in many other fields like psychology, politics and social 
life. He spent a lot of time giving talks and writing on this subject. Wolfgang Pauli was a 
very different person, but also extremely connected with metaphysics. He was very 
knowledgeable in alchemy and had very serious interactions with Carl Gustav Jung. In 
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fact, Pauli was a patient of Jung when he was young and they began a collaboration and a 
friendship.  

  However, the person who most influenced me is Werner Heisenberg. I very much 
appreciate his writing, Philosophy: The Manuscript of 1942, which was published only 
forty years later in German. To my knowledge, there is no translation in English, but a 
very good translation in French. I discovered that a lot of things I did myself in 
transdisciplinarity, like levels of reality, he had already thought about and elaborated with 
very transdisciplinary notions.  

  Kurt Godel is also an incredible figure, not only for his theorems of incompleteness, 
which I was extremely interested in—I read them, and even understood and worked on 
them—but also for his many other writings and for his less-known side as metaphysician, 
especially in his correspondence. I am studying the letters which he addressed to his 
mother in which he developed original thinking about death, meaning of life, about 
Trinity and about God. He had even a theorem on God’s existence, a serious, 
mathematical theorem which is less known, of course, than the other theorems.  

  But I was also influenced by philosophers in my way from quantum physics to 
transdisciplinarity. One of the people that influenced me was Jacob Boehme, about whom 
I wrote a book entitled, Science, Meaning and Evolution: The Cosmology of Jacob 
Boehme. He was a contemporary of Galileo Galilei’s. I wrote this book and it was 
published in New York with an English translation. This man came from a different 
stance than Galileo. Galileo was the mark of break between the thinking of the Middle 
Age and the Renaissance. He was one of the founders, if not the founder, of modern 
physics. But he took the way of splitting culture and science, inventing the role of the 
universal language called mathematics.  

  Jacob Boehme went another way, which was not followed by scientists and which was 
connected with religion. He was a religious man, a Protestant from Bavaria, and he is 
considered the first German philosopher. Hegel considered him as being his master. He 
did a lot of extraordinary, interesting and original thinking about complexity in our 
modern world—about complexity, but connected with our internal life and life of mind 
and spirit and the external world. He elaborated on a kind of formalism, as form and 
structure, to discuss the most complicated things we can imagine. 

  Another person is a contemporary—Stephan Lupasco—who is of Romanian origin but 
lived in France. He left Romania very early at the age of 16 and became one of the most 
interesting French philosophers. I became interested in him when I came from Romania, 
because he had the strange idea of renewing philosophy through quantum physics. Even 
Bohr, Heisenberg and Pauli didn’t go so far as to transform philosophy, not in terms of 
physics, but based upon ideas, general ideas, which came from the physics of the 20th 
century and, in particular, quantum physics. Lupasco took most seriously into account 
paradoxical features of quantum physics concerning reality and he was a great inventor 
because he proposed a new logic, called the logic of the included middle.  
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The Included Middle 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The logic of the included middle is capable of describing the coherence among 
these levels of Reality by an iterative process defined by the following stages: (1) A 
pair of contradictories (A0 , non-A0) situated at a certain level NR0  of Reality is 
unified by a T1-state situated at a contiguous level NR1  of Reality; (2) In turn, this 
T1-state is linked to a couple of contradictories (A1, non-A1), situated at its own 
level; (3) The pair of contradictories (A1, non-A1) is, in its turn, unified by a T2-state 
situated at a third level NR2  of Reality, immediately contiguous to the level NR1 

where the ternary (A1, non-A1, T1) is found. The iterative process continues to 
indefinitely until all the levels of Reality, known or conceivable, are exhausted.
 
In other words, the action of the logic of the included middle on the different levels 
of Reality induces an open structure of the unity of levels of Reality. This structure 
has considerable consequences for the theory of knowledge because it implies the 
impossibility of a self-enclosed complete theory. Knowledge is forever open. 

 
- Basarab Nicolescu 
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Q:   That is a very rich history that you have placed before us. Would you contrast 
transdisciplinarity with the disciplinary, multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary 
approaches? 

 
A:   Yes. This is very important to clarify from the beginning because these are words, 

which, even now—many years after transdisciplinarity was introduced—are confused.  
  In very schematic words, what is it all about? 
  The starting point is the incredible multiplication of the number of specialized 

disciplines with time. When the very first universities were founded around the 13th 
century, we had seven disciplines, which were called trivium and quadrivium, 
corresponding more or less to what we call today Exact Sciences and Human Sciences. In 
1950, we already had 54 disciplines. It began increasing very fast. In the year 2000 we 
had more than 8,000 disciplines. These numbers are coming from a very serious poll 
made by the National Science Foundation. Many of these are taught in American 
universities. 8,000 disciplines means 8,000 ways to look for reality. It means a 
catastrophe for knowledge in some sense, because it means there is no more unity of 
knowledge. Because of that, after 1950, words like multidisciplinarity and 
interdisciplinarity were very current as a need to reunify and reconnect in the present 
situation.  

  In fact, multidisciplinarity was always there, from the founding of universities. What 
means multidisciplinary? It means I take an object from a given discipline, say a painting 
by Giotto. I can study it as an object of the history of art; I can study it from the point of 
view from the history of Europe, from psychoanalysis, chemistry or physics and so on. 
Throughout my investigation, I am returning to the initial discipline, which is the history 
of art in our example. Multi-disciplinarity is studying an object from a given discipline 
with ideas you have from other disciplines, but it remains in a disciplinary context. 

  Interdisciplinary is completely different. The word became fashionable around 1950. 
Especially in the U.S. there was a huge development of interdisciplinary thought even 
inside universities. We have interdisciplinary departments now. The idea was the transfer 
of methods from one discipline to another. Let me give you a famous example. You study 
very different phenomena, like how clouds develop and the evolution of stock market 
actions. You transfer, in this study, methods from mathematical physics and you get a 
new discipline called Chaos Theory. It is how Chaos Theory appeared—from the transfer 
of ideas from mathematical physics to the study of meteorology and of stock market 
actions.  

  We have here the transfer of methods, but we have also the disciplinary way of 
dealing with this new kind of knowledge we acquire. Interdisciplinarity still situates in 
the frame of disciplinarity. More than that, one can give birth to new disciplines, like 
quantum cosmology. There are many other examples. It’s disciplinarity, but extended 
disciplinarity.  

  Transdisciplinarity is radically different. It doesn’t mean that it’s better or 
hierarchically higher; I don’t make hierarchies. I’m speaking about distinctions. 
Transdisciplinarity is completely different in the sense that it puts the problem of the 
information that circulates in between disciplines, across disciplines, and even beyond 
any discipline. The sketch I’m giving is not really a definition, it’s just the etymology of 
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the word. “Trans” is a Latin word meaning at the same time, in between, across, and 
beyond.  

  If you don’t have the meaning “beyond disciplines”, then transdisciplinarity is no 
more than a variant of interdisciplinary, due to the fluctuation of disciplinary frontiers. 
But because it is beyond any disciplines, transdisciplinarity is radically different from all 
the others.  

  It’s no mystery. What is beyond any discipline? It is, of course, ourselves, the human 
being. In more sophisticated words, we can say that what is beyond is the Subject. The 
Subject cannot be captured through formalism. When you want to capture it, it’s an 
ontological catastrophe, because the Subject is transformed in Object. Transdisciplinarity 
is coming back to knowledge of the Subject, more precisely of the interaction between 
the Subject and the Object. 

  The word “transdisciplinarity” itself is relatively new. The philosopher and 
psychologist Jean Piaget, who is Swiss, invented this word in 1970 at the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Congress in Nice, France. The 
subject of the Congress was methods of teaching in universities. Piaget was very familiar 
with the psychology of children. It is very important that this started with observing the 
needs of the children. Piaget talked about fluctuation of disciplinary frontiers and he 
guessed that from this fluctuation of boundaries, new kind of knowledge is generated. He 
introduced the name transdisciplinarity for that. From the time when Piaget introduced 
the word, thinkers like Erich Jantsch, Edgar Morin, Ludwig von Bertalanffy also became 
interested. Transdisciplinarity was, however, in a kind of sleep for many years, because 
nobody really succeeded in capturing what this was really about—beyond the disciplines.  

  Here I came, with all my modesty, in 1985 when I published my first book in France. I 
had published another book in Romania before leaving in 1968. In France, I published a 
book called Nous, la Particule et le Monde. It is a book about quantum physics and the 
epistemological and philosophical implications of quantum physics, about the thinking of 
the founders about what reality means. What motivated me the most was that I was 
puzzled by the fact that the two big intellectual constructions of the 20th century, which 
are the theory of relativity and quantum mechanics, could not be joined together, could 
not be reconciled.  

  The situation is the same today. It was kind of rupture, a discontinuity. So I tried to 
understand that. In this framework, I must say that a very big role in my evolution of 
thinking was my stay at the Lawrence-Berkeley Laboratory, where I spent one year 
working with Geoffrey Chew, the founder of the Bootstrap Theory. We even produced 
papers together and we had lots of meetings about the philosophy of physics.  

  At that moment, Fritjof Capra was there in Berkeley, and he wrote the bestseller, The 
Tao of Physics. I did not agree with the content of this book. I thought The Tao of Physics 
was a very useful book, because for the first time the problem of philosophical and 
metaphysical implications of quantum physics were shared with the public. But I did not 
agree, because Capra replaced all the content of quantum physics, in a kind of analogical 
game, within the philosophy from the East: Chinese, Buddhist, Taoist.  

  I knew from my own practice with physics and my knowledge of philosophy that, in 
fact, modern science appeared here in Europe. Galileo Galilei, Newton and Kepler were 
from Europe. Why from Europe was the big question, which Joseph Needham, the 
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philosopher of science, tried to answer. Why didn’t modern science appear in China 
where they have fabulous thinking and fabulous science?  

  My idea, and this is why I wrote the book on Jacob Boehme, was in fact that the 
Christian way of thinking, with making distinctions and with the idea that this world is 
here for us to take advantage of and to dominate, was the background of modern science. 
Europeans were able to think about nature, a fact that China refused to do. China refused 
to cut things, to cut slices of reality. European thinking, founded on Christian religion, 
adopted the method of slicing reality. We saw emerging the idea that by slicing reality 
with mathematical methods we will generate the process of understanding all reality. I 
discovered later that Hans-Georg Gadamer had the same view on the European origin of 
modern science. 

  That is why I was in disagreement with Capra, but the disagreement was productive, 
because we had a lot of discussions with Chew and with many others there and this 
stimulated me a lot. It was in Berkeley, in fact, that I had the idea that initiated the new 
way of transdisciplinarity in 1985—the idea of levels of reality. This is a little bit of 
background. 

 
Q:   In what way would you say transdisciplinarity is a metatheory and in what way would 

you say it’s more an attitude, a vision, and a practice? 
 

A:   It’s very difficult to say that transdisciplinarity is one thing or another before giving its 
definition. Transdisciplinarity took long years to formulate, but the methodology of 
transdisciplinarity was already present in my book I just quoted, Us, the Particle and the 
World, which is not yet translated in English. In this book, I identified three axioms, 
which are now considered by many researchers around the world as defining 
transdisciplinarity.  
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  The first axiom is the existence of levels of reality. We have to define what levels of 

reality means. Let’s say, in first approximation, that the laws of quantum physics 
correspond to a new level of reality in total discontinuity with the laws of nature we knew 
at the level of our own scale, where Newtonian physics is valid. Newtonian, or classical, 
physics is applied essentially at our scale of centimeters, seconds, and so on, with 
extension to planets and cosmic things, towards the infinitely long and infinitely big, like 
we say.  

  Quantum physics goes the other direction: infinitely small and infinitely short—
extremely small distances and extremely short intervals of time. And there, to our 
surprise, we discovered laws that cannot reduce to classical physics. That’s the core of all 
understanding of this revolution. It is the fact that one cannot reduce the quantum laws to 
the classical laws. We cannot have continuous passage from one to the other. That’s the 
reason why, in fact, quantum physics and the relativity theory are, in logical terms, a 
contradiction. It doesn’t mean they contradict facts—they are all perfect for their realm of 
reality. But it’s a very defined realm— and that’s the point.  

  In a given region of reality, classical physics is perfect. But if you extend this region, 
classical physics is working no more, and you discover new laws, which are in 
discontinuity with the laws of our own scale. That’s more or less how I define levels of 
reality. If you have levels of reality outside, in the world, in the Object, like philosophers 
say, we have to have levels of reality in the observer, in who observes this reality. 
Otherwise, the observer will not understand reality. For example, suppose you are a lover 
of poetry, and you love a French poet like Lamartine, a classical poet. Anyone can 
understand his poems. If you want to understand the poems by Mallarme, for example, a 
big hermetical poet, it’s very difficult. You have to have something like new sense organs 
inside of you to understand that. It’s exactly the same with quantum and classical physics.  

  There are levels in ourselves, in our own understanding, representation, languages and 
so on, and even levels of reality of the Subject. I must add here to the names which 
influenced me, the name of the big German philosopher, Edmund Husserl. He elaborated 
the transcendental phenomenology, which is an important way of approaching reality and 
philosophy. Husserl was a mathematician, which is why I was attracted to him. He was 
the master of Heidegger. Husserl didn’t call them levels of reality, but he spoke about 
these different levels in us, in the Subject. 

  So, I presented to you till now the first axiom, the ontological axiom of 
transdisciplinarity. “Ontological” in the sense that it’s an axiom about being. Being of the 
world, and being of ourselves, of the observer, and of the Object—being of the Subject, 
being of the Object and being of reality. Now, in order to go from one level of reality to 
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another, it’s absolutely clear that our usual logic—classical logic, which was invented by 
Aristotle and which identified the rules of understanding, of our propositions, of our 
assertions, of our language—would not work. It’s very clear that if you judge reality in 
terms of “yes” and “no”, “yes” is right and “no“ is wrong. This logic is not valid in 
quantum physics. That’s one of the big surprises.  

  The usual logic is not compatible with what we see in nature, in the sense that in 
quantum physics there is a basic feature, which is called the Principle of Superposition. 
That means that if you have a physical state, which is compatible with physical laws, and 
you have another state, which is also compatible, you take a combination of the two and 
this is also compatible. This is expressed by the famous paradox of Schrödinger’s cat. In 
quantum physics, you have a cat that is dead and alive at the same time. You put it in a 
cage, you put poison nearby, and if the cat is hungry, it will eat the food with poison and 
will die. If she is clever, she will not eat and will remain alive.  

  In our world, the cat will be alive or dead. In the quantum world, the superposition is 
dead and alive at the same time. The Principle of Superposition is the origin of all that is 
called paradoxes in quantum physics. The big founders like von Neumann and Birkhoff 
felt from the beginning that there was something fishy about logic and quantum reality. 
They tried to invent new logics—quantum logics. It was an extraordinary opportunity in 
the history of culture.  

  There are mysterious things happening in culture in the sense that in different fields of 
science and culture, the same basic ideas appear in forms that are very different. For 
example, Planck discovered quantum physics in December 1900. In the same year, 
abstract art was founded by Hans Arp. This coincidence is about translating this 
discovery of reality, which can have different facets in different fields. I say that because 
logics were believed to be universal, inherent, in some sense, to our own mind, to our 
neurons. Natural. Nobody thought of other kinds of logics than classical logic. It 
happened that at the beginning of the 20th century, a great number of non-classical logics 
began to be formulated—formal logics, axiomatic logics. And Gödel came with his 
famous theorems. I say that because quantum logic is a basic axiom in transdisciplinarity, 
namely the included middle logic, which is one variant of this non-classical logic.  

  What does it mean in simple words without going into technical details? For a normal 
mind, you cannot say yes and no at the same time, or there is something strange with 
your way of thinking. But you can have yes and no at the same time if you have at least 
two different levels of reality. That’s a basic fact that I demonstrated in 1985 in the book 
Nous, la Particule et le Monde, and it was a simple solution to all these puzzles of 
paradoxes. If we are located on a given level with our mind, our representations, our 
images, we will discover in our formalizations, located on a different level of reality, as a 
couple of oppositions, yes and no. On our own level, our representations appear as 
approximations, as sections or projections of something much richer, which are submitted 
to more general laws. This is the second axiom of transdisciplinarity: In order to go to 
complex phenomena, you need a non-classical logic, and the best candidate is this 
included middle logic.  

  The third axiom of transdisciplinarity is the axiom of complexity. There are many 
theories of complexity. I noted myself at the Congress in 1992 at the Pontifical Academy 
of Science, consecrated to complexity in sciences, that no less than 32 different 
definitions of complexity were given. Most of these variants are not compatible with the 
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existing levels of reality. One of the compatible variants is the one of Edgar Morin. This 
is in connection with general systems theory, a systemic approach.  

  From the point of view of transdisciplinarity what we need is complexity, understood 
as the fact that every level of reality is what it is because it’s connected with all the other 
levels of reality. Reality has a complex structure. Complexity, in this form, is no more or 
no less than the very old Principle of Universal Interdependence.  

  If you take these three axioms, which parallel the three axioms of modern science, you 
get the definition of transdisciplinarity. But this means that we define transdisciplinarity 
not via a new discipline, but via a new methodology. In other words, we identify 
transdisciplinarity not with a new discipline, but with a new knowledge—knowledge 
about what is in between, across and beyond disciplines. For this new knowledge, you 
need these three axioms—perhaps you need more. I don’t know but, for the moment, we 
need only three. The first time I formulated these three axioms was in 1985 in my book 
Nous, la Particule et le Monde, ten years before the Manifesto of Transdisciplinarity.  

  If you take the three axioms, for the first time you can understand these realms of 
reality which involves the Subject and involves all of the different aspects of us. This 
means the individual level and also the social level. We talk about knowledge, which is 
not neutral. Disciplinary and academic knowledge is by definition neutral, with no 
values. You are not allowed to introduce values into scientific knowledge. However, 
transdisciplinarity is not neutral, and involves values, namely humanistic values, which 
are generated by the interaction of these three axioms.  

 
Q:   You use a definition of reality that includes the concept of resistance. Can you clarify 

that? 
 

A:   I apply what every scientist applies. In our scientific world, we know that there is 
something which resists. It doesn’t matter what we call it, whether it’s nature or laws of 
nature—there is something inside and outside of us that resists our sense organs. That’s 
how science began: just touching things, looking around and so on. After that, the human 
being invented the extension of sense organs through instruments of measure. He was 
thus able to explore the frontiers of nature and reality. 

  There is a resistance in the sense that in science, for example, we discover new things 
all the time. From where do we discover? It is not from our mind. It is not from our will. 
It is because something resists there, outside of our instruments and our sense organs. But 
it is more than that. There is resistance connected with representations. If I take a tennis 
ball and say it is a square, this means that I might have slight problems with my mind and 
I will have to consult a psychiatrist! I must agree that the ball is a sphere. It is true that 
the ball is a sphere comes from the agreement of the community, but the agreement is 
connected with the resistance of the fact that every time I have a tennis ball, it is a sphere, 
not a square. 

  So there is resistance to images, descriptions and even mathematical formalizations. 
For example, in more than 40 years of practicing quantum physics, I saw a lot of 
beautiful theories that disappeared. Why? They were beautiful on a mathematical level, 
but they were in contradiction with basic facts. It takes only one basic fact to destroy the 
most beautiful theories—why? Because there was resistance, even in mathematical 
formalizations. So resistance is a kind of bread we eat every day. Without resistance, we 
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wouldn’t discover things. Nature looks like an infinite reservoir of resistance. Is this 
clear? 

 
Q:   Yes, it is. If there weren’t some kind of resistance, we wouldn’t even notice it. 

 
A:   Yes. It is important also to distinguish two facts before finishing with the problem of 

resistance. There is one aspect that is connected with an agreement in a human 
community. That’s the pragmatic part of this resistance. There is also an ontological side 
that I want to underline, a transpersonal aspect of reality. Even if we agree on something, 
a small thing appears which destroys our agreement. So, it is transpersonal trans-
agreement, beyond agreement. It is not true what some philosophers belonging to some 
extremely relativist currents are saying that all is a social construction. Some 
philosophers say that even science is a social construction. Yes, it’s a social construction, 
but not just that. And we capture in transdisciplinarity that this nature, this reality, is the 
outcome of a kind of agreement inside a community, but it’s not only that. We capture 
also the action of the third, of the interaction term between the Subject and Object.  

 
Q:   Will you clarify the concept of the third? 

 
A:   I prefer to call it the hidden third. Why hidden?  
  Our modernity—what we call modernity in academic terms—appeared via a split 

between the Subject and Object. We say there is an Object, there is a Subject that 
observes it, and in between there is nothing else. That’s the basis of what we call classic 
reality.  

  I ask you, “What is the object of transdisciplinarity?” and I say that this question has 
no meaning in the framework in which the knowledge is not about an object, but it’s 
about the interaction between the Subject and the Object. Subject comes back. At the 
beginning of our interview, I said the Subject comes back via this interaction term 
between the Subject and the Object, which mediates the interaction between the Subject 
and the Object. But it’s a zone of reality in which there are no levels. No resistance. It’s a 
non-resistant region in reality which is there. We don’t know much about it. We know 
it’s rational because we say it is there, but if we want to say what it is, we don’t know. 
We cannot make theories about this third; we cannot make models about it. We know it 
must be there.  

  I told you about my fascination with Heisenberg. Many years after I had these ideas 
and put them in print, I discovered that he had had similar ideas. Originality is not 
necessarily important. It’s nice when you have confluence with other thinkers. In 
quantum physics, we observe this strange thing: when a given object comes into 
observation, the rules change, laws change. Why? Because the Subject, by definition, 
means interaction of our natural scale with a scale which is not at all natural—not in the 
visible nature. It’s in nature, but much deeper. But this confrontation doesn’t mean that 
the subject modifies reality. It is not that. It’s that the subject, by its very presence, puts 
different scales into confrontation. This hidden third is there to mediate. This is the new 
aspect of what we can call transmodernity. This means we have this third, which means 
three components of reality: Subject, Object and the interaction term. There are 
philosophers who taught in this way, like Husserl, Cassirer, Heidegger, Gadamer. They 
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have these ideas of a different kind of metaphysics than the classical metaphysics. So, 
transdisciplinarity is a new form of knowledge, which is not in contradiction with other 
realms of knowledge, but it takes on general features from different realms of reality and 
that is all. 

 
Q:   If we’re talking about Subject, Object and a mediating factor, the mediating factor is a 

realm of knowledge that has been neglected historically but which has rich potential in 
terms of shifting from a material level of analysis to one that is far more dynamic and 
process-oriented. Is that the case? 

 
A:   Absolutely. That’s one side of the story. It’s not just environment, which mediates the 

processes. Non-resistance means that it’s something rational but cannot be rationalized. 
I’m speaking sometimes about the sacred, the sacred as being connected with this hidden 
third. It is not in a religious sense, but in a philosophical sense: rational, but we can’t 
rationalize it. This means sacred is something there, which is irreducible to my thinking, 
to my theory and my dogmas. It’s the basis of respect I have for the other. It’s the basis of 
tolerance and non-dogmatism and love I can have for the other, not just accepting the 
other as being there. I know that love is an irreducible part of the sacred, using the 
terminology introduced by Mircea Eliade, the founder of modern history of religions who 
lived in the United States. This third completes the picture we have as transdisciplinary 
reality, and is materializing given concrete terms like process theory and many other 
things. But it’s also something beyond any theory. 

  Returning to your previous question I am saying now that transdisciplinarity is not a 
metatheory. It’s not a theory at all. It’s both science and art. In fact, it is neither science 
nor art. It’s a new knowledge you cannot reduce to old knowledge. [Emphasis added—
RV] 

  There is an interesting parallel with the methodology and definition of modern 
science. Modern science, as defined by Galilei and other founders, is the posit of three 
axioms. The axioms include mathematical universal laws, which are formulated in a non-
natural language, which is mathematics. Second, you can discover these axioms through 
experiment. When we say experiment, we mean given rules for repetition of the same 
experiment with the same conditions. Third, there is reproducibility. In other words, we 
have to be able to get exactly the same results if we have the same condition of 
experiments because we have the same laws.  

  These three axioms were revolutionary when they were formulated three centuries 
ago. But they don’t exhaust the realm of reality. That’s the point with transdisciplinarity. 
It is a larger field that includes the Subject, which includes subjectivity. We clearly put 
on the table the value of subjectivity, of feelings, of intelligence in feelings. When I 
began to speak about things like that about 20 years ago, people were slightly laughing, 
because I was a physicist speaking about this. Now, scientists like Antonio Damasio, the 
neurophysiologist, began to discover that feelings and the human body have cognitive 
value. Transdisciplinarity is about a new type of intelligence, which connects the analytic 
mind with the feelings and the body. It is connected with personal experience, but not any 
kind of experience, because the experience in general is chaotic. In vivo reality, which is 
about transdisciplinarity, is not chaotic reality. It’s a reality that still has laws and rules 
and is obeying the axioms I was talking about. 
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Q:   Is this what has led to the new principle of relativity that you write about? 
 

A:   The new principle of relativity has to do with the fact that every level of reality of the 
Subject and of the Object, is what it is because all the other levels exist at the same time. 
What this means is there is coherence. You see reality in the transdisciplinary approach, 
and reality is not schizophrenic. It’s not putting together different levels, but connecting 
them. This is based on scientific knowledge, because in pure science. We saw incredible 
coherence between the universe and the infinitely small, the quantum world. It’s how 
quantum cosmology appeared.  

  Big Bang is a theory uniting the infinitely small with the infinitely long. Because at 
the beginning, our universe was a small, small thing in which only quantum processes 
were there. This means that clearly there is a relation, a link between the infinitely small 
with the infinitely long. This means that if you cut a level by itself, you lose information. 
In order to keep all information together, the identity of a level of reality is connected 
with the identity of all other levels and that has great implications. Many other people 
have extended these considerations, not only to disciplines, but also to cultures and 
religions. This principle of relativity asserts that every culture is what it is because all the 
other cultures are there at the same time. Every religion is what it is because all of the 
other relations are there at the same time. It doesn’t mean we’re looking for a new 
religion or new culture—that would be nonsense.  

  When we speak about transreligion and transculture—these are the two key words in 
transdisciplinarity, in this field of the principle of relativity—we don’t speak about unity 
in the sense of dogmatic unity. Each religion has to have dogmas in order to speak in a 
clear way. In culture, you have to have a set of rules to identify American culture, 
European culture, the various types of cultures. When we speak about transculture, we 
don’t mean one culture all over the world. We say there is unity of cultures, but in a 
transcendental way. This is similar to what Rene Thom calls a strange attractor. It is like 
a strange attractor in the sense you have an asymptotic point that is there, but you cannot 
put your hands on it. If it’s very carefully done, we avoid the wrong turns of 
transdisciplinarity. 

 
Q:   So this new principle of relativity honors all the levels? 

 
A:   Right. 

 
Q:   What is the role of David Bohm’s work on implicate and explicate order? How does 

that relate to transdisciplinarity? 
 

A:   I knew Bohm and I had interactions with him. I met him in California and also in 
London. There are some connections. His implicate order has to do with the hidden third. 
It’s not identical, but it’s connected. 

 
Q:   What about Lazlo’s work with the Akashic field? 

 
A:   I know Erwin and I respect his work, but I don’t see the connection. 
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Q:   Why is that? 
 

A:   I don’t know. I think that he doesn’t take this notion of levels of reality seriously 
enough. 

 
Q:   Are you familiar with the work of the American philosopher Ken Wilber? 

 
A:   Yes. I’ve been told I need to meet him, but the opportunity has not come about. Many 

people say that there are big connections, but I must confess I don’t have a lot of 
knowledge about his work. I was glad to see that the famous art critic Suzi Gablik 
connected the two theories in her famous book Has Modernism Failed. The last chapter 
is about transdisciplinarity and she connects it with integral theory. I was surprised that 
she is familiar with transdisciplinarity. She considers it the only new thing that has 
happened in philosophy and knowledge in this last period. I was impressed, not just 
because she says such nice things about transdisciplinarity, but it was from deeply inside 
and genuine and there she connects transdisciplinarity with the theory of Ken Wilber. 

 
Q:   One of the ways that I see a connection is with Wilber’s notion of integral 

methodological pluralism, and it would seem to me that in the transdisciplinary 
approach, what we’re talking about is a methodological pluralism in whatever it is we’re 
approaching. 

 
A:   I have to study his concrete definitions, but based on what you just said, there is a 

pluralism within transdisciplinarity via the very existence of different levels. The 
different levels are like different viewpoints you can take on reality, but they’re all 
connected. If you just stay on a level or point of view, you are losing information. It is a 
strange pluralism in transdisciplinarity, like an oxymoron—unity in pluralism. 

 
Q:   I love it! 

 
A:   It is like the old Hebraic words for God, Elochim. My friend André Chouraqui told me 

that it is singular and plural at the same time. I think that is what we need. We need a 
different kind of universal language, in which we have to understand that single and 
plural go together. The whole point about transdisciplinarity is to take them together.  

 
Q:   Given the ideas of transdisciplinarity have been around 20 years or more, have you 

seen any significant progress or accomplishments emerge from this approach? 
 

A:   Of course—and fortunately, because otherwise it would mean I invested for nothing. 
If there is no concrete thing, there is no value, my theories were useless. There are 
different concrete fields. One field in which there is already a lot is education. I worked 
many years with UNESCO on a project of applying transdisciplinarity in higher 
education. We met in a Congress in Locarno in 1997, sponsored by UNESCO. That was 
the turning point toward practical applications in education. This means renewed methods 
of teaching in different fields, and introducing transdisciplinarity in universities. I’m 
proud to say that I succeeded, myself, after many years of fighting in many countries, I 
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now have two possibilities—one in South Africa and one in Romania—to start Ph.D.s in 
transdisciplinarity. There are many people in the world who are at the intersection of 
different fields of knowledge and they have no way to do their Ph.D. studies, because 
there is no department in the world. So all the work I did with many, many friends all 
over the world was to create these conditions. Slowly they are appearing through 
applications made by individual professors. They are appearing. You can see it in the last 
issue (in French) of “Transdisciplinary Encounters,” the magazine published by the 
organization I’m leading, CIRET, on the concrete application in education. In South 
Africa, they are on the way to do that at Stellenbosch University. There are many places 
in which there are transdisciplinary lectures; in the U.S., in Romania, in Italy and even in 
France. Myself I am teaching transdisciplinarity at the Babes-Bolyai University from 
Cluj-Napoca, in Romania, for doctoral students. 

  Another field in which I’m very happy to see that it’s moving towards 
transdisciplinarity is the realm of health. There is one important organization in Quebec, 
led by one of our members, Patrick Loisel, who even founded a transdisciplinary 
department for health sponsored by the Canadian Institute of Health. It’s financed by 
government and at the University of Sherbrooke, in which he brought together people 
from different specialties for handicap problems. They are applying transdisciplinarity 
ideas and methodology with the levels of reality, but in concrete terms and in context. 
They’ve convinced people that everybody wins with this connection.  

  The other ways in which transdisciplinarity is applied is in a powerful country of 
transdisciplinarity, Brazil. The formation of transdisciplinarity among university people, 
but also different social workers, has been at the University of Sao Paulo for three or four 
years. In fact, in Brazil, in September 2005, we had the second World Congress of 
Transdisciplinarity, and to my surprise I saw that more than 50 universities were 
represented from Brazil. They were not only teaching transdisciplinarity, but using it in 
organizations of departments and curriculum. 

  Another way is the problem of law studies. They are especially interested to include 
the problem of the included middle in the problem of law. This is an important problem. 

 
Q:   So how can other people get involved? 

 
A:   Unfortunately the university is still reluctant, so you get involved through people, 

through different groups and organizations—NGOs. CIRET is one of them. We have a 
rich data bank, we give information on the events, we publish research and studies, so we 
connect with people working on that. My ambition for the next several years is to see that 
entering into institutions, because institutions need that. Otherwise, universities will 
disappear. If a university doesn’t adopt transdisciplinarity, in my opinion, universities, as 
we know them from the 13th century, will disappear and be replaced by highly specialized 
institutions. 

 
Q:   Thank you. You have given us a lot to think about and some challenges to engage with. 

 
A:   I thank you very much because your questions were extremely stimulating. 
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CHARTER OF TRANSDISCIPLINARITY 
 

Preamble 
 
Whereas, the present proliferation of academic and non-academic disciplines is leading to an 

exponential increase of knowledge which makes a global view of the human being impossible; 
 
Whereas, only a form of intelligence capable of grasping the cosmic dimension of the present 

conflicts is able to confront the complexity of our world and the present challenge of the spiritual 
and material self-destruction of the human species; 

 
Whereas, life on earth is seriously threatened by the triumph of a techno-science that obeys 

only the terrible logic of productivity for productivity's sake; 
 
Whereas, the present rupture between increasingly quantitative knowledge and increasingly 

impoverished inner identity is leading to the rise of a new brand of obscurantism with 
incalculable social and personal consequences; 

 
Whereas, an historically unprecedented growth of knowledge is increasing the inequality 

between those who have and those who do not, thus engendering increasing inequality within 
and between the different nations of our planet; 

 
Whereas, at the same time, hope is the counterpart of all the afore-mentioned challenges, a 

hope that this extraordinary development of knowledge could eventually lead to an evolution not 
unlike the development of primates into human beings; 

 
Therefore, in consideration of all the above, the participants of the First World Congress of 

Transdisciplinarity (Convento da Arrábida, Portugal, November 2-7, 1994) have adopted the 
present Charter, which comprises the fundamental principles of the community of 
transdisciplinary researchers, and constitutes a personal moral commitment, without any legal or 
institutional constraint, on the part of everyone who signs this Charter. 

 
Article 1: 

Any attempt to reduce the human being by formally defining what a human being is and 
subjecting the human being to reductive analyses within a framework of formal structures, no 
matter what they are, is incompatible with the transdisciplinary vision. 

 
Article 2: 

The recognition of the existence of different levels of reality governed by different types of 
logic is inherent in the transdisciplinary attitude. Any attempt to reduce reality to a single level 
governed by a single form of logic does not lie within the scope of transdisciplinarity. 

 
Article 3: 

Transdisciplinarity complements disciplinary approaches. It occasions the emergence of new 
data and new interactions from out of the encounter between disciplines. It offers us a new vision 
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of nature and reality. Transdisciplinarity does not strive for mastery of several disciplines but 
aims to open all disciplines to that which they share and to that which lies beyond them. 

 
Article 4: 

The keystone of transdisciplinarity is the semantic and practical unification of the meanings 
that traverse and lay beyond different disciplines. It presupposes an open-minded rationality by 
re-examining the concepts of "definition" and "objectivity." An excess of formalism, rigidity of 
definitions and a claim to total objectivity, entailing the exclusion of the subject, can only have a 
life-negating effect. 

 
Article 5: 

The transdisciplinary vision is resolutely open insofar as it goes beyond the field of the exact 
sciences and demands their dialogue and their reconciliation with the humanities and the social 
sciences, as well as with art, literature, poetry and spiritual experience. 

 
Article 6: 

In comparison with interdisciplinarity and multidisciplinarity, transdisciplinarity is 
multireferential and multidimensional. While taking account of the various approaches to time 
and history, transdisciplinarity does not exclude a transhistorical horizon. 

 
Article 7: 

Transdisciplinarity constitutes neither a new religion, nor a new philosophy, nor a new 
metaphysics, nor a science of sciences. 

 
Article 8: 

The dignity of the human being is of both planetary and cosmic dimensions. The appearance 
of human beings on Earth is one of the stages in the history of the Universe. The recognition of 
the Earth as our home is one of the imperatives of transdisciplinarity. Every human being is 
entitled to a nationality, but as an inhabitant of the Earth is also a transnational being. The 
acknowledgement by international law of this twofold belonging, to a nation and to the Earth, is 
one of the goals of transdisciplinary research. 

 
Article 9: 

Transdisciplinarity leads to an open attitude towards myths and religions, and also towards 
those who respect them in a transdisciplinary spirit. 

 
Article 10: 

No single culture is privileged over any other culture. The transdisciplinary approach is 
inherently transcultural. 

 
Article 11: 

Authentic education cannot value abstraction over other forms of knowledge. It must teach 
contextual, concrete and global approaches. Transdisciplinary education revalues the role of 
intuition, imagination, sensibility and the body in the transmission of knowledge. 
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Article 12: 
The development of a transdisciplinary economy is based on the postulate that the economy 

must serve the human being and not the reverse. 
 

Article 13: 
The transdisciplinary ethic rejects any attitude that refuses dialogue and discussion, regardless 

of whether the origin of this attitude is ideological, scientistic, religious, economic, political or 
philosophical. Shared knowledge should lead to a shared understanding based on an absolute 
respect for the collective and individual Otherness united by our common life on one and the 
same Earth. 

 
Article 14: 

Rigor, openness, and tolerance are the fundamental characteristics of the transdisciplinary 
attitude and vision. Rigor in argument, taking into account all existing data, is the best defense 
against possible distortions. Openness involves an acceptance of the unknown, the unexpected 
and the unforeseeable. Tolerance implies acknowledging the right to ideas and truths opposed to 
our own. 

 
Article final: 

The present Charter of Transdisciplinarity was adopted by the participants of the first World 
Congress of Transdisciplinarity, with no claim to any authority other than that of their own work 
and activity. 

 
In accordance with procedures to be agreed upon by transdisciplinary-minded persons of all 

countries, this Charter is open to the signature of anyone who is interested in promoting 
progressive national, international and transnational measures to ensure the application of these 
Articles in everyday life. 

 
Convento da Arrábida, 6th November 1994 

Editorial Committee Lima de Freitas, Edgar Morin and Basarab Nicolescu 
Translated from the French by Karen-Claire Voss 

http://nicol.club.fr/ciret/english/charten.htm
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Modeling the Demands of Interdisciplinarity: 
Toward a Framework for Evaluating  

Interdisciplinary Endeavors 
 

Zachary Stein 
 

Abstract: I suggest there are two key factors that bear on the quality of interdisciplinary 
endeavors: the complexity of cognition and collaboration and the epistemological 
structure of interdisciplinary validity claims. The former suggests a hierarchical 
taxonomy of forms of inquiry involving more than one discipline. Inspired by Jantsh 
(1972) and looking to Fischer's (1980) levels of cognitive development, I outline the 
following forms: disciplinary, multi-disciplinary, cross-disciplinary, inter-disciplinary, 
and trans-disciplinary. This hierarchical taxonomy based on complexity is then 
supplemented by an epistemological discussion concerned with validity. I look to a 
handful of philosophers to distil the general epistemological structure of knowledge 
claims implicating more than one discipline. This involves differentiating between levels-
of-analysis issues and perspectival issues. When all is said and done, we end up with a 
“language of evaluation” applicable to interdisciplinarity endeavors. Ultimately, this 
suggests an ideal mode of interdisciplinary endeavoring roughly coterminous with 
Wilber's (2006) Integral Methodological Pluralism. 

 
Keywords: cognitive development, epistemology, integral methodological pluralism, 
interdisciplinary, language of evaluation, levels-of-analysis, perspectival, 
transdisciplinarity 

 
Introduction: my agenda 

 
"…there are no standards of excellence for interdisciplinary work in general" (Klein 

1990, p. 94). 
 
"A crucial consequence resulting from the shift in knowledge production from Mode 1 

[disciplinary] to Mode 2 [interdisciplinary] bears upon quality control" (Gibbons, et al., 
1994. p.18). 

 
The quotes above are taken from two of the most influential books about interdisciplinarity. 

They reflect a general concern about interdisciplinary endeavors. How do we detect the 
“symptoms of quality” in interdisciplinary work (Mansilla & Gardner, 2003)? That is, how do 
we understand the demands of interdisciplinary work, such that we can know when they have 
been met? How do we evaluate interdisciplinarity? 

Such an evaluation entails more than a description of what passes as interdisciplinary work. 
Much of the scholarship about interdisciplinarity amounts to descriptions of the state of the art 
(Klein, 1990, 2005; Lattuca, 2001; Gibbons, et al., 1994). This work is important and informs my 
account. Yet, the thrust of what I have to offer is normative. Not what interdisciplinarity is—but 
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what it ought to be. Of course, we'll have to move from is to ought, offering some descriptions 
before issuing some prescriptions. 

My plan in this article is as follows. I will look to the descriptive accounts in order to arrive at 
a loose definition of the phenomenon in question. We'll see just what people think 
interdisciplinarity is. This will involve a brief historical overview and a discussion of three types 
of initiatives: interdisciplinary education, problem-focused interdisciplinarity, and synoptic 
interdisciplinarity.  

Then we will go on look at some evaluative accounts. These discuss the demands of 
interdisciplinary work. The goal here is to tease out the key factors bearing upon the quality of 
interdisciplinary endeavors. Two factors fall out of the discussion: the complexity of cognition 
and collaboration and the epistemological structure of interdisciplinary validity claims.    

With the first factor involving the complexity of the practices and concepts being employed, 
we see that interdisciplinarity is not an all-or-nothing thing; there are gradations of 
interdisciplinarity. We will differentiate four types, each more complex than the next: multi-
disciplinary, cross-disciplinary, inter-disciplinary, and trans-disciplinary. Each is a valid and 
valuable type of engagement. But there are important differences between them, which, as we 
will see, make them important to distinguish for the purposes of quality control.  

With the second factor we find that interdisciplinary endeavors face unique and exacting 
epistemological demands. In this discussion, issues of reductionism take center stage. Here we 
see that the unwarranted privileging of certain disciplinary perspectives is a concern. This 
concern motivates a more careful and explicit account of the epistemological structure of 
interdisciplinary knowledge claims. It turns out that there are both levels-of-analysis issues and 
perspectival issues, which are not to be confused.   

The considerations about complexity give us a hierarchical taxonomy based on the 
complexity of concepts and practices. The epistemological considerations give us a horizontal 
taxonomy based on epistemological relations between different types of methodologies. 
Combining the typologies will give us a robust model concerning the demands of 
interdisciplinarity.  

In short, we will end up with a “language of evaluation” applicable to interdisciplinarity 
endeavors. This language is capable of disclosing how some interdisciplinary endeavors fall 
short in terms of complexity and how others flirt with epistemological fallacies. This language of 
evaluation suggests an ideal mode of interdisciplinary endeavoring, in light of which we may 
judge those who claim to proceed as such.  Wilber's (2006) philosophical position of Integral 
Methodological Pluralism is nearest to this ideal. However, the version I endorse is highly 
formalized and thus stripped of many Wilber-specific accoutrements.   

But first things first: what are we talking about? 
 

On definitional deficits 
 

"That's a great deal to make one word mean," Alice said in a thoughtful tone. "When I 
make a word do a lot of work like that," said Humpty Dumpty, "I always pay it extra." 
Lewis Carol, Alice in Wonder Land. (Quoted in Klein, 1990) 

 
All top American universities boast some species of interdisciplinarity. Most offer 

interdisciplinary majors of some sort. Some have interdisciplinarity as an aspect of their mission. 
Interdisciplinarity has garnered the support of elite universities. It has academic credibility. It is 
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also supported outside the academy. There are innumerable organizations that claim it as their 
modus operandi. It is the preferred label for a variety of initiatives, from international NGOs to 
local artist-cooperatives. The connotation is such that to be interdisciplinary is to be at the 
vanguard.  

So, there is much interdisciplinarity to be found. But the types are so various and the levels of 
sophistication so variable that the category has become too encompassing. We have put elite 
think tanks run by people with more Ph.D.s than fingers in the same category as middle school 
students painting pictures of historical events. Broad categories are not necessarily bad. I'm a big 
fan of universals. But we need well-behaved words—terminological clarity. Interdisciplinary is 
ill defined—it's dysfunctional.  We need words to work so we can.  

Of course, there is a general consensus that interdisciplinary work involves more than one 
discipline. This is an insufficient answer for a variety of reasons. It is too simple, and mainly aids 
those who have trouble with prefixes. Moreover, now we are stuck hunting for a definition of 
discipline. Surprisingly, few who are content with the definitional gloss offered above even 
follow out this next step.  

Suppose we follow Gardner (2000) and talk of disciplines as concepts and methods for 
thinking about specific types of questions and phenomena; concepts and methods that have been 
cumulatively accepted by experts as providing standards for determining the validity of answers. 
That works fine: disciplines are methodological lenses employed by communities of 
investigators relative to particular phenomenon. Yet, even if we posit such a definition as correct 
we are still without a definition of inter-disciplinarity. The prefix is the problem. 

Inter- as a prefix is generally taken to mean roughly between or among. Put this together with 
the definition of discipline offered above, and we are almost back where we started. We know 
more about what we are between and among, but not what it means be this way. I'm between 
breakfast and lunch right now, and among my things. Locate me appropriately in the library or 
science center and now I'm between and among the disciplines. Put a microscope in one hand, a 
copy of King Lear in the other, and now I'm interdisciplinary! 

Thankfully, we don't have to construct a definition out of thin air. It's possible to bootstrap a 
definition by looking at the “evolution of interdisciplinarity” (Klein, 1990).  

 
Interdisciplinary progenitors: a rough sketch  

 
Humans have always wanted to be know-it-alls. Traditionally in the West philosophers have 

been the most avid interdisciplinarians.1 Aristotle delineated various forms of inquiry, such as 
"Politics," "Poetics," "Metaphysics," etc., and maintained that the philosopher's task was to 
subsume them encyclopedically. The great schoolmen of the Middle Ages founded the first 
universities and began labeling things like theology, law, and medicine, as disciplines (Klein, 
1991, p. 20). But as signified by the prefix, with the idea of the university, philosophers still 
maintained their vision of the unity of knowledge. 

However, with the Enlightenment scholarly and professional specializations began to 
proliferate exponentially. Here is the birth of science from the womb of modern socioeconomic 
conditions. The “scientification” of knowledge and the “professionalization” of science resulted 
in the structuring of the modern university along disciplinary lines. Alarmed by this trend, 
philosophers began—and haven’t since stopped—continually expressing concern about the 

                                                 
1 We will see that most philosophers are really meta-disciplinarians. But that is ahead of the story.  
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fragmentation of knowledge. As Klein (1990) notes there have always been impulses "to retain, 
[and] in many cases, reinstill historical ideas of [the] unity and synthesis [of knowledge]" (p.22). 
By the 19th century explicitly interdisciplinary endeavors were underway. 

To make a long and very interesting story short, the modern evolution of interdisciplinarity 
has been shaped by at least five factors (Apostel, Berger, Briggs, & Michaud, 1972, pp. 44-55). 
The following list is adapted from Klein (1990, p. 41). 

 
1. The development of science: 

- Increasing specialization leading to the intersection of two disciplines, splitting up of 
an over-ridged discipline, or setting off into new fields, etc. 

- Attempts to define elements common to disciplines. 
2. Student needs: The result of direct student pressure or faculty anticipation, most of the 

time as a protest against the parcelization and artificial subdivisions of “reality.” 
3. The need for professional training: Educational needs based on student demands and in 

some cases as a result of contracts extending outside the university, therefore being 
linked with the 4th demand. 

4. Original needs of societies: Particular needs and new subjects which cannot, by 
definition, be contained within a single disciplinary frame, such as environmental 
research. 

5. Problems of university operation or even admission: The result of increasingly elaborate 
equipment in research centers and the need for budget management in universities, 
especially in regard to contract with government or the advent of a major technology such 
as a computer. 

 
Clearly this is but a sketch of how interdisciplinarity came to be what it is. But even from this 

cursory glace both the significance and the variety of interdisciplinary motivations should be 
noted. We've inherited the unavoidable and crucial task of interdisciplinarity; the goal of this 
paper is to parse out the task demands. The goal of the next section is to give an overview of 
interdisciplinarity today.   

 
Today: the lay of the land 

 
Following our historical sketch I'd like to offer a way to define what passes as 

interdisciplinary today. The general trends and impulses noted above continue on today in three 
forms of interdisciplinary activity.   

Interdisciplinary education (see Kockelmans, 1979; Jacobs, 1989; Wineburg & Grossman, 
2000). Some educational initiatives explicitly label themselves as such, accurately or not. Others, 
like most liberal arts colleges, consider themselves as proponents of “general education,” but are 
labeled as interdisciplinary by others. Some that receive this label are more akin to professional 
training programs. The common denominator is the idea of exposing students of any age, in 
some way, to a variety of disciplines.  

Problem focused interdisciplinarity (see Gibbons, et al., 1994; Klein, Grossenbacher-Mansuy, 
Haberli, Bill, Scholz, & Myrtha, 2001). These initiatives blur the lines between academia, 
business, and government. Here we find think-tanks, NGO's, and specially crafted graduate 
programs. The common denominator here is the combining of a variety of disciplines, in some 
way, in order to solve specific problems. The problems are various: big ”real-world” issues like 
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global warming; high-level theoretical issues like those found in the complexity sciences; minute 
problems in some specific discipline likely to be solved via techniques from other disciplines, 
etc.  

Synoptic interdisciplinarity (see Laszlo, 1972; Wilber, 1995; Wilson, 1998): These types of 
initiatives continue an ancient ambition, striving for “theories of everything.” The common 
denominator here is the summarizing or utilizing of a variety of disciplines, in some way, so as to 
give an account of very general phenomena, e.g., state of the Sciences, the World, Nature, or the 
Kosmos. 

I see these as the three main areas of interdisciplinary energy. Of course, the lines are not set 
in stone. The areas bleed into one another. Proponents of synoptic accounts would like to see 
their theories used to solve problems. Some problem-focused interdisciplinarians have their 
hands in some educational endeavors. A number of educationalists shape their interdisciplinary 
curriculums around real problems, or synoptic theories. But generally speaking, when looking at 
a specific example, it is often best characterized as belonging in only one of these areas. 

These labels aid us in our defining of interdisciplinarity. We've seen the history of the 
motivations, which have become embodied in a variety forms. There are reasons for people to 
pursue interdisciplinary endeavors. And there are at least three types of endeavors currently 
being carried out.  

However, even if these areas accurately describe the current scene, they tell us nothing about 
what makes for a better or worse piece of interdisciplinary work. This latter way of viewing 
interdisciplinarity leads to the evaluative methods this paper targets. So, with our admittedly 
ambiguous sense of what interdisciplinarity means, we move on. 

 
Interdisciplinarity: admitting the demands and talking about them  

 
Too often in discussions of interdisciplinary training one hears calls for breadth, for 
comprehensiveness. Too often we attempt to produce professionals who have mastered two 
or more disciplines…. This orientation I will parody as the "Leonardesque aspiration": the 
goal of creating current day Leonardos, who are competent in all of science. As a training 
program it is bound to fail…. At its worst it produces a shallowness, a lowest common 
denominator breadth, an absence of the profound specialization which is essential for 
scientific productivity. (Donald T. Campbell, 1969, p. 329) 
 
Now we get to the heart of the matter. We've gathered a rough sense of what passes as an 

interdisciplinary endeavor.  But the word still means too much. Having a label doesn't mean 
deserving it. We need to develop a shared sense of what ought to pass as interdisciplinary work. 
What are the real demands of interdisciplinary work? It will become clear that the demands are 
high. 

As mentioned in the introduction, we will be comparing several theoretical models concerning 
the demands of interdisciplinarity. Let's be more specific. What we want could be called a 
language of evaluation. Yes, we want to sort the good work from the bad. But that task is 
secondary. First we need a way to justify such evaluations. We need a language that will disclose 
the symptoms of quality. With the right language, we can isolate and talk about the various 
properties of interdisciplinary work that bear on their worth. These kinds of languages are 
everywhere: from rubrics for grading papers to codified sets of professional standards. 
Languages of evaluation are valuable.  
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To be very clear: in this paper I don't want to actually begin sorting the wheat from the chaff. 
I want to begin to find a language we can use to do so. We can't argue about the relative worth of 
various interdisciplinary endeavors because we haven't decided what's worth arguing about. We 
need to admit that there are demands and agree on what they are. This entails finding ways to 
talk about various aspects of interdisciplinarity.  

Campbell (1969) speaks to this in the quote above. In a seminal paper on interdisciplinarity he 
writes of "the profound specialization that is essential for scientific productivity" (p. 329). He 
contrasts this with the "Leonardesque aspirations" of most interdisciplinarians, which result in 
"shallowness, [and] lowest common denominator breadth" (p. 329). But make no mistake: he 
offers these critiques while nevertheless admitting the need for true interdisciplinarity. He's just 
worried about the demands of such undertakings. 

To make his point, he outlines how hard it is to have an expertise in one discipline. You have 
to master the unique and specialized languages, the burgeoning bibliographies, proliferating 
publications, and multifaceted methodologies. Competencies are complicated. Moreover, we 
don't work alone: the locus of scientific knowledge is social (Campbell, 1969). 

This is a major point. Disciplines, as mentioned in Gardner's definition above, are like 
communities. Disciplinary expertise is akin to a kind of membership. One needs certain 
competencies to participate in the community, but the inquiries undertaken out-strip any one 
individual. If you speak as an expert you represent your discipline. You speak on behalf of those 
whose expertise justifies your own.  

In light of these considerations, Campbell (1969) noted another demand: overcoming the 
ethnocentrism of the disciplines. Because disciplines are like communities, they're subject to the 
same political dynamics. They become insular. They have rights of passage. They get caught up 
in territorial disputes with other communities: academic politics as usual. Campbell saw this as a 
major problem. He suggested that instead of Leonardesque aspirations we should have 
aspirations to collaborate across disciplinary boundaries. The ethnocentrism of the disciplines 
inhibits this. Ideally, instead of looking to master more than one discipline (which is very hard), 
we should look to the competencies of others and work towards interdisciplinary knowledge 
collaboratively. But that's demanding, personally and professionally.  

With Campbell's analysis we have begun to see what we're after. The competences of both 
individuals and groups must be taken into account. In light of even a rough sense of the requisite 
competencies, it looks like what is required for interdisciplinary work is more demanding than 
most think. We need to solidify disciplinary expertise, as embodied by individuals in groups, 
before we come to true interdisciplinarity. Most individuals and groups can't pull this off. More 
often than not, we end up with individuals who have a shallow sense of a bunch of disciplines, 
instead of individuals who are prepared to collaborate across disciplines as experts established in 
one.  
 
Modeling the demands of interdisciplinarity  

 
Step 1, Part 1: a hierarchy of competencies   

 
The foregoing discussion indicates why Campbell maintains that interdisciplinarity is a 

complicated competence. And talking about competencies means talking about hierarchies. A 
long history of cognitive developmental research suggests that skills and competencies develop 
hierarchically (Fischer, 1980; Fischer & Bidell 2006). Tasks make demands. Meeting these 
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demands requires skill. In light of this research it's undeniable that less complex skills come to be 
subsumed by more complex ones. There are stages in the acquisition of any complicated 
competence. Abilities range across a developmental continuum. Interdisciplinarity, as a very 
complicated competence, is no different. 

 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Successive steps for increasing co-operation and co-ordination in the education/innovation 
system 
 
From “Towards interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity in education and innovation,” by E. Jantsh, in 
G. Berger, A. Briggs & G. Michaud (Eds.), 1972, Interdisciplinarity: Problems of teaching and research. 
Proceedings of seminar on interdisciplinarity in universities, organized by the center for educational 
research and innovation (pp. 97-121). Copyright 1972 by the Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development. Reproduced with permission of the publisher. 
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Some have seen this. Jantsh (1972) did. He suggested that interdisciplinarity is best 
understood as an attainment (see Figure 1). It is a particular type of endeavor with a particular set 
of demands. He outlined a hierarchy of forms of inquiry, defining each according to the structure 
and complexity of its practices. He made it very clear that interdisciplinarity is relatively 
complicated, as compared to say, disciplinarity. He also made it clear that more complex forms 
of inquiry build upon less complex ones. That is, you can't be an interdisciplinarian before you 
are a disciplinarian. This is great. We've got the beginnings of a normative account. But his 
model is not sufficient for our purpose of developing a language of evaluation. 

One reason is that he blurs the distinction Campbell alluded to between the two types of 
competencies involved: the competencies of people and the competences of groups. We need to 
address both what it takes for an individual to meet the demands of interdisciplinarity and what it 
takes for a group to do so.  

There is also a certain arbitrariness to Jantsh's hierarchy. Why that many levels? Why those 
structures? There are well-established models outlining the structural properties of cognitive 
developmental stage growth (Commons, Trudeau, Stein, Richards, & Krause, 1998; Fischer & 
Bidell 2006). That is, we know what the hierarchical nesting of competencies looks like. We 
don’t have to guess. Even if we are speculating, we can keep in touch with what we know. In 
light of these two issues I've revised Jantsh's model. Table 1 displays a speculative cross-
sectional, hierarchal taxonomy of forms of inquiry based on Fischer's (2006) levels. 
Competencies of groups are built from various competencies in people, but levels aren't 
correlatives, e.g., a bunch of multi-disciplinary people don't necessarily form a multi-disciplinary 
group; a trans-disciplinary group is not necessarily filled with trans-disciplinary people.    

 
Table 1. A cross-sectional, hierarchal taxonomy of forms of inquiry 
 

Form 
of inquiry Competencies of people Competencies of groups 

Disciplinary 

Requisite level of cognitive development: Highly 
Elaborated Abstract Mappings.  

Individuals demonstrate understanding of one set of 
conceptions and one methodological approach. They are 
able to generate unique questions and contribute new 
research and findings in this area. 

Group is able to produce new knowledge (or 
confirm exiting knowledge) in a specific 
discipline by employing one set of concepts and 
methodologies.    

Multi- 
disciplinary 

Requisite level of cognitive development: Abstract 
systems. 

Individuals demonstrate disciplinary competence, and 
understand that their endeavors must be related to the 
endeavors of others in surrounding disciplines. They 
therefore come to know and use some concepts used in 
these disciplines.  

Group is able to demonstrate disciplinary 
competence and relate the results produced by 
surrounding disciplines to its own, and relate its 
own results to others (e.g., communication 
between disciplines).  

Cross- 
disciplinary 

Requisite level of cognitive development: Highly 
Elaborated Abstract systems. 

Individuals demonstrate disciplinary competence and know 
how concepts and methodologies from other disciplines 
relate to in their own, having mastered some concepts 
therein. They are able to constructively communicate with 
those from other disciplines in a problem-focused manner.  

Group is able to demonstrate disciplinary 
competence and to constructively collaborate 
with groups from other disciplines in a problem-
focused manner. 
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Form 
of inquiry Competencies of people Competencies of groups 

Inter- 
disciplinary 

Requisite level of cognitive development: Single 
principles. 

Individuals demonstrate at least two disciplinary 
competences. One is primary, yet they are able to employ 
the concepts and methodologies of other another discipline 
well enough to contribute to the questions and findings 
therein. New understandings of the primary discipline 
result.  

Group subsumes at least two disciplinary sub-
groups, with one as primary focus of expertise. 
Capable of solving problems that cannot be 
addressed by either discipline, typically in a 
problem-focused manner.  

Trans- 
disciplinary 

Requisite level of cognitive development: Beyond single 
principles.  

Individuals demonstrate at least two disciplinary 
competences, neither of which is primary. They work and 
contribute to both and generate unique findings, 
conceptions, and artifacts as a result of an emergent trans-
disciplinary perspective. They are able to communicate 
with those from a variety of disciplines in a synoptic 
manner. 

Group subsumes at least two disciplinary sub-
groups, neither of which is primary. Produces 
both problem focused and synoptic knowledge, 
which cannot be reduced to either of the sub-
group competencies. It is capable of spawning 
new disciplines, and reforming existing ones in 
light of emergent perspectives. 

 

I've based this taxonomy on Fischer's model of cognitive development, which entailed that 
one of Jantsh's levels be removed (pluri-disciplinary). I've also clearly differentiated the 
competencies of people from the competencies of groups. The result is a detailed taxonomy of 
forms of inquiry and their demands on individuals and groups.  

With its base in Fischer's established research, the taxonomy is presented as a hypothesis that 
could be empirically refined and tested. No doubt, it's a simplification. But relative to the 
rampant over-simplifications involved when we apply the label interdisciplinary to everything 
and anything, I propose this taxonomy as a useful complexification.  

It also provides the beginnings of a language of evaluation. We can now look at an endeavor 
and argue about where it belongs in this taxonomy. Moreover, because we can talk about the 
demands, we don't have to compare the results of two very different forms of inquiry. We can 
calibrate our expectations. We can more precisely zero in on the symptoms of quality. For 
example, a group of experts claiming to do interdisciplinary research should be meeting the 
requisite demands and not just disguising some other form of inquiry with a buzz-word; a group 
of undergraduates struggling to solidify disciplinary expertise should not be expected to be 
interdisciplinary, but should strive for multi-disciplinarity and be evaluated accordingly.  The 
words developmentally appropriate come to mind.  

 
Step 1, part 2: what about the young ones (and the philosophers)? 

 
There could be concerns that the forgoing scheme is too elitist. What about all the great stuff 

that happens when students, who are by no means experts in any discipline, are exposed to a 
wide range of approaches and concepts? Am I suggesting that there should be no such exposure? 
Am I relegating everyone to parochial disciplinary channels until they've paid their dues? Am I 
suggesting that we have to be specialist before we be come generalists?  

No. I just think we should clarify what is really going on. 
Figure 2 offers some clarification. This figure is primarily about how individuals come to 

acquire capabilities. I am suggesting that general education be defined as an exposure to 
multitudinous pre-disciplinary endeavors. I believe that this kind of broad exposure is 
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invaluable. However, at some point, for many people, disciplinarity should be acquired. This 
means that one limits one’s focus for a time. Expertise, and the process of developing it, is 
exacting. As Campbell said, “we need to gain the profound specialization that is essential for 
scientific productivity” (1969, p. 326). Only then we can we begin to branch out and relate our 
expertise to the expertise of others.  

This dynamic is illustrated in Figure 2. Various pre-disciplinary arrangements constitute a 
well-rounded general education. Eventually, disciplinary expertise is acquired. This expertise is 
progressively supplemented by knowledge of other disciplines. Finally, trans-disciplinary 
expertise is achieved, where emergent perspectives become available. Meta-disciplinary 
reflections about epistemological relations between the disciplines, goals of inquiry, etc., should 
exist alongside the growth of knowledge.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Funnel of expertise 
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Also note that in Figure 2 I've singled out the idea of meta-disciplinary reflection. This is also 
addressed to those feeling claustrophobic about being forced into disciplinary channels. Meta-
disciplinary reflections are often neglected. Ideally they would serve to give even the most 
focused expert a broader view about the nature of their discipline. The goals of inquiry would be 
put on the table. It would be admitted that other disciplines exist and generate valid knowledge, 
that each discipline knows only a piece of the world. And so, even the disciplinarian with no 
interdisciplinary ambitions would take a big view. In many ways this is the role of philosophy. 

Moreover, because the demands of interdisciplinarity are so complicated (as we are beginning 
to see) I claim that meta-disciplinary reflections should accompany endeavors at any level of 
sophistication. They ought to run in parallel. This means that meta-disciplinary reflections don't 
sprout out of the top, like trans-disciplinary perspectives. They frame and facilitate. They’re not 
the capping stone; they're the scaffolds. They're not the product but the catalyst, not the endeavor 
but its justification. I will say more about this when we discuss Wilber's meta-disciplinary model 
of integral methodological pluralism.  

But first we need an introduction to the epistemological issues. 
 

Modeling the demands of interdisciplinarity: Step 2 - epistemological issues  
 
What have we done so far? We have dissected a vague concept: interdisciplinarity. A model 

has been presented suggesting that there is a hierarchy of forms of inquiry. The claim is that in 
light of such a model, undertakings that involve more than one discipline can be analyzed and 
grouped according to the complexity of the concepts and practices entailed. This claim stands 
even if the demands outlined above are inadequate or inaccurate. The main point is that we need 
a more precise language with which to talk about these kinds of endeavors. Maybe some other 
one is preferable. Fine. But something like what I've suggested needs to be devised and widely 
employed.  

The same can be said about the models laid out in this next section. The demands outlined 
above help us diagnose and categorize forms of inquiry involving more than one discipline; some 
are more complex than others. The demands outlined here help us condemn or condone certain 
inquiries, regardless of their complexity; some are more valid than others. This second field of 
considerations is epistemological. And the territory is contested. 

There is not one way to view the epistemological tangles surrounding inquiries involving 
more than one discipline. I base my account around some very general issues. I'm laying out the 
forest and ignoring some of the trees. 

We've already met one very basic epistemological difficulty by claiming that multi, cross, 
inter, or trans-disciplinary work must build upon disciplinary work. We don't have to deal with 
epistemology qua the problem of knowledge, because we've seen that disciplines have their own 
internal methods of quality control. It's part of what makes them what they are. Remember that 
Gardner's definition went something like this: disciplines are sets of concepts and methods aimed 
at certain phenomena, which have been accepted by experts as providing standards for 
determining the validity of answers. This definition removes some of the most basic 
epistemological / philosophy of science concerns. For our purposes we'll take the disciplines at 
their word: they generate knowledge. But what about endeavors involving more than one 
discipline? How should we characterize relationships between different disciplines?  

Jean Piaget (1972) maintained that there are symbiotic relations between the disciplines. None 
are more primary than others. They feed off one another. The knowledge produced by one is 
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often taken as the data used by another. He also maintained that there is some common core to 
all science: structures, the formalized systems of relations that are required to do any kind of 
science. Phenomena make sense in light of the structures we posit to understand them. Moreover, 
he was intrigued by the similarities between the structures posited by the various sciences, and 
even prophesized their convergence in a kind of universal “genetic [i.e., developmental] 
structuralism.” So homogeneity was grist for his mill.  But overall, he saw heterogeneity as a 
virtue. There is unity in diversity, not just unity.   

So despite the fact he saw certain formal similarities between the disciplines, he was still 
cautious about forcing homogeneity. That is, he was concerned about reductionism. He would 
have us note the differences between levels of analysis and the differences between the human 
and the natural sciences. Piaget's two notes of caution are the two main points covered next. 

 
Step 2, Part 1: levels of analysis  

 
The idea that there are levels-of-analysis issues is widely touted. Roughly speaking it means 

this: that with regards to some type of phenomenon and from some basic perspective there are 
different valid descriptions and explanations. A classic levels-of-analysis issue is the relation 
between physics and biochemistry (see Sellars, 1963/2007). The question here is about the 
relation between the theoretical concepts and methods of biochemistry and those of physics. We 
have two disciplines, both setting out from the same basic perspective towards the physical 
world, but addressing ostensibly irreducible phenomena via distinct methods. I say that the 
phenomena are ostensibly irreducible because there are many who maintain that the explanatory 
concepts of biochemistry are in fact reducible to those of physics. The point here is not to take a 
stand on the issue, but to note the debate. And there are many such debates regarding level-of-
analysis issues.  

In these debates, according to some, levels-of-analysis issues always amount to this: with 
regards to some type of phenomenon there are different descriptions and explanations, and only 
those positing the smallest / simplest / most material,/ etc. are valid. This is suggesting that there 
are levels of illusion layered on top of some most basic, most real, foundation. We could label 
this as a type of reductionism. Now, I'm not saying there are no illusions. Nor do I think that all 
the disciplines are equally valid in their descriptions of phenomena. However, if two disciplines 
are cooperating in a common endeavor there should not be unwarranted privileging of certain 
disciplinary perspectives.  

This is just to say that we need to be careful when different disciplines get together. As noted 
by many philosophers, including Piaget (1972), Sellars (1963/2007), Habermas (1984), and 
Wilber (1995), there is a tendency towards reductionism in interdisciplinary endeavors. This 
tendency makes levels-of-analysis issues an important addition to our language of evaluation.  

The next section deals with another set of distinctions worth preserving.  
 

Step 2, Part 2: the human sciences and the natural sciences    
 
That this topic has its own section may be confusing to some. Many think that this topic is a 

levels-of-analysis issue. Following Piaget and others, I want to argue that it is not.  The idea is 
this: levels of analysis are different descriptions of phenomena viewed from the same basic 
perspective; while the human and natural sciences actually involve different basic perspectives. 
Kant, Habermas, and Wilber make this point very clearly.  
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Kant (1787, A 550/N 578) makes a distinction between two basic perspectives we can take on 
human actions. From the theoretical perspective (the view of natural science) causes and forces 
determine human actions. Humans are objects nested in systems of causes with other objects. 
From the practical perspective (the view of a participant observer) actions result from the 
spontaneity of the agent, and occur for reasons typically available to that agent. Humans are 
subjects reasoning and acting autonomously. For Kant this is an antinomy: both views are 
equally valid.  

Habermas (1984, 1990) concurs. He proposes a model of communicative rationality in which 
different forms of argumentation and language-use reveal different incontrovertible perspectives 
on the world.  He notes two forms of language use (1990, p. 24), one in which you say (to 
yourself) what is the case, the other in which you say something to another and establish mutual 
understanding. He sees these as indicative of basic perspectives: in the first perspective we relate 
to objects; in the second we relate to others like ourselves. No doubt, all sciences involve 
communications between scientists. But in the human sciences the communicative perspective is 
ubiquitous; we are necessarily participant observers. Natural scientists talk to one another, but 
not to the objects they study; they take an overtly objective view of these phenomena.  

Wilber (1995, 2006) gets right down to the point. He posits several “primordial perspectives,” 
and following Habermas and Kant links them to our most basic pronouns: I, WE, and IT. There 
is a big difference between relating to objects (I - It) and relating to other subjects (I - thou = 
WE). He suggests that some of the most important methodological differences between the 
disciplines hinge around these primordial perspectives. He offers a model based on these 
perspectives that can serve to scaffold a taxonomy of methodologies. 

With these basic ideas the point should be clear. Not all complications that arise in inquiries 
involving more than one discipline are levels-of-analysis-issues. There are more basic 
perspectival issues as well. The paradigmatic cases of such issues can be found when we try to 
merge the human sciences with the natural sciences.  

For example, medical diagnostics and neurological accounts of the mind entail applying the 
basic perspective of the natural sciences to human subjects. We set out from a perspective in 
which we face only objects; here we take an overtly objective view of a human. That's fine. We 
need that kind of knowledge. But more often than not these come to be nested in broader efforts 
involving multiple disciplines, such as efforts towards healthcare or education. In cases like these 
we run the risk of denying the validity of disciplines setting out from other basic perspectives, 
such as richly inter-subjective practices like psychotherapy, ethics, or pedagogy. These set out 
from a perspective in which we face other subjects like ourselves. We may gather data and strive 
for objectivity as participant observers, but when we study humans we never relate to mere 
objects. 

So the human sciences set out from a fundamentally different basic perspective than the 
natural sciences. Blurring the distinction is not only dangerous; it's fallacious. Human scientists 
misunderstand their endeavor if they think they can simply treat subjects as objects. I don’t have 
space to outline the methodological and ethical implications of this (but see Habermas, 1984, 
1987, 1990; Wilber, 1995). 

 
Summary of Step 2’s epistemological point 

 
We've seen two different epistemological issues that are relevant to endeavors involving more 

than one discipline. There are levels-of-analysis issues, and perspectival issues. Both should be 
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on every interdisciplinarian's radar. And they should be added to the language of evaluation 
we've been constructing. But before discussing this, I offer Figure 3 as a way of making the 
epistemological points stand out. 

Disciplines set out from different basic perspectives and so face different domains of 
phenomena, where they home in on different levels of analysis. Inquiries involving disciplines 
setting out from the same basic perspective deal with levels-of-analysis issues. Inquiries 
involving disciplines setting out from different basic perspectives deal with perspectival issues. 

 

  

Figure 3. Sources of levels-of-analysis and perspectival issues 
 
 

What Figure 3 adds to our language of evaluation should be clear. We've isolated two 
epistemologically-salient properties that bear on the worth of endeavors involving more than one 
discipline: levels-of-analysis issues and perspectival issues, which are not to be seen as 
coterminous. We can now argue about how various undertakings fare with regards to the 
epistemological structure of knowledge claims involving more than one discipline.  

These reflections also suggest that reductionism is not so simple. If we're striving to envelop 
various disciplines—as educators, problem solvers, or researchers—we can’t just presuppose that 
there are privileged perspectives and levels of analysis. If we keep the epistemological issues on 
the table, then we need reasons for every reduction. We need to account for every level or 
perspective we ignore. Otherwise, we fall back behind our claim to have employed more than 
just the discipline we favor. Disciplines demand differentiation before they are available for 
integration. This doesn't mean that everything out there is valid. But to spawn healthy endeavors 
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involving more than one discipline the default epistemic position should be one of open-minded 
disciplinary tolerance, not one of skeptical disciplinary xenophobia. 

 
Conclusion: Integral Methodological Pluralism 

 
I'll recap the story to this point. We began by noting that the term interdisciplinary means too 

much. It's over used. In search of a more specific definition, we discussed the progenitors of 
contemporary interdisciplinarity, which revealed the significance and variety of interdisciplinary 
motivations. Moving forward from this historical context we turned to the contemporary scene to 
see the various forms of what passes as interdisciplinarity today. This rounded out our 
descriptive account and provided a rough sense of what interdisciplinarity is generally taken to 
be. However, evaluating interdisciplinary endeavors, of whatever type, requires more than a 
descriptive undertaking. So the project of building a language of evaluation began where the 
descriptive accounts left off.      

It became clear that the competencies of individuals and groups bear upon the quality of 
interdisciplinary work. By looking to work done in cognitive development, we formed a 
hypothesis that there is in fact a hierarchical taxonomy of forms of inquiry involving more than 
one discipline (Table 1). By taking the development of competencies seriously (both in 
individuals and in groups) we effectively differentiated the following set of endeavors, each 
more complex than the next: multi-disciplinary, cross-disciplinary, inter-disciplinary, and trans-
disciplinary.  

But this hierarchical taxonomy based on complexity was seen to be in need of 
supplementation by an epistemological taxonomy concerned with validity. So we looked to a 
handful of philosophers to distil the general epistemological structure of knowledge claims 
implicating more than one discipline. This involved differentiating between levels-of-analysis 
issues and perspectival issues. Perspectival issues concern fundamentally distinct and irreducible 
stances towards the world: most importantly the difference between standing in relation to others 
vs. standing in relation to objects. Levels-of-analysis issues concern differing descriptions of 
comparable phenomena disclosed from the same basic perspective: e.g., biochemistry vs. 
physics. These are two types of epistemological concerns that arise in endeavors involving more 
than one discipline. As such, they must be added to any language used to evaluate the quality and 
validity of these endeavors.      

While our lexicon for interdisciplinary evaluation is not lengthy, it is robust.  
We've sketched the contours of important competences and fallacies. Understanding these 

helps us understand what it really takes to be interdisciplinary. Moreover, and to conclude, it also 
suggests an ideal modus operandi for endeavors involving more than one discipline. I claim that 
the ideal of an Integral Methodological Pluralism (Wilber, 2006) is supported by both the 
hierarchal taxonomy of competencies and the epistemological concerns.  

As it stands, Integral Methodological Pluralism is a meta-disciplinary framework that 
specifies a taxonomy of disciplines organized around eight primordial perspectives. It's laid out 
against a backdrop in which cognitive development figures prominently, knowledge is verified 
procedurally, and reductionism is on the radar as a major concern. All this makes it very close to 
the account offered here.  

But more importantly, and to break slightly with the orthodoxy, I claim Integral 
Methodological Pluralism is less significant as a substantive view (e.g., exactly this many 
methodologies; only this many levels, etc.) and more significant as a formal, normative 
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perspective on how we ought to proceed when endeavoring to employ a variety of disciplines. 
This interpretation is not far from the one proposed by Crittenden (1997), where he suggests that 
the integral method trumps its substance, and that this method is best understood as a type of 
critical theory. That is, the “Integral Vision” does more than describe how various methods hang 
together; it offers a regulative epistemic ideal in light of which less than integral approaches can 
be criticized. Similarly, I see Integral Methodological Pluralism as a normative meta-disciplinary 
inquiry catalyst that can be unpacked at any level of competency to insure a healthy 
manifestation of interdisciplinary energies.  

However, what has been laid out in this paper is not contingent upon this interpretation of 
Integral Methodological Pluralism. I mention it because meta-disciplinary languages of 
evaluation are in short supply. We should see what's available. And I see it, like I see the work 
done here, as an attempt to bring clarity to confusion by outlining a meta-disciplinary framework 
with normative bite. Of course, we need more meta-disciplinary knowledge workers and 
concomitant institutional structures if any of this is to fly. It is clear to me that new types of 
inquiry-based future-oriented communication communities will emerge and that meta-
disciplinary models will be needed to orient their epistemic endeavors. The more we want and 
need to know, the more we'll need to clarify to ourselves what we are up to. Quality control 
becomes paramount as interdisciplinary knowledge production proliferates. 
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Abstract: In this article I re-evaluate the potential contribution of postmodernism to 
integral theory via integrally-derived perspectives. I identify a premature foreclosure: the 
underappreciation of postformal modes of thinking (cognitive development beyond 
Piaget’s formal operations). I then enact certain forms of postformal reasoning in relation 
to integral theory. This includes an engagement with such perspectives as complexity 
theory, conceptual ecology, vision-logic, dialectics, genealogy, critical theory, and 
construct-awareness. A major theme concerns the dialectical relationship between 
reconstruction and deconstruction—partly explored through a developmental assessment 
of contra-indicative discourse by both Wilber and Derrida. Although the territory is 
complex, the relationship between current Wilberian theory and postmodernism is clearly 
problematised. I posit that a deeper engagement with postmodernism can lead to an 
autopoietic deepening of integral theory. 
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Introduction 
 
You could not discover the limits of soul, even if you travelled by every path in order to do 
so; such is the depth of its meanin. (Heraclitus, 42). 
 
Integral theory1 has the potential to be a valuable conceptual tool for a host of purposes. Its 

potential would be thwarted or skewed, however, if it is found lacking in sufficient rigour or 
coherence. Ken Wilber’s integral theory, AQAL, has popular appeal, and is panoramic in scope 
with a firm sense of order. As such, AQAL is a powerful player in the integral terrain, and 
Wilber’s theoretic contributions need to be duly considered to advance integral theory in general. 
In part, this means they need to be brought into adequate dialogue with other pertinent 
contributions (whether they be termed integral or not). Further, the conceptual terrain AQAL 
broadly maps needs to be explored in careful detail (Roy, 2006a). From an integral background,2 
I have been exploring such terrain. What follows is a pertinent bricolage3 chronicling a journey 
from viewing postmodernism—as given—to re-viewing postmodernism afresh. Notably, it 
would seem that certain sections of the integral community hold ideas concerning 
postmodernism that may well be partial truths at best. I hope this exploration can help dispel any 
falsity in such pertinacious myths.  

In terms of the terminology I am using here, I note that postmodernism is a highly contested 
term, such that it can even be seen to have contradictory meanings. I will not be using the term to 
infer certain features that might elsewhere be attributed to “late capitalism,” for instance. (Late 
capitalism is still capitalism and should therefore remain mapped within AQAL’s Orange 
vMeme—modernism.) Instead, my use of the term in this article is intended at the outset to 
signify AQAL’s Green vMeme, thus including both collective and individual dimensions. The 
collective dimension is sometimes referred to simply as postmodernism in certain contexts and 
poststructuralism in others,4 whilst the individual dimension refers to postformal thought: 
cognitive development beyond5 Jean Piaget’s formal operations6 (formal operational thought 
uses if-then linear logics and evidence-citing to make its arguments). The potential area is vast 
and a comprehensive review could not be adequately accomplished in one article. Nevertheless, 
sufficient openings can be offered to identify and further this liminal terrain. Specifically, the 

                                                 
1 I am using the term theory broadly to connote theoretic narrative.  
2 Including (a) familiarisation with Wilber’s corpus (1995-present), (b) being a member of two face-to-
face Wilber discussion groups (2000-2005; London & Sydney) and originator of a third (2001-2002, 
London) (c) completing a postgraduate course in integral futures (Swinburne University, Melbourne, 
2003) (d) core involvement with the Integral Education Forum (2004-2005), (e) participating in an 
Integral Transformative Practice seminar (2005, Colorado), (f) consulting for the Integral Institute (2005, 
Boulder) 
3 I am using the term, bricologe, as inspired by Kincheloe and Steinberg (1993).  
4 It is sometimes taken as the philosophical expression of postmodernism, for instance. Derrida, Deleuze 
and Foucault are often called poststructuralists, although it is important to note that this is not an 
identification which they themselves adopted. 
5 The term, beyond, can infer a number of possibilities. My default interpretation of the term in this article 
is in reference to Wilber’s “transcend and include.” 
6 For an important historical marker in the development of this field, see Commons, Richards, & Armon 
(1984); for a salient contemporary review, Susanne Cook-Greuter’s (2007) website is worth exploring. 
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following idea is explored: The way to deepen integral theory is through postmodernism (by 
explicitly thinking postformally), not against it.7

 
The Logic of Integral Vision 

 
In terms of honouring integral theory, many elucidations could be given. Here, I simply wish 

to highlight the logos of logic: There is logic to integral vision—in all senses of the word. Firstly, 
integral conceptualisations foreground the significance of formal reason. Secondly, in this 
current era—perhaps aptly seen as “the best of times…the worst of times”—there is sense or 
logic in developing an integral vision—as an eco-social imperative.8 Thirdly, integral theory 
carries the promise of cohering postformal logics.9  

A commonly held default understanding is that integral and postmodern signify very different 
beasts. In such a characterisation, postmodern connotes incredulity toward grand narratives (à la 
Lyotard10), and a privileging of particularity, sensibility, nonlinearity, flux, liminality, and 
divergence (via Derrida’s différance and déconstruction). In contrast, integral connotes the 
credibility of (certain) grand narratives, and a privileging of universality, content, linearity, 
structure, definition, and convergence (coherence and construction). Such a characterisation is 
reinforced by Wilber’s foregounding of the decisive differentiation between AQAL’s Green 
vMeme and those Wilberian vMemes which are theorised as transcending it.11 Such is the given 

                                                 
7 To adequately address the many facets of the subject matter, this article is necessarily relatively lengthy, 
and also features a few unorthodox “stylistic” elements. Due consideration should be thus given to this 
with respect to the reader’s mode of participation (as discussed & facilitated below). 
8 This might be regarded (dialectically) as the logic of—an integral—logos or text 
9 On a more personal note, I wish to honour the contribution that Wilberian integral theory has made in 
my intellectual development. As such, the critique below is not meant to infer an opposition to integral 
theory, but rather to open up possibilities of deepening it. This process necessarily involves both 
deconstructive and reconstructive elements, yet I enact both from constructive desire. I will no doubt 
sometimes stray from the appropriately wavy course I seek to find and follow, but when I do, I hope to be 
able to discern unruly attachment, and bend my ear toward peers’ and colleagues’ comments! 
10 Lyotard’s (1984) necessarily-translated words are: “In contemporary society and culture—
postindustrial society, postmodern culture—the question of the legitimation of knowledge is formulated 
in different terms. The grand narrative has lost its credibility, regardless of what mode of unification it 
uses, regardless of whether it is speculative narrative or a narrative of emancipation” (p, 37). In this 
quotation, Lyotard appears to be describing his understanding of the status of certain discourses of which 
he was aware at the time he was writing. From the statement alone, it is unclear whether Lyotard’s 
affective perspective on this information is detached, appreciative or regretful. It would, of course, be 
illogical for the statement to be interpreted as a totalising narrative concerning the fate of all grand 
narratives. As such, even from this iconic—perhaps infamous—statement, there is window of opportunity 
in which integral narratives, which appropriately defer to postmodern considerations, might be open to 
legitimation from such a nominally futile perspective.     
11 Wilber’s Green vMeme includes: postmodernism, which he often refers to as “extreme 
postmodernism” or “deconstructive postmodernism”; relativism, often referred to as “extreme 
relativism”; and deconstruction. Its placement—along with all the preceding vMemes—as being located 
in the “first tier” (of Spiral Dynamics theory) is foregrounded by Wilber, partly through his catchy—fun 
but derogatory—phrase, “mean green meme.” In contrast, the proceeding “second tier,” starting with the 
Wilberian Teal vMeme (formerly known in AQAL as the Yellow vMeme) is mostly rendered as 
substantively offering the solution to Green’s failings and excesses. 
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integral view of postmodernism. It is not, however, the only possible one: Wilberian integral 
theory itself can be used to identify a different perspective on postmodernism.12  

 
Revisioning Integral Logic 

 
Integral theory can be used to re-view postmodernism by way of foregrounding the latter’s 

theoretic agency rather than adopt the default prioritisation of its mapping as object of study. In 
so doing, postmodernism may reflect back upon integral theory and open up new ways of 
thinking. In other words, the “way out” from the modern world(view) to integral level(s), 
integral understanding, integral participation, is through including the full contribution that the 
Green vMeme can offer. 

A key to this re-viewing lies in postformal cognition—mapped in AQAL as lying within the 
upper (i.e., individually- rather than socio-culturally-related) quadrants13 of the Wilberian Green 
and post-Green vMeme developmental levels. Put simply, a more distinctive differentiation 
could be drawn between the object of inquiry and the type of thinking used to inquire. When the 
commonly-held default interpretation of postmodern—as object of inquiry—is regarded, what 
kind of operation is being performed? Specifically, what developmental level of cognitive mode 
is being employed to realise such a perspective? Postmodernism, or integral theory—as objects 
of inquiry—can be viewed from different developmental perspectives, but, to date, in terms of 
developmental considerations, Wilberian theory has foregrounded the locating of objects of 
inquiry rather than the developmental locating of modes of inquiry (epistemologies or 
methodologies). Whilst Wilber’s Integral Methodological Pluralism (Eight Native Perspectives) 
differentiates epistemologies or methodologies horizontally—according to zones or quadrants—
it remains unclear which vertical developmental levels or waves these perspectives operate from.  

In terms of reflexivity, moreover, Wilber (1995) briefly states the following  
 
What I am trying to do in this book, and what you are trying to do as you read it (or other 
similar books), is use vision-logic; not just reasonably decide the individual issues, but 
hold them all together at once in mind, and judge how they fit together as a truth-vision. In 
other words, vision-logic is a higher holon that operates upon (and thus transcends) its 
junior holons, such as simple rationality itself (p. 185). 
 

Here, Wilber states that he is trying to use vision-logic, but he does not state whether he is using 
“early,” “middle,” or “late” vision-logic.14 Nor does he substantively elaborate upon which 

                                                 
12 By differentiating between, on the one hand, the participatory stance Wilber enacts in relation to 
AQAL, and, on the other hand, alternative modes of engagement with AQAL interpretations (such as the 
autopoiesis I am offering here), I am suggesting a manoeuvre that might facilitate a bridging between 
AQAL and the participatory integral approach identified by Ferrer, Romero and Albareda (2005). 
13 For an explanation of Wilber’s four quadrants—a central feature of his integral theory, AQAL, see 
Wilber (2000a, pp. 67-72) Note will also be made here that Wilber has elaborated the four quadrants into 
the eight native perspectives (see 2006b) 
14  “Where the green meme [sic] uses early or beginning vision-logic in order to grasp the numerous 
different systems and contexts that exist in different cultures, second-tier thinking goes one step further 
and begins to integrate those pluralistic systems into integral and holistic spirals and holarchies (Beck and 
Cowan themselves refer to second-tier thinking as operating with holons)…  
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particular postformal cognitive modes he is employing, or explicitly demonstrate such usage. 
How dialectical is AQAL? In what way complex? What is its relationship to critical theory (see 
for instance, Anderson, 2006) and critical thinking? How reflexive is it? What genealogies and 
conceptual ecologies are employed? How (much) has it embraced the linguistic turn? Important 
questions—which this article does not attempt to answer, but rather, put on the map.15 In other 
words, the aim of this article is not to comprehensively assess integral theory—specifically 
AQAL—by means of postformal thinking, but rather to open up discursive spaces or Deleuzian 
“lines of flight.”16 

A consequence of Wilber’s minimal reflexivity on postformal thinking (rather than the 
copious mapping of postformal thinking) is that there has been a substantive underappreciation 
or premature foreclosure regarding the potential contribution that postmodernism—in all its 
guises (not only pluralism, for instance)—might make to integral theory. By re-viewing the 
contribution of postmodernism or the Wilberian Green vMeme from this different integral 
perspective—the perspective of postformal cognitive modes—a potential inversion can be 
identified between the inquiring subject and the object of inquiry, where the inquiring subject 
changes from a default “integral” thinker (in which AQAL mapping is the primary operation) to 
a postmodern one (as a postformal thinker) whilst the object of inquiry changes from 
postmodernism to integral theory in order for integral theory to discern and digest this new 
reflexivity, and thence to be able to proceed more coherently. The bigger theoretical context all 
the while remains integral theory: AQAL is being applied upon itself, enacting a certain 
autopoiesis via the participation mode of the researcher. A theoretic re-searching. New questions 
arise such as: What new understandings of integral theory might arise from explicitly detailing 
and employing postformal modes of cognition upon itself? The territory envisaged is vast; hence, 
at this stage, I can seek only to open up this avenue of thought—to tentatively start to develop a 
conversation. Yet such a direction has the potential to revise the very fabric of integral theory. 

 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
“There are two major waves to this second-tier thinking (corresponding to what we would recognise as 
middle and late vision-logic)” (Wilber, 2000a, pp. 51-52).   
15 My tentative use of postformal operations in this article does not imply that Wilber does not enact 
particular postformal operations in particular ways with regards to AQAL. For instance, the breadth of 
territory covered in AQAL could be associated with postformal vision; the value of its mission potentially 
legitimised with reference to fuzzy logic and its “transcendent” relations, fuzziology and social 
fuzziology (Dimitrov & Hodge, 2002, p. viii); its systematisation can be viewed in relation to Michael 
Commons and Francis Richards’ Model of Hierarchical Complexity; the eight native perspectives can be 
seen to be a dialectical development of the four quadrants; Wilber’s purported methodology of orienting 
generalisations could be fruitfully linked to grounded theory, intuitive inquiry and other emerging 
academic methodologies; his style could be viewed in relation to certain postmodern affectivities; whilst 
the incorporation of holarchy via Hegel’s dialectical principle of sublation (Wilber’s “transcend-and-
include”) can also be seen to emanate from a postformal perspective. In a similar way, both formal and 
pre-formal operations could also be identified. The degree to which Wilber explicitly reflects upon such 
postformal modes in relation to his writing also needs to be identified: he does this very little, relative to 
the objects of his inquiry.  
16 The facilitation of such dialogue at this juncture will necessarily involve particular assessments which 
lean towards problematisations with a view to future reconstructions.  
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Postformal Thinking 
 
Integral theory can be revised toward further coherence by way of postformal cognitive 

modes if the following turn is made: that these modes are reflexively embodied—enacted as 
modes of participation—rather than merely addressed (through the enactment of mapping). The 
operation of mapping can provide a first-stage conceptual reflexivity in certain contexts, and can 
evaluate participatory characteristics. But qualities of participation also have to be adequately 
regarded as an important theoretic feature and thus incorporated as part of integral theory. 
Addressing the developmental levels of engagement and participation could be a major 
consideration in postformal reasoning.17

Postformal thought is discussed primarily in three fields: developmental psychology, 
education and integral studies. After a very brief overview of some of the features of these three 
discourses, I will suggest ways to deepen and cohere the territory. I will then outline the way I 
will be applying postformal cognition to the object of inquiry, integral theory.  

 
Reviewing Postformal Thinking 

 
The term postformal first erupted within developmental psychology in reference to 

possibilities of going beyond Jean Piaget’s developmental stage of formal operations. Klaus 
Reigel (1973) was the first to posit a stage beyond formal operations.18 He referred to it as 
dialectical operations. Two years later, Patricia Arlin (1975a) posited postformal operations as a 
variant theory. The term postformal has been in use ever since and refers to a number of 
theoretical approaches which seek to either (a) posit another stage or stages, level or levels, or 
complexity attractor(s), in addition to those elucidated by Piaget; (b) problematise Piaget’s 
theory but not developmentalism per se; or (c) problematise developmentalism as a whole.  

Much of the discourse surrounding the term has been within developmental psychology, 
notably in the positive adult development research community. This has ranged from the 
mathematical representations of Michael Commons and Francis Richards’ (1984, 2002) Model 
Of Hierarchical Complexity  to the critical reflections of John Broughton (1984). Various modes 
of cognition or operations, types of thinking, qualities, features and/or characteristics have been 
identified in this discourse as, or pertaining to, postformal. These include: complexity, dialectics, 
creativity, imagination, construct-awareness, problem-finding, reflexivity, dimensionality of 
systems thinking, contextualisation, holism, openness, unitary consciousness, dialogic 
consciousness, and wisdom. (Arlin, 1975a, 1975b, 1976; Basseches, 1980, 1984a, 1984b, 1986, 
2005; Benack, Basseches, & Swan, 1989; Benack & Basseches, 1989; Broughton, 1984; 
Commons & Richards, 1984, 2002; Cook-Greuter, 1990, 2000, 2002; Demetriou, 1985; Kegan, 
1982, 1994; Kohlberg, 1984; Koplowitz, 1984, 1990; Kramer & Woodruff, 1986; Labouvie-
Vief, 1990; Loevinger, 1976; Marchand, 2001; Pascual-Leone, 1984; Powell, 1980; Riegel, 

                                                 
17 A fruitful discussion here—beyond the scope of this article—would concern details of the relationship 
between postformal and formal. Suffice to indicate a working proposal of postformal sublating 
(transcending-and-including) formal, so that the reasoning mode of formal operations is appropriately 
honoured. (It has facilitated production of this very article, for example, and should form a significant part 
of its potential evaluation, too!) 
18 Due regard should be given to the ecology of forerunners to Positive Adult Development research into 
postformal thought. Notable here is Roberto Assagioli’s (1965/2000) Psychosynthesis, and Abraham 
Maslow’s (1971) Self-Actualization Theory including his developmental hierarchy of human needs. 
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1973, 1975, 1976; Sinnott, 1998, 2003; Sternberg, 1998; Wade, 1996). The literature also 
demonstrates a wide variety of conceptualisations regarding the theoretic legitimacy, number, 
positioning and/or relationship among postformal developmental levels.19  

The term postformal took on a somewhat different usage and meaning in 1993 within the field 
of education via Joe Kincheloe and Shirley Steinberg (1993) who posited a socio-cognitive 
theory regarding post-formal thinking, describing postformal thought as the socio-cognitive 
expression of postmodernism. In addition to features identified above with the developmental 
psychology discourse, they included: critical theory, genealogy, etymology, structuralism, 
metaphoric cognition, ecological thinking, deconstruction, nonlinearity, holistic causation, and 
power-awareness. This genealogical thread is still current in the educational literature and in 
significant ways provides a contrasting perspective to the developmental psychology discourse, 
although there is a small cross-over between the two fields (Hampson, in preparation). 

Meanwhile, Wilber has been writing on postformal thought since 1977, notably in his 1995 
magnum opus—Sex, Ecology, Spirituality—where he coined the neologism (analogous to 
postformal thought), vision-logic. Postformal thought forms a significant part of AQAL. Both 
postformal and vision-logic are used in integral studies discourse—see, for example, Meyerhoff 
(2006). Through referencing two other magnum opa—The Life Divine, by Sri Aurobindo 
(1914/1960), and Jean Gebser’s (1949/1985) The Ever-Present Origin—AQAL brings together 
psychological and socio-cultural components (though in a different way to the education 
discourse) associating formal (as in formal operations) with the modern worldview, and 
postformal variously with postmodern and integral worldviews via a developmental and holonic 
framework described as integral. 

 
Developing Postformal Thinking 

 
There are clearly many modes of thinking indicated here and it is beyond the scope of this 

article to report or discuss the manifold possible interrelationships among these.20 Yet to 
facilitate explicit enactments of thinking postformally, I posit that a deepening and a cohering of 
postformal qualities might be helpful. Both moves (deepening and cohering) can be seen to have 
affective (embodied) and mental (intellectual) aspects.  

In terms of deepening postformal thinking—from an affective perspective, a relationship 
between self-sense and postformal concept could be developed through trust: an opening up to 
the postformal quality in question via affective embodiment (such as via intuition). The mental 
correlate of this would be to open up the postformal concept via the intellect.  

For example, if we were to regard the postformal concept of dialectics, we might represent 
this procedure as: 

 
(Beginning to) thinking dialectically  engaging with literature on dialectics  thinking 
(more) dialectically 
 

The generic heuristic algorithm would be: 
                                                 

19 Although a discussion of these is beyond the scope of this article, my research does not readily support 
the regard of AQAL’s particular developmental framing of postformal modes as an orienting 
generalisation of the whole literature, but rather supports the viewing of AQAL’s framing as one 
(necessarily contestable) type of summarising perspective on it. 
20 Further elucidation is given in “Thinking postformally” (Hampson, in preparation) 
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Thinking x-ly (n)  engaging with literature on x  thinking x-ly (n+1) 
 

The example regarding dialectics would thus connect the psychological construct, dialectical 
operations, with the philosophical construct (in its varying interpretations and contestations), 
dialectics.21 A similar connection would be made between the identification of complexity as a 
construct complicit in psychological development, such as Commons and Richard’s Model of 
Hierarchy of Complexity on the one hand, and complexity theory—representing the 
philosophical dimension—on the other. (In this way, such a relationship between psychological 
and philosophical constructs could be used in the concretisation of postformal educational 
theory). The general case can also be seen as hermeneutic circling.22  

In terms of cohering postformal cognitive qualities—a similar framework could be helpful. 
Conceptual cohering could be facilitated through systematic consideration of the possible 
ecology of / dialogue among postformal features. A corresponding manoeuvre can be 
conceptualised with regard to the interpersonal domain, through such dialogic lifeworld practices 
as Bohmain dialogue and Gangadean’s (2007) Deep Dialogue.   (Such schemas could also be 
seen as useful for intrapersonal work). 

The net effect of the above could be to better theorize the facilitation of embodying the central 
theme of this article: namely, to switch priorities from formally addressing postformal cognition 
(as an object of inquiry) to enacting thinking postformally (as a cognitive process of the inquiring 
or participating subject). Specifically, in relation to the postformal modes outlined in the 
following section, the following summaries could be given: 

 
- Deepening postformal thinking: thinking creatively, reflexively and “embodiedly” about 

postformal cognition (dialectics, complexity, criticality, conceptual spacetime context)—
regarding the object of inquiry (e.g., integral theory). 

- Cohering postformal thinking: thinking ecologically (dialogically) about postformal 
cognition (dialectics, complexity, criticality, conceptual spacetime context)—regarding 
the object of inquiry (e.g., integral theory). 

 
Applying Postformal Thinking 

 
It can be readily seen that there would be many ways to enact postformal thinking. The types 

of postformal cognition I have selected for this article are related to, on the one hand, my 
knowledge of, and experience with, integral theory—notably, AQAL—and on the other hand, 
my research on postformal thought. It is intended to exemplify particular usage of postformal 
operations whilst facilitating a pertinent development of integral theory.  

In terms of my research on postformal thought, I have included certain postformal items that 
feature strongly in the literature, and with which I have personally come into significant (and 
ongoing) relationship, namely: genealogy, conceptual ecology, dialectics, critical theory and 

                                                 
21 Also see Basseches (2005)  
22 The hermeneutic circle (as advanced by Schleiermacher) denotes the idea that the knowledge of the 
whole is to some extent already needed in order to understand the parts. A hermeneutic helix might 
perhaps be a better metaphor, as two conceptual dimensions are involved in the learning procedure: a 
returning to origin (represented by the circle of the helix—as viewed end-on) and an advancement 
(represented by the linear—if wavy—dimension of the helix, as viewed side-on). 
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complexity (see, notably, Basseches, 1984a, 2005; Commons & Richards, 2002; Cook-Greuter, 
2000, 2002; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1993; Riegel, 1973, 1976; Sinnott, 1998; Sternberg, 1998; 
Wilber, 1995). Each of these have large and varied terrains, and it is beyond the scope of this 
article to elucidate such domains in detail. Mention, however, will be given to the following 
three points as markers for more detailed research. Firstly, at least two uses of the term, 
genealogy, can be found within postmodern discourse: one in reference to complexity theory (see 
Davis, 2004), and the other in relation to Foucault (see Scheurich & McKenzie, 2005). In this 
article, I am employing the former. Secondly, substantively different interpretations of the term 
dialectics can be variously identified—in relation to, for example, the following five major 
threads: Socratic (inquiry dialectics), Hegelian (dialectical method), Marxist (dialectical 
materialism), Daoist (Taijitu dialectics) and Derridean (the dialectics of deconstruction). In this 
article, I am demonstrating an instance of the use of dialectical operations through calling upon 
an amalgam—a particular conceptual ecosystem—of the above threads. I am using the metaphor 
of ecosystem (a complex adaptive system) to facilitate the quality of dialectics in my conceptual 
operations—my participatory engagement with the object of inquiry (in this case, integral 
theory). Complex dialectics23 would thus seem a suitable signifier for this.24  

In terms of integral theory, I have focused on particular issues that have not apparently been 
adequately addressed—notably, the following two concerns. Firstly, from a formal perspective—
employing a Cartesian template based on formal Aristotelian logic—the theoretic basis of 
integral would most likely interpret the concepts of construction (or reconstruction) and 
deconstruction as adversaries. Whilst not denying the partial truth of such a perspective, 
dialectical operations can be used to realise finer distinctions. Secondly, formal/modern 
constructions of theory can be seen to be based on dualistic conceptual templates metaphorically 
derived from Aristotle, Euclid, Descartes and/or Newton, whilst postformal/postmodern theoretic 
constructions would be based on conceptual templates which sublate (transcend and include) the 
aforesaid formal ones (hence contestability over the relationship between theory and narrative 
from a formal perspective25).  

                                                 
23 Numerous generative, transdisciplinary concepts are found within complexity theory (I am using the 
term broadly to encompass chaos theory). These include: emergence (and its relationship to, for example, 
bifurcation, creativity, nonlinearity, unintended consequences, the irreducibility of quality to simple 
“quantity,” and the identification of “ontological” levels), hysterisis (time lag, internal complexity, 
historical memory), simple holarchies and entangled holarchies, first cover, sensitivity to initial 
conditions (the butterfly effect), recursion, indeterminacy (dimensions of intractability, etc.), openness 
(permeability of boundaries), attractors (e.g., point, curve, manifold, strange) adaptation, autopoiesis 
(self-organisation), and dynamism (“life” / life). The complexity quality I am foregrounding in this article 
is recursion (fractals, holography, holonomy).  
24 In relation to the five strands, one might say—at first blush—that: (a) it is an approach to Socrates-like 
inquiry (yet acknowledging both certain guidance and uncertain outcome); (b) it has the capability of 
being used as a Hegelian-like systematic method (yet where system is seen as complex rather than 
mechanical); (c) acknowledgment is given to dialectics identified in the material world (yet, again, where 
this is not held mechanically, but complexly; also where a complex dialectics is also identified between 
material and conceptual worlds); (d) acknowledgment is given to the spirituality, intuition, complex 
recursion, and interpenetrative dynamics of dialectics (yet avoiding the fundamentalisation of myth); and 
(e) the subtle dialectics of text is acknowledged (yet allowing for its enactment to be panoramic). 
25 E.g. the question, “is it a real theory?” and comment, “it’s just a story” come from such an either/or 
perspective. Yet, that is not (necessarily) to say that what is left is an indistinguishable blurring: that 
conclusion would, too, come from an either/or perspective.  
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These two strands—namely, those aspects of postformal thinking that I am foregrounding, 
and those aspects of integral theory that I am foregrounding—result in the following sections in 
this article:  

 
- Thinking Contextually about Integral Theory 

o Sharing Schelling: A Genealogy of Postmodernisms—reporting on a genealogy 
which links integral and postmodern philosophical tendencies via Schelling as 
bifurcation point; 

o An Ecology of Integrals—identifying a conceptual ecology of integral constituted 
by six genealogical threads, among which there are commonalities and 
contestabilities; 

- Thinking Dialectically about Integral Theory  
o Deepening Vision-Logic—identifying dialectical operations in the concept of 

vision-logic, then developing this perspective; 
o Contra-Indications of Construction—exploring considerations which run counter 

to the formal default integral perspective regarding (re)construction and 
deconstruction; 

- Thinking Critically about Integral Theory 
o Boomeritis: An (un)Critical Americanitis?—raising a question concerning the 

significance of cultural type—or marked national idiosyncrasy—in relation to 
postmodernism; 

- Thinking Complexly about Integral Theory 
o Nanotextology (A Recursion of Content)—exploring a recursion of the theoretic 

component of “content” as related to (an interpretation of) a particular 
poststructuralist understanding of “style”; and 

o Holonomic Nonduality (A Dialectical Recursion)—exploring a recursion of 
nonduality (including the possible connection between this and a recursive 
dialectical template). 

 
Thinking Contextually About Integral Theory 

 
It’s turtles all the way down (Wilber, 1995, p. 35). 

 
Space and time—and metaphorical resonances of space and time—can be used as loci to 

extend theoretic contextualisations.  
Temporalising of the past can be extended in a linear fashion (already evident in integral 

theory’s apt consideration of pre-history, for example). Past times can also be more richly or 
adequately understood by adopting a genealogical approach (incorporating a bifurcating structure 
derived from non-Euclidean complexity theory). Possible futures26 can also be extended in a 
linear fashion (surfacing the ethics of long-term thinking: due speculative consideration of 
medium-term, long-term, far and distant futures). And correspondingly, possible future time can 
be regarded genealogically via conceptualisations regarding the bifurcation of future scenarios. 
Present time can be conceptually extended through spatial metaphors, via, for instance, the 

                                                 
26 I draw attention here to the academic field of future studies. As excellent introductions, see, for 
example, Richard A. Slaughter (2005) and Sohail Inayatullah (2007). 
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postformal construct of conceptual ecology—a construct which not only enables the dialogical 
consciousness of holarchical conceptual space, but also local temporality and the metaphorical 
resonances of organicity and life.  

In the first of two sections, a genealogy is described which philosophically links the integral 
quest and the postmodern quest as two complementary branches. In the second section, a 
conceptual ecology is identified which contextualises different interpretations of integral. A 
particular relationship is then chosen to exemplify a pertinent contestability: that between the 
integrals of Wilber and Gebser. 

 
Sharing Schelling: A Genealogy of Postmodernisms 

 
A starting place to view a less adversarial relationship between integral and postmodern than 

that connoted by Wilber and some members of the integral community, is to consider their 
shared genealogy. Philosopher Arran Gare (2002) has done just that. He presents the following 
picture: As scientific materialism began to increase in societal power in late 18th Century Europe, 
a “postmodern” countertradition arose in the footsteps of Giambattista Vico and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau. Johann Herder led the way, identifying: suffering caused by abstractions; the need for 
self-realisation; an appreciation of cultural plurality; the importance of the particular, the 
sensory, the active; and a purposeful nature. This thread led—via Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe—to Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling. Like Rudolf Steiner, Wilber (1995),  and 
Jennifer Gidley (in press), Gare identifies Schelling as an inspiration, and a pivot in history. He 
highlights Schelling’s dialectical method and also his understanding of that, that we are: an 
“unprethinkable Being” which precedes all thought and is presupposed by it. Gare then identifies 
a historical bifurcation stemming from Schelling. One branch leads to the poststructuralists 
(“poststructuralist postmodernism”), the other to a high-order quest for coherence 
(“cosmological postmodernism”).27

In addition to the dialectical nature of the philosophy that lies at the root of the two branches, 
the branches themselves can be seen as a dialectic between Schelling’s alignment with Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel on the one hand, and his critique of Hegel, on the other. 

The branch that proceeds from Schelling’s critique of Hegel includes Friedrich Wilhelm 
Neitzsche, Martin Heidegger, Michel Foucault (largely influenced by Neitzsche), Jacques 
Derrida (largely influenced by Heidegger) and Gilles Deleuze (who retains more influence from 
Schelling than the others). Somewhat resonant with Roland Benedikter’s (2005) seminal work on 
postmodern spirituality, Gare proffers that, “poststructuralists require Schelling’s earlier 
philosophy or developments of it to sustain their arguments” (Gare, 2002). 

The branch which is more aligned to Hegel leads to Henri Bergson and Alfred North 
Whitehead via Charles Peirce and also via Karl Ernst Von Baer’s evolutionary theory of nature. 
Gare identifies this thread as a high-order quest for coherence. Such a quest for coherence is 
surely central for any integral theory. But surely a greater integral quest would be to attempt to 
respectfully honour both branches? Although the branches may seem somewhat 
incommensurable from a formal perspective, a postformal perspective on integral might better 
facilitate such a quest. But what is integral? A postformal approach to answering that question 

                                                 
27 Consideration might be given here regarding the nature of the relationship between Gare’s genealogy 
and Wilber’s (1995) bifurcation of post-Enlightenment as “Ego” and “Eco.” 
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might well address the conceptual ecology among different (connected and contested) uses and 
interpretations of the word. 

 
An Ecology of Integrals28

 
Integral—meaning, “of or pertaining to a whole”—entered the English vocabulary from the 

Latin, integer (via the French, intégral) in 1471. In terms of integral theory and correspondent 
developments, Sri Aurobindo Ghose (1914/1960) used the term to describe a type of knowledge 
or yoga, as published in The Life Divine. Unaware of Aurobindo’s usage, Jean Gebser 
(1949/1985, p. xxix) began using the term (as a conjunct to aperspectival) in 1940, culminating 
in its usage in The Ever-Present Origin in 1949.29 Meanwhile, Haridas Chaudhuri carried the 
term through from Aurobindo and founded the California Institute of Integral Studies (C.I.I.S) 
(n.d.) in 1968. Michael Murphy also brought through Aurobindo’s integral theory when he co-
founded the Esalen Institute30 (2005) in 1962. He has since adopted the term integral with 
George Leonard, in their Integral Transformative Practice (2007). The most popular(ist) integral 
theorist—Ken Wilber (1997, 2000a, 2000c)—had started using the term by 1997 to describe both 
his own writing,31 and thence his institutional frameworks, such as the Integral Institute (2007) 
including Integral Naked.32 Global-outreach tertiary institute, Pacific Integral (n.d.), was founded 
in reference to this genealogical branch, as well as to William Torbert’s work.33 Wilber’s 
genealogical branch entered futures studies via Richard Slaughter (1998). Ervin László (2004) 
started foregrounding the term in relation to integral science in 2003,  competitively using with 
the same turn of phrase as Wilber—An Integral Theory of Everything—in 2004.  Global 
philosopher Ashok Gangadean (2006a) incorporates László’s work among others, to form his 
own dialogical integral approach. Gidley acknowledges Gangadean as part of her quest to 
“integrate the integrals,” notably an exploration of connections between Gebser, Wilber and 
Rudolf Steiner, the latter of whom she identifies as an integral pioneer (Gidley & Hampson, 
2005). Meanwhile, others have furthered representations of C.I.I.S.’s mission, including Robert 
McDermott, Richard Tarnas (see, for example, 1991), and Jorge Ferrer, the latter of whom has 
identified a participatory integral approach along with Marina Romero and Ramon Albareda 
(Ferrer et al., 2005), directors of Estel, a centre for personal growth and integral studies in 
Barcelona (Albareda, n.d.). In addition, William Irwin Thompson (2003)—whilst acknowledging 
Aurobindo and Steiner—has, for some decades, been running with Gebser’s interpretation to 
foreground a certain artistry: integral performances that seek to generate new horizons; such 
alignment with creativity parallels both Bernie Neville’s (1989) Gebserian and archetypal 

                                                 
28 As integral can be contextualised within “an ecology of integrals,” so an ecology of integrals can itself 
be contextualized within “an ecology of related terms.”  
29 Alan Combs (2005) comments that it remains unclear as to the degree of influence Aurobindo had on 
Gebser, remarking, “the  whole affaire of Eastern influences in Gebser’s thought would be an  excellent 
topic for an investigation” (§ The Inner and The Outer, ¶ 8). 
30 Beck and Cowan (1996) address Esalen as Green vMeme. 
31 The original edition of Sex, Ecology, Spirituality (1995) does not have an entry for “integral” or 
“integral …” in its 33-page index, whilst the second edition (1995/2000) does. 
32 To date, the nascent Integral University (2007) has not yet emerged. 
33 Also see below regarding Cook-Greuter’s ego developmental model. 
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educational approach, and, substantively, Alfonso Montuori’s (1997) interpretation of integral as 
a form of disciplined improvisation, via the generative metaphor of jazz.34  

From this particular ecological perspective,35 there are six intertwined genealogical branches 
of integral: those aligned with Aurobindo, Gebser, Wilber, Gangadean, László and Steiner (in 
respective chronological order of first usage36), among which there are varying degrees of 
commonality and contestation in various dimensions.37 As such, we may regard the above as an 
outline of some “semiotic attractors” within a (necessarily complex and dynamic) hermeneutic 
ecosystem.38

Picking up one such inter-branch contestation, let’s turn to the relationship between the 
integrals of Wilber and Gebser. Thompson (1996) foregrounds a difference between the two in 
relation to Gebser’s “grand” European sensibility and loving attention to detail. Bonnitta Roy 

                                                 
34 Further—in addition to the integrally-oriented ReVision (co-founded by Wilber)—there has recently 
been an upsurge in integral journals—including Kosmos (2001), The Journal of Conscious Evolution 
(2005), Integral Review (2005), and AQAL (2006); there has also been the Gebser Society’s Integrative 
Explorations Journal (currently not in print). 
35 Different perspectives are, of course, possible. For instance, although he doesn’t mention Gebser or 
Steiner, Daniel Gustav Anderson (2006) gives an alternate perspective that, “integral theory…remains 
Aurobindian from tip to toe inclusive of thinkers as diverse as Wilber and Thompson” (p. 63, n. 3). This 
can be seen to signify an ecology stemming from one root. Other perspectives might dispute inclusion 
and/or exclusion of various branches for various reasons (see following footnote, for example). 
Furthermore, I am not claiming this sketch is comprehensive, but rather, a reasonable point of departure. 
Every framework inevitably comes with a bias, and I apologise to any authors who may feel 
underrepresented by identifying / constructing this particular genealogy. 
36 Noting that the Steiner branch is via the conduit of Gidley. 
37 Most contestations occur in relation to Wilber’s genealogical branch. Possible causes for this include 
(a) the power base of each branch (see Appendix C), and (b) Wilber’s competitiveness over the term, 
integral. For example, the website for Wilber’s Integral University (2007) advertises itself with the 
tagline, “the world’s first integral learning community.” Apart from the tense-related misnomer regarding 
the fact that it is not yet in operation, such a claim has the quality of being decidedly competitive with 
regard to the term, integral, in relation to the ecology of interpretative uses of the term as described in this 
article. Specifically, Sri Aurobindo’s thread was established first, Gebser’s second and Wilber’s third. 
C.I.I.S was founded in relation to Sri Aurobindo’s integral (and this relationship has been in continual—if 
varying—reference to this thread ever since (Wexler, 2005). It would also be difficult not to interpret 
C.I.I.S., at least in part, as a “learning community.” In this way, it could readily be argued that C.I.I.S. 
was the world’s first integral learning community. Two questions arise here: (a) In what specific ways has 
Wilber (or The Integral University) honoured this understanding concerning C.I.I.S.’s Aurobindian—and 
thus integral—heritage? and, (b) Given the central utilisation of Aurobindo by AQAL, in what specific 
ways has Wilber (or The Integral University) detailed a differentiation between C.I.I.S.’s interpretive use 
of Aurobindo and his own interpretive use of Aurobindo to the extent that he can justify unilateral 
interpretative usage of the term, integral, in the manner described here? Also—although associated 
primarily with Wilber’s integral thread with regard to interpretive usage of integral—a further question 
could be asked with regard to the already-existent integral learning community at Pacific Integral: 
namely, Would they regard themselves primarily as being part of Integral University’s learning 
community to the extent that I.U.’s claim is understood as congruent with their own sense of identity? 
Such are some of the power relations (AQAL lower right quadrant identifications) regarding the term or 
meme, integral. For further discussion on the current status of integral, I would recommend Cowan and 
Todorovic (2006).   
38 I note that, through publication of this article, I myself am participating in this ecosystem. 
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(2006a) adds to this line of reasoning. She makes the point that codification / categorisation, such 
as is dominant in AQAL, is a mental-perspectival (rational / formal) operation, and that we need 
to move beyond this into thinking, experiencing, and expressing in aperspectival (integral) ways:  

 
Jean Gebser points out a critical distinction between the Rational Level tendency to codify 
perspectives, that is to arrange any number of perspectives according to their relations in 
systematic terms (aka, making maps) and the Integral Level which goes beyond the 
mapping of perspectives, beyond even the making of perspectives, into thinking and 
experiencing in a-perspectival ways (p. 28).  

 
Yet, reminiscent of Wilber’s transcend-and-include, such “going beyond” still has to include the 
mental-perspectival structure of consciousness. But such inclusion can only take place when the 
structure—Rationality, in this case—has been mastered and given its rightful place, no more, no 
less—as Gebser (1949/1985) elucidates: “The various structures [of consciousness] which 
constitute [us] must…become transparent and conscious to [us]” (p. 99) and that we need to, 
 

master the deficient components by [our] insight so that [we] acquire the degree of 
maturity and equilibrium necessary for any concretion. Only those components that are in 
this way themselves balanced, matured, and mastered concretions can effect an integration 
(p. 99). 

 
Notably here, in order to “effect an integration,” Gebser refers to three necessary qualities in 
regard to the other structures of consciousness (such as the mental/rational structure), namely: 
insight, maturity and balance. I posit that each of these can be fruitfully regarded as conceptual 
portals (linking philosophical and psychological dimensions) which can facilitate integral modes 
of engagement—thus linking Gebser’s integral theory with Ferrer et al.’s participatory integral 
theory mentioned above. Moreover, insight, maturity and balance point to (or, perhaps, can be 
encapsulated as) the art of integrality. As Roy indicates, integration needs to be well-crafted: it 
needs to be artful; artful with a capital A.  

A question regarding the art of crafting—or the craftiness of artistic licence, perhaps—arises 
when Wilber’s mapping of Gebser’s structures of consciousness is addressed, specifically in 
relation to the detail of the liminal territory between the modern/mental/rational structure and the 
integral one—the general area constituted by Wilber’s (2006b) Orange, Green, and Teal (a.k.a. 
Yellow) vMemes,39 “waves” or levels. This conceptual terrain is critical in that it potentially 
constitutes the transition between where we are now—the modern/rational/formal 
world(view)40—and where we (presumably) want to go—namely, the integral world(view); and 

                                                 
39 After Beck and Cowan parted company, Beck and Wilber developed Spiral Dynamics Integral for 
several years. Wilber’s reference to the “yellow meme” dates back to this period—a period Wilber refers 
to as “Wilber IV” (see Kazlev, 2007). After Beck and Wilber parted company, Wilber adopted his own 
coloured developmental level system based on the rainbow spectrum (thus negating the interwoven, 
DNA-like, Caduceus-like helix of cool and warm colours—the spiral in Spiral Dynamics—and instead 
established a straight rainbow-based topology). In this, some colours have stayed the same (e.g., Orange 
and Green); others have changed (e.g., Yellow has become Teal).  
40 Of course, as Wilber (2000c) clearly indicates, where we are now is a very complex territory 
comprising the entire spectrum of socio-cultural developmental levels, variously manifesting across the 
globe. For instance, he places 40% of “the population” at the mythic level (having 30% of the power), and 
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so it behoves me, as an explorer of this terrain to describe the following. When Wilber refers to 
Gebser’s model, he often correctly identifies Gebser’s structures of consciousnes. However, at 
other times, especially when he refers to Gebser in a context of other authors, and also notably in 
his more recent work, his text and charts are often substantively misleading41 (if one wishes to 
explore the particular territory rather than operate at the level of “orienting generalisations”42). 
Consider the following indicative statement: 

 
Jean Gebser [amongst others]…believe[s] that the general waves of evolution or 
unfoldment have included  archaic, magic-tribal, mythic-traditional, modern-rational, 
postmodern-pluralistic—all of which together are often called "first-tier" waves—and  
integral-aperspectival—which is often called "second tier" (Wilber, 2006a, p. 5, emphasis 
in original).43

 
This statement is incorrect. Gebser has not posited a postmodern-pluralistic stage. 

Unfortunately, Wilber reinforces this error in various charts and tables frequently propagated at 
face value by a significant proportion of the integral community. In an iconically glossy insert in 
Integral Spirituality (Wilber, 2006b, between pp. 68-69) for example, he identifies Gebser’s 
“pluralistic” stage as corresponding with the Wilberian Green vMeme. In an exacerbation of the 
situation, he also associates Gebser with a “super-integral” developmental level. Such errors also 
occur in the Wilber-Combs Lattice, a key feature in Wilber’s latest work (2006b, p. 90). Gebser 
only elucidated five structures: archaic, magic, mythic, mental and integral. No postmodern 
pluralism, no “super” marked-up44  integral. Gebser’s understanding instead is that the integral 

                                                                                                                                                             
30% of “the population” at rational-formal (with 50% of the power) (pp. 9-10). Unfortunately, he does 
not specify what geographical territory is constituted by “the population,” nor does he specify how these 
figures were derived. 
41 This is a view shared by Matthew Dallman (2006), once art director for Wilber’s Integral Institute and 
researcher into the archetype of integral. From evidence in the integral community’s blogosphere and 
elsewhere, he is concerned about “the growth of superficial thinking about matters of the world. Contexts 
are smashed together and collapsed. Entire fields of thought are skimmed over” (Part III: Absurdities & 
Superficialities, ¶ 12). Evoking postformal languaging as identified by developmental psychologist, 
Susanne Cook-Greuter, he says that “worldview” understanding requires cognitive depth and nuance; “in 
Gebser, worldviews are poetic, not scientific” (Dallman, 2006, Part III: Absurdities & Superficialities, ¶ 
12).  
42 This is the neologistic term given by Wilber (1995, pp. viii-ix) to refer to his “broad brush stroke” 
theoretical approach. 
43 The use of the phrase, “often called,” is disingenuous in that (a) the terms were coined by Beck and 
Cowan, yet Wilber but does refer to Beck and Cowan in this text as part of his list of “leading theorists of 
consciousness evolution.” Indeed, there has been a substantive change from Wilber IV—e.g., (Wilber, 
2000c)—to Wilber V—e.g., (Wilber, 2006b)—with regard to Beck and Cowan and their Spiral Dynamics 
in that, for example, AQAL no longer identifies developmental levels via the coloured vMemes of Spiral 
Dynamics; (b) Other than Spiral Dynamics, the only substantive referential point of the use of these terms 
is Wilber himself. But on what empirical research is Wilber now using these terms if he is distancing 
himself from the research of Spiral Dynamics? Alternatively, what legitimate justification might he have 
for disavowing Spiral Dynamics with regard to their research on vMemes yet still utilise that part of their 
research which distinguishes between two genera of vMemes? 
44 Or super-marketed! (see below for discussion concerning Wilber and the Orange vMeme) 
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structure follows on, as it were, directly from the mental-perspectival (modern) one45 and that it 
has various unique attributes or characteristics which infer a “translucence” of—a certain 
(re)opening up to—previous structures rather than the theoretic construction of further stages 
beyond integral. (See Appendix A for further discussion).  

An associated contestation between the genealogical branches of Gebser and Wilber’s 
integrals concerns the following. As noted above, Wilber often associates Gebser’s integral with 
his vision-logic, and he elsewhere differentiates vision-logic between early (relativist) and later 
(dialectical/integral)46—a differentiation which has been identified in developmental 
psychological research, which Wilber references (2000a, pp. 21-22). Such research, however, 
does not carry a sufficiently unified voice for a call of “orienting generalization” to be 
legitimately made. There are substantive contestabilities. Piagetian commentator, Helena 
Marchand (2001), for instance, concludes from her review of the literature,  

 
The great diversity of theories, and of methodologies … presented by authors who 
postulate the existence of stages of development beyond the formal operations stage makes 
it difficult, if not impossible, to get a unified view of the characteristics of this level of 
thought (¶ 11). 

 
She also cites Labouvie-Vief (1992), for instance, as presenting an alternate theoretic topology of 
postformal cognition: “The term postformal may not imply a progression in formal complexity. 
Instead, it could mean that for some individuals, formal thinking forms a base from which 
thought branches out into more nonformal domains” (1992, p. 221, cited in Marchand, 2001, § 
What is the nature of postformal thought? ¶ 6).  Nevertheless, a significant theoretical thread 
shared by other researchers can indeed be characterised as a transition from relativist to 
dialectical stages, and it would indeed seem that there is validity in such identification. However, 
from a postformal point of view rather than an either/or one, this theoretic identification may 
represent only a partial perspective: this relativist dialectical construction is not an 
understanding shared by all researchers on postformal thought and may form part of a greater 
understanding rather than be necessarily—or prematurely—put into a competitive conceptual 
arena. My research of the current state of play indicates that, collectively-speaking, postformal 
terrain is still (stimulatingly) work-in-progress (Hampson, in preparation).  

However, even if we disregard such contestability, Gebser still cannot be legitimately used in 
this manner to support such a distinction in the socio-cultural (particularly lower left) AQAL 
quadrants regarding the status of postmodernism. As conversational openings, I see a number of 
options here. Either, (a) a convincingly detailed in-depth hermeneutic needs to be conducted 
between Gebser’s integral-aperspectival and Wilber’s theorizing of socio-cultural stages—this 
might involve, for instance, either (i) attempting to tease out a distinction between Green and 
Yellow (Teal) vMemes within Gebser’s integral-aperspectival structure, and/or (ii) attempting to 
tease out a distinction between Orange and Green vMemes within Gebser’s mental-rational 

                                                 
45 Via a complex process of decreasing “efficiency” in this structure as it overextends or intensifies via 
over-quantification—the ratio in rational leading to an undue rationing of consciousness—see, for 
example, (Gebser, 1949/1985, p. 95) 
46 With confusing contradiction, Wilber states, “I use ‘postformal’ both ways (as the first major stage 
beyond formop—namely, vision-logic, and as all levels beyond formop), as context will tell” (Wilber, 
2000a, p. 224, n. 14). In this statement, he denotes vision-logic solely with the Green vMeme and implies 
that vision-logic does not refer to subsequent vMemes, such as his “post-pluralistsic” integral. 
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structure; (b) an appropriate refinement of AQAL holon theory needs to occur, perhaps involving 
(i) identifying a relationship between Gebser’s understanding of deficiency and unbridled 
relativism, for example (although there would be substantive implications for the linear 
orderliness of Wilberian level identification here), or (ii) taking heed of Susanne Cook-Geuter’s, 
Stanislav Grof’s or Jenny Wade’s comments (outlined below) concerning the radical reflexivity 
arising from postconventional/integral development; (c) evidencing for this socio-cultural 
transition should no longer include Gebser but instead should newly establish this territory via 
other substantive reference (if such a reference were to be found); (d) Wilber’s conceptualization 
concerning the Green/Teal relationship should be abandoned; (e) a substantively pertinent 
critique should be given of my analysis; or (f) a “craftful” combination of the above! If (d) is 
identified, an alternative Wilberian concept, vision-logic, could be fruitfully used and developed. 
Such development could use dialectical operations—a postformal mode of reasoning that has 
even wider implications for integral theory than the deepening of vision-logic. It is this 
postformal perspective I will now address. 

 
Thinking Dialectically About Integral Theory 

 
Dialectical operations47 can be used to both deepen and problematise integral theory. The 

former can be achieved via the concept of vision-logic and the interpenetrative play of the 
visionary logic embedded within the term; whilst the latter can be achieved through 
counterpointing the default (conventional / formal, non-dialectical) view of the concept of 
construction with a dialectical view regarding the concept of deconstruction.  

 
Deepening Vision-Logic 

 
In contrast to Wilberian conceptualisations concerning the sharpness of distinction between 

postmodernism (as Wilberian Green vMeme) and integral (as Teal and beyond), vision-logic 
straddles the Wilberian postmodern/integral divide (2000a). Wilber comments that “signs of the 
emergence of vision-logic” would be constituted by “movements that would be ‘postrational’ or 
‘poststructural’ or ‘postmodern’ in the best sense” (1995/2000, pp. 195-196). The term brings 
together developmental psychology research on postformal, postconventional (but pre-
transpersonal) thought with corresponding socio-cultural perspectives, thus covering both 
individual (upper quadrants) and collective (lower quadrants) aspects of one holon.48  

Vision-logic is a neat term (in both senses) as it creatively embraces a number of postformal 
features simultaneously, evoking a “magic synthesis” (Wilber, 2000a, p. 259, n. 27). Gidley 
(2006) indicates that academic research often privileges logic over imaginative vision and 
consequently does not achieve such a “psychoactive” outcome. It’s perhaps also a 
quintessentially postformal term in that it is a neologism constituted by a dialectic between two 
contrasting formal concepts—vision and logic. It is thus variously analogous to William Stern’s 

                                                 
47 Wilber (2000a, p. 22) indicates that dialectics itself is an important characteristic of postformal thought. 
This view is supported by Helena Marchand (2001) who concludes that, “the dialectical and the relativist 
models stand out, because of the influence they exert on the bulk of the conceptualisations of postformal 
thought.” Benack and Basseches (1989), in line with Susanne Cook-Greuter (2002), Wilber and others, 
identify dialectical thinking as more advanced than relativist thinking. 
48 For Wilber’s interpretation of holon theory, see Wilber (1995). 
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(1938) unitas multiplex, Benedikter’s (2005) productive void, Goethe’s delicate empiricism 
(Seamon, 1998), Foucault’s (2003) epistemologico-political, Dewey’s (1919/2004) end-in-view, 
Bussey’s (2006) critical spirituality, Gangadean’s (1993) meditative reason, Steiner’s 
(1910/1983) spiritual science, and also, perhaps—in more condensed or expanded forms—to 
Derrida’s différance (as dialectic between difference and deference), Gebser’s (1949/1985) 
integral-aperspectival, Hafiz’s God in drag (1999) and Zhuangzi’s (n.d.) Transformation of 
Things (as exemplified by Zhuangzi’s dialectical narrative regarding a person’s dream that they 
were a butterfly, in question with an alternate understanding that the butterfly was dreaming the 
person). The term is inherently “unstable” from a formal perspective, but paradoxically 
generative and vitalising from a postformal perspective in that it can facilitate a spark of 
cognitive transformation in the reader if the context of the reader is such that the concept is 
sufficiently trusted and given space to internally reside, so to speak. Regarding the logic of 
“cognition” and the vision of “integration,” Wilber (2000a) refers to various researchers on 
postformal thought:  

 
Commons and Richards, Fischer, and Sinnott tend to emphasise the cognitive component 
of vision-logic (and often its extreme developments), while Basseches, Pascual-Leone, 
Labouvie-Vief, and Deirdre Kramer highlight more of its dialectical, visionary, integrative 
capacities. Arieti stressed that vision-logic is an integration of primary and secondary 
processes—fantasy and logic—and thus it can be very creative (p. 259, n. 27). 
 
In addition to the overall dialectic of the term, Wilber interestingly attributes dialectical 

thinking itself as belonging to one side of the term—the vision side. A complementary 
understanding would be that dialectics is a type of postformal logic and can therefore be found in 
the logic side of the term: such is the imaginative generativity of the term.  

Wilber (2000a) says that “vision-logic can be applied (as can most cognition) to any of the 
major levels (or realms) in any of the quadrants” (p. 261, n. 27). Applying vision-logic as a 
postformal lens upon itself (through visionary-rational extension), the following possibilities 
open up: 

 
Vision variously connotes, among other things, 
 
- Seeing as understanding 
- Visionary futures-thinking 
- Both the sharp focused detail of central vision, and the wide-angle, panoramic—“big 

picture”—soft focus of peripheral vision 
- Spatial literacy 
- Art 
- Sensory-perceptual phenomena 
- The differentiation of qualities 
- Imagination 
 
whist connotations of logic variously include, 
 
- Rationality 
- Reason, explanation 
- Correctness, rectitude, right 
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- Logos, The Word, words 
- Decision-making 
- Pattern, form 
- Formalism, formality 
- Mathematics: the “play” of quantities 
 
Additionally, from a more linguistically-oriented or creative postmodern angle, a 

characterisation might be to assign logic the role of Wilberian horizontal translation, the 
“flatland” of the plan view of ex-plan-ation; and, conversely, vision the role of Wilberian vertical 
transformation  by means of identifying the (Erotic49) creativity inherent in the image of imag-
ination (see Wilber, 1995, pp. 59-61). From this perspective, the neologism is metaphorically 
holonic which adds to its generativity. Meanwhile, from a dialectically-oriented mode of 
cognition, vision-logic can deepen into a plurality of vision-logics (a plurality still encompassed 
by the term as genus). This could include such domains as:  

 
- Visions and versions of different logics—including: 

o many-valued logics (Malinowski, 1993), including 
 fuzzy logic (Novák, 1989; Zadeh, Klir, & Yuan, 1996),50 and the related: 

fuzziology & social fuzziology (Dimitrov & Hodge, 2002), and vagueness 
(Williamson, 1994) 

o dialectical logic (Adorno, 1990; Ilyenkov, 1977); 
- The logic of different visions—the rectitude of plural imaginations51—including  

o (post)modern imaginations (Kearney, 1998) 
o the embodied imagination (Johnson, 1992) 
o the theoretic imagination (Weick, 1989) 
o the scientific imagination (Holton, 1998) 
o the geometrical imagination (Hilbert & Cohn-Vossen, 1952) 
o the sociological imagination (Mills, 1959/2000) 
o the philosophy of imagination (Warnock, 1976) 

 
In summary, beautifully situated in the liminal world of a generative, postformal flux gestured 

by a postmodern-integral dialectic, Wilber’s vision-logic is an inspiring neologism which can 
facilitate cognitive transformation. The above demonstration of such a constructive facilitation—
the production of a higher order of (integral) construction (or an intensification of resonance)—
has, however, involved a certain (postmodern) deconstruction of the term. The demonstration 
above can therefore be seen to exemplify possible interpenetrative dialectics between 
construction and deconstruction. 

 

                                                 
49 Referring to Wilber’s AQAL placement of Eros as Creative force of the Kosmos (1995, p. 69; also see 
pp. 338-341). 
50 In a somewhat reflexive move, I note that fuzzy logic—and thence (holonic) fuzziology (Dimitrov & 
Hodge, 2002)—could be useful for facilitating the justification of Wilber’s linguistic construct, orienting 
generalizations and other such “big picture” languaging inventions.  
51 The correctness of realising imaginations as valuable—inspired by, for instance, the transdisciplinary 
imagination (Gidley, 2001) 
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Contra-Indications of Construction 
 
From a postformal viewpoint, construction and deconstruction can dialectically interpenetrate 

each other in various ways. To explore this perspective, a formal or conventional view of the 
terms—that construction involves a putting together, and that deconstruction involves a taking 
apart—are taken as given and not further explored. Instead, this section explores contra-
possibilities or counter-intuitions.52

When we regard the terms, construction, reconstruction and deconstruction, what form of 
cognition are we using? From a pre-formal perspective we might feel a flood of emotive mythic 
resonances so that we conflate construction and reconstruction with salvation, and 
deconstruction with destruction. From a formal perspective, we might seek to carefully define 
exactly what the terms “actually” mean so that there is maximal differentiation; from the formal 
perspective, preformal conflations no longer apply, but construction and reconstruction still each 
stand in unequivocal semantic opposition to deconstruction. From a post-formal perspective, 
however, the situation may not (necessarily) be as clear-cut. A deeper understanding would 
beckon—one potentially calling upon any number of, or combination of, postformal approaches, 
epistemologies, ways of thinking and modes of expression, chosen (or happened on) by us to 
form a (non-relativist) “integrality.” Such postformal modes of reasoning include thinking 
complexly, creatively, reflexively, dialogically, ecologically, “embodiedly,” 
“constructivistically,” and dialectically. In the following discussion, dialectics is used as an 
overall structure, whilst attention is given to the constructed nature of language. A transcendence 
of a simplistic / formal / Orange perspective on deconstruction and (re)construction is thus 
effected. In so doing, particular texts from Wilber and Derrida—chosen for their contra-
indicative properties—are developmentally assessed to problematise the premise that Wilber’s 
(re)constructive approach is necessarily operating at a more mature developmental level than 
Derrida’s deconstructive approach. Firstly, an example is given indicating inappropriate 
destruction in the guise of reconstruction, as text from Wilber is analysed. Secondly, the 
constructiveness of deconstruction is demonstrated, as text from Derrida is analysed.53  

 
 
 

                                                 
52 A metaphor here would be to consider the harmonics of a musical tone: formal semantic qualities could 
be understood as the fundamental frequency of the note, whilst the postformal dialectical semantics could 
be viewed as the harmonic overtones. Lest such a metaphor be consequently taken to necessarily signify 
the superfluity of dialectical semantics with regard to overall “pitch of meaning” (as it were), due regard 
should be given to the possibility of substantive change of “pitch of meaning” caused by particular 
intensifications of “postformal timbre”—as would be exemplified by the pitch of a note on a wind 
instrument reaching a bifurcation point and suddenly changing by an octave—through the practice of 
“overblowing.” Another example would be feedback from an electric guitar. Perhaps analogous to an 
intensification of yin leading to sudden yang (or vice versa), the subtler characteristics of phenomena such 
as musical timbre or dialectical semantics should not be assumed to lack substantive power: details 
regarding integral theory have the potential not only to join up the dots, but also to create qualitatively 
novel surprises with regard to what emerges once the dots are joined up.  
53 The postformal approach I am employing is non-relativist in that substantive qualitative distinctions are 
made. 
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Destructive Reconstruction 
 
Wilber uses the term deconstructive postmodernism54 and strongly associates it with 

AQAL’s Green vMeme—described by Wilber as the green “meme,” “level,” “stage” or “wave,” 
alongside the similarly strong associations of pluralism and relativism.55 Wilber (2000a) 
confidently asserts that, 

 
the bright promise of a constructive postmodernity slid into a nihilistic deconstructive 
postmodernity when the pluralistic embrace turned into a rancid levelling of all qualitative 
distinctions. Postmodernity, attempting to escape flatland, often became its most vulgar 
champion (p. 160). 
 
In this vignette, constructive is the hero, one associated with bright, hopeful promise; whilst 

deconstructive is the villain, associated with nihilism, rancidity and vulgarity. On the “vulgar” 
side of postmodernity, he identifies two features: denial of depth and denial of qualitative 
distinctions. He evidences this via sole reference to two American novels: Ellis’ American 
Psycho and Gass’s The Tunnel—he presents no evidence from non-fictional sources and no 
evidence from the viewpoint of other nations. He goes on to say that, 

 
Constructive postmodernism…takes up the multiple contexts freed by pluralism, and then 
goes one step further and weaves them together into mutually interrelated networks. (…By 
whatever name, pluralistic relativism gives way to integral holism. See 
especially…Deirdre Kramer, Gisela Labouvie-Vief, Jan Sinnott, Don Beck, Clare Graves, 
Susanne Cook-Greuter, Kitchener and King, Blanchard-Fields, William Perry, and Cheryl 
Armon, among others) (2000a, p. 172).56

 
This “one step further” infers the holarchy (or non-dominatory hierarchy) of Wilberian theory, 

AQAL (1995, pp. 32-78), where constructive postmodernism is the next holarchical level after 
deconstructive postmodernism. But to what, exactly, is Wilber referring, when he uses the term, 
deconstructive postmodernism? Is he perhaps denying the possibility of depth in deconstruction? 
Is he “denying a qualitative distinction” between deconstruction and deconstructive 
postmodernism?  

To answer such questions, one might perhaps imagine that Wilber’s volume entitled, A 
Theory of Everything (2000c), would hold sufficiently adequate keys. In this, he associates the 
Green vMeme, inter alia, with Derrida,57 deconstruction,58 relativism, and the narcissism of—

                                                 
54 I will be not necessarily inferring the absolute lack of utility of the term, deconstructive 
postmodernism; I will rather be problematising its uncontextualised or unreflexive usage, and in so doing, 
attempt to raise pertinent awareness. 
55 Spiral Dynamics does not map Derrida, deconstruction, poststructuralism, postmodernism, nihilism, or 
pluralism or relativism (Beck & Cowan, 1996) in (or gravitating toward) the Green (or any other) 
vMeme. Therefore Wilber’s theoretic use of the Gravesian terms, first and second tier, cannot 
legitimately be used in AQAL (e.g., Wilber, 2006b, p. 90) to make connective inferences regarding 
pluralism, postmodernism, deconstruction, etc. 
56 The current article variously refers to most of the authors Wilber mentions here. 
57 This placement of Derrida (published in 2000) would seem to contradict an earlier discussion of 
Derrida by Wilber, in Sex Ecology Spirituality (1995, p. 601). This is a discussion, I further note, left 
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and regression in—“boomeritis.” Connecting deconstruction with boomeritis, we can observe the 
following—potentially revolutionary but unfortunately unsubstantiated—cultural criticism of 
this developmental level—the Wilberian Green vMeme:  

 
In green’s admirable attempt to go postconventional—it has often inadvertently embraced 
anything nonconventional, and this includes much that is frankly preconventional, 
regressive, and narcissistic. 
This strange mixture of very high postconventional memes with preconventional 
narcissistic memes is boomeritis. A typical result is that the sensitive self, honestly trying 
to help, excitedly exaggerates its own significance. It will possess the new paradigm, 
which heralds the greatest transformation in the history of the world; it will completely 
revolutionize society as we know it; it will revision everything that came before it; it will 
save the planet and save Gaia59 and save the Goddess; it will be the most extraordinary. …  
Well, and off we go on some of the negative aspects of the last three decades of boomer 
cultural studies. … Boomeritis has significantly tilted and prejudiced academic studies; it 
is behind much of the culture wars; it haunts almost every corner of the New Age; it drives 
many of the games of deconstruction and identity politics; it authors new paradigms daily 
(p. 27).  
 
What should be made of such heroic words which caution us against war, haunting, and 

games of deconstruction? A call, it would seem, for boomers to turn from The Dark Side and 
acquire Wilber’s Brave New Paradigm. Yet in such an admirable attempt to “go integral,” 
certain shadow questions arise: Has Wilber unwittingly embraced the preconventional 

                                                                                                                                                             
unrevised for the second edition of SES (2000). Here, Wilber says that, “Derrida is often called on to 
support the notion that there are no transcendental signifieds at all (only sliding chains of signifiers and 
endless cultural mediation). But this is a misreading of Derrida. …According to Derrida, the fact that we 
can translate languages to some significant degree means that there are genuine transcendental signifieds 
… even if all contexts are situated, a great number of contexts are similarly situated across cultures. 
‘Context’ does not automatically mean ‘relative’ or ‘incommensurable.’ It often means ‘common’…” 
(1995, pp. 601-602) In this, Wilber appears to infer that Derrida should not be mapped as a “relativist.” 
Wilber does not say in this discussion where Derrida should then be located. I have not found a reference 
where this apparent discrepancy is clarified. Notwithstanding discussion concerning the possible (though 
apparently unreflexive) postformal embrace of such a paradoxical position, this article will follow the 
particular subjectivity in Wilber that voices Derrida as a relativist, for these reasons: (a) this particular 
voice or stance of Wilber’s appears to be later thinking; (b) it is expressed in the more populist of the two 
books; (c) it is voiced near the beginning in the main body of text rather than as an endnote. 
58 I have not come across a discussion by Wilber differentiating “Derrida” from “deconstruction” in terms 
of AQAL mapping.  
59 Interestingly, Beck and Cowan (1996, p. 47) attribute James Lovelock’s ‘Gaia hypothesis’ to the 
Turquoise (highest level, second-tier) vMeme—two levels beyond Green. They also identify “Gandhi’s 
ideas of pluralistic harmony,” “theories of David Bohn [sic]” (see discussion below) and Wilber’s 
Spectrum of Consciousness each to Turquoise. (There is no reference to any other Wilber in this regard).  
The latter is an interesting choice given Wilber’s self-distancing from this work, coming as it does from 
the historical subjective identity he labels, Wilber I (the Romantic) (Kazlev, 2007). An implication here 
would be that Beck and Cowan might have a different theoretical perspective on what Wilber calls “Eco” 
or “Romantic,” and on “pluralistic harmony” and Bohmian theory, and instead attribute such qualities or 
approaches to the highest evaluation. 
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languaging of cowboys and indians?60 In what way is Wilber not claiming that AQAL will 
“revision everything that came before it”? and: In what way would the incongruence potentially 
identified here not significantly “tilt and prejudice” integral studies? Then again, perhaps this is 
not the most important part of the story. Regardless, an emotively stirring scene has been set 
regarding the paramount significance of what needs to transform: the Wilberian Green vMeme 
with its “games of deconstruction.”61  

Before such judgements are made, however, perhaps due regard should be given to empirical 
research concerning attitudes toward the Green vMeme. Natasha Todorovic’s (2002)62 careful 
research into relationships among the Spiral Dynamics vMemes unequivocally concludes that, “it 
is those with high Orange scores who reject Green most strongly,” (p. 3) whilst, “yellow accepts 
green more than any other system” (p. 3). A conversational opening here, then, might involve an 
assessment of the developmental value of the integral discourse—exemplified above—can be 
most adequately be seen to align with. It is worth noting the possibility of “vMeme 
colonisation.” (See Appendix A for further discussion). 

Such shadow-work would benefit us all, no doubt. In this regard, what is, might or should be 
the relationship between integral theory, shadow-work, dialectics and deconstruction? For that 
matter, qu'est-ce que la déconstruction? 

 
Constructive Deconstruction 

 
From a vernacular perspective, deconstruction63 and Derrida go together like two peas in a 

proverbial pod. To adopt something of a semi-formal approach as mentored by Wilber (Murray, 
2006),64 we might, in addition, also want to turn to that semi-formal of media, the Wikipedia, to 
get an ordinary-yet-informed perspective on the term.65 Wikipedia’s entry regarding 

                                                 
60 If such languaging can be theorized as part of a grand Magician’s art—the art of the Spiral (Dynamics) 
Wizard (able to call upon all vMemes), then why is the teaching of this art not enabled through patient 
and demonstratively reflexive visibility? 
61 Perhaps this is such a game? Am I authoring a “new paradigm”? Phone 012-3π45-6789 for YES and 
987-654π-3210 for NO. (N.B. “Extreme Postmodernists” can phone whatever number they like! whilst 
Reasonable Postmodernists can phone whatever number they like…within reason.) 
62 The referenced link (Todorovic 2002) requires a simple membership procedure. For access, follow: 
http://www.spiraldynamics.org/  Articles  Advanced Resources  (registration)  “The Mean 
Green Hypothesis: Fact or Fiction?”Memes and vMemes in SD - the  confused language of Spiral 
Dynamics” 
63 My interest here is not in attempting to establish a formal answer through detailed research (even if that 
were possible, given the elusive nature of the concept) but in ascertaining what would be a reasonable 
assumption—on first blush. Derrida’s response to the question is given later. 
64 Tom Murray also says, “the integral community, taking Wilber's lead, has a propensity toward 
informalism, pragmatism, and popularism” (Murray, 2006, p. 9) and I would add to this: the languaging 
ensemble that is Wilber’s style is no doubt an important reference point for expressivity mode; however, 
due consideration should also be given to the languaging modes of other integral theorists, whose chosen 
styles of communication may offer additional integral insights and languaging-template openings. 
65 On the Wikipedia page for “deconstruction” (2007a), Derrida is the only person mentioned in the first 
paragraph and the only deconstructionist mentioned in the first two. Apart from eight other 
deconstructionists listed in paragraph three, we have to wait until the eighth paragraph before a 
deconstructionist other than Derrida is mentioned again. In total, Derrida’s name appears 73 times. The 
names of all other deconstructionists put together total 44. 
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deconstruction clearly indicates that it would be reasonable to assume that in the discursive 
realm in which Wilber mostly operates, deconstruction, first and foremost, refers to Derrida. And 
what is the object to which deconstruction directs its attention? Language. So, as an 
interpenetration of integral and postmodern, we might want to answer the following question: In 
what ways might languaging be mapped across structures of consciousness?  

An integrally-oriented developmental psychologist whose work specifically concerns 
language is Susanne Cook-Greuter (1990, 2000, 2002, 2007). She identifies the language 
habit—the way in which we confuse our experience with our conceptualisations of our 
experience. Somewhat inferring Commons and Richards’ Model Of Hierarchical Complexity, 
perhaps, she refers to Kegan, Basseches and herself regarding, “the fundamental language 
problem inherent in meaning making and scientific theorizing no matter how many systems are 
integrated and at what level of hierarchical complexity” (2000, p. 234).66 She identifies the 
following features of the language habit: 

 
- It is a universal for humans; 
- It is innate but needs modelling in early childhood to emerge; 
- It becomes unconscious once acquired; 
- “It bundles the flux of sensory input and inner experience into labelled concepts shared 

with one’s speech community”;  
- “It is so deeply ingrained that speakers of any given language are not aware of the reality 

construction imposed on them by their language”; 
- “It can become a barrier to further development if it remains unconscious, automatic and 

unexamined” (2000, p. 228).67  
 
As an opening for further research, a pertinent question arises here concerning possible 

relationships between Cook-Greuter’s identification of the language habit, her construct-aware 
developmental level (outlined below), constructivist theories, and the linguistic turn of 
postmodern philosophy, including Derrida’s déconstruction.  

Drawing upon her doctoral research, Cook-Greuter (2002) identifies numerous developmental 
stages of language habits as part of her model of ego development, and corresponds these to 
stages in the Action Logics of William Torbert’s Leadership Development Framework. She 
groups the stages according to the following four levels: preconventional, conventional, 
postconventional, and transpersonal. Our primary interest here concerns the postconventional 
level.68 In this, there are three stages. In ascending order of development, these are: 

                                                 
66 She goes on to say, “except for those who study the limits of language professionally, only individuals 
at the second level of postconventional differentiation seem to appreciate the magnitude of humanity’s 
automatic and unconscious dependence on the language habit for all aspects of living” (Cook-Greuter, 
2000, p. 234).  She does not make clear here whether “those who study the limits of language 
professionally” (Cook-Greuter, 2000, p. 234) are solely constituted by linguist specialists, or whether this 
term covers poststructuralist philosophers, and/or writers and poets, for example. 
67 Indeed, the following question is pertinent here: In what ways can one adequately examine language 
when the very tool one is using—language—is also the object under investigation? Perhaps, for instance, 
one needs to deconstruct as one goes—in a spirit of continual construct-awareness? 
68 It is worth also outlining here languaging characteristics from the two most developed of the 
conventional stages, as these bear relationship to the orthodox style expected of academic writing such as 
this very text, or regarding integral community discourse. The first is the self-conscious stage (aligned to 
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- The Individualist stage—aligned to Torbert’s Individualist;   
- The Autonomous stage—aligned to Torbert’s Strategist; 
- The Construct-aware stage—aligned to Torbert’s Magician (a.k.a. Alchemist or Clown). 
 
The Individualist stage she identifies as relativistic. She also relates this stage to 

deconstructive postmodernism, in which truth “can never be found. Everything is relative; there 
is no place to stand or judge from” (p. 21), whilst those at the Autonomous / Strategist stage “try 
to do justice to the complexity of life in their verbal expressions” (p. 26) and have “the capacity 
to see and accept paradox and tolerate ambiguity” (p. 24). Additionally, the shadow side of the 
self can be acknowledged to a greater degree and therefore a new integration and wholeness is 
possible” (p. 24); they walk the talk. Language clues include complex, flexible syntax, linguistic 
coherence, linguistic complexity. Lastly, at the most mature of these three postconventional 
stages, the Magician starts to realise “the absurdity or automatic limits of human map making in 
the representational domain” (p. 27); that, “all cognition is recognized as constructed” and there 
is the recognition of “paradoxes inherent in rational thought” (p. 27). And in terms of identifiable 
features, “the language of Magicians is often complex, vivid, authentic and playful…Magicians 
express a vast matrix of topics, concerns, questions, insights and commentary cleverly united 
into one complex sentence structure” (p. 31). 

Given this schema, and given the aforementioned primary understanding that deconstructive 
postmodernism refers to deconstruction and thence to Derrida, one would reasonably assume that 
Derrida’s languaging would be adequately mapped within the relativist, individualist stage. So, 
Is Derrida an Individualist? Is deconstruction merely relativist?69 In a discussion regarding a 
preference between two different language habits—Edmund Husserl’s perspectival univocity and 
James Joyce’s relativist equivocality—John Caputo (1997) reports that, 

 
Derrida is struck by the self-limitation of both ideas. For unbridled equivocality would 
breed such confusion that “the very text of its repetition” would be unintelligible, even as 
perfect univocity, were such a thing possible, would result only in paralysis and sterility… 

                                                                                                                                                             
Torbert’s Expert/Technician) (Cook-Greuter, 2002, pp. 15-16). Language habits at this stage indicate that 
the speaker regards themselves as “ultrarational”—that they have it all figured out. Value is place on the 
accumulation of facts. There is often a sense of superiority, of one-upmanship, often accompanied by a 
ridiculing or hostile tenor. The second (the one directly preceding postconventional stages) is the 
conscientious stage (aligned to Torbert’s Achiever) (pp. 16-20) Language habits at this stage include 
seriousness, earnest conviction, intellectual scepticism, recognition of complexity, ownership of 
responsibility, revealing “I” statements, an ability to listen and restate expressions without adding one’s 
own interpretation, asking questions such as “what does it feel like?”, suppression of one’s shadow 
through “positive” attitude, time-related terms have an emphasis on the local future and time 
effectiveness. Cook-Greuter comments that, at this stage, “formal operations are at their peak and 
rationality, progressivism, positivism and reductionism have their strongholds.” (p. 18) Summarising the 
conventional mindset, Cook-Greuter comments that its major limit “is the acceptance of facts and the 
external world as real and its blindness to the constructed nature of beliefs, especially the grand myth of 
conventional science. Although complex scientific analysis is applied, the underlying assumptions of any 
system are rarely questioned or made explicit. … knowledge, measurement and prediction are taken for 
granted as means to control nature, self and society” (p. 20). 
69 My judgement at this point is not to attempt to differentiate the gamut of Derrida’s text from a notion of 
Derrida’s déconstruction. 
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Deconstruction—as usual—situates itself in the distance between these two. It does not 
renounce the constitution of meaning and the transmission of scientific ideas…(p. 183). 
 
Caputo reports here that deconstruction is beyond equivocity, and so beyond pluralistic 

relativism. But what of Derrida’s (necessarily translated) languaging itself? Let’s consider 
Derrida’s (1987/1989) reading of Heidegger and the discourse surrounding Heidegger. In this, 
Derrida makes a judgement and takes a stand against something he identifies in the discourse. 
That certain something is a discrimination against Spirit: 

 
Is it not remarkable that this theme, spirit, occupying…a major and obvious place in this 
[genealogical] line of thought, should have been disinherited…No-one ever speaks of spirit 
in Heidegger. Not only this: even the anti-Heideggerian specialists take no interest in this 
thematics of spirit, not even to denounce it (pp. 3-4). 
 
Judging this to be unjust, he asks, “why this filtering out in the heritage, and this 

discrimination?” (p. 4). He goes on to decisively comment: “This preliminary work has not yet 
been systematically undertaken—to my knowledge, perhaps not even envisaged. Such a silence 
is not without significance” (p. 5). Derrida here is operating with/in a hierarchy of values—
favouring the value of work that is systematically undertaken over work which is not. Derrida 
then constructively elucidates three arguments concerning Heidegger’s avoidance of the term, 
spirit—arguments which give preference to certain perspectives over others. (pp. 4-6). 

Derrida’s comments here are therefore not coming from a relativist perspective. He is making 
value judgments in favour of a discussion of Spirit and against Heidegger’s inappropriate silence 
on the issue. Furthermore, deconstruction itself is clearly articulated as being beyond the 
relativism of unbridled equivocity: Derrida sees relativism as self-limiting, confusing, 
unintelligible. 

With regard to the following developmental stage, Cook-Greuter (2002) identifies “the 
capacity to…tolerate ambiguity” and “the capacity to see and accept paradox” as two features 
indicative of the Autonomous-Strategist (“constructive postmodern”) stage (p. 24). With regard 
to ambiguity, consider the following text from Derrida (1983/1985): “To deconstruct [is] a 
structuralist gesture… But it [is] also an antistructuralist gesture, and its fortune rests in part on 
this ambiguity” (p. 2). With regard to paradox, consider the following from Derrida: “All 
sentences of the type ‘deconstruction is X’ or ‘deconstruction is not X’ a priori miss the point, 
which is to say that they are at least false” (p. 4). These comments therefore align with70 Cook-
Greuter’s Autonomous-Strategist stage (at least). 

 Lastly, in consideration of the most mature of the postconventional stages (i.e. the stages 
under consideration here)—the construct-aware Magician—consider the Cook-Greuter 
identifiers of this stage—authenticity, vividness, playfulness and complexity—with regard to the 
following two Derridean (1997/2001) quotes—the first with particular regard to authenticity: 

 
In principle, there is no limit to forgiveness, no measure, no moderation, no “to what 
point?”… Forgiveness is often confounded, sometimes in a calculated fashion, with related 

                                                 
70 From a formal perspective, it could be stated that this paper will be employing Cook-Greuter’s model 
as a heuristic, as it will not be conducting the type of sentence completion analysis she used as part of her 
methodology. It will, nevertheless, be conducting hermeneutic sentence analysis. 
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themes: excuse, regret, amnesty, prescription, etc…[but] forgiveness must in principle 
remain heterogeneous and irreducible (p. 27). 
 

and the following single sentence with its complex structure: 
 
For if, as I believe, the concept of a crime against the humanity is the main charge of this 
self-accusation, of this repenting and this asking forgiveness; if, on the other hand, only a 
sacredness of the human can, in the last resort, justify this concept (nothing is worse, in 
this logic, than a crime against the humanity of man and against human rights); if this 
sacredness finds its meaning in the Abrahamic memory of the religions of the Book, and in 
a Jewish but above all Christian interpretation of the ‘neighbour’ or the ‘fellow man’; if, 
from this, the crime against humanity is a crime against what is most sacred in the living, 
and thus already against the divine in man, in God-made-man or man-made-God-by-God 
(the death of man and the death of God would here betray the same crime), then the 
‘globablisation’ of forgiveness resembles an immense scene of confession in progress, thus 
a virtually Christian convulsion-conversion-confession, a process of Christianisation which 
has no more need for the Christian church (pp. 30-31). 
 
Here, in addition to Derrida’s vividness of language regarding concerns and insights into 

matters spiritual—with a sense of appropriate wordplay—we can also see Cook-Greuter’s 
identification of the construct-aware Magician where “concerns, questions, insights and 
commentary cleverly united into one complex sentence structure.” A plausible hypothesis, then, 
would be to consider that these comments from Derrida centre around the perspective of The 
Magician—a level beyond Wilber’s Teal / Integral / “post-postmodern” / Yellow vMeme. 

In short, this evidence supports the hypothesis that the above text from Derrida is operating 
from the construct-aware stage. But what does Derrida (1983/1985) himself say about 
reconstruction? Is deconstruction negative? 

 
The undoing, decomposing, and desedimenting of structures…[is] not a negative 
operation. Rather than destroying, it [is] also necessary to understand how an "ensemble" 
[is] constituted and to reconstruct it to this end (p. 3). 
 
Derrida rationally differentiates deconstruction from destruction and indicates that 

deconstruction is a constructive activity. He also explicitly reflexes upon its subtle dialectical 
quality. His writing demonstrates a high level of developmental maturity, in which 
deconstruction is recognised and reflexively enacted in a post-relativist, dialectical, construct-
aware mode. Derrida and deconstruction are clearly something Other than that signified by 
Wilber in his use of the term, deconstructive postmodernism. 

 
Thinking Critically About Integral Theory 

 
So a question arises: What might account for such confusion between deconstruction and 

deconstructive postmodernism? Through attending this question, an anomaly stemming from 
Wilber’s universalising interpretation of the notion of deconstructive postmodernism can be seen 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW 4, 2007 



Hampson: Integral Re-Views Postmodernism 
 

136

to emerge, opening up a conversation concerning possible relationships between critical thinking 
and critical theory.71  

 
Boomeritis: An (un)Critical Americanitis? 

 
Let’s turn firstly to Derrida (1983/1985) for an insight into this question: “It is true that in 

certain circles (university or cultural, especially in the United States) the technical and 
methodological ‘metaphor’ that seems necessarily attached to the very word deconstruction has 
been able to seduce or lead astray” (p. 3). The suggestion here is that the U.S.A. constitutes a 
substantively special case of being “led astray” by the term. Referencing Curler (1982), Ben 
Agger (1991) continues that there is a distinction to be had—perhaps between Derrida’s 
déconstruction and a certain metaphorical use of the term, or perhaps between Derrida’s text and 
a “methodology” called deconstruction—and that this strongly affects the U.S.A.: “Literary 
critics prise out of Derrida a methodology of textual reading called deconstruction. This 
deconstructive method has spread like wildfire through American humanities departments” (p. 
112). Wilber (1995) develops this line of reasoning regarding deconstruction: 

 
Here was a “literary criticism” made to order for the tenured radicals of the sixties: haven’t 
the wits to build a building? No problem, just blow one up instead. Thousands of Ph.D. 
dissertations in deconstructionist themes were issued by American universities…  
Deconstruction as a movement never caught on in Germany or France or England (or 
anywhere else for that matter)…(pp. 721-722, n. 4). 
 
Here, Wilber emotively reinforces Derrida’s and Agger’s more qualified comments, asserting 

that deconstruction as a movement never caught on anywhere other than in the United States of 
America.72 He also seemingly implies that the sensibility of the cultural movement was 
sufficiently violent to warrant use of—shall we say—a weapon of metaphorical destruction—
namely, the metaphor of destroying a building by explosive detonation (rather than, say, 
carefully deconstructing the aforesaid building, should such demise be warranted).73 He 
furthermore implies that such destructive American deconstructionists were insufficiently 
intelligent to construct conceptual “buildings” or structures. An alternative understanding of 
deconstruction’s contribution is offered by integral commentator, Ray Harris (2004): 

 
The major function of green is to consciously deconstruct values in order to reconstruct 
them as freely agreed principles. Green is actually a very moral stage. It is orange that is 
the most amoral. It is orange that tends to unconsciously and destructively deconstruct – 
green arises to repair the damage (§ Misunderstanding postmodernism, ¶ 18). 
                                                 

71 And possibly neo-imperialism 
72 It is possible, of course, that Wilber meant “anywhere” in a non-literal, colloquial way—i.e. where he 
didn’t mean all places, just most places or all places mostly… or some variant.  It is also possible that his 
intention was for the reader to take such utterances “with a pinch of salt.” But if this were argued, how 
would the reader be able to distinguish between “serious” intent and “throw-away” comments? Would it 
depend on the maturity of the reader? Even if such comments were not believed, what (metaphorical) 
non-verbal communication might be taking place here? 
73 A forerunner to Derrida’s déconstruction was Heidegger’s “positive” Destruktion. Such a philosophical 
genealogy would beckon a yet finer distinction to be made than that being made here. 
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If this alternate understanding is true, then Wilber’s unevidenced text here could be seen as 
arising from the Orange vMeme, and could be interpreted as his substantive underappreciation of 
the Green vMeme. The idea that the Orange vMeme can be destructive in this way would be in 
keeping with Gare’s comment earlier concerning the destructive nature of modernity. Wilber, in 
turn, also substantively critiques modernity, yet his later writings do not foreground the 
destructive aspects of Orange in relation to those of Green (see Appendix A). A conversation 
opening here would be: How might we ascertain or evaluate such a distinction between modern-
mental-rational and inclusive-integral levels? 

 
American and Other Interpretations 

 
From a slightly different hermeneutic perspective, the following question arises: From 

whence does such violence emanate? Which AQAL quadrants are implicated here? Lower right 
power structures? Lower left cultural values? Upper right bodily urges? Wilber’s upper left 
subjectivity? or something tetra-arising? One interpretation is that Wilber appears to be referring 
to an event occurring in (his) lower left quadrant—in American cultural values.  

Interestingly, Ben Agger’s (1996) interpretation of the situation is both significantly 
convergent and significantly divergent from Wilber’s. In terms of agreement, Agger reinforces 
the hypothesis that there is something singularly wayward with America’s interpretation of 
postmodernism and deconstruction. In terms of difference, Agger suggests that, rather than being 
related to America’s excess of radical politics, it is actually American culture’s deficiency in 
radical politics that is the cause of wilful or careless “ignorance” regarding deconstruction: 

 
the American reception of postmodernism has tended to ignore postmodernism's stress on 
the linkage between discourse and democracy, a linkage that I contend is precisely the 
opening of Derrida's critique of western logocentrism to radical politics. Put differently, 
the American reception of postmodernism suppresses (or simply never learned) the social 
and intellectual history of French postmodern theory, which emerged out of the 1968 May 
Movement as a critique of Stalinist and orthodox-Marxist authoritarianism in preference 
for a radical micropolitics of everyday life (later to emerge as new social movements 
theory). Far from turning away from politics, people like Derrida and Foucault viewed 
their own philosophical work as intensely and obviously political, contributing to the 
heterodox French left project, especially in ways that embrace the feminist and gay/ lesbian 
movements (¶ 14). 
 
Could an adequate interpretation of this instance, then, be that the American nation-culture 

constitutes a “pathological” aberration among the plurality of global nation-cultures, in that it, 
substantially alone, has interpreted postmodernism as a form of destructive violence against the 
radical politics of an authentic democracy? a masculinist straight-jacketing of meaning—from, 
shall we say, French fries (delicately-sautéed postmoderne)—to 
McGiveMeGiveMeGiveMeU.S.NewNewsNewsweakNewspeakFreedomNowNow “Freedom” 
fries?—contributing to an exponential escalation of the prison population of concepts?74—a 
suppression of freedom in the name of freedom?  

                                                 
74 Reviewing the prison population in countries of the world, consider the following statistics (figures 
show prison populations per 100,000 inhabitants): England and Wales 148; Australia 125 ; Canada 107; 
Italy 104; Germany 94; France 85; Ireland 72; Norway 66; Japan 62; USA 737 (Walmsley, 2007). What 
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Perhaps not. Perhaps, conversely—as Benedikter (2005) indicates—the U.S., including 
Wilber’s sizable contribution, leads the world in new thinking—in integrating, specifically, 
“Pacific” or “Eastern” conceptualisations. There is certainly strong evidence that points this way, 
too. Then again, does it have to be either/or? It is surely not the intention of well-respected 
American authors to perpetuate neo-imperialist languaging; but, if Wilber’s comment is true, and 
if integral theory, developmental theory or socio-cultural theory seeks to speak from a global 
rather than a local (i.e., American) perspective—and to a global rather than a provincial (i.e., 
American) audience—then note might be made that the rest of the world might not have 
substantively partaken of such a cultural fad as deconstructive postmodernism—or, at least, 
might not have substantively partaken of a “vulgar” interpretation of postmodernism. It would 
seem that the theoretic transition from modern to integral needs to take into account the 
importance of different cultural types—specifically addressing the 242 of the 243 nation-cultures 
that are not the U.S. of A. (regardless of how many subcultures the U.S.A. includes).75 If 
cultural type or state can skew the normalised theoretic structure of cultural development to the 
extent indicated above, then such straight linear interpretations of AQAL’s default theoretic 
hierarchy of significance between levels of development and cultural type and state become 
problematic or untenable. Instead, a much subtler, more complex theoretic structure needs to be 
envisaged, where cultural variants (such as the identification of the AQAL state of neo-
imperialism regarding the current U.S.) can be seen to be a major player amongst integral 
elements—the AQAL ecology of types, states, lines, levels and quadrants / native perspectives.  

Another view on this would be to address pertinent (lower right quadrant) global power 
structures. Notwithstanding such considerations, dominant discourse from Wilber suggests that 
obstacles to embracing Integral Transformative Practice “are not found exclusively in boomers 
or in Americans. Pluralistic relativism is a universally available wave of consciousness 
unfolding…” (2000c, p. 31). 

This statement could arguably be supported by non-American integral research and/or 
concerning non-American concerns, such as Olen Gunnlaugson’s (2004) research regarding 
“unhealthy” Green—and its moment of (potential) transformation—in a Swedish college.76 
And, indeed, a picture would seem to be emerging here that, regardless of first (Wikipedic or 
popular) impressions, an important distinction should be made between Derrida and 
deconstruction, in that the latter might have been appropriated (or somewhat forcibly prised out 
of Derrida—as Agger has intoned) by humanities departments both in the States—and 
elsewhere—to become something quite other than Derrida’s déconstruction.  

Nevertheless, even where this cultural stage is identified in other countries, it would still 
appear to be the case that the “virulent” memetic strain of postmodernism seemingly constituted 
by the term deconstructive postmodernism is found in the U.S. in an unusually high ratio. 
According to Wilberian theory, this would suggest that the Green vMeme is significantly more 
prevalent in the States than elsewhere. Yet, Wilber (2000c) indicates that Europe’s memetic 

                                                                                                                                                             
accounts for such a cultural discrepancy with regard to the US? What socio-cultural 
noospheric/languaging features might there be associated with such a difference? or, put another way: 
what Wilberian left-hand quadrant correspondences (both individual and cultural) might there be to these 
Wilberian right-hand quadrant phenomena (both socio-structurally and regarding the physical experiences 
of prison inmates?)  

75 Noting that this does not necessarily concern other features of postformal/postconventional 
development, whether in the US or elsewhere. 

76 Notwithstanding its subsequent malaise.  
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centre of gravity is more advanced than the U.S. and that it has a significantly stronger Green 
vMeme presence than in the U.S. (p. 119, fig. 6-2). But then, if this is so, why doesn’t Europe 
apparently suffer as much “boomeritis”? What might explain this anomaly, this inconsistency 
between the two features:  

 
1. The difference between Europe and The States with regard to the strength of the Green 

vMeme and  
2. The difference between Europe and The States with regard to the strength of the Green 

vMeme pathology of “boomeritis”?  
 
How much is deconstructive postmodernism a function of “boomeritis”? How much a 

question of American-itis? No doubt, a complex question. But, as the above discussion has 
perhaps indicated, integral theory might still have a way to go if it is to adequately align, 
resonate, or become congruent with the complexity of the world. We need to start thinking 
complexly about integral theory. 

 
Thinking Complexly About Integral Theory 

 
If Jean Gebser and Sri Aurobindo were alive today we might guess that they would see in 
the wondrous emergent properties of complex adaptive systems…an opening for the 
invisible. And perhaps the science of the future will validate such thinking, finding in the 
influences enfolded in the implicate order or the quantum vacuum field the infinitesimally 
tiny whispers that pivot us toward our personal and collective fates (Combs, 2005, §Gebser 
and Modern Science, ¶ 9). 
 
Both the butterfly effect of “pivotal whispers” and the “wonder” of complex adaptive systems 

can be theoretically encompassed by complexity theory. Perhaps if Jean Gebser and Sri 
Aurobindo were alive today, they might advance integral theory via complexity theory as an 
integral part of the artful science of the future, and not only validate such an opening into 
Mystery, but reflexively realize their participation in it through such theoretic evolution.  

The considerations explored in the context below follow a specific interpretation of 
complexity: that of complexity theory with specific reference to the complexity characteristic of 
(fractal) recursion.  

Recursion will first be applied in relation to the notion of substantive content, exploring the 
idea that qualities of conceptualization and textual style can be viewed as a theoretic recursion of 
larger “content parcels”; further, that this perspective can be facilitated by the ludic neologism, 
nanotextology, and that the substantive content of integral theory should be reflected at all (or 
most) fractal scales—an integral nanotextology. 

Secondly, a recursion of nonduality is considered, in which connections between nonduality, 
dialectics and deconstruction are gestured toward. Address is also given to the relationship 
between complexity theory and quantum theory via holonomy and David Bohm’s explicate and 
implicate orders.77

 

                                                 
77 For a scholarly critique on Wilber’s regard for David Bohm’s ideas (and thence for Jenny Wade’s), 

see Falk (2007).  
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Nanotextology (A Recursion of Content) 
 
Many authors within both integral and postmodern discourse attest to the need to 

substantively regard languaging. Consider the following, for instance. 
 
A critical poetics transcending both the empire of reason and the asylum of un-reason has 
`become an urgent concern…(Kearney, 1998, p. 9). 
 
No matter how seemingly insignificant, every rhetorical gesture of the text contributes to 
its overall meaning. How we arrange our footnotes, title our paper, describe our problem, 
establish the legitimacy of our topic through literature reviews, and use the gestures of 
quantitative method in presenting our results—all contribute to the overall sense of the text 
(Agger, 1991, p. 115). 
 
And following Whitehead’s call for the production of a diversity of metaphysical schemes, 

Arran Gare (2002) advocates for 
 
the development of new abstractions that will allow us to understand the immanent 
dynamics, intrinsic significance, and the diversity of processes participating in the creative 
becoming of the world, including ourselves. This is the condition not only for an effective 
opposition to the destructive imperatives of modernity. It is the condition for overcoming it 
(p. 50). 
 
Throughout his seminal work, The Ever Present Origin, integral theorist Jean Gebser 

(1949/1985) also refers to the impossibility of fully realising the integral structure of 
consciousness unless there is a close scrutiny of current concepts, attitudes and modes of 
thinking—languaging emanating from the mental (modern) structure. From such considerations 
as these, we can readily ascertain that in order to embody integral understanding, we need to be 
linguistically-aware. The formal semantic characterisations of the concepts, style and content, 
can evolve into a postformal conceptualisation which might not only view them as a dialectically 
interpenetrating pair, but also as in reference to different recursive scales of substantive “content 
transmission.” The alteration of “content chunks” might be the major communication 
conveyor—or “fundamental tone”—but the alteration of format, syntax and terminology can act 
as writing’s metaphorical non-verbal communication; and frequently, the “timbre” of such 
subtext may be such that the fundamental semantic message is substantively changed.78 (For 
instance, the hidden curriculum “timbre” of an education system might unwittingly dominate its 
purported “fundamental” mission, as per Gatto, 1992). And if, like Blake (1803/1960), one is 
able “to see a world in a grain of sand,” then one might be able to see an entire integral theory in 
just one word. Perhaps an integral micropsychology, an integral micropolitics; a linguistic 
recursion of integrality. 

Wilber’s thinking can be arguably seen to be primarily conveyed by means of a high-order 
manipulation of “chunks” of “content.”79 Plausibly the most stylistically complex he gets is 
when he expresses “non-dual realisation,” notably his use of spiritual paradox—when he intones, 

                                                 
78 See footnote 52 regarding the metaphor of harmonics. 
79 Content, as conventionally understood, can be seen as “chunks” whose interiors—e.g., semantics—
remain (apparently) undisturbed, unaltered. 
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for example: “Aware of color, you are colorless. Aware of time, you are timeless. Aware of 
form, you are formless.” The conscious employment of postformal paradox is also evident in 
Gebser’s (1949/1985) writing—such as that between clarity and complexity (a 
clarity~complexity80 dialectic81), as follows: 

 
Even where the measurements of contemporary methodologies are based primarily on 
quantitative criteria, they are all vitiated by the problem of the antithesis between 
"measure" and mass... Our method is not just a “measured” assessment, but above and 
beyond this an attempt at "diaphany" or rendering transparent (p. 7). 
 
The content involves an explanation concerning the need for transparency, for clarity. Yet the 

linguistic style is unorthodox in (at least) three ways: firstly, through the use of quotation-marked 
“measure”/”measured,” secondly, through reference to a dialectic between it and “mass,” and, 
thirdly, through use of the neologism, “diaphany.” A take on this apparent paradox is that it 
remains unresolvable within a mental-perspectival structure but becomes transparent, congruent, 
within an integral-aperspectival one. The quest or calling for those who seek to move beyond the 
conventional structure is surely to be able to use such textual startlement as a wake-up call rather 
than as a frustration. More is then said, however, concerning such transparency: 

 
Our concern is with a new reality—a reality functioning and effectual integrally, in which 
intensity and action, the effective and the effect co-exist; one where origin, by virtue of 
"presentiation," blossoms forth anew; and one in which the present is all-encompassing 
and entire. Integral reality is the world’s transparency, a perceiving of the world as truth: a 
mutually perceiving and imparting of truth of the world and of [us] and of all that 
transluces both (p. 7). 
 
This “explanation” does not appear, however, to be an explanation from the point of view of 

the mental-perspectival structure of consciousness—a “rational” mindset. It is rather, to my 
reading, an explanation from an integral-aperspectival one. We might wish to pause here and 
ponder on the etymology of explanation. It means, “to flatten out”—as in the flattening out of a 
three-dimensional object to a two-dimensional drawing. Not only is such an “explanation” a 
reduction from three dimensions to two, but it is a two dimensional explanation, a privileging of 
a “plan” or top-down view, in contrast to the different rendering offered by a side view, an 
“elevation” perspective. Questions arise: Is such a top-down view aligned with the false 
transcendence of a disembodied Cartesian thinker? and: What relationship might there be 
between a depth-revealing elevation and an integral-aperspectival structure of consciousness? A 
solution might seem to involve a resonance with Gebser’s use of a sphere as metaphor for 
integral consciousness. In particular, we should note his neologism, presentiation, and the 
unconventional syntax of the verbal configuration regarding translucent. The former is 
suggestive of “making something (fully) present” (rather than: absent; partially present; in the 
past or future; only apparently present…). It is also suggestive of presence, and presencing—a 
concept which is foregrounded and theoretically extended by Otto Scharmer (2000, 2005). The 
latter also aligns with the privileging of verbs over nouns (relative to “conventional” discourse) 

                                                 
80 The symbol “~” seems suitably suggestive of the interpenetrative qualities of complex dialectics 
81 Clarity and complexity are, of course, not antonyms, yet a fruitful dialectic can be identified between 
them in this context. This is an indication that dialectics, like most other valuable operations, is an art. 
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found in both poststructuralist and process (e.g., Whiteheadian) philosophies. Further elevated 
explanation, depth or diaphany concerning the complex clarity of integrality is perhaps offered 
when Gebser states, 

 
Whenever the linguistic structure is freed from the perspectival fixity without reverting to 
linguistic chaos, initial aperspectival, no-longer-rational but arational manifestations are 
visible. Where the stylistic inversion of rational syntax transforms the sentence…The 
achronon shines forth and its sustaining-in-truth presupposes that the rational is not just 
negated but overdetermined, whereby it necessarily foregoes its claim to exclusivity… The 
mental is reduced to its proper sphere of the conceptual, visible, palpable, and 
demonstrable, and can no longer function obtrusively, but must open the path, the leap 
towards verition... (pp. 503-504). 
 
Here, neologisms include: aperspectivality, overdetermination, achronon, and verition. The 

rational can only go so far and should not be overused but rather be appropriately used as part of 
communication at an integral level. It could be said that his neologism, verition, is a vertiginous 
turn on the conventional, mental structure’s verity—“being in accordance with reality.” One 
could further “note” that accordance—from accordare—literally means “being of one heart” 
(noting two semantic harmonics of being) whilst an aphesis of such accord is a musical “chord.” 
“Verition” might suggest we should not (merely) quest “truth,” but rather, a heartfelt accordion 
of truth. Habits of our heart, harmonics of our text, de-/re-constructed. Gebser’s words are 
beautiful but, to many, they are also dense and difficult. Yet, as Agger (1991) says of Derrida: 
“[he] would defend his own density by arguing that difficulty educates. He would also say that 
simplicity brings false clarity” (p. 114). Such are the dialectics of clarity. It would appear Gebser 
might very well agree with him. 

Another unorthodox languaging is that offered by integral-global philosopher, Ashok 
Gangadean (2002, 2006b). He distinguishes between two orders or “technologies” of perceiving, 
thinking, speaking, being: firstly, an egocentric one, and, secondly, an integral-holistic-dialogic 
one, and differentiates between these through novel typographical syntax. Namely, he uses 
“/…/” for egocentric languaging—as in /mind/—and “((…))” for dialogic-global-integral 
languaging—as in ((mind)). In this way, these textual marks can be used as a micro-integral 
transformative practice, a startling ((wake-up call)) to partake of an integral spirituality which 
can be identified in the ((logic)) of each ((word)). Moreover, Gangadean’s work explicitly 
connects integrality with urgent global concerns and spirituality, thus congruently aligning with 
worldcentric perspectives. 

There is no doubt a plethora of postformal-postconventional-postmodern-integral languaging 
options. But to generalise, one might say that we need tools for our Wilberian left hand quadrants 
as well-crafted and powerful as those currently in operation—and those being exponentially 
developed—for our Wilberian right hand quadrants. We urgently need the linguistic equivalent 
of nanotechnology: we need an integral nanotextology. An example of its use might be 
demonstrated through postformally exploring the semantic ecology among deconstruction, 
dialectics and nonduality. 
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Holonomic Nonduality (A Dialectical Recursion) 
 
In AQAL topology (for example, 1979/2001, pp. 126-144), nonduality occurs at the final 

stage of (individual) development. Wilber arrives at this understanding through addressing 
nondual spiritual traditions, notably Zen and Dzogchen.82 When he writes about the nondual, he 
tends to do so as the blossoming poetic culmination of much theoretic prose. This format thus 
mirrors somewhat the model of spiritual development he explicitly discusses. In this release from 
Wilber’s dominant style, the realisation he expresses is in paradoxical reference to the many 
developmental waves he otherwise discusses—namely, “there’s only one wave, and it’s 
everywhere” (1979/2001, p. 142). Further wisdom flows: “It is always already undone, you see, 
and always already over” (p. 345), and, apparently aligning somewhat to Eckhart Tolle’s (2001) 
The Power of Now: “There never was, nor will there ever be, any time other than Now. What 
appeared as that primal moving away from Now was really an original movement of Now” 
(Wilber, 2001b, p. 143). In this context, he is also aware of the limitations of formal theory: 
“Galaxies rush through your veins while the stars light up the neurons of your night and never 
again will you search for a mere theory of that which is actually your own Original face” 
(Wilber, 2000c, p. 141). 

This part of his writing has a substantially different quality to the rest of his theoretic writing, 
which generally has a less poetic, less paradoxical, more technical (and sometimes “polemic”) 
character. As such, his text displays something of a duality. And, although such a comment 
might appear to be insubstantive in that it refers to style rather than content, such a perspective, 
as we have seen, is not necessarily a postformal one. Moreover, a proposition I will be exploring 
below is that the theoretic conceptualisations concerning all stages prior to Wilber’s nondual are 
themselves generally embedded in a dualistic (Cartesian) template. Pertinently, I will explore the 
metaphoric value of this duality in positing that although Wilber addresses nonduality, his mode 
of theorising does not honour the potential contribution of nonduality. Moreover, I contend that 
this is because he has not fully actualised the import of postmodernism’s complexity theory—
notably the component of recursion, fractality, holonomy. 

But first, let’s turn to another type of discourse in which nonduality can be found: 
poststructuralist discourse. One could argue that Derrida’s address of the nondual binary of 
identity and the Other, for example, is central to déconstruction. The logistic structure of 
dialectics, also, can be seen as being based on a type of nondual premise. Wilberian theory 
sharply differentiates between final stage nonduality (individual enlightenment) and these other 
types of nonduality, which are mapped as forming part of the Wilberian Green vMeme—
relativistic postmodernism. But is such an absolute differentiation justified? 

One of the developmental psychologists Wilber has called upon to support his theory is Jenny 
Wade. But Wade’s (1996) theoretic understanding of nonduality is significantly different from 
Wilber’s. Referring to the holonomic paradigm of explicate and implicate orders—a central 
contribution of David Bohm to quantum theory—she states, 

 
The holonomic paradigm posits the existence of (at least) two dimensions of the same 
reality in a nondual whole—the material manifestation of energy as the explicate order, 
which is enfolded in, and emanates from, an implicate transparent order of pure energy, 

                                                 
82 A cautionary note, though, is given by Roy (2006b) when she concludes: “Wilber’s AQAL model does 
not contradict Dzogchen thought per se; but…Dzogchen cannot be fitted into its framework” (p. 119). 
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which is infinite and absolute. … Their conjunction is like the two “sides” of a Moebius 
ring… (p. 201). 
 
From this understanding, nonduality might not only be “found” at the final stage of individual 

development, but could permeate the whole integral model. And it would do so via a holonomic 
paradigm (holonomic signifying the generic conceptual template from which hologram is 
linguistically constructed). Holonomy can be seen to be in familial relationship with a non-
Euclidean geometric principle found in complexity theory—namely, recursion: the production of 
fractals. In this way, a type of nonduality could be theorized at any developmental level of 
integral theory, including postmodernism. This would open a way to exploring, among other 
things, the theoretic relationship between Derrida’s déconstruction and the spiritual 
deconstruction of the ego. Such a theoretic venture would resonate with the seminal work on 
postmodern spirituality by integral philosopher, Roland Benedikter (2005), in which the 
spirituality of poststructuralists—notably, Derrida, Deleuze, Feyerabend, Foucault, and Lyotard 
is identified, explored and valorised. 

Wade also elicits transpersonal researcher, Stanislav Grof (1985), as applying “holonomic 
metaphysics to developmental theory, beginning with a criticism of Wilber’s emphasis on 
linearity”—quoting Grof as saying, 

 
As much as I agree with [Wilber] in principle, the absoluteness of his statements seems to 
me too extreme. The psyche has a multidimensional, holographic nature, and using a linear 
model to describe it will produce distortions and inaccuracies. …  
My own observations suggest that, as consciousness evolution proceeds [from Authentic to 
Transcendent consciousness] and beyond, it does not follow a linear trajectory, but in a 
sense enfolds into itself (Grof, 1985, p. 137, cited in Wade, 1996, pp. 201-202). 
 
Grof seems to making two points here, both concerning holonomy. The first concerns “the 

absoluteness of…statements.”83 The second concerns the nature of consciousness evolution from 
and beyond Authentic consciousness.84 The latter understanding—that Authentic and post-
Authentic consciousness enfolds into itself—would specifically problematise Wilber’s theorizing 
of levels specifically for Green and beyond, whilst the former understanding—concerning the 
nature of statements—regards the linguistic fabric of theorizing: Wilber’s type of theorizing.  

The relevance of an integral nanotextology can be identified here.  Specifically, whilst from a 
formal perspective the issue of “theorizing type” may be regarded as being “merely style” and 
thus insubstantive, such simplicity is (most plausibly) untenable from a postformal perspective. 
Postformally speaking, the type of linguistic constructs employed—the particular qualities in 
statement construction—form part of the substantive “content.” Much poststructuralist discourse 
implicates the importance of such considerations; through the neologism nanotextology, I am 
attempting to bridge such consideration—formally seen as “style”—with more macro-
considerations—formally seen as “content”—via the developmental understanding that 
postformally, style and content are holonomically related and therefore both substantive—as, 

                                                 
83 And I note here that Grof appears to be implying that all of Wilber’s statements are too extreme, thus 
falling into something of an absolutist text 
84 Constituents of Wade’s (1996) Authentic stage include identification of the Other, the desire for 
personal growth, postformal operations, empathy, and respect for diversity (p. 169, Table 9)—features 
regarded elsewhere as postmodern or Green. See, for instance, Beck & Cowan (1996, p. 260-273). 
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shall we say, postformal content. Such a statement, however, is not necessarily to relativistically 
give such micro and macro postformal content modes equal address, but rather posit that there 
can be a theoretic framing regarding their connection (or communion) and their difference (or 
agency). Using nanotextology in this instance, the framing of concepts or statements as absolute 
could possibly be seen as a type of Blue vMeme (conformist, technicist or mythic) manoeuvre (a 
prioritisation of conceptual fundamentalism or conceptual technology) or as a type of Orange 
(formal) manoeuvre (a prioritisation of conceptual definition), in contrast to, say a post-Orange 
(postformal) manoeuvre (a prioritisation of conceptual ecology). 

From this postformal theorizing perspective, other features of Wilber’s theorising could be 
problematised. An example would be his framing of the “Pre/Trans Fallacy” (Wilber, 1980) 
which sharply distinguishes between the pre-formal and the post-formal. Here, the imperative to 
distinguish sharply and non-paradoxically can be seen as a pre-postformal manoeuvre. In 
contrast, from a subtler, postformal perspective, Stanislav Grof comments, “the distinction 
between pre- and trans- has a paradoxical nature; they are neither identical, nor are they 
completely different from each other” (1985, p. 137, cited in Wade, 1996, p. 202). Here, both 
conceptual agency (or difference) and conceptual communion (or mutual identity) are 
foregrounded.  

A framing that Wade uses in relation to either/or (pre-postformal) thinking is constituted by 
the metaphor of Newtonian physics: “Regression and transcendence are neither opposite nor the 
same, though they may appear to be in a Newtonian conceptualisation—and it may be useful to 
speak of them in those terms there” (p. 202). Elaborating on this, a developmental hierarchy of 
conceptual templates based on developments in physics can be imagined: using Einstein’s theory 
of relativity and then quantum mechanics as metaphorical templates for types of 
conceptualisation. Developmental psychologist Jan Sinnott (1998) has made such a move—at 
least in relation to Einstein. She compares his theory to postformal relativistic thought. Although 
Piagetian commentator Helena Marchand (2001) critiques Sinnott’s use of metaphor, I would 
contend that such a judgment emanates from a formal mindset which does not appreciate the 
theoretical significance of metaphor—such appreciation can be seen as coming from postformal 
understanding. The theoretical significance of metaphor is indicated, for example, by Alfred 
North Whitehead—a philosopher whose work sits at the very core of AQAL’s evolutionary 
theory (Hargens, 2001; Roy, 2006b, p. 123; Wilber, 1995, pp. 42, 49, 78).85 Arran Gare (2002) 
valorises Whitehead’s recognition of the primary role that metaphors play “in thought, language, 
philosophy, and science” (p. 48). The postformal understanding of the role metaphor plays in 
languaging, including that of theory, is substantively explored in the seminal work of Lakoff and 
Johnson (1980/2003; 1999). Their research, which has substantive implications for the sublation 
of formal thinking, convincingly demonstrates that, “the traditional view of metaphor is 
empirically false” (1999, p. 118) in that, “metaphorical thought is what makes abstract scientific 
theorizing possible” (p. 128). From a postformal perspective, metaphor is not mere linguistic 
ornamentation, but rather, is (varyingly) implicit in the very fabric of all communication. 

Given this, an apt metaphor for dialectical thinking might well be quantum theory86—
connoting an integrative-but-fluxing dialectic between wave and particle. But the window of 
possibilities here can be seen to extend beyond such physiospherical metaphors to biospherical 

                                                 
85 I am referring to Eros / Creativity as the universal “drive to integration” (or transcendence) here, and to 
holon theory. Gertrude Blanck and Rubin Blanck also make a central theoretical contribution.  
86 Sinnott (1998) does refer to quantum theory but does not make the particular distinction I am making 
here. 
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ones. Much fruitful research in this direction could seed new vital(ising) ideas, “living” concepts, 
“organic” templates.87 Jenny Wade can be seen to refer to such a postformal conceptual template 
in her discussion regarding the theorising of relationships between regression and transcendence 
or between the preformal and the postformal via a holonomic paradigm: 

 
The regression/non-regression argument is resolved because it is placed in the context of 
epistemology outside historical time. This creates a heterarchical conceptualisation of 
development employing both linear and nonlinear paradigms that alters the structure of 
developmental theories that purport to address these levels (Wade, 1996, p. 202, emphasis 
in original). 
 
Such a template based on complexity rather than duality could have incisive repercussions for 

AQAL. Consider, for example, the following constitutional AQAL point of departure:  
 
If the Kosmos is not holistic, not integral, not holonic—if it is a fragmented and jumbled 
affair, with no common context or linkings or joinings or communions—then fine, the 
world is a jumbled mess the various specialities take it to be. But if the world is holistic 
and holonic, then why do not more people see this? And why do many academic 
specialities actively deny it? If the world is whole, why do so many people see it as 
broken? And why, in a sense, is the world broken, fragmented, alienated, divided? (Wilber, 
2000c, p.41). 
 
Here, Wilber constructs two opposing camps: (a) the camp of fragments, jumble, mess, 

breakage, alienation, division; and (b) the camp of holism, integrality, holons, linkages, joinings, 
communions, wholeness. This construction is dualistic: no interpenetration between the two 
camps is allowed for. But why does it necessarily have to be either/or? A complex-aware 
theoretic template could embrace both camps. Through this, the world could be identified as: 
whole and jumbled, holonic and entangled, broken and linked—in varying ways. Differentiation 
could then be identified between contexts where Wilber’s general argument is valid and those 
contexts where it is not. For example, whilst a panoramic perspective might display the 
suitability of various AQAL orienting generalisations, a local (detailed) perspective—with its 
specific requirements—might even display the very inversion of these same generalisations. As 
an apt metaphor, consider the following. A traditional dance whose general advancement 
forward is constituted by the specific (“local” / detailed) algorithmic routine of one step back, 
two steps forward, is substantively constituted by both advancement and retreat—though at 
different recursive scales. From a macro (AQAL-like) perspective, the one step back 
phenomenon would appear as a messy datum interfering with the theoretic elegance of 

                                                 
87 Perhaps inspiring and/or apt metaphors regarding the potential significance of possible alteration of 
conceptual templates might include (a) Edgar Morin’s (1999/n.d.) principle regarding, “the mole that digs 
underground and transforms the substratum before anything is changed on the surface”; (b) Sohail 
Inayatullah’s Causal Layered Analysis where the myth / metaphor layer is seen to underpin the worldview 
layer which in turn underpins policy and litany layers respectively; (Sohail Inayatullah, 2000, 2004); and 
(c) the following: Imagine a vector applied near the circumference (“surface”) of a wheel; imagine an 
equivalent vector applied near the centre (“core”) of the wheel; even though each vector is similar to 
effect, the one applied nearer the centre of the wheel will effect a greater rotation of the wheel than the 
one applied nearer the circumference. 
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advancing forward; perhaps something even to be eliminated. Conversely, the substantive 
interest of a dance teacher with a dance student whom was only stepping forwards—failing to 
take a step back each time—would be to focus (perhaps repeatedly) on the instruction to go 
backwards. If this was a common problem, perhaps an academic might then assist in the matter 
through conducting a detailed investigation into the failure to go backwards among dance 
students. The whole context here would be the goodness inherent in going backwards, and the 
inappropriateness of moving forwards. In other contexts, however, Wilber’s thrust of argument 
would be highly pertinent. The issue is one of context and of recursive scale. An integral theory 
explicitly based on a complexity template could adequately accommodate such differentiation; 
an integral theory based on a non-complex or non-dialectical complex template could not so 
readily. Moreover, even where Wilber’s general argument is appropriate—as in the indication 
above that academia could benefit from less specialisation and more transdisciplinarity—
complex cross-currents can be identified. Wilber frequently derides Cultural Studies, for 
example, yet this young academic field has partly arisen via a similar evaluation to the one 
Wilber makes himself, namely, insufficient connectivity. Cultural Studies is transdisciplinary. 
And Integral Studies is transdisciplinary. Both are appearing to attempt to counter “traditional” 
academia’s tendency toward specialisation. There is no need for antipathy here.  

To summarise: Through embracing a complex-aware template,88 specific AQAL features can 
be problematised or deconstructed, constructively leading the way to higher orders of integration. 
Wilber’s (1980) Pre/Trans Fallacy, for example, can itself be seen as a (partial) fallacy in the 
way it is currently conceptualised. The implications of such postmodern theorising for integral 
theory in general and Wilberian theory in particular are wide-reaching. As Wade (1996) 
indicates: “The linearity inherent in evolutionary models is a contextual convenience” (p. 200).89 
Such an understanding might lead one to conclude that there is “no way out” from this 
poststructuralist statement to integral evolutionary theory. One might instead recognise, 
however, that the way to an integral evolutionary theory that moves beyond dualistic modes of 
theorising is through embracing the postformal modes of cognition found in postmodernism. In 
short, the way out is through. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
88 The interpretive stances constituted by such a template would most probably be in contrasted reference 
to the modern worldview which has extended and/or over-extended (a) the cosmological estrangement 
heralded by Copernicus and concretised by Newton, (b) the ontological estrangement initiated by 
Descartes, and (c) the epistemological estrangement instigated by Kant (see Tarnas, 1991, p. 416-422). 
Abstract theoretic mantras such as the yinyang-DNA-Ouroboros template elucidated by Clifford 
Matthews (2002, p. 220-226) could also be generative here.  
89 Such a statement concerning the inadequacy of linear models of development as a whole could be seen 
to be aligned to Grof’s comment above regarding the inapplicability of linear modelling beyond the 
Authentic stage if one considers that both can be true from the perspective, say, of different quadrants—
where Wade’s comment can be seen as a postformal left-hand quadrant understanding, and Grof’s as a 
postformal right-hand quadrant understanding—or perhaps of different levels, where Grof’s statement 
arises from a conventional level and Wade’s from a postconventional one. Another conversational 
opening, no doubt. 
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Conclusion 
 
The soul sings of the glory of God inasmuch as it follows its own folds, but without 
succeeding in entirely developing them, since ‘this communication stretches out 
indefinitely” (Deleuze, 1988/2006, p. 3). 
 
An integral re-viewing of the developmental wave of postmodernism can highlight the current 

undervaluation of thinking postformally. Postformal cognition can be enacted in relation to a 
variety of concerns and interests including integral theory itself. Integral theory thus contains the 
means to develop itself—a participatory autopoiesis. In this way, the manifold contributions that 
Wilber has offered to integral theory and its panoramic horizons can be enhanced and 
reconfigured. AQAL maps contextualism, dialectics, and complexity as postformal features. 
Integral theory could more reflexively enact such ways of reasoning. By more consciously 
participating in the ecology of postformal modalities—including thinking contextually, thinking 
dialectically, thinking critically and thinking complexly—AQAL could be reconfigured, and its 
metasystematic or crossparadigmatic geist could be appropriately furthered in service of the 
dialogic evolution of integral theory. This article has demonstrated a few uses of such postformal 
cognitive modes. Regard for all dimensions of embodiment and the metaphoric nature of 
theorising also need to be duly considered, whilst shadow-work can be fruitfully brought into the 
fabric of integral theory via the dialectics of deconstruction. Below is a concluding elucidation 
and possible futuring of these ideas—ends-in-view.  

 
Identification of problems 

 
In attempting to transcend postmodernism, Wilberian integral theory appears not to 

sufficiently include its contributions. AQAL’s current theoretic status of the Green vMeme and 
its relationship to post-Green conceptualisations is substantively problematic. It would appear 
this has led to the memetic propagation of myths concerning integrality. The following points 
can be made. 

 
1. From a vMemetic theoretic perspective, the Green vMeme (postmodernism and 

postformal thinking) is accepted most strongly by the subsequent Yellow (Teal / integral) 
vMeme and is rejected most strongly by the Orange vMeme (including modernism and 
formal thinking), and is also substantively rejected by the Blue vMeme (absolutist 
thinking). The mean green meme can most adequately be identified developmentally as an 
Orange vMeme perspective. Blue vMeme attitudes can also be associated with the mean 
green meme meme. 

2. Gebser does not posit a structure of consciousness between the current mental-
perspectival one and the emerging integral-aperspectival one; he does not identify a 
deconstructive postmodernism. He cannot therefore be legitimately used in service of 
AQAL theory in this regard. 

3. Uncontextualised association between relativism, deconstruction and Derrida is 
constituted by substantive mythic elements. Derrida and déconstruction can be 
legitimately identified as operating from an advanced developmental level. Derrida’s 
potential contribution to integral theory needs to be digested. The developmental maturity 
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and spirituality of postmodern philosophers such as Deleuze, Derrida and Lyotard need to 
be adequately addressed by integral theory.  

4. There is an anomaly in current integral theorising regarding, on the one hand, the strength 
of the Green vMeme in the U.S.A. in relation to Europe, and on the other, the strength of 
the pathology of the Green vMeme in the U.S.A in relation to Europe. This might be 
evidence of a more endemic theoretic problem. Nation-cultures need to be more 
adequately addressed. 

 
Summary of re-view 

 
Integral theory itself can be used to address these points, thus effecting an autopoiesis. 

Specifically, the way to a respectful and internally consistent integral approach can be seen as 
being through the myriad features postmodernism offers, not in substantive antipathy to it. Re-
viewing postmodernism from an integral perspective can enhance the adequacy of AQAL, 
leading to an integral theory which is more internally consistent and respectful. 

Whilst appropriately including many and various contexts and dimensions with regard to 
formal reasoning, postformal reasoning includes substantively different types of cognition to 
formal thought, including—thinking complexly, contextually, creatively, critically, dialectically, 
dialogically, ecologically, “embodiedly,” linguistically and reflexively. The reflexive enactment 
of such modalities may consequently alter the conceptual template—the very fabric—upon 
which integral theory is based. 

 
A forward view 

 
The primary intent in this article has been to open up particular conversations to further 

facilitate the appropriate evolution of integral theory. As such, the following could variously act 
as a guiding framework for further research. 

 
Toward an explicitly linguistically-aware integral theory 

 
A central feature of the postmodern developmental wave regards the significance of 

languaging. Integral theory should take this contribution to heart, deepening its enactment. 
Notably, reflexive embrace could be given to the following understandings concerning the 
languaging of theoretic narrative: 

 
a. Its constructed qualities.  

i. Research could be undertaken, for example, with regard to possible relationships 
between the poststructuralist “linguistic turn,” constructivism, and Cook-Greuter’s 
“construct-awareness.”  

ii. Developmental constructs and theoretic topologies could themselves be addressed 
through differentiating between the linguistic signifiers (such as “developmental 
wave”) and the underlying topology or theoretic signifieds with which they are 
associated (for example, linear or non-complex topology). 

b. Its metaphorical qualities.  
i. Research could be undertaken regarding the relationship of integral theory to 

Lakoff and Johnson’s work on conceptual metaphor and embodied philosophy.  
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c. Its complex dialectical qualities.  
i. Research could be undertaken concerning the operation of complex dialectics at 

the micro-scale of concepts—“integral nanotextology.” 
d. Its poetic qualities. 

i. Further investigation could be undertaken with regard to the relevance of Gebser’s 
poetic density of languaging for integral theory. 

ii. Further exploration of the relevance of Gangadean’s novel typological syntax to 
integral theory might assist in the evolution of integral theory. 

Theoretic narrative can be deepened through its participants (co-creating users, including you 
and me!) becoming more linguistically-aware—as demonstrated or gestured by the deepening of 
vision-logic offered in this article. 

 
Toward an explicitly ecological (dialogic-critical-contextual) integral theory 

 
Further research could be conducted in relation to the following various dimensioning 

contexts of ecological thinking: 
 
a. Critical contexts90 (contexts of compassionate imperatives), including 

i. Biospherical ecological contexts—at different scales of recursion, especially 
planetary. 

ii. Social justice contexts—at different scales of recursion. For example, the 
criticality of integral theorising could be addressed in relation to such power 
imbalances as those involving the over-extensions of Western, American, Orange 
vMeme, Anglophone or other hegemonic domains. 

iii. Other ethical, spiritual and futures contexts. 
b. Conceptual ecological contexts 

i. Time—genealogies. 
ii. Space—geographies. Chinese integrals, Indian integrals, Spanish integrals, and so 

forth, could be identified as different types of integral, stemming from alternate 
genealogical threads. 

iii. Conceptual space—regarding both the conceptual ecologies in which integral may 
be appropriately identified (such as amongst holism, integration, transformation, 
spirituality, planetary consciousness, etc.), and the (more local) ecology of 
interpretive uses of integral itself (as demonstrated in this article). 

c. Social ecological contexts—community-in-dialogue 
i. Voice-in-community—As part of acknowledging the potential role of my voice in 

this article in relation to the integral community, I have attempted to indicate 
certain openings to conversation and community dialogue. Further research here 
thus lies, in the next instance, beyond me. 

ii. Community-in-voice—I also acknowledge the community already in my voice, so 
to speak. I have multiple subjectivities; no-one can logically speak from a position 
of absolute authority. Consequently, I have attempted to allow a range of 
languaging here whilst variously maintaining a certain tentativity of tenor. There 
will necessarily be flaws in this text, so a space has hopefully been left in the 

                                                 
90 See also Anderson (2006). 
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fabric of my text for the involvement of the Other (such as that you might 
variously identify).91  

 
As part of deepening critical awareness regarding integral theory, further research could be 

undertaken regarding a more comprehensive evaluation of the current situation than was within 
the scope of this article to conduct. 

 
Toward an explicitly dialectical integral theory 

 
Notions of construction and deconstruction as necessary adversaries can appropriately be seen 

to stem from an either/or mindset. Thinking dialectically, their relationship can fruitfully be 
rather understood as complexly interpenetrating. Deconstructive and reconstructive 
postmodernisms share one genealogy which itself has a dialectical underpinning. Hence contra-
possibilities can be identified: that discourse under the mantle of deconstruction can be 
constructive and/or appropriate, whilst discourse under the guise of reconstruction can be 
destructive and/or inappropriate. Derrida’s work should not be regarded as antipathetic to an 
integral approach. There is evidence regarding the maturity of Derrida’s discourse; there is also 
evidence regarding a dissonance between the theoretic content of Wilberian theory and 
perspectives given toward that content by Wilber. Further research could be undertaken in these 
regards. Resultant conceptual bridges could further mutual understanding; and a greater, more 
cohesive (or paradoxically more stable) integral theory could result. 

Paradoxical thinking is associated with dialectical thinking. For instance, other parts of my 
life92 are not directly congruent with the sensibility expressed in this article. I sit with the 
paradox contained within the ecology of these different “lines.” 

 
Toward an explicitly complex-aware integral theory 

 
I have demonstrated a particular use of the complexity theory element, recursion—with 

respect to both content and nonduality in integral theory. Further research could be undertaken 
with regard to other elements of complexity theory such as emergence, bifurcation, hysterisis, 
sensitivity to initial conditions, indeterminacy, attractors, and dynamism. 

Both differences and similarities could be identified between different fractal scales of 
construction, such as the construction of theories and the construction of terms; both differences 
and similarities can be identified between different fractal scales of deconstruction, such as 
Derridean déconstruction and the deconstruction of the ego.  

A conceptual template based in part on complexity theory could facilitate an internally-
congruent evolution of integral theory. Further research could explore, for example, in what 
appropriate ways pre- and trans- could be identified as distinct yet complexly interpenetrating. 

 
 
 

                                                 
91 As Edgar Morin (1999, n.d.) wisely points out: “The adventure remains unknown.” One could add: 
each word is a venture. 
92 For instance, whilst I have been beavering away at this article, my body has suffered from insufficient 
exercise!  
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Toward an explicit, dynamically creative integral theory 
 
AQAL places the concept of creativity as a core generic driver (“healthy” transcendence as 

characterised as Eros) in holonic development-evolution. Numerous theoretic perspectives on 
creativity could be given. One such perspective is that offered by Arthur’s Koestler’s (1970) 
triad of the Sage, the Artist and the Jester.  

 
a. The Sage 

i. Research could be undertaken to facilitate a reflexively wise and compassionate 
integral theory. 

b. The Artist 
i. Research into the art of integral might investigate the artfulness involved in all 

dimensions of participation.  
ii. Research could explore bringing more beauty into the good and true. 

c. The Jester 
i. Ludic research could explore the transition from boomeritis to bloomeritis! 

 
As Wilber (2000a, p. 3) says, “choose your big pictures with care.” 
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Appendix A: The Green vMeme Attractor: Big Mind, Kind Heart, 
Healthy Hierarchy 

 
In an Integral Naked advertisement originating from Wilber’s Integral Naked website 

(Integral Institute & Davis, 2007), the following assertion is made concerning the Virginia Tech 
massacre: 

 
Ken points out how extreme postmodernism (boomeritis, mean-green-meme) has 
contributed to an atmosphere in which…the two developmental waves responsible for 
most terrorist acts…are allowed and even encouraged to flourish. What’s needed is…[an] 
AQAL toolbox with which to be able to prevent, recognize, and effectively address 
malevolent and terrorist activities. Of particular interest to scholars will be Ken’s 
discussion of the difference between a merely deconstructive postmodernism a la 
Derrida, and a genealogical/developmental postmodernism a la Foucault, which paves 
the way to an Integral view, rather than blowing up the road. (§ Scholar’s Notes (for 
Advanced Students and Curious Listeners) ¶  "Postmodernism," emphasis in original) 
 
The explicit foregrounding of association between and the worst U.S. tertiary education 

massacre in history on the one hand, and Derrida on the other—via a (metaphorical) inference 
that Derrida blows up roads—perhaps indicates something of the nature of the propagation of the 
mean green meme. One might be tempted in this instance to proffer two questions: (a) Could the 
above advertisement be described as a “vulgar” or even “nihilistic” attack on Derrida? and—in 
the spirit of furthering inquiry into collective shadow-work—(b) Mirror, mirror on the wall, who 
is the meanest of them all? 

 
I shall explore such questions by investigating evidence concerning the Green vMeme and its 

alleged “meanness.”  
 

Is the Mean Green Meme Construction a Mythic Meme? 
 
A significant feature I have noticed in my ten or more years of research into Wilber’s work is 

that there is a significant emotive dissonance between, on the one hand, Wilber’s substantive 
focus on the negative aspects of the Wilberian Green vMeme (substantive in the sense that there 
is significant repetition and intensity of theme, and that such repetition-and-intensity is not given 
to any other vMeme by name) and, on the other, the emotive void caused by theoretic over-
generalisation—in Wilber, in certain other texts, and in the integral community at large. An 
example of such text is evident from two quotes from an article in a new journal grounded in 
Wilberian philosophy. The first:  

 
One of the main reasons why there is such a thing as Integral Studies, Integral Theory, 
Integral Psychology, Integral Business, Integral Consciousness Studies, and Integral Art 
can be understood in terms of multidimensional, multi-level thinking and, furthermore, 
being. As already mentioned, this is what Gebser calls integral-aperspectival, what Wilber 
calls vision-logic and what Beck calls Second-Tier(Saiter, 2005, ¶ 10).  

 
And the second, regarding,  
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a ‘higher’ order of thinking (as in Wilber's vision-logic). As already mentioned, Jean 
Gebser uses the term(s) ‘integral/aperspectival’ to refer to a similar state of high 
comprehension. Don Beck follows suit when he describes the manifestation of Second Tier 
thinking starting with the Yellow vMeme” (Saiter, 2005, ¶ 14). 

 
In both these quotes, the Green vMeme is ignored.  

Is vision-logic partly constituted by the Green vMeme? Is aperspectivality partly constituted 
by the Green vMeme? Is Second-tier partly constituted by the Green vMeme? If the answers are 
equivalent, this question might be of minor consequence. But the answers are not equivalent. 
Wilber’s vision-logic is partly constituted by the Green vMeme; Spiral Dynamics’ second-tier is 
not; whilst the Green vMeme is not addressed in Gebser’s aperspectivality (Gebser’s work 
predates Spiral Dynamics). If the Green vMeme had not been given special treatment by Wilber, 
then such lack of care as exemplified by these statements might, again, be of minor consequence. 
But Wilber has emotively set up a deep conceptual division precisely in this liminal territory, a 
division which is magnified by his popular appeal in the community—and power base (see 
Appendix C)—so that such a device could divisively begin to assume a mythic (dismissively-
defended, under-analysed) status.  

Such notion of an under-analysed but virulent myth of Integral would be supported by the 
following casual perusal of an Integral Institute discussion forum on the “koolest” website, 
zaadz. By way of explanation regarding the basics of AQAL, Julian Walker (2007) 
enthusiastically introduces the audience to Wilber’s Pre/Trans Fallacy by way of drawing a 
chart constituted by three levels: (a) “Preconventional; Prerational; Archaic/Magic/Mythic; 
Sensorimotor/preop; Purple/Red/Blue” (b) “Conventional; Rational; Rational; Concrete 
Operations; Orange/Green” (c) “Postconventional; Transrational; Integral; Formal 
Operations/Vision Logic; Yellow/ Turquoise” (see Table 1). 

 
Table 1. Walker’s Chart 

Preconventional Conventional Postconventional 
Prerational Rational Transrational 
Archaic/Magic/Mythic Rational Integral 
Sensorimotor/preop Concrete Operations Formal Operations/Vision 

Logic 
Purple/Red/Blue Orange/Green Yellow/Turquoise 

 
Numerous fallacies and misplacements are given even in this simple schema. These include 

the equating of “Formal Operations” with both “Postconventional” and “Vision Logic,” rather 
than with “Orange” / “Rational.” The most extreme is the conflation of “Green” with “Concrete 
Operations”—a misalignment—to Green’s disadvantage—by a whole two stages. This, indeed, 
would be something toward the antithesis of Wilber’s Pre/Trans iteration—namely, this young 
teacher’s thinking that the Green vMeme was pre-rational when in fact it is post- or trans-
rational.93  

                                                 
93 I am using “transrational” to denote a sublation (transcending-and-including) of rational rather than to 
make a distinction between transrational and, say, postrational. This usage I am making here is 
congruent with the categories identified by Walker. 
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Of course, any student can get details wrong about anything they are learning, or even, 
unfortunately, about anything they are passing on to others as (informal) teachers. The specific 
discussion here, though, would concern the possible perpetuation of misunderstanding not 
through a student’s failure to understand something correctly, but because the more experienced 
teacher’s text was itself already confused, conflated, inflated. Wilber’s communication that the 
Green vMeme transcends the rational occurs substantively less frequently and less emotively 
than his stress on the idea that the Green vMeme is pre-rational—regressive—and/or 
pathological. As our specific hermeneutic interest here would concern the issue of an 
inappropriate attack on Green, suspicion would surely be raised by such evidence, and a 
hypothesis could be posited concerning, let us say, the Green/Yellow Fallacy.  

Following on from the parting of company between Beck and Cowan, Cowan has been a keen 
supporter of maintaining the authenticity of Clare Graves’ work, on which Spiral Dynamics was 
originally based. He has furthered this work with new colleague, Natasha Todorovic. Her (2002) 
research into the Wilberian Green vMeme reinforces this suspicion. She statistically analysed 
data from over 600 profiles and found the following.  

 
1. “Blue/Orange tends to avoid ambiguity by simplifying interactions into narrow 

categories” (p. 5)  
2. “Individuals centralized in Blue, Orange and the Blue/Orange pairing appear to have a 

stronger tendency than other systems to reject the Green vMeme” (p. 2)  
3. “It is those with high Orange scores who reject Green most strongly” (p. 3) 
4. “Those centralized in the Yellow system reject statements describing the D-Q (Blue) 

system most strongly—NOT Green” (p. 3) 
5. “Yellow accepts green more than any other system” (p.3). 
 

She also notes that  
 
6. Clare Graves had modified his view from “monumentous leap” between Green and 

Yellow to seeing them as more alike than he had previously realized (p. 3) 
7. There is no evidence of substantive Green/Red pairing. In fact, “the data shows that when 

Green increases so does the rejection of Red” (p. 6)   
8. There was a significant “yellow false positive” whereby “Selection of statements intended 

to elicit Yellow appear to be reflecting a more sophisticated form of Orange instead” (p. 
3), and that, 

9. “The dominant profile for those pegging falsely on Yellow came from the Blue/Orange 
pairing and from Nodal Orange” (p. 3). In regards to this, she says that, “this might 
explain much of the ‘second tier’ elitism coming from MGM [mean green meme] 
advocates. The Blue need to rank order combined with classism and right thinking minds 
at Orange, results in a drive to convince self, and others, of living at ‘second tier’ (if such 
a thing actually exists!)” (p. 3).  

 
I think it is notable that a scholarly researcher investigating Clare Graves’ original data should 

doubt whether “second tier” actually exists. What justification could there be in the propagation 
of myths concerning second tier when detailed research problematises such type of propagation? 
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Coining the term, “Meme-ism”, as a form of spiral classism, Todorovic comments that, “the 
spread of terminology like MGM has weaponized the previously neutral SD colors and opened 
the door to prejudice, even hatreds…” (p. 10). She concludes that,  

 
the most objectionable example of the MGM label in action has been as a capricious 
stereotyping tool. … This results in intimidation and promotes a habit of labelling then 
dismissing detractors with negative words wrapped in spiral dressing. 
MGM artificially closes doors to understanding. Inquisitors wield MGM as a  
coercive tool, forcing critics into defensive positions where they must either recant or be 
diminished through cheap name-calling. It diverts focus from the object or idea under 
investigation and shuts down important debate (p. 10)—  
 

such debate as this article seeks to facilitate. In so doing, my intention would in no way be to 
problematise all problematisations against the Green vMeme—whether as an entire construct or 
in terms of its possible constituents—but to draw attention to its problematic use in a non-
contextualised, and non-construct-aware fashion, and specifically to point to some—
potentially—major theoretic obstacles to its employment as an “orienting generalisation.” 

The wordplay “mean green meme” first appears in its own section in A Theory of Everything 
(Wilber, 2000c, pp. 122-125) in which Wilber quotes Beck (unreferenced) as saying, “green has 
introduced more harm in the last thirty years than any other meme” (p. 123). Wilber takes this to 
mean: “a culture that tries to ram pluralism and multiculturalism down everybody’s throat is 
going to come apart at the seams faster than you can say ‘deconstruction’” (p. 123-124). His 
claim is that Green has damaged Blue infrastructures by way of quoting George W. Bush 
regarding, “the soft bigotry of lowered expectations.” He speaks harshly of “the highly 
developed postformal [sic] green wave” which champions “any and every ‘multicultural’ 
movement;” and of “order-Left imperatives commanding everybody to be sensitive;” of the 
“nihilism and narcissism of extreme postmodernism;” of “the harsh intolerance of the politically 
correct thought police;” and says that, “the green meme has been in charge of academia, the 
cultural elite, and much of liberal politics for the past three decades, but it is now being 
challenged on all sides” (p. 122-125). 

What should be my response to all this? As a concerned global citizen I should surely feel 
stirred by such righteous indignation; I should surely join a crusade against such evil. Yet, as a 
non-American, I am unclear as to what precisely he is referring: I have witnessed “mean” actions 
from some people, for instance, but they’ve tended mostly to be from dog-eat-dog or man-eat-
man corporate careerists (if one had to coin a phrase) rather than liberal academics. And I can’t 
recall that I’ve ever had anything unpleasant rammed down my throat—at least, not to my 
knowledge! Moreover, as a novice liberal academic myself, I wonder whether I am unwittingly 
part of a nihilistic cult? Indeed, is this very article a highly developed but covertly narcissistic 
command to be “green-sensitive”?  

But sadly, Wilber offers not one piece of evidence in this section on the “meme green meme” 
and so I am left none the wiser, though a tad more fearful. 

 
A Discourse Analysis  

 
The following discourse analysis below addresses the contents of the three pages constituting 

the last section of the first chapter of A Theory of Everything, entitled, “The jump to second-tier 
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consciousness” (Wilber, 2000c, pp. 13-16). From my research on Wilber, I consider this to be 
sufficiently indicative of Wilber’s general perspective toward the Green vMeme for the 
consideration below. 

 
Green vMeme Features Identified 

 
Wilber identifies the following features of AQAL’s Green vMeme. (This analysis also 

indicates the number of respective repetitions of these features within the text in question; and 
categorisations used for the associated Table 2 are given in parentheses). 

 
- Features framed as substantively negative 

o “Narcissism,” “subjectivism,” “boomeritis” (narcissism)—10 
o Fighting or “accusing” higher developmental levels—such as against “holism” 

(competitiveness)—5 
o Inefficiency (inefficiency)—3 
o Competitive nature (competitiveness)—2 
o Expression of feelings (other)—1 
o Deconstruction (narcissism)—1 
o Inverted values (as in, “bend[ing] over backwards” to accommodate)—

(other)—1 
 
- Features framed as substantively partial 

o “Pluralism,” “relativism” and “pluralistic relativism” (pluralism, relativism)—
15 

o Items related to the above—inclusivity, non-universalism, diversity, 
multiculturalism, antihierarchy, egalitarianism, anti-marginalisation, avoidance 
of exclusion, redress of social imbalances (pluralism, relativism)—12 

o Nobility (e.g., “noble intent”) (other)—2 
o Individualism (other)—1 

 
- Features framed as substantively positive 

o Compassion, sensitivity, care (compassion)—4 
o Civil rights (civil rights)—1 
o Convincing philosophical critiques (worthy text)—1 
o Environmental protection (environment)—1 
o Richness of text (worthy text)—1 

 
This is summarised in Table 2 below. 
 
Table 2. Wilber’s Green vMeme identifiers (based on the text analysed) 

Identifier Occurrences 
in text 

Pluralism, relativism 28 
Narcissism 10 
Competitiveness 7 
Compassion 4 
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Inefficiency 3 
Worthy text 2 
Civil rights 1 
Environmentalism 1 
Other 7 

 
 

A Contrasting Perspective on the Green vMeme 
 
Whilst it is beyond the scope of this current presentation to conduct a comprehensive 

contextualisation of AQAL’s Green vMeme (as indicated above), it nevertheless behoves me to 
present a certain contrasting perspective as a point of departure for further research. 

Noting that the Green vMeme denotes a memetic attractor regarding “green values,” it would 
seem to be an adequate “orienting generalisation” to employ a similar methodological tenor to 
that of Wilber (as previously described in this article). I thus turn to the Wikipedia for an 
“ordinary-yet-informed” perspective on what green values might signify. 

Searching Wikipedia for “green values” produces 4 main results, each of which refer to the 
values of Green political parties. From this, two main sets of values are readily apparent—one 
from the U.S. Green Party (2000), and the other from general guidelines from European Green 
Parties. 

The ten key values of the U.S. Green Party are 
 
- Grassroots democracy 
- Social Justice and Equal Opportunity 
- Ecological Wisdom 
- Non-violence 
- Decentralization 
- Community-based economics and economic justice 
- Feminism and gender equity 
- Respect for diversity 
- Personal and global responsibility 
- Future Focus and sustainability (Green Party of the U.S., 2000)  
 

The “four pillars” of (many of) the European (and other) Green Parties are 
 
- Ecology 
- Social Justice 
- Grassroots Democracy 
- Non-violence (Wikipedia, 2007b) 

 
It is clear from this presentation that there is no significant correlation between the two sets of 

articulations of Green values—those by Wilber and those by Green parties. 
Whilst Green parties would obviously not intentionally present any negative aspect of Green 

values (and therefore, a discussion regarding Wilber’s critical hypothesis regarding narcissism 
and inefficiency, for example, could not be directly contextualised here), the contrast to the 
Wilberian Green vMeme is nonetheless striking.  

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW 4, 2007 



Hampson: Integral Re-Views Postmodernism 
 

166

Firstly, Wilber mentions “environmental protection” only once among the 61 items identified. 
This is, of course, in contrast to both the popular conception of Green values (where the 
environment would be identified as the major feature), and it also contrasts the sets of values by 
Green parties—again, where ecology / ecological wisdom is a major feature. Specifically, it 
constitutes 25% of the four pillars, whilst in the ten key values it is given approximately the same 
weight (the totality of “ecological wisdom,” a major share of “future focus and sustainability,” a 
share of “personal and global responsibility” and, perhaps mootly, “respect for diversity”). This 
orienting generalisation contrasts markedly to 2% identified in the analysis of Wilber’s text. 

The next feature from Green Party values concerns social justice and economic justice. This 
term infers the ethics of considering others’ welfare. Wilber does not use this term. He refers to 
“civil rights” once (2%). He also refers to “diversity” once (2%)—a contrast to the clearly 
specified “respect for diversity” in the ten key values (10%).  

Grassroots democracy, decentralisation and community-based considerations are identified as 
major players in Green Party values (25-30%), but Wilber does not address this dimension in any 
way. 

Non-violence is also identified as a major Green Party value (10-25%). This contrasts with 
Wilber’s identification of the feature of “aggressive competitiveness” of the Wilberian Green 
vMeme (notably with regard to other vMemes).94 (Although plausibly, the theoretic relationship 
between these opposites could perhaps be seen as dialectical—aggressive competitiveness being 
the shadow of non-violence).  

It is notable that Wilber does not directly identify personal and global responsibility as a 
Green value. It is also notable that Wilber does not regard Green’s ethical futures-orientation. 

Apparent, too, is the contrast between Wilber’s significant repetition of the terms, “pluralism” 
and “relativism” and the lack of use of these terms by the brief text above regarding Green 
parties values. Of course, “pluralism” and “relativism” can be adequately regarded as 
philosophical terms, and Green party values may not be framed in this manner. A more detailed 
hermeneutical analysis would therefore need to be conducted with regard to pluralism—in 
reference, for instance, to  

 
1. The apparent core raison d’être of AQAL (in Wilber IV) to move “beyond pluralism” 

(Wilber, 2000c, p. 29),  
2. Wilber’s recent (Wilber V) use of the term in his “Integral Methodological Pluralism” and  
3. Such substantive considerations as being mindful of the relationship between anti-

pluralism and totalitarianism (Montuori, 2005). 
 
Regardless, Wilber’s “orienting generalisation” toward the Green value-Meme attractor is 

substantively different from the orienting generalisation of the Wikipedia public’s perspective on 
green values. The Green value-Meme attractor can, instead, be seen to be constituted by a 

                                                 
94 Wilberian theory variously infers and asserts that Green values aggressively fight against Wilberian-
identified higher levels of development, including particular dimensions of spirituality (see, e.g., Wilber, 
2006b). It could be argued, however, that many spiritual approaches align most strongly to Green values. 
By substantively foregrounding the Green vMeme as narcissistic and a major facilitator of global 
terrorism (see the Wilber-approved quotation associating addressing Derrida with terrorism above), is 
Wilber then inferring that the Quakers, for instance—whose approach can be reasonably seen to align 
with the four pillars of the Green party—are significantly associated with, or constituted by, such a terror-
inducing meme?  
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philosophic vision of planetary wisdom (which could be characterised as “big mind,”), a 
substantive spirit of compassion (“kind heart”) and a hierarchy of values which clearly prioritises 
ethical considerations above egocentric financial gain and other vanities (“healthy hierarchy”). 

 
Referencing 

 
In the analysed section of Wilber’s text, the following references are made. 
Wilber refers to Beck / Cowan / Graves research (Spiral Dynamics) three times. I note that 

Wilber has since distanced himself from Spiral Dynamics, yet incongruently still substantively 
discusses (a) “memes” and (b) the generic distinction between “first” and “second-tier” thinking, 
a distinction which Cowan and Todorovic have indicated is substantively contra-indicated by 
Clare Graves’ later work. When he is discussing such phenomena, is Wilber still referring to 
Spiral Dynamics or not? 

In the analysed section, Wilber also refers to Colin McGuinn (1977) once. This is made via 
reference to Wilber’s One Taste (2000b). Through this, the reference Wilber uses to critique 
academia (in toto) is from The New Republic, which is (a) a magazine, (b) politically neo-liberal, 
and (c) American.  

 
Comments regarding mode of participation 

 
Wilber (2000c) states that “‘cross-level’ debates are rarely resolved” because “no amount of 

scientific evidence will convince blue mythic believers; no amount of green bonding will 
impress orange aggressiveness; no amount of turquoise holism will dislodge green pluralism” (p. 
14).  

The last point associates holism with the Turquoise vMeme as a contrast to the Green vMeme, 
yet holism is also one of the core features of the Green vMeme.95 For example, in accordance 
with AQAL theory, Sean Esbjorn-Hargens implies that “integral” education (signifying 
education theory derived from AQAL) is developmentally beyond holistic education (Esbjörn-
Hargens, 2006), inferring holistic education is a Green vMeme approach. AQAL theory would 
be doubly problematic here in that Scott Forbes (2003) has argued in his seminal work on 
holistic education that the very raison d’être of holistic education is “Ultimacy” (p. 17) a concept 
sustantively founded on a developmental hierarchy approach—an approach that AQAL 
substantively posits as antithetical to the Green vMeme.  

With regard to the second point, my primary intent in this discourse analysis (or, indeed in 
this article as a whole) is not to engage in interpersonal bonding; this analysis cannot therefore be 
attributed to the Green vMeme as per Wilber’s comments above. Rather, I am conducting an 
analysis, which infers the Orange vMeme of Wilber’s first point (regarding “scientific 
evidence”). As such, if one presumes the legitimacy of Wilber’s comment, then if this current 
analysis fails to “convince” the reader, then the reader might well be operating at a Blue vMeme 
level in this regard—consequently strengthening the plausibility of mythic belief within the 
integral community. (Of course, Wilber’s comment might be misplaced, in which case the above 
deduction would not be applicable). 

 
                                                 

95 Wilber differentiates integral as a holonic/hierarchical type of holism from Green as a “flatland,” 
“monological,” non-holonic/hierarchical type of holism, (e.g. Wilber, 2000c, pp. 30-31) but does not 
directly evidence the substance of this connection between green holism and antihierarchy.  

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW 4, 2007 



Hampson: Integral Re-Views Postmodernism 
 

168

An end-in-view 
 
Pending adequately referenced critical contextualisation, there is thus sufficient evidence to 

suggest the contra-indicative plausibility that (a) the memetic construction, mean green meme, is 
substantively mythic (transmitted more by the emotive dogma of received opinion than via the 
reflexivity of balanced reason), and (b) an alternate characterisation of the Green vMeme could 
be coined as, “big mind, kind heart, healthy hierarchy.” 
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Appendix B: The Seduction of Formal Academic Expectations 
 
The seduction of formal academic expectations may have led to the following consequences: 
 
1. My foregrounding of difference to, or differentiation from, Wilber’s approach in this 

article. Whilst this has its merits, it may not sufficiently express the commonalities I might 
share, nor adequately convey my appreciation of Wilber’s panoramic vision and courage. 
If this is so, I apologise. It is work-in-progress (and, in my defence, the purpose of this 
article is not to comprehensively address Wilber’s work but rather to explore in detail a 
certain—problematic—territory within it). I look forward to pertinent community 
dialogue, analysis, deconstruction. 

2. Languaging which is less dialectical or deconstructed than I might otherwise have desired. 
Specifically, my authoring “voice of authority” is privileged over the voicing of 
uncertainty, tentativity, Mystery, Other. 

3. An overall structure which is less complex and more linear than I initially believed would 
be congruent with my “content chunks.” 

4. A de-emphasising of artistic and ludic dimensions. 
 
Nevertheless, I have attempted to retain expression of: 
 
1. A moderate variability in voicing—among various formal and non-formal (particularly 

postformal) modes. 
2. A subliminal encouragement, perhaps, for the reader to slow down through the 

punctuation afforded by “generous” footnoting—such slowing being congruent with both 
the learning afforded by hermeneutic circling (or helixing) and also with the (e.g. 
Derridean) questioning of the default formal privileging of writing-as-speech above 
writing-as-writing. 

3. A certain allowance or toleration of the loose, fuzzy and open-ended, amidst a formal 
textual landscape of the privileging of the tight, clear, and “buttoned-down.”  

 
Furthermore, lest it be imagined that I engaged in an idealistically formal process in the 

researching and writing of this article—setting out with totally clear ideas about what I wanted to 
do and then methodically working my way to achieving them—I present the following points 
and musings. 

 
1. This article was originally submitted to Integral Review as “Interpenetrating Integral and 

Postmodern Liminalities” and, compared to the current article, had more of an artistic 
experimental flavour, in my striving for an honouring of Arthur Koestler’s (1970) Jester-
Sage-Artist creativity triad. Due to Integral Review’s wisely innovative submission 
process, however, whereby an initial editorial review is offered prior to formal peer-
review, it was clear that the readership, in the first instance, would probably benefit more 
from a contribution in which the theoretic is foregrounded. Consequently, my 
“hermeneutic hovercraft” was vacated (!), my poetic density decimated and a more formal 
structure instituted.  

2. One perspective on my process can be identified as a complex dialectic between reason 
and intuition. The sharp left brain requires the fuzzy right brain; fragrant roses require 
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smelly manure; and certain method requires a certain madness. Apropos, /technologies/ 
and their theoretic counterparts reside within ((human complexity)), not vice versa. 
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Appendix C: An AQAL Contextualisation 
 
A core concern of Wilber’s is the evaluation of the writing of others with respect to the degree 

to which they have addressed the AQAL dimensions of quadrants, levels, lines, states and types. 
Certain designations are then given by him, notably whether the writing is “integral”—connoting 
full approval by Wilber—or not; or whether the writing is “integrally-informed,” connoting 
partial approval.  

I offer the following contextualisation to indicate my particular address of these AQAL 
dimensions. Given the conclusions of this article, however, it would seem that a new designation 
of “integrally-informing” might be in order—connoting attempts to assist in the cohering and 
evolution of integral theory. 

 
Eight Native Perspectives (in Quadrants) 

 
1. Upper Left Inside—I have foregrounded somewhat the concept of reflexivity (and its 

connotations of “know thyself”) in this article. I have also offered some personal self-
reflections—see, for instance, Appendix B, and the current Appendix. I have attempted, 
however, not to fall prey to the Wilberian critique of (Green) subjectivism 

2. Upper Left Outside—(a) It could be argued that a main object of inquiry in this article—
namely, AQAL—is a form of structuralism. (b) Could poststructuralism be fruitfully 
regarded as sublating (transcending and including) structuralism? 

3. Upper Right Inside—I have attempted to enact an autopoiesis.  
4. Upper Right Outside—An important marker of objectivity is careful attention to the details of 

the phenomena under investigation. With regard to physical phenomena, the procedures and 
particularities of scientific experiments facilitate such rigour. With regard to noospheric 
phenomena or noospheric signifiers of physical phenomena, the rigour concerning the 
discussion of ideas is facilitated in part by the procedures and particularities of scholarly 
conduct, including referencing. In this regard, I have attempted to reference adequately. I 
have also attempted to indicate where  Wilber has potentially suffered through not employing 
such evidential rigour.  

5. Lower Left Inside—I have attempted to weave hermeneutic considerations into the very 
fabric of this text.  

6. Lower Left Outside—Further research could be undertaken regarding the propagation of 
mythic memes within the integral community. 

7. Lower Right Inside—I am attempting to facilitate a social autopoiesis within the integral 
community. 

8. Lower Right Outside—(a) If we regard global power structures, then we need to substantively 
address such identifications as (i) hegemonic / homogenous globalisation (ii) the critical (and 
shadow-forming) overextension of the Orange vMeme;  capitalism;  instrumental rationality; 
the United States’ current unique global positioning. (b) If we regard the current global 
influence of ideations, then we could regard both integral and postmodernism as underdogs, 
(c) If we regard integral theory, then we should address the dominant power position of 
AQAL across many contexts. In this regard, I note the following: 

 
Power base of the six major genealogical memes whose identity is in substantive relationship 

with the term, integral 
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—as identified by the following analysis which shows number of texts (articles, etc.) which 
cite the first 20 pertinent listings identified by Google Scholar96 via the following phrase: 

 
- Integral “Rudolf Steiner”: 21 
- Integral “Ashok Gangadean” 39 
- Integral “Jean Gebser”: 71 
- Integral "Ervin Laszlo": 72 
- Integral “Sri Aurobindo: 100 
- Integral "Ken Wilber": 577 
 

Levels 
 
I have taken AQAL developmental levels as a substantive object of inquiry—notably Orange, 

Green and Yellow/Teal, and have adopted a developmental approach with regard to them. I have 
also demonstrated a particular usage of developmentalism toward (a) discourse (b) conceptual 
templates regarding theoretic narrative. To this degree, I have valorised developmentalism. I 
have also inferred particular value in the construct of holarchy. 

I have made use of numerous AQAL-identified postformal modes of cognition, such as 
dialectical operations and complex-aware thinking, in addition to formal reasoning. 

I have also made substantive use of text from the following authors—some of whose research 
form important aspects of AQAL theory (including Wilber V AQAL), namely, (a) the cultural 
theoretic narrative of Jean Gebser; and (b) the developmental models of Susanne Cook-Greuter, 
Jenny Wade, and Spiral Dynamics (the latter with regard to e.g. (i) “memes” and (ii) “first-tier” / 
“second-tier” distinction). 

I have valorised vision-logic. 
I have also valorised certain postformal developmental perspectives—including those of 

theoretic narratives Wilber calls upon with regard to post-Orange levels. I have nevertheless 
substantively problematised (from different angles) AQAL theory regarding that which lies 
beyond Orange, notably regarding the theoretic narrative around the Green / Teal (a.k.a. Yellow) 
transition. 

 
Lines 

 
Could the following be fruitfully regarded as lines: 
 
- Perspectives on postmodernism? 
- Methodologies? 
- Postformal cognitive modes? 
- Nonduality? 
- Deconstruction? 
 
How might interrelationships between lines be adequately conceptualised? As conceptual 

ecologies?  

                                                 
96 Retrieved 27 May 07 
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What might the relationship be between lines and poststructuralist subjectivities (if we 
consider the bridging concept of subpersonalities, for example)? 

 
States 

 
I have identified neo-imperialism as a possible cultural state (from a lower right perspective). 

What other states might be identified in the lower quadrants? 
The research process necessarily involves a host of gross, subtle and affective states. I 

particularly note entering creative zones; and also the alternation of active and passive states—
such as in Otto Scharmer’s  (2005) Theory U—across surprising timescales. Passion is a major 
mover for me. So is intuition. 

 
Types 

 
It might be helpful to regard global language regions—such as the Anglophone world—as a 

form of lower left types. 
Perhaps postformal cognition modes can be regarded as types of cognition (at the postformal 

level). 
I type the following: I suspect I might be the type of person that loves to type. ☺  
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