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Editorial  
 
We are happy to publish another “regular” issue of Integral Review amidst a shifting 

publication schedule over the last year. This time has been busy with a greater number of special 
issues than regular ones! Some of this current issue’s contributors—and perhaps some of our 
readers—have been eager for quite a while to see publication of another of IR’s diversity-rich 
regular issues. With this current issue we are now able to provide a number of articles that have 
been in process for a long time, and are excited to have them available for the public.  

 
 Special issues offer the service of deeper dives into cutting-edge arenas, and IR has made a 

commitment to providing this venue to help it fulfill its mission while it furthers others’ missions 
and interest areas. One implication of publishing special issues is that shifts our former semi-
annual publication of regular issues. Thus while we will continue to publish regular issues of IR, 
the schedule will vary according to evolving conditions.    

 
Along those lines, in the early spring of 2012 we expect to publish a special issue, edited by 

Markus Molz and Mark Edwards, comprised of papers from last year’s Research Across 
Boundaries symposium. That event produced some very good interchanges among scholars in 
multiple integral domains and we look forward to publishing the proceedings. IR will also 
publish another special issue edited by Bahman Shirazi from CIIS in the first half of 2012, 
following on the recent proceedings from CIIS’s annual symposium. We are hearing ideas for 
proposals of additional special issues and invite more such proposals. IR is uniquely positioned 
for this role and happy to exploit it, given its mission to publish integral approaches to 
transdisciplinary thought, research, and praxis that are too-often rejected by discipline-based 
journals.  

 
We are also aware of a number of new activities relevant to our community of readers. We 

look forward to highlighting some of these in upcoming issues of our periodic newsletter. In 
addition, we invite readers to submit items they feel would be of interest to our community. Of 
course we also always encourage authors to submit works to us that you feel would meet our 
criteria and be of interest to our readers. 

 
This issue is comprised of 16 diverse contributions, yet even throughout such disparate works 

are woven several related themes we suggest are particularly meaningful in this second decade of 
the 21st Century. One prominent theme is the pressing demand for highly-developed performance 
capacities in individuals and collectives if today’s social and political complexities are to be 
understood in complex-enough ways for us to deal with them. Another theme is a necessary, 
though not sufficient, subset of the first: the role of sufficiently-complex self-reflexive 
capacities—on individual and collective levels—that enable keen observations and analyses of 
self, others, and the world we all operate in. And interwoven with these is another theme: the 
roles of impact-aware activism and leadership.  We are grateful to this issue’s contributors for 
playing leadership roles, themselves, by offering the fruits of their labors for publication.  

 
Jan Inglis launches all three themes by identifying an unrecognized challenge that, if it goes 

unmet, poses dire consequences. In “Holistic Democracy” and Citizen Motivation to Use a More 
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Holistic Approach to Public Decision Making, Inglis goes beyond her report on a small research 
project to explicate the implications and possible resolutions of a catch-22, a trap that we might 
say has the world by its tail: “people cannot commit to using a new, more time-consuming 
method [for holistic public decision making about issues] without experiencing what it entails 
and they cannot experience what it entails without committing time to do so.” Her article 
unpacks why abandoning our quick-fix and “leave it to others to solve” mindsets is more 
essential than we seem to realize, and names some requisite methods and capacities to do so. 

 
In Skillful Engagement with Wicked Issues: A Framework for Analysing the Meaning-Making 

Structures of Societal Change Agents, Thomas Jordan offers a highly systematized approach to 
examining the strong to weak continuum of societal change agents’ awareness of task 
complexity, context, stakeholders, self, and perspective, and the vital relationships of these 
dimensions for sufficiently comprehensive activism and change leadership. Why does this 
matter? In these times, we’d say it does matter that we possess tools to help us assess how 
change efforts are conceived, how they are organized, how they are implemented, and why they 
do or not achieve socially-necessary results. Our penchant for following or supporting 
charismatic change agents should be informed by analysis of efforts’ comprehensiveness and 
probabilities for effectiveness. Jordan’s framework is a tool in that analytical toolbox.   

 
Tom Murray drills down into and explicates capacity issues, some of which were emphasized 

by Inglis and Jordan, in his article primarily addressed to the community of integral theory and 
practice but apropos to all efforts intended to foster transformative praxis. His Toward Post-
metaphysical Enactments: On Epistemic Drives, Negative Capability, and Indeterminacy 
Analysis is an argument for epistemic wisdom and what it demands of us: “whether we believe in 
a god, or in capitalism, or an evolutionary omega point, is less important than how we hold that 
belief, and how we hold it is a matter of skills.” Such epistemic wisdom is the fruit of a number 
of skills Murray carefully delineates. Since skills are acquired through practice and supported by 
a community of practice, reading Murray alone will not foster the development of such wisdom. 
His article is a clarion call for individual and collective reflexion, reflection, inquiry, and new 
skills in action, for all to heed if “second tier” transformative impacts are truly goals.  

 
The remaining works published in this issue afford concrete applications of these themes. 

Benedikter argues for epistemic wisdom in connection with assumptions about paradigm change 
and if and where it manifests. Relevant capacities of notable individuals are examined: luminary 
Dag Hammarskjöld, former UN Secretary-General (by Kristian Stålne) and 2011 Norwegian 
terrorist Anders Behring Breivik (by Pelle Billing and Kristian Stålne). Our collective 
relationship to global change and capacity to be effective in that relationship is examined by 
Stewart Brand (by Russ Volckmann), and the integral community’s relationships to AQAL and a 
lesser-known indepth development and deployment of AQAL are reflected upon by two 
participant-contributors in the 2010 Integral Theory Conference (by Hugh and Kay Martin).  
These pieces invite new lenses on people, phenomena, and epistemic wisdom.  

 
New lenses support insight, and aesthetic insights support transformative action in a world 

that so sorely needs it. Wauld, by IR’s Arts & Creativity Editor Andrew Campbell, and Into the 
Long by Sara Wolcott, both invite multifaceted gazes: micro and macro, near-sighted and far-
sighted, short term and long term. We hope zooming in and zooming out on both of these 
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contributions fosters aesthetic intuitions and insights on themes not only in this issue but also in 
readers’ lives. 

 
Finally, this issue offers reviews of a handful of recent books, which, as it turns out, elaborate 

on themes in the rest of this issue: Organizational Transformation for Sustainability: An Integral 
Metatheory by Mark G. Edwards, Hope for Humanity: How Understanding and Healing Trauma 
Could Solve the Planetary Crisis by Malcolm Hollick and Christine Connelly, Political and 
Civic Leadership: A Reference Handbook, edited by Richard A. Couto, La Voie: Pour l'avenir de 
l'humanité by Edgar Morin, and finally Transversity: Transdisciplinary Approaches in Higher 
Education by Sue L. T. McGregor and Russ Volckmann.  

 
We sincerely hope IR’s readers will enjoy this issue as much as we have enjoyed preparing it! 
 

 

 
Jonathan Reams, Editor in Chief 
 

 
Sara Ross, Associate Editor 
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“Holistic Democracy” and Citizen Motivation  
To Use a More Holistic Approach to Public  

Decision Making 
 

Jan Inglis1 
 

Abstract: The broad focus of this paper and the study about which it reports centre on the 
implications of applying holistic approaches to democracy, or more specifically to public 
decision making practices. This paper advocates that more complex and holistic methods 
be used to respond to the complexities of global issues. It describes how these processes 
take more time, commitment, and structure to use and it raises a question regarding 
citizen motivation to use such processes. It addresses this question in three ways: It 
presents a term 3D Democracy that highlights this complexity; it discusses why public 
processes need to address the task of decision making, and it reports on a small case 
study. Results of that study indicate that using critical reflection and deliberation on the 
adequacy of current methods of public involvement in decision making can stimulate 
citizens to be interested in and motivated to use such a holistic method. The paper ends 
with reflections and further questions. 

 
Keywords: adult development, complexity, decision making, democracy, holistic,   
motivation, public deliberation.  

  

                                                 
1 Jan Inglis MSc, is an independent scholar, teacher, program designer, and facilitator. She specializes in 
developmental and integral approaches to complex social issues. She offers training, program design, and 
consulting to individuals and organizations committed to comprehensive social change. She has presented 
widely on the need for developing meta approaches to current public challenges, and her articles appear in 
Integral Review, World Futures: Journal of General Evolution, Journal of Integral Theory and Practice 
and the International Journal of Public Participation. Her background includes global commons, 
sustainable community development, adult education, psychotherapy, and media. She has recently 
produced a documentary video called A Crisis of Decision Making: What Underlies the Climate Crisis. 
She is director of the Integrative Learning Institute, a member of Global Commons Trust, Commons 
Learning Alliance, the National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation, the Canadian Community for 
Dialogue and Deliberation, and a board member of ARINA, Inc., publisher of Integral Review and an 
international non-profit organization supporting action research for social change.  
janinglis@telus.net  
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Introduction 
 

If you ask any group of people anywhere in the world, "How many of you woke up this 
morning with the intention of destroying the world?" nobody would raise their hand. So if 
we're doing it without intention and yet we're doing it anyway, it means that it's imbedded 
in how we do things as opposed to being something that we want to do. And that tells me it 
can be reversed.  

Paul Hawken, author of The Ecology of Commerce2 
 

General Overview 
 
The broad focus of this article centers on the implications of applying holistic thinking to 

democracy or, more specifically, to public decision-making practices. This paper advocates that if 
we are to make the best use of public insight and innovation in resolving the complex local and 
global challenges of these times, we need processes of public engagement that meet at least the 
following criteria, where they: 

  
 Adequately address the full complexity of the issues involved, while avoiding a 

propensity for simplistic formulations, either/or polarities, and band-aid solutions. 
 Engage the general public including the various diverse stakeholders at a level of 

competence that supports their contributions and renders them to be of optimal value. 
 Motivate and enable such participation to accurately analyze, name, frame, and deliberate 

in order to make decisions about actions that may resolve issues. 
 Accomplish this within the time, talent, knowledge, budget, and other constraints of 

resources and power inherent in the public situation, in the participants, and in the 
conveners of such processes.   

 
In addressing these criteria three empirical questions surface. 
 
1. Can members of the general public, with adequate support, deliberate collaboratively and 

competently enough to tap the diversity of experience and wisdom as they collectively 
have to offer, and gain such commitment and support for change as the issues they are 
addressing may demand? 

2. Can the complexity of these issues be framed and presented in such a way that this 
competence can be adequately engaged to create relevant, useful, and sustainable 
outcomes? 

3. Can the process itself be presented in such a way that supports understanding and 
justification of its use? 

4. Will members of the public be motivated to take the time and put forth the effort needed 
to make such contributions as often as may be needed if the daunting public challenges, 
both local and global, are to be met?  

 

                                                 
2  As quoted by Montagne, C. (2010, n.p.). 



Inglis: Holistic Democracy 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    October 2011    Vol. 7, No. 2 
  

7

The first portion of the paper offers an analysis of the theoretical perspectives that inform 
these criteria, and a brief survey of the relevant literature, It then offer three responses to the 
empirical questions: (a) the conceptualization of the term “3D Democracy” to support 
participants’ understanding of the need for a holistic multidimensional approach, (b) the 
distinction of processes deigned to support decision making, and (c) a report on the findings of a 
small scale public deliberation in which a facilitated method of critical reflection and deliberation 
based on holistic principles was used to test its impact on people’s motivation to subsequently 
consider using a more in-depth approach to public decision making.  

 
To provide the context for this study, this next section will outline my own motivations and 

background and describe the challenges of current public decision making processes as well as 
the challenges of introducing a holistic method to the public.  

 
Background and Motivations: Personal and Global 

 
For many years, I have focused on trying to understand how we—humanity—could allow 

ourselves to destroy life through climate change and other related issues. Through my work as a 
psychotherapist for many years, I could see how some individuals could, with support, become 
aware of their personal issues and eventually change their patterns of perception and actions in a 
way that could alleviate many of those issues. But with growing awareness of social issues, it 
started to seem insufficient to continue working just on an individual level when total system 
change seemed to be necessary. However, transferring this awareness to a collective level, 
especially in the public sphere such as in our responses to climate change, seemed much more 
complex to undertake. Over the years I studied different theories of how social change occurs, 
sensing that our current ways of organizing ourselves, especially within the environmental or 
social justice movement, were obviously not adequate, as these situations were not changing for 
the better. How those in these movements viewed issues, set priorities, and made choices 
regarding actions did not seem to match the complexity of the challenges we faced as a culture. 
My experience in community development at a grassroots level revealed that people’s 
involvement often descended to the lowest common denominator of fighting to promote one’s 
own biased perspective, or blaming others for their perspectives. If solutions were presented, they 
often promoted simplified, short-term, band-aid actions.  

 
Although I considered myself an activist and wanted to be part of positive responses to climate 

change or social justice issues, I found I could not keep attending those kinds of dysfunctional 
meetings. Even facilitated conversation café’s, where people at least were polite, left me feeling 
hopeless that we could ever develop the level of understanding and depth of decisions needed to 
create comprehensive change. Although I was trained in such techniques as consensus, 
mediation, and Bohmian dialogue, my own attempts at facilitating what I hoped would be more 
beneficial forms of engagement seemed to flounder. At that time I lacked the “container” I 
believed was needed to support the quality of talking, thinking, making meaning, deciding, and 
acting together. By “container,” I mean an intentionally planned discourse process designed to 
support interactions that resulted in more functional outcomes. Such a container or scaffolding is 
needed to generate effective approaches amidst the diversity of opinions and the complexity of 
issues.  
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This article is written in this context of complexity of social, economic and ecological issues, 
especially those under the banner of climate change, which are apparently increasing more rapidly 
than our collective capacity to effectively respond (Kegan, 2000; Rosenberg, 2002). This gap became 
overtly apparent to those who witnessed the proceedings of the UN conference on Climate Change at 
Copenhagen in 2009 (Randall, 2010) or in Cancun in 2010.  Such systemic issues require systemic 
responses if we are to get beyond bandage interventions with their unintended and often disastrous 
results (Ross, 2006). Commonly-used civic engagement approaches such as voting, town hall 
meetings, or more recently popular, dialogue cafes, seem unable to support the level of issue analysis 
and decision making that systemic issues require. Although important civic events, they offer short 
term, fragmented glimpses of issues that need more from us. There are few, if any, participatory 
methods available through which we can collectively come to understand the complexities and 
implications associated with the whole issue before we are faced with making decisions about it 
(Inglis, 2007). 

 
Awareness of this growing “gap” between the complexity of public issues and the simplicity of the 

processes available to address them (Inglis & Steele, 2005), plus my in-depth research and inquiry 
over several years, culminated in my studying a deliberative process for use in public decision 
making.. This process researched and developed by Sara Ross (2007) drew on research in complexity 
science, adult cognitive development and behavioural sciences as applied to analysis of complex 
public issues. More information regarding this process is provided in the literature review, below.  

 
In the past six years, I have engaged with several pilot projects based on this method. In all cases, I 

observed that participants were motivated when initially engaged, but getting people to want to invest 
in a new and unknown process was a very difficult first step. Also sustaining their motivation 
throughout the lengthy and new process was often challenged by them losing the orientation 
regarding how what they were doing related to their initial motivation. A more comprehensive 
process such as this requires much more commitment to time, focus, and structure than typical public 
engagement methods (Inglis, 2008). Several  progressive steps designed to assist people to see issues 
in a larger interconnected context are needed so participants can analyze causes, weigh out 
approaches to solutions, anticipate differences in viewpoints and consider trade-offs they are willing 
to live with. This larger context also includes recognizing that our personal attitudes, values, and 
actions as well as our institutionalized attitudes, values, and actions are part of how we create and 
maintain problems. Arriving at this level of systemic understanding and ownership is hard and often 
“messy” work that needs to be intentionally and effectively supported by the process design and 
facilitation (Ross, 2006).  

 
The public challenges we currently face are immense, and decision making is hard work, and there 

seems to be no way around either of these facts. But bad news of immense challenges and committing 
to this kind of hard messy work are hardly attractive motivators to engage ordinary folk. Therefore 
the question of how to introduce a new, more complex process in a way that would make sense to 
citizens and motivate them to try it out has been a barrier I felt needed to be addressed. Below I 
present a term, 3D Democracy, define a hypothesis regarding citizen motivation, and present a small 
study used to test that hypothesis.   

 
Throughout this article, I have turned to holistic science theory and action research by describing 

and reflecting on methods that are dynamic, relational, participatory, multidimensional, complex, 
emergent, developmental, and engage the whole by moving through the parts.  
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The Term 3D Democracy 
 
To make the significance of a substantively different process for engagement more perceptible to 

the general public, I eventually developed the term 3D Democracy. This term attempts to support 
citizen reflection by graphically highlighting why more dimensions for tackling their issues are 
needed than what the usual “flat” term of democracy offers: addressing the depth of interconnected 
root causes, the breadth of multiple perspectives and length (short or long term) of responses. This 
critical reflection on current often reductionist, two-dimensional processes (e.g., win/lose polarities 
and yes/no voting) may potentially seed the necessity for more holistic multi dimensional, multi 
perspective approaches to civic decision-making when dealing with complex issues. For those 
seeking the theoretical roots that underlies this work, the term 3D Democracy also captures the need 
for three D’s: it is the developmentally designed and deliberative nature that can adequately support 
citizens to walk together through the complex steps necessary to arrive at well- informed decisions 
and to take effective actions.  

 
The term is also useful to raise awareness of what we may call a “third dimension,” one that is 

beyond the two common dimensions of “public” and “private”, namely the dimension of the 
“commons.” Elinor Ostrom, Nobel Prize winner, explains this dimension in her seminal work, 
Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action. About the significance  
of public process in the protection of shared resources, where she said “if the community doesn’t 
have a good way of communicating with each other or the costs of self-organization are too high, 
then they won’t organize, and there will be failures” (Korten, 2010. n.p).  

 
Many public engagement processes wish to support comprehensive actions but skip the step of 

making collective decisions that could result in those collective actions (Inglis, 2007). Therefore, it is 
sensible to use the next section to highlight this distinguishing component and surface its logic in 
relation to the public engagement criteria presented previously.   

 
Why the Focus on “Decisions”? 

 
Oil spills, sprawl of cities over agricultural land, migration policies, and water use all 

represent situations in which decisions are made that impact the public and the environment. We 
often miss the significance of these watershed points. To see ourselves as actively impacting 
decisions, either through conscious participation or not, can move us from viewing ourselves as 
victims of outside forces to active participants in co-creating our life situations. This is especially 
important when considering the choices facing us in relationship to climate change. 

 
However, people are seldom aware of how complex the process of decision making is personally, 

let alone collectively. If we are to respond adequately to the complexity of climate change issues or 
any complex issue, we must make collective decisions, some of which will be quite difficult, about 
priorities, policies, and actions. It therefore is important to amplify the significance of this often-
overlooked process of making public decisions, the very essence of democracy, and offer ways to 
observe, understand, and thus support comprehensive decision making. 

 
Considering the severity of many of our local and global issues, it is no wonder that people 

want to take immediate concrete action. There is often impatience with sitting in meetings and 
talking. If people do not comprehend the sequential steps needed to develop sound public 
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solutions, there can often be a sense that simple solutions should just appear, as if dropped into 
the room. However, before taking action, there has to be decisions by several people (unless we 
are in a dictatorship) to take the action. Before these decisions can be made, there need to be 
relevant options available to decide upon. Before these options for solutions are identified or 
created, there needs to be shared understanding amongst those most involved regarding the 
diverse causes of the problem.  

 
Problems are often labelled under big sweeping categories, so before these causes can be 

understood there needs to be agreements on which aspect of which “problem” we assume we are 
actually discussing. In addition, everyone understandably sees things through their own lens of 
experiences and values. Therefore all of these steps are influenced by diverse perspectives that 
need to be included. Taking actions will likely have implications that also need to be considered. 
If we attempt to shortcut any of these sequential steps, our actions may not get at the systemic 
roots of the issues and merely offer bandage treatments. To undertake these steps well requires 
patience, time, and structured processes to support our best selves coming forward. Decision 
making, if we want satisfactory results, will require more from us than many are used to giving 
and there seems to be no way to shortcut this investment if we do not want to incur unintended 
consequences or sabotage by those who feel their voices were left out. There is a tension between 
taking adequate time to deliberate on such issues, in our “business as usual lives,” and the 
realization that we are running out of planetary time, especially when facing pressing, rapidly 
increasing and catastrophic issues. 

 
The Hypothesis Regarding Citizen Motivation  

 
The focus of the rest of this paper is the following hypothesis: (a) shared reflection by 

members of the public on the usual approaches to and past experiences with public participation, 
and (b) consideration of other approaches, systematically presented, may (c) lead to new interest 
and willingness to exert the effort required to participate in more demanding but more rewarding 
participatory methodologies. The aim of the action research reported here, carried out with a 
small group of community residents, was to test in a preliminary way, whether a facilitated 
structured deliberative process designed to elicit critical reflection on current public engagement 
and decision making processes would indeed arouse the interest and motivation to use a more 
adequate, if more demanding, holistic public process.  

 
Next, I provide definitions of the key terms used throughout this writing. Then, the remainder 

of this article is organized in the following sections: a description of the theoretical context, a 
literature review of significant materials, an outline of the methodology used in the study, and an 
analysis of the findings. Copies of the materials used in the public process are supplied in 
appendices.   

 
Definitions 

 
As orientation, I have provided a list of definitions I am using in this paper.  

Civic Engagement: interactions in the local, regional, national, and/or international 
communities to which citizens and their chosen representatives belong, designed to identify and 
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address issues of public concern, as well as increase investment and ownership. Other terms 
commonly used are public involvement or participatory democracy.  

Complex: made up of many interconnected or interwoven parts.  In the realm of public issues, 
this would indicate the presence of many, often tangled elements that are usually not seen and, 
therefore, not addressed. A complex issue, due to these many aspects, is difficult to respond to by 
a yes or no vote, in response to a single simplified question, as are offered every few years 
through elections of referendums. 

Deliberation: a method for deep consideration or weighing out of options and implications 
prior to arriving at a decision. Public deliberation is a specific form of civic engagement and can 
be referred to as deliberative democracy. 

Emergence: coming into existence of a new property or properties due to the interaction of 
sub elements. The properties of the new phenomena cannot necessarily be predicted from the 
properties of the sub elements. 

Holistic: philosophies and methodologies that support an integrated, systemic approach that 
includes context, complexity, emergence, and intrinsic qualities of relationships amongst the 
phenomena. These recognize that complex systems have “emergent properties” that describe their 
characteristics as wholes and that these properties are conditioned, but not determined, by the 
system’s constituent parts. 

Perspectives: ways of perceiving or points of view influenced by life experiences and 
conditions. Different and valid perspectives both naturally arise from different life experiences 
and create different life experiences. These can be referred to as frames or approaches. 

Systemic thinking: seeing interconnections of elements involved within a context. Systemic 
thinking includes awareness of cycles or networks, accepting counter intuitive effects and 
reducing unintended consequences by considering gaps and implications (Ison, 2008). 

Literature Review 
 
Included below is relevant material related to holistic science and democracy, deliberation and 

citizen motivation. 
 

Holistic Science 
 
As I have advocated the use of a holistic approach, I here include the relevant literature 

relating to the science underpinning that approach. 
 
Holistic science is often defined by how it differs from reductionist science3, but its particular 

definition differs according to the scholar. Henri Bortoft (1986), Rudolf Steiner (1998), David 
Seamon (2003), and Margaret Colquhoun (1996), for example, expand on the 18th century  work 
of Wolfgang von Goethe, who emphasized a science of qualities, relationships of “intrinsic 
necessity” and  the importance of coming to know the existence of the whole through the 
                                                 
3 See Schumacher College: What is Holistic Science http://www.schumachercollege.org.uk/courses/why-
holistic-science 
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understanding of the parts. Goethe, in his exploration of colour understood that perceiving colour 
was really a perception of relationships, as no colour exists separately but always in a context, a 
contrast to Newton’s sense of separate colours. In addition, he emphasized how the attention to 
distinguishing the detail of parts, such as leaves of a plant, served the understanding of how they 
functioned as an expression of the whole. To understand a plant both in its wholeness and its 
distinctions we can look for repetitive patterns that will help us answer the inquiry: “How do you 
grow?” Based on our detailed observation and inquiry we are able to move beyond a sense of 
fragmented bits of concrete stems and leaves to construct a meaning of the dynamic whole. I 
apply this as a useful metaphor later when describing the study group‘s process. 

 
Holistic science has its basis in the natural sciences. However, holistic scientist Fritjof Capra 

indicates that systems thinking develops when we see patterns and connections in biology, a 
capacity which can be applied to social sciences. In exploring the implications to learning and 
communicating in both the biological science and social sciences, he builds on the work of 
biologist Humberto Maturana and social scientist Gregory Bateson. Both articulated a connection 
between perceiving difference and the development of cognition (Capra, 1996). Maturana felt it 
was the perturbations in relationship to the environment that triggered structural changes in an 
organism. Bateson indicated that the differences associated with these “perturbations” could be 
defined in terms of a hierarchy of logical types involving orders of abstraction in which higher 
levels are defined by the ability to organize lower levels and overcome the “contraries” or 
unresolved contradictions of the lower level. He expanded on these levels to create an 
organization of logical types as a way of noting how classification is used in all perceiving, 
thinking, learning, and communicating (Bateson, 1972). Bill Torbert (2004) built a bridge 
between types of logic commonly used, and ways we commonly structure talking. He proposed 
and researched the possibility that by reflecting on, and consciously structuring our ways of 
talking, we could transform personal actions, organizations, and politics.   

   
Concepts from complexity science such as self-organization and emergence have created a 

vital connection between the natural sciences and social sciences (Francis, 2009). In relating 
complexity science to how people organize, Eoyang and Olsen (2001) suggest there are three 
interconnected conditions that influence a system to self-organize: (a) creating a container e.g., 
the intent and support for interactions and deliberation; (b) surfacing diversity and differences 
that stimulates creative response; and (c) increasing the frequency of transforming exchanges so 
feedback loops can reveal the consequences of our choices and also inform us as to who “we” 
are.  

 
Although differing in some emphasis, all of these holistic scientists indicate that holistic 

science encompasses a non-linear approach that does not attempt to precisely predict, separate, or 
control information, knowledge, or outcomes. There is loose agreement that holistic science 
methodologies that support an integrated, systemic approach need to include understanding of 
context, complexity, emergence, and intrinsic relationships amongst the phenomena. There is 
recognition that complex systems have “emergent properties” that describe their characteristics as 
wholes and that these properties are conditioned, but not determined by, the system’s constituent 
parts. It is understood that people’s perceptions, especially those of scientists, impact what is 
being seen and interpreted and are, therefore, part of the whole. Therefore, the subjective realm of 
interior beliefs, values, and motivations are considered to be as necessary to include in scientific 
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observations as more objective external data. Bateson promoted a subjective approach but also 
cautioned against the often sloppy definitions which can occur in behavioral science: “in 
scientific research you start from two beginnings, each of which has its own authority: the 
observations cannot be denied, and the fundamentals must be fitted .…[otherwise you] add to the 
existing jungle of half baked hypothesis” (Bateson 1972, p. xxi).  

 
Democracy, Deliberation and Public Motivation 

 
Central to the question under investigation here is the extent to which the public is, or can 

become, both willing and able to engage in public discourse at a level complex enough to make 
real contributions to the solution of public problems. Two organizations in particular have pulled 
together a substantial body of practice addressing public engagement processes: the National 
Coalition of Dialogue and Deliberation, and the Kettering Foundation. There are also several 
individual researchers and practitioners proficient in this field including Atlee (1999), Bohman 
(2000), Delli Carpini et al (2004), Fishkin (1991), Gastil (2008), Rosenberg (2002), Ross (2006), 
and Yankelovich (1991). They point out the difficulty of current public decision making whilst 
describing the need for, as well as challenges of, public discussion.  

 
Tom Atlee refers to holistic politics (1999) or integral politics (2010) defining holism as the 

need for inclusivity and coherence of the parts and the wholes. He advocates that politics, where 
one part is fighting against another part, cannot achieve this holism. In response to a building 
disillusionment with democratic practices, Bohman (2000) argues that deliberation can support 
democracy by improving responses to the complexity, pluralism, and inequalities of society. He 
challenges assumptions that the public is “unreasonable,” by saying that people are often not 
supported in discursive situations where they can use their reason, or, as Kant would say their 
“enlarged capacity for thought.” Both Fishkin (1991) and Yankelovich (1991) have argued for 
and demonstrated the potential for the public to successfully deliberate issues before arriving at a 
decision. Yankelovich has shown that when people are presented with complex issues to 
consider, they can change their views over time, with the right forms of support for doing so. 
From his research he observed that people’s views regarding an issue will, through focused 
engagement on an issue, progress through predictable steps from spontaneous, re-active 
individual opinions to more considered deeper public judgments.  

 
Developmental psychologist Shawn Rosenberg (2002, 2007) has applied an adult 

developmental lens to public decision making and especially deliberation. He argues that the 
reason we have challenges in public engagement is that the requirements of participatory 
democracy are beyond the developmental capacities of many citizens. The ability to collectively 
analyze a complex public issue, reflect on and communicate one’s ideas, understand and be 
concerned about the perspective of others, are all necessary skills in order for people to engage 
effectively with each other around complex public issues. He suggests that these requirements are 
simply beyond the developmental capacities of many individuals and social groups. At the same 
time he also holds out the hope that well facilitated public deliberations can potentially support 
the development and engagement of these capacities and thus offer citizens a better chance at 
responding to the complexities facing them in the 21st century. Although Rosenberg‘s (2002, 
2007) theories address an area close to that of my inquiry, they do not however appear to have yet 
been translated into descriptions of, or research regarding, applied methods for how that 
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facilitation would be implemented or how citizens might be motivated to use such methods 
(Rosenberg, 2009).  

 
The key to effective engagement of diverse participants then is good design and facilitation. 

Deliberative processes can shake people out of the cognitive shortcuts typically used to frame 
day-to-day problems. As a result of moving out of this comfortable pattern, anxiety and 
frustration can be provoked, especially if the process that participants are using does not seem to 
be providing any new short cuts and simple solutions (Ryfe, 2005). To be willing to engage with 
this kind of frustration people would need to be highly motivated. At the same time, frustration 
itself, when tied to high stakes and handled properly, can increase motivation. Thus, Stephen 
Tyler, when discussing multi stakeholder deliberations has pointed out  

 
Cognitive and cultural theory suggests that when the decisions are important and the 
participants have a meaningful stake in the outcome (that is, stakes are high and the 
stakeholders are at the table), they are likely to be more motivated. In addition, motivation 
is enhanced by accountability to others, by a sense of threatened interests and by 
engagement with others who have different perspectives. All these factors are socially and 
culturally constructed, therefore the nature of deliberative processes must match its social 
and cultural context. (Tyler, 2009, p. 5).   
 
A case study was done regarding the progressive effect of deliberation on the public's views of 

priorities in health care (Dolan et al, 1998). The researchers concluded that “The public's views 
about setting priorities in health care are systematically different when they have been given an 
opportunity to discuss the issues. If the considered opinions of the general public are required, 
surveys that do not allow respondents time or opportunity for reflection may be of doubtful value” 
(Dolan et al, 1998, p. 916). Due to the discussion, participants saw the complexity of the issue 
that then caused them to change their original sense of priorities. However, participants did not 
go the next step and resolve their differences regarding these priorities. The methodology was not 
a holistic one by my definition, nor did the facilitators offer the group any structure to guide their 
deliberation or to arrive at decisions that could potentially transform the old perceptions and 
actions. 

 
The research of Sara Ross was closest to my own focus. In her doctoral dissertation, Ross 

(Ross, 2007) addresses citizen hope and motivation to work on specific problematic issues as a 
result of going through several steps of issue analysis and deliberation. Whereas my question was 
more related to how citizens might come to understand the need for engaging in such a time 
consuming and comprehensive process to public decision making 

 
Ross (2006) offers a methodology for public deliberation that specifically takes on the need 

for complex thinking when responding to complex public issues, and the realities of the 
developmental differences that such deliberations must support if a wide enough diversity of 
publics are to be engaged. Her method addresses both the need for progressive steps as well as 
the need for structure and facilitation that supports motivation. Based on the work of Commons et 
al (1998), she defined the precise progression of steps involved in supporting citizen deliberation. 
The progressive steps are drawn from research in adult development, behavioral sciences, and 
complexity theory. Her preliminary  research, summarizing and integrating these sources, suggest 
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that there is a recurring pattern in the steps people go through in confronting complex issues, one 
that is fractal in nature and occurs across different scales of decision making from personal to 
organization to cultural (Ross, 2008, 2009).  

 
To illustrate these steps, here is a simple example, regarding buying a car. A would-be 

purchaser moves from thesis (e.g. “I will buy a car”), antithesis (“I can’t afford a car”) to 
oscillating (“I have to choose between being carless or being poor”), to a chaotic or “smash” state 
(Commons & Richards, 2002) where new options are tested and adjusted to see if they can 
possibly fit to satisfy the initial need (buy a used car, high maintenance fees, borrow friends car, 
feel beholden). When carried out fully, such a sequential process can lead eventually to a more 
coherent state of synthesis expressed by an often unexpected solution that satisfies all of the 
presenting conditions (joining a car co-op - ta da!). This solution was not even among the options 
initially considered available, but emerges due to the focused consideration of the parts.  

 
Such a process may repeat cyclically and with more complexity. With each repetition, as new 

information is encountered, the synthesis becomes the new thesis and the cycle repeats, but now 
at a higher level of complexity. This progressive repetitive pattern of decision making operates 
over various scales, topics and situations. Ross argues strongly for the benefits and challenges of 
these decision steps, and their essential role in well-designed public discourse. As she has shown 
in her own empirical work, such a design provides the structure that can hold the tensions that 
arise between competing views, and support the process to move through a complete cycle, 
towards resolution or synthesis. Synthesis is possible only when the new option or approach 
successfully addresses the inadequacies of the other options. This theoretical model presents a 
detailed and developmental understanding of what occurs in the phenomenon of emergence 
resulting in new solutions to old issues. Ross’ (2006) preliminary research on this process that 
she calls The Integral Process for Working on Complex Issues (TIP) would meet several of the 
criteria I defined as a holistic approach.   

 
In contrast to this holistic approach, pioneer in decision analysis, Howard Raiffa went as far as 

saying “The spirit of decision analysis is divide and conquer: Decompose a complex problem into 
simpler problems, get one’s thinking straight in these problems, paste these analyses together 
with a logical glue, and come out with a program for action for the complex problem” (Raiffa, 
1968. p. 271). Later, in a post-retirement article, he said he had been so enamored with the 
certainty he felt was offered through his earlier mathematical approach, that he had completely 
missed the boat regarding the many other aspects which underpin making complex decisions 
(Raiffa, 2002).  

 
However, I find that the simplicity and reductionism of this divide and conquer mentality still 

pervades many of the conventional approaches to public decision making. The foregoing has 
provoked me to research the motivation for people to consider using a more holistic approach 
discussed below that can include and synthesize, not divide and conquer.    

 
In summary, although there are rich fields of theory and research regarding (a) how 

individuals make decisions, (b) how these decision are impacted by reflection, (c) how public 
deliberation that includes reflection can support public decision making, and (d) how challenges 
occur in democracy, there is little about the public themselves reflecting on their current forms of 
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involvement in decision making to see how that might impact their motivation to use a holistic 
process. My study was intended to fill that gap by showing how a holistically designed process 
for public reflection on decision making prior to participants involving the public in decisions, 
might motivate them to use a holistic approach. 

 
Study Methodology 

 
A community group from a coastal city in England faced with the challenges of engaging their 

community around contentious public issues participated in the study. Using materials I designed 
for the study, I engaged this group in an intensive four-hour deliberation regarding common but 
different perspectives regarding how to engage a community.  

 
Research Methods 

 
I used a holistic method, including critical reflection and deliberation, to conduct a small, non-

experimental preliminary test of my hypothesis that these experiences would increase interest and 
motivation to use a holistic approach to public decision making. The process I used was holistic 
in that it was designed to maximize interactions, support a comprehensive and integrated 
consideration of the diverse perspectives, contexts and layers of complexity of an issue, engage 
both subjective views and objective detail, stimulate shared inquiry and systemic thinking, and 
promote a new synthesis or whole to emerge through the detailed consideration of the parts. I 
hope that describing the step by step progression involved in this methodology will be helpful to 
other practitioners in the field of community engagement and social change.   

 
I used a two-phase process of applied social research: a four-hour participant group session 

and follow-up interviews with individuals. As my research was based on non- numerical data, I 
used a qualitative analysis of qualitative data using empirical observation, and semi structured 
interview techniques (Bernard, 1999). My research findings should be viewed as preliminary due 
to the small convenience sample and the fact that I did not use a control group. All observations 
are my own, based on information I collected and analyzed, and reflections I made. 

 
Group Selection 

 
When considering my research project I was hoping to find an existing community group of 

about 9-12 members who were currently facing some community issues. I wished it to be an 
ongoing group versus an ad hoc group for two reasons. One was that an ongoing group would 
more likely be dealing with a real issue, common to all participants, instead of a more “armchair” 
conceptual issue created just for the research process. Also for integrity reasons, I wanted the 
process to be useful to the participants and did not want to raise issues where there was no 
ongoing process by which these could be addressed. In addition, a group with a defined boundary 
and identity would have more contained and continuous interactions. The group was composed of 
city and district councilors and community group representatives. They had been meeting for 
several months and had co-developed two documents regarding strategies and action plans. Their 
focus was to find ways to engage the whole community when facing community issues as there 
had been a history of fragmentation, competition, and bad feelings that was making coordinated 
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planning very difficult. This group and their concerns perfectly matched the focus of my 
research.  

 
Although it fell on the first warm Saturday of the spring, nine members were committed to 

attending including the mayor, three councilors, and five community representatives. The town 
clerk indicated support by arranging for a room to be booked and snack food to be available.  

 
Development of Materials 

 
Prior to the session, I talked with six participants by phone to make sure I understood the 

nature and context of their specific concerns. I wanted to hear the potential differences in how 
those concerns might be framed amongst the group participants and to hear how they felt 
involvement in community decisions could occur.  

 
Based on this information, as well as on previous background research into this issue, I created 

an “issue booklet” to guide their deliberation. An issue booklet provides a thorough and neutral 
way by which participants can consider the whole issue through looking at the multiple layers 
and perspectives associated with the issue. Since deliberation supports the deep consideration of 
an issue, it is helpful to have common, legitimate perspectives of what might be solutions to the 
issue in question clearly articulated for this consideration. The question that I used to focus the 
deliberation was ‘How should citizens be involved when important public decision need to be 
made?” I used the template format for creating an issue booklet for deliberation created by Sara 
Ross (Ross, 2006) whose theoretical model and research I described in the literature review. It 
sketched out four common but very different (and potentially contentious) perspectives that could 
motivate people’s approaches to community involvement in decision-making. These perspectives 
are developmentally sequenced in the issue book.4 The main headings are as follows (See 
Appendix 1 for complete issue booklet):  

 
 Approach 1: We advocate for the rights of our group when our needs are threatened 
 Approach 2: We do our civic duty, vote for leaders, and assume they are accountable for 

making fair decisions 
 Approach 3:  We can make decision by being strategic and efficient in order to maximize 

opportunities 
 Approach 4: We reach out and include as many people as possible to work together as a 

whole community 
 
These differences, gathered from their concerns, illuminated the tensions that I assumed lay 

unresolved within the group, possibly blocking them from moving forward in their discussions on 
community involvement. Like the Goethian method of understanding the details of a leaf in order 
to understand how a plant grew, I was offering them a way to see the specific details of their 
communities’ viewpoints so they might have a more comprehensive understanding of how their 
issue grew. Each approach offered the underlying logic that motivated the differing actions 
people might choose to take in relationship to community decision making. The usual underlying 
logic, or orienting idea, becomes more explicit. This provides more information as to why people 
                                                 
4 For more information regarding the developmental sequencing see Inglis (2009). 
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might think and act differently and therefore the differences make more sense. This method offers 
a way for participants to consider differences in a focused, less fragmented manner without the 
threat or defensiveness that often arise from fearing differences. More energy can then be focused 
on inquiry and reflections regarding the impacts that different choices may incur. The group’s 
consideration was supported or “scaffolded” through the presentation of very detailed observation 
of the “parts,” or different natural perspectives, with the hypothesis that the sorting, critiquing, 
and comparing of these would help them consider their adequacy and co-construct their own 
synthesis or “whole,” and more adequate approach. 

 
Session Process 

 
The issue booklet as well as an agenda (see Appendix 1) was sent to the group several days 

before the groups met. When we met, I clarified my role as facilitator: I would guide them 
through a structured process but I would not influence the substance of their discussion as that lay 
within their expertise. I also clarified the limitations of the process and the implication of the 
brevity of this session, emphasizing that the intent was not to magically “fix” the issues that day 
but to support their discussions. Based on a prior agreement the session was audio taped. We did 
an opening round in order to hear people’s motivations regarding focusing on the question of 
public involvement in decision making and what they hoped to get out of the day. People were 
very eager to talk and it was difficult to stick to the “taking turns” format of a round or to staying 
on topic. Next, I gave an overview of what deliberation was, comparing their experiences in 
personal deliberation to public deliberation. To increase sensitivity to diverse viewpoints, I led 
participants through an experiential warm up exercise of assuming different perspectives. I 
presented a set of general group process guidelines regarding qualities of talking, listening, and 
taking turns and asked if they were in agreement to respect these, and this was affirmed.  

 
Then we proceeded step by step through the issue booklet. Like a jury, giving each approach 

its just opportunity to be presented, fairly heard, and considered, they spent time focusing on each 
approach separately. At the beginning of each new approach, a different volunteer read out the 
descriptive information for that approach. Then they all took a few minutes of silence to allow for 
reflection on the implications of taking this approach before voicing their responses. This allowed 
for more considered responses and the breaking of a habitual behavior of immediately reacting in 
an opinionated way that can often happen in community groups. Then they each spoke saying 
what they felt about the benefits, concerns, and trade offs that might arise with each approach. I 
captured their thoughts under each of those headings by writing notes on a flip chart for all to see. 
This allowed them to see how they were building their own understanding of the parts. It allowed 
their thinking to be transparent to each other as it evolved, and documented a record of their 
progress. I later typed and emailed them these responses. I have included the table of their 
transcribed responses for each approach in the results section further below. It reflects their 
thoroughness and deep consideration, as well as indicates that none of these approaches appeared 
to be considered as being satisfactory on its own. This is important to note since, without this 
kind of reflection, people often take absolutist stances that indicate their own point of view is 
satisfactory and needs no further consideration.  

 
After considering each approach, and facing their own reality that all of the options had 

benefits but also had some negative consequences, the group was asked to create some statements 
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of what conclusions they had reached. These comments were also written on the flip chart. The 
summary of these comments are described in the results section with details in Appendix 2. In 
general, without any prompting from me, the participants arrived at statements that described a 
comprehensive “whole” approach to how they wished involve the community in decision 
making. It was whole in that it included the implications of the other approaches.  

 
People were very engaged, and it was difficult sticking within the time frame. The last portion 

of the deliberation of all of the approaches was pressed for adequate time and the next steps of 
planning how these conclusions would be carried forth into their next meetings and implemented 
unfortunately did not happen. We did an abbreviated closing round to capture reflections on the 
day. Participants, as well as I as facilitator, worked hard and ended the day being both tired and 
appreciative.  

 
Follow Up Interviews 

  
Between four to five weeks later I emailed the same six participants I had spoken to prior to 

the meeting and sent them an outline of interview questions (see Appendix 3). I was able to reach 
only five participants. I set up dates for the interview and recorded their input. The purpose of my 
interview was to gather their perceptions regarding the process to ascertain if they perceived it as 
having value, and, if so, in what way. I specifically wanted to see if, based on their experience, 
they would express motivation to reuse such a process.    

 
After the session, I compiled data using interpretations of qualitative analysis based on several 

aspects: my observations of individual participation and group relations during the session, 
content of material developed in the session, and interviews with individuals before and after the 
session.  

 
Limitations of this Study 

 
My case study findings were limited by the small group size. The length of the session and 

participant fatigue, which I discuss in more depth later, may have limited the quality of 
participant engagement and integration of their experiences. Time, location, and finances also 
limited my ability to extend the study to include control groups across several diverse 
communities. It also limited ongoing sessions with the study group in order to observe if or how 
the awareness and motivation present after the study session, continued to develop and inform 
their ongoing interactions.  

 
Study Results 

 
This section reports on the impacts that participants’ critical reflection and deliberation had on 

their interest and motivation for using holistic methods for public decision making. I will 
particularly highlight changes in their interactions, their consideration of the diverse perspectives, 
contexts, and interconnected layers of complexity regarding their issue, and the emergence of a 
new synthesis or holistic approach. As the process is developmental in nature, meaning that the 
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nature of participation changes through the stages of the session, I report on it sequentially. I 
begin with the various aspects of the group session and then the post session interviews. 

 
Group Session 

 
Why does this Matter? 

 
The question in the opening round “why does considering this question today matter to you?” 

provides a baseline for the motivation to proceed into the session. It allows people to say why this 
topic matters and to hear why it might matter to others. It allows the inquiry to move from the 
topic as an abstraction to one that embodies their experiences. In response to the question, I 
observed that participants were very eager to talk about the frustration of civic life and the hopes 
for how a group such as theirs might make a difference. Some spoke of competing needs between 
the desire to gather community input, which was at times uninformed or wishful thinking, and the 
demands of getting on with making pragmatic “realistic” decisions. Some talked about times in 
which community consultation had been done but was not inclusive of everyone, or the results 
were not listened to by council. These frustrations with community decision making are common 
to civic life and can often block citizen’s motivation to continue to engage. Several participants 
found it easier to focus on what wasn’t working in their community than what was or might 
work.  

 
Although I had clearly indicated and repeated that the purpose of the rounds was to do a short 

two to three minute statements of interest in the topic just to get us started, several people had 
difficulties keeping their remarks within that time frame or on that topic. Some also had 
difficulties taking turns and listening to others without breaking in and making side remarks, or 
even personal affronts. I observed that many comments were absolute statements about people or 
situations “out there” advocating generalizations of what should or shouldn’t have happened, 
with fewer offering more contextual and personal reflections. I could tell that these kinds of more 
open participatory process skills were a challenge for this group and the facial expression and 
body language indicated frustrations were being triggered. There also was laughter and positive 
energy. These types of interactions are also common to public meetings and impact citizens’ 
motivation and ability to inquire, reflect, and see the interconnecting patterns of their issues 
effectively. I felt I needed to be very active and firm as a facilitator to keep to the time, structure, 
and purpose of the session with the assumption that this would support their interactions while 
not stifling their very significant expression and input.  

 
Perspective Taking 

 
With some coaching and modeling, I observed that people were able to participate in the 

perspective taking exercise, telling personal stories of times when they had experienced a 
particular perspective that arose due to certain life conditions at that time. This exercise was 
intended to invite people to progress from single solution advocacy regarding external events, to 
being able to consider several approaches, a skill needed for the next stage. It can seed self-
reflection as well as the possibility of realizing that ones internal perspective, as well as other 
peoples’ perspectives, can differ due to different circumstances. This realization potentially 
transfers to an openness if not awareness that there will naturally be different perspectives in the 
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community as well regarding public issues such as the one being deliberated that day: i.e. 
different approaches to community involvement in decision-making.   

 
Critical Reflection and Deliberation of Different Approaches 

 
The results of this section were derived from two aspects: the information created by the 

participants in response to their deliberation and my observations regarding their interactions and 
responses to the perturbations of being presented with distinctly different perspectives to the 
same issue.  

 
Once we moved into the next steps, participants were focused on the joint task of analyzing 

the different approaches to the question of community engagement outlined in the issue booklet. I 
observed that their interactions indicated a sense of shared conversation and listening with 
interest to what others were saying. As by design there was no “right” answer expected, or no 
winners or losers anticipated, the tendency towards competition and defensiveness, apparent in 
the opening round, relaxed. As the different views were already voiced equally in the issue 
booklet, I interpreted their relaxation as meaning that individuals in the room did not feel they 
had to spend time defending certain views. People were given equal opportunity to talk and this 
seemed to build trust to engage more fully.  

 
Figure 1 displays transcriptions of their deliberations of the four approaches, provided at this 

juncture because these provide context for further reporting on results.5 
 

How should citizens be involved when important public decisions need to be made? 
Approach 1: We advocate for the rights of our group when our needs are threatened 

Benefits Concerns 
 This approach builds solidarity which feels good 

when you belong 
 It focuses peoples energy and thinking, provides 

safety for some 
 We find our voice, increase articulation 
 Learn how to make issue popular, provides skills 

in marketing,  communication and engagement 
increases 

 The issue gets lost in the group dynamics 
 Increases emotional tension, attacks get personal 
 We can create long terms negative effects: creates 

outsiders, alienation, exclusion 
 There can be a mob energy, fear of hostility, 

suppresses many voices 
 People hijack process, circumventing decisions 

becomes habitual 
 People react before seeing the whole picture 

Trade-offs we would need to consider if this was our only approach: 
 We may increase our sense of belongingness but at a price of producing deep distrust and chronic 

negativity.  
 The more we use this approach the more repetitive it can become…we get in a reactive pattern. 
 We need to find our voice but after listening not before 

Circumstances  
We might consider doing this if we could ensure conditions that could be positive, constructive, realistic 

and produce quality 
 
 

                                                 
5 See the full issue booklet in Appendix for the full context of the transcriptions. This context is not 
necessarily self-evident from Figure 1’s headings.  
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Approach 2: We do our civic duty, vote for leaders and assume they are accountable  
for making fair decisions 

Benefits Concerns 
 Ordered, prevents chaos, I know what is expected 

of me. 
 Tried and trusted over  a 100 years history of 

using this in which it has more or less worked 
 There is a clear manifesto. It does provide a 

system and gets something done. 
 We know that every 4 years there is a debate and 

a vote 
 It is a platform for us to have good leaders 
 We know who is accountable. 
 We know  who we can blame 

 
 
 

 We  don’t get as much responsiveness or 
innovation, as quickly as we may need  

 Lack of motivation, flexibility 
 We do not include all voices, not include diversity 
 Subtle differences and culture nuances not 

reflected in a vote 
 Vote only 4 years, gives us no input into 

implementation of what we voted on, no way to 
make sure of follow through. 

 Focus is too much on one person, one leader 
 We do not chose who the civil servants are but 

they have influence 
 Only a few people vote so who really is 

represented (can fall into approach one) 
 Boundaries impact representation and so impact 

the issues
Trade-offs we would need to consider if this was our only approach 

 If we have “good” leadership this approach works well but if we do not then there is little we can do. ( and 
there would be different views as to what ‘good” leadership was) 

 We get a majority vote but what happens to the minority (which could be 49%) Please some of the people 
some of the time, but not all of the people all of the time. 

Approach 3:  We can make decisions by being strategic and efficient 
in order to maximize opportunities 

Benefits Concerns 
 We could have the best information, best experts 

and the best decisions 
 Strategic approaches help us form outcomes  
 When people are involved it increases  
 ‘our”‘ expertise first then agreement and comfort  
 We get more “buy in” 
 There are people who are specialists or experts 

who can help us, bring in another view 
 Decisions which are evidenced based provides us 

with proof  
 Consultations can provide quality thoroughness 

and objectivity   
 We do need a decision making body that is 

strategic and efficient 
 

 For approach 3 to work well we would need to 
have a good approach 2 in place 

 Marketing can be used to promote a bias 
 Some “scientific information is supposed to be 

sound” but holds a bias  
 Consultations take a long time and meanwhile 

peoples views may change making the 
consultation less useful 

 There is no guarantee that the experts cannot be 
bought or biased by those who fund them, done 
behind closed doors 

 There may be opportunities that we lose by taking 
this time 

 The consultant may not ask the right questions or 
deep enough questions in their surveys…we may 
miss saying what we need to 

Trade-offs we would need to consider if this was our only approach: 
 We may intend to do a lot of good consultation but the distrust or  “ …..city…. disease” may still prevent 

us from working together 
 We want the support of the expertise and evidence, but do not necessarily trust experts or evidence quality 

or objectivity.  
 Consultation can increase engagement but what happens if it does not get to the depth of our  community 

issues that underlie our divisions or distrust. 
 We like the efficiency and possibilities but not to the point of cutting funds that support  important public 

services 
 We may increase the community buy in but how do we know it has integrity and not been bought with a 
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bias 
Circumstances 
“Realpolitik”…. Keep the focus on the practical relevant issues and less on morals or ideologies 

Approach 4: We reach out and include as many people as possible 
to work together as a whole community 

Benefits Concerns 
 This approach could address so many of the 

concerns of the first three. It connects 
representative democracy with participative 
democracy. Without this approach, we can beat 
each other up all the time.  

 We get to hear more people, and get a broader 
concept of what is wanted other than just one 
source 

 This is fundamental to representative democracy  
 We will hear each others fears, and possibly 

decrease the fear of the unknown 
 If done well ( would need to define what that 

means)  we could heal the “…city… disease” 
 When we know our opinion is valued we are 

more willing to participate, then community has a 
sense of being valued  

 Would depend on an effective Approach 2 (a 
representative government), and effective 
Approach 3 (getting people informed)  

 In an individualistic society we are not as 
concerned about how we all work together 

 We may be too busy to engage like this, and learn 
about the issue. And if we don’t engage and learn 
we may sabotage other decisions  

 We would need to really see the broad picture and 
the complexities to participate well. People differ 
in their ability to do this. 

 Lots of us take a stand on issues so would 
manipulate these participatory processes leading 
to more distrust 

 We may not see, or want to accept the realities of 
the options before us and the limitations that 
come with all options. Want a simple wish list 
and not want to deal with priorities, 
consequences, tradeoffs etc. 

 Do decisions actually get made in those 
processes? or do we just sit around and chat and 
get too self absorbed to deal with the issue? 

 Our city has to grow up, engage in consultation 
and be willing to live with the decisions that were 
made and not sabotage (or revert to Approach 1) 

Tradeoffs we would need to consider if this was the only approach: 
 Potentially more people can be involved but it works only if we are informed  
 Potentially more people can impact decisions  but it works only if people know what they really want and 

can reach agreements 
 We can do a lot to attempt inclusion but it will not be perfect ( and we have to live with that frustration) 
 We can include many people but cannot provide people with  everything 
 We want more involvement but do we actually trust the vast majority of people to make good decisions? 

or trust our own engagement processes.  
 If we want a trustable process we would have to define and agree on principles and a design of what we 

think would make a process trustable. 
 Processes have to be done so that people can see the possible consequences of choices. 

 
Circumstances 

 The size and importance of the decision and how if it concerns the whole community needs to be 
considered to see if this approach is necessary  

 How processes are designed makes a difference 
Figure 1. Transcription of Group Deliberation of Four Approaches 

 
Deliberation of the first approach: “We advocate for the rights of our group when our needs 

are threatened” was given a great deal of attention. Approach 1 captures the “us versus them” 
nature that characterizes and stalls many civic interactions. I observed that participants 
recognized the sentiments, benefits, and challenges of this approach, but in their spirited 
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discussion actually were falling unconsciously into demonstrating it. At times, the discussion 
looked like it could slide into taking sides and needing to air resentments about old issues. I could 
have stopped the discussion right then, focused on this element, and used it as a real time 
reflection point, regarding how their own interactions might mirror the difficulty with community 
interactions. However, I did not feel that I had established adequate trust with this group and nor 
had created adequate structure to support that discussion, so in the moment I did a quick internal 
deliberation, weighing out the options I could take as facilitator. I chose to go on with the agenda 
hoping that from the experience of reflecting on several more approaches they might recognize 
that their concern was in fact included fairly in the issue booklet. I also hoped that the structured 
shared reflection might be of benefit. I attempted to be transparent on how I arrived at the choice 
I was taking,  stating that their frustrations and history were obviously important and needed to 
be addressed, but in order to do so satisfactorily we would need the support of a different 
meeting, designed for this purpose. This seemed to make sense to the group and we proceeded. 
There seemed to be motivation, interest, and energy to move onto deliberating the next 
approaches. 

 
Relevance is connected to motivation and based on their discussion it seemed that participants 

saw the material in the issue booklet as relevant to their concerns: they recognized the values and 
actions of each approach and found validity in naming and discussing the benefits and challenges 
and trade offs of each. In addition, they related the approaches to specific examples that happened 
in their community. The time restraint of the four-hour session meant that the discussion 
regarding each approach had to be curtailed in order to move on. However, it did appear that they 
were using critical reflection regarding the context, interconnected layers and complexity that 
came with each approach and the adequacy of different approaches to meet their needs for 
community decision making.  

 
In general, people appeared to like Approach 4: “We reach out and include as many people as 

possible to work together as a whole community” as it seemed to address the concerns they raised 
about the previous three approaches. They also saw the difficulties inherent in using it, which 
would need to be resolved for this approach to be satisfactory for them (taking too long, never 
making decisions, potential of manipulation, etc.). By the time we reached Approach 4, the 
quality of discussion had changed amongst most participants. There were voluntary silences in 
which people seemed quite pensive. This was a very different quality than the more assertive and 
reactive statements being made without deeper considerations noted at the beginning. People in 
general were building more on each others’ points or looking to fill in gaps they noticed amongst 
their exchanges, than looking to declare and defend their own statements. Overall, they appeared 
to be more in relation with the issue and with each other. However, it also was getting late, and 
the analysis had taken a lot of focus. Some people may have been getting fatigued and potentially 
“losing the plot” or overview of what we were attempting to do as they at times reverted to trying 
to focus on the details of their concrete “what’s,” i.e., recounting stories of distrust regarding old 
contentious issues, instead of looking at some of the process “how’s” i.e., ways this present 
session could be used to co-develop approaches so those issues could be better addressed.  

 
This attitude seemed to reflect a deeply entrenched assumption that some things could not be 

trusted, and that one had to always maintain a vigilant stance. It created frustration in the group. 
This dynamic can commonly develop in public life when people do not feel themselves a part of 
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public agreements to take actions. I realized that this stance introduced another sub issue for the 
group that also might need to be addressed. I will report the implications of this on the study 
results in the section on post interview questions.  

 
An Emerging Synthesis 

 
As we had adequately deliberated four approaches, we moved on to the task of seeing what, if 

any, conclusions they had reached to address the question How should citizens be involved when 
important public decisions need to be made? The focus of my observations was on whether this 
consideration of the benefits but incompleteness of these different “parts” or approaches would 
stimulate them to design something that would feel more complete. This step ascertains whether 
they can move beyond “smash” or the messiness of considering these several different, 
legitimate, but often competing approaches. Several summary statements were made that 
indicated a need to include the legitimacy of the previous approaches but also transcend the 
limitations that they had discussed. Examples include: 

 
“We need to find a way that there is a two way street between an active engaged 
community and responsive elected officials. There needs to be mutual responsibility for this 
relationship otherwise issues and perspectives cannot be understood, our decisions cannot 
work or be trusted. We next need to find ways to put this principle into action.” 
 
“We need to consider what combination of process will be good enough that all 
(community organizations, representatives, elected officials and the community) will 
engage with it.”  
 
“If we did a good job of combining the best of 2, 3 and 4 we could reduce the need for, and 
problems which arise from # 1.”  
 
It is unfortunate that time and energy limitations prevented further work together. With more 

time, participants might have fleshed out the details regarding actions that would operationalize 
these statements and developed specific agreements on what they wished to do next. However, 
the concluding statements they created indicated that a new whole had emerged from their 
consideration of the parts. It seems important to underline the fact that the points quoted above 
were not present at all in their pre-session interviews or in the deliberation of the separate 
approaches. The statements made hold the complex layers of their deliberation and arose from the 
interaction. This stage demonstrated their ability to create a synthesis, a new, more coherent, 
holistic option that they felt would more adequately meet their needs for pubic decision making.  

 
Post Session Interviews  

 
Although I emailed the questions ahead of time and used them as a guideline in my phone 

interview, the actual conversation was less linear or on topic. Of the five participants I 
interviewed, all were generally positive about their experience of having participated in the 
session, feeling it had been useful. They all indicated it was an energizing experience that held 
their attention. One person stated, “I left refreshed, feeling we had accomplished something.” All 
of them affirmed that it was a benefit to hear diverse views, saying it allowed them to know each 



Inglis: Holistic Democracy 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    October 2011    Vol. 7, No. 2 
  

26

other better and know where they were coming from. Most felt this process would be beneficial 
for other community members and for other issues, stating that a broad group of the community 
would need to be involved to be representative of the community’s voices. Two indicated it was a 
“high level discussion.” Some said, although their group was motivated, they were concerned as 
to whether the community at large would be motivated or be able to talk at that level. Some 
recognized that this way of discussing was very different from how communities usually interact 
in public discussion. One person said: “People don’t usually look at issues, discuss, or analyze. It 
just does not happen that way. People tend to make statements, they may seem like they are 
asking questions or want to discuss, but they are just statements. They are entrenched [in their 
views].” This could infer that being entrenched in one perspective impeded a more satisfactory 
holistic approach being created. 

 
One participant said that most community meetings have an agenda and a chair who asks 

people to vote and there is no discussion or hearing of different viewpoints. In comparison this 
process “allowed people to be thoughtful of things they had not thought of before …and it took 
us to a new place.” One person said that “we could see after going through the different 
approaches that it was complex, no one approach is going to give us what we want…and we have 
to knit [them] into a coherent whole, we can’t just mix and match.”   

 
Some remarks, gathered anecdotally from a participant, were made by two city officials who 

had wanted to attend the session but were unable. Based on what they read in the summary notes, 
what they heard from some participants, and what they experienced in the subsequent meeting, 
they were quoted as saying “they had missed something highly valuable.” This same participant 
said that the process was too brief and needed two more sessions. She felt that right after the 
session there was motivation to commit to more sessions. However, in checking back with the 
group two months later, I understand that without facilitation, they have not been able to sustain 
their momentum or continue developing ways of implementing the holistic approach they had co-
created during the session.  

 
The stance of distrust taken by some participants during the session was mentioned in most of 

the interviews, seeming to divert them from being able to focus on what else was experienced in 
the session. Although these challenges were distracting and uncomfortable, one person said “I 
actually felt relief that the session showed the negativity: it was obvious.” This seemed to infer 
that there had been an unnamed elephant in the room that, once surfaced, might now be dealt with 
more directly than was possible before. When further questioned, there did not seem to be a sense 
yet as to how this “negativity” came about (other than two participants attributing it to those 
individuals’ personal failings) or how it would be worked with. Focusing on the challenge of how 
to respond to this distrust might have taken precedence for the group and put the outcomes of this 
sessions’ work on the back burner. 

 
In summary, the results indicated that based on their critical reflection and deliberation about 

current public decision making processes, participants were interested in and motivated to use a 
more holistic approach both for their group and for the community. They did see that both the 
conclusions they reached, and the process we used, were different from, and, for some, 
significantly better than, usual public interactions. However, the motivation did not translate into 
the group independently taking the next steps of further developing and applying this approach. 
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From these research results, it is inferred that further facilitated sessions may have been needed to 
incorporate this motivation and institutionalize a new praxis for their involvement in public 
decision making. In addition, another designed deliberative session, structured similarly to the 
one we used but using different content, might have been needed to assist them to create an 
approach for responding to the question “how to more effectively work together.”  

 

Conclusions  
 
This small research project used a holistic method of facilitated structured deliberation that 

supported critical reflection on current public engagement and decision making processes. The 
results indicate that the process did support the emergence of a more holistic approach and did 
positively influence the interest and motivation of participants to use a more holistic process 
again. This section provides a discussion of the key results offering reflections, interpretations, 
and implications. 

 
Support for Reflection, and Transformational Learning  

 
As suggested both by my literature review and by my observations, reflection is a capacity 

that cannot be taken for granted. However, it is a necessary capacity if more systemic holistic 
approaches to complex public issues are to be developed. The initial, more loosely-structured 
opening round of my research group showed that even basic capacities for interaction, let alone 
reflection, became strained in that unstructured context. Nevertheless, with structures such as the 
issue booklet and a trained facilitator supporting their reflection, they were able to interact in 
ways that allowed them to consider different perspectives and co-generate new ideas. Through 
the back and forth dance as Mezirow (1991) described, participants were able to reach coherence, 
between parts and wholes, current events, and habitual perspectives. Their resulting increased 
capacities to listen to each other and consider multiple perspectives appeared to be a primary 
motivator for them to have interest in using holistic process for future decision making. Based on 
observations, information from interviews, and anecdotal evidence, I believe that if I had been 
available to continue to facilitate this group, their motivation and interest would have been 
adequate to support their participation in the next steps. 

 
This conclusion resolves a question about a “Catch 22” dilemma I have faced and described in 

part in the introduction: people cannot commit to using a new, more time-consuming method 
without experiencing what it entails and they cannot experience what it entails without 
committing time to do so. My study suggests that arranging a single session to work with a core 
community group that has influence in the community, and giving them a chance to experience 
the process through focusing on a motivating question, is a useful method to introduce a new 
process for public decision making. Once introduced to the process, people had the basis needed 
for committing to further steps. By deliberating multiple perspectives and trade offs for 
developing methods of public involvement in decision making prior to actually involving the 
public in a contentious decision, one may anticipate that unforeseen consequences could be 
decreased and involvement improved. Further research would be needed to indicate if reinforcing 
feedback loops would occur and more learning and motivation could result. The research results 
might support Habermas’(1991) advocacy that increased ability for communicative action can 
provide the basis for a theory of social evolution and Ross’ (2006, 2007) research that political 
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development is fostered through developmentally structured analyses that culminate with 
designed public deliberation for systemic action. The results touch on further implications 
beyond the scope of this paper regarding social construction, namely that the developmental 
capacity to reach higher levels of thinking rests as much in the group as it does in the individuals 
that have participated in the group. (Vygotsky, 1978). The research results are consistent with 
Friere’s (1993) emphasis on the significance of experiential learning. Holistic processes are not 
ones that can be taught or talked about just conceptually. They need to be experienced as they 
involve embodied internal transformations that cannot be attained when only described through 
abstract language (Reason, 2005). Telling most people that “by using deliberation based on an 
issue booklet of multiple approaches to decision-making they might see the complexity of their 
issues and arrive at more satisfactory methods for the group to move forward” has no context for 
most to understand. This has to be experienced. Shifting one’s perspectives based on deeply 
considering the validity of another person’s or group’s perspectives, especially regarding a 
contentious public issue which holds many complex layers of values and habitual ways of 
behaving  requires an embodied, internal transformation.  

 
The Importance of Distinction and Articulation 

 
When talking with participants I did not use the terms “holistic approaches” or “facilitated 

structured deliberation.” I intentionally did not reduce the description of the process we used to 
an abstract label under which to pigeonhole the experience. However, from my observations I 
realized that participants had no quick way to describe their experience other than “what we did 
on Saturday morning” or “the group we did with Jan.” Since the process entailed many aspects 
that were experienced differently by different members, I avoided describing it as one “thing.” A 
trade off is that by not having a quick way to name and classify something, the experience may 
not be able to be retained, or promoted. There was no easy “branding.” Possibly the use of the 
term 3D Democracy would have been helpful.  

 
I saw that there are both benefits and concerns in reducing phenomena to abstract labels. As 

Bortoft (1996) said, categorization required for labeling something makes us focus too much on 
what we see, not the act of seeing itself. And it especially, I would add, makes us miss the co-
action of seeing with others. If participants focused only on the written materials we created on 
that day, but not on what was involved in the act of creating them, then the process might not 
have been as useful and potentially replicable for them. This points to the need for reflective 
rounds at the end of such processes in order for participants to articulate this co-action of working 
together and co-developing a new way of seeing. Although I did have a closing round, it was 
very rushed and was a new experience for several participants. As Bortoft indicated, something 
significant happens when an experience is described or distinguished: “the act of distinction 
‘there’s it’. We come to see what we previously could not” (Bortoft, 2009, n.p.).  

 
Integrating the Rational and Experiential Gap 

 
Theory in holistic science is often attempting to respond to the perceived divergence between 

the rational world of objective detail and the subjective world of experience and intuitions. This 
relates to a question that was posed in the process of my writing about this study: “Can citizens 
make informed decisions before they have integrated, detailed scientific (rational) and 
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experiential (intuitive) knowledge?” (Harding, 2010). Based on my literature review and study, 
my conclusion is that they can reach informed decisions not before or after but through the 
process of integrating these two aspects if supported through a holistically designed process that 
enables that integration. Support was provided through articulating this gap between the details of 
the known, and the experience that the known was not working, and through identifying and 
facilitating the participants’ real motivation to resolve this gap. Support was also provided 
through voicing, in the issue booklet, the “contraries” or discomforts that arise when experiencing 
this gap. Thus the distinct details that constituted the discomfort could be seen, deliberated, and 
potentially resolved at a higher more holistic level as Bateson (1972) predicted. If we assume that 
citizens will need to gain this necessary integration before they can even take on the task of 
making crucial decisions, especially those involving climate change, it may take too long as this 
ability to integrate is an advanced capacity.  

 
Goethe said of this stage of knowledge, which is beyond dualism, that the enhancement of 
our mental powers which it requires ‘belongs to a highly evolved age’. In other words, we 
have to develop the capacity for this to take place….. 
 
The development of participative consciousness takes us beyond the metaphysical attitude, 
i.e., one-sided Platonism, and allows us to see that this is simply a consequence of the 
onlooker mode of consciousness. (Bortoft, 1996, p. 275) 

 
This “participative consciousness,” if it relates to the capacity for placing oneself in the system 

one is observing, is described by theorists and researchers in adult learning and development as 
being one which is reached over many years, and by only a small percentage of the population 
based largely on their life conditions (Commons et al, 1998; Torbert & Associates, 2004).  

 
Meanwhile, considering the dire circumstances on the planet, vital decisions need to be made 

now, and by diverse populations with different values and capacities, analogous to those 
encountered in my research group. However, if the process is holistically designed, as my 
research indicated, this diversity can be used as a tool for integration, not an obstacle: it can 
potentially reduce the gap between the onlooker mode of consciousness (rational) and 
participative consciousness (experiential). As Bortoft said: “The intuitive mind is moving right 
into the concrete parts in order to encounter the whole. This encounter leads to perceiving the 
dynamic and living multiplicity of the whole” (Bortoft, 1999, n.p.). 

 
Elephants on the Path 

 
Another reflection I have is regarding surfacing the “elephants” or unspoken tensions in the 

room. This raises another Catch 22 dilemma. Many social change organizations want to make a 
difference out in the world but have their own internal dynamics that prohibit them from making 
decisions and taking action as effectively as possible. Instead of using collaborative inquiry to 
explore how they may have co-created and maintained dysfunctional patterns,  they may develop 
patterns of blaming and sub grouping that eventually overtake their otherwise well intended 
purposes. They are not likely to respond to the elephant until they have consciously experienced 
it and safely articulated its presence. As my research indicated, facilitation may often focus 
initially on some issue “out there” only to discover that there are issues “in here.” Once surfaced, 
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these might then be addressed if there is adequate shared reflection, acknowledgement, and 
motivation to work on the internal dynamics. This may be a risky thing to do and requires a 
structured holistic approach to move though the possible transitions of action, reaction, smash in 
order to synthesize into a new form of dynamics. Ross (2006) indicates that before a group can 
effectively respond to complex relationships that make up their community politics, which are 
defined as culturally common ways of relating, they may benefit from using a designed 
deliberative process to consider their tone and intentions in their own politics or ways of relating 
to each other. 

  
Fatigue Factor 

 
At the end of the session, there was a sense of both highly motivated energy as well as a sense 

of fatigue from working intensely for four hours. Considering details pertaining to decisions with 
enough thoroughness to thoroughly understand the potential benefits, consequences, and trade- 
offs cannot be done sloppily; it takes concentration. Being open to different views than the ones 
we are used to hearing inside our own heads can also take a lot of emotional energy. Moving 
through the “smash” stage of transition before synthesis can be difficult (Ross, 2008). As Ryfe 
(2005) indicated, facing into the reality that there are no quick fixes, and that issues as well as our 
interactions are complex, can be frustrating and anxiety producing. Even with all of this, based on 
my research in using a holistically designed process, the group did indicate a motivation to use a 
more complex process for making decisions.  

 
Fatigue can also occur when effort is not valued either financially or socially. It suggests 

another potential research question to consider: how can this kind of work, often done by 
community volunteers for the good of the commons, be compensated and sustained? It would 
point to a need for creating a new form of calculating value, including  knowledge and capacity 
building as resources that add to the common pool of resources and require compensation from 
that common pool (Ostrom, 2000; Quilligan, 2009).   

 
How Much is Too Much Investment? 

 
An underlying and unanswered question arises in terms of how much time and commitment 

would it actually take for a holistic process such as this to really affect the specific issues this 
group was trying to address, as well as the culture of public involvement in the community as a 
whole. Is it too fatiguing and daunting to consider? This could be the focus for a subsequent 
research project. Just for the sake of presenting a potential hypothesis to test, I will do a quick 
projected calculation of how much time this might take. What if the research group met two to 
three more times to turn their holistic concepts for public involvement in decision making into 
specific agreements regarding strategies for action? And before that, what if it took another two 
to three sessions to deal with how members wished to deal with their internal dynamics? Then, if 
they had another community issue to work with, such as rezoning, affordable housing, food 
security, energy efficiency, etc., then they would again need five to seven sessions to clarify the 
question, anticipate and deliberate the various approaches the community might have to it, and 
engage more of the community in a process to publicly deliberate the options and reach 
conclusions they could support. By now, there might be some understanding of what was being 
done as well as the understanding of the act of the doing. Motivated by this understanding they 
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might then wish to transfer this process to yet another new issue in the community, which would 
also need another five to seven sessions. By this time, the capacity to use this process more 
regularly and independently might have been integrated. Altogether, this might have taken 
sixteen to eighteen sessions. Is that too much? Would there be motivations in carrying through 
with this larger investment? When people do not understand the nature of making a holistic 
decision and are still hoping for a quick fix based on just looking at a part of an issue, and not 
understanding how the whole issue grew, then it might be too daunting. However, when 
compared to other ways the public has available for responding to controversial issues it might 
actually be shorter and result in more effective responses. For example, how many hours went 
into planning and executing the Copenhagen conference on Climate Change and what did it 
yield? 

 
The Role of the “Champion” and the Role of the Facilitator 

 
Outside of the holistic process itself that was researched, there are at least two other 

contributing factors that deserve mentioning and potentially researching: the role of champion 
and the role of facilitator. 

  
By champion, I mean the person or persons who serve as a supportive bridge to a new group. 

In the case of this research project, there was someone who understood the need for a more 
holistic process in their community even though they may not have understood the details of the 
process itself. When introducing something new into a community, this role of innovation 
diffusion is vital for communication and basic legitimacy, and does not easily happen through 
impersonal written articles or cold calls. Therefore, another question that could be researched is: 
how does one find champions, and what capacities for holistic thinking regarding complex public 
issues would a champion require? 

 
Another question that could be researched is the role of the facilitator: what degree of 

integration of holistic thinking, as well as training in this specific process, would be required for 
the research results to be duplicated by another facilitator?  This question is raised based on a 
hypothesis that holistic practices are not just “tools” to be taken off the shelf and plugged into 
any situation out of context but rather involve facilitation based on prior experience in reflection, 
analyzing the context and complex layers of personal and public issues, and supporting 
emergence of new understanding through the messy sorting of multiple perspectives (Inglis & 
Steele, 2005). 

 
Implications for Democracy 

 
Recognizing that reflection and integration do not come easily and that fatigue can be a factor, 

has implications for a more participatory multidimensional democracy, especially considering the 
gravity of the issues we face globally. We are facing what seem to be obvious signs of disastrous 
climate change with extreme heat and fires in Russia and Texas, floods in Pakistan Australia and 
China, and oceans becoming dead zones—and yet still we are caught in a gridlock between 
unresponsive government and economic structures not built to take effective action to such global 
issues. A regime change, or whole new set of principles, norms, rules, and decision making, is 
needed to create agreements on procedures for governance of the global commons (Vogler, 
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2000). To create these new relationships amongst ourselves and our planetary systems will 
require that “commoners,” those most connected to the issue areas at risk, need to be much more 
engaged instead of passively hoping others will come up with solutions.  

  
In April 2010, a conference on Mobilising Democracy to Tackle Climate Change was hosted 

in London by The Salzburg Global Seminar and Schumacher College. Afterward, one participant 
was advocating that based on (a) the necessity to make decisions rapidly in the world to avoid 
catastrophe, and (b) the incapacity for citizens to make decisions collectively, it would be better 
to use the efficiency of a Chinese style top down governance or a benign dictatorship. This 
implication, that people cannot be trusted as they are “unreasonable,” as previously challenged by 
Bohman (2000) has also been disproved by results of my small study. This above advocacy 
apparently does not see the situation holistically, missing the context and complex layers that 
would be triggered by using this top down option especially amongst people who are used to 
“democracy” however flawed. It is wishful thinking to believe that some leaders will magically 
decide the right things for us all to do. How would we, as diverse citizens with different life 
experience and perspectives, all agree which government or dictator had our best interests in 
mind? If we did not agree, are we saying we would be willing to have military force put the rest 
of us in line?  

 
It is regrettable a conference such as this, or those connected with UN agreements, did not 

instead frame the various different views and approaches to democracy that could be taken in 
light of climate change pressures. If participants were immersed in deliberation of the 
consequences and trade-offs that they, as concerned citizens, were really facing, this might have 
resulted in the emergence of a new understanding of ways to proceed with a different definition 
of democracy that included depth of root causes, breadth of perspectives, and length (time scales 
and scopes). However, if this conference operated like most conferences, the topic was likely 
considered abstractly, at professional arm’s length. If so, then participants missed the chance of 
an embodied transformative experience that could arise from the “contraires” of their real, in-the-
room different views being stirred up and needing to be resolved. A more holistically designed 
process, integrating objective detail and experience regarding their assumptions of democracy 
might have held this tension and resulted in participants getting really involved, and ultimately 
evolved.  

 
Summary 

 
We have a narrow window of time, in which many communities and nations still have the 

stability required to support more reflective holistic thinking about the issues we face in order to 
enable more comprehensive decisions and actions to emerge. Holistic thinking and methods do 
not arise on their own. As Goethe indicated, they reflect a more high level form of response. This 
framing of higher level approaches to effectively match complex tasks, echoed in research on 
adult development (Commons et a, 1998), is a key to unlocking the potential of public 
contributions for the resolution of complex problems.   However, to reach this high level requires 
holistically designed structures to scaffold their rise to more systemic responses. Without such 
methods, and the commitment to use them to guide our collective evolvement, we face another 
darker possibility: that of devolving into, or continuing to rely only upon, individualistic, 
simplistic, divide and conquer techniques. The concepts and findings presented in this paper 
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support a more comprehensive model of how democracy and citizen engagement can be 
presented, achieved and valued with the hopes that it can provide a more sustainable and life 
enhancing outcome. 

 
In this century, for better or worse, the long process of social evolution has reached the 
Planetary Phase, with the shape of the future subject to the ways we respond culturally and 
politically to the challenge of transition. Prospects for a passage to a decent world rest with the 
capacity for human consciousness and action to rise to this existential challenge of our 
moment. There is still time, but the hour grows late. (Raskin, 2010, n.p.) 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Agenda and issue booklet6 
 

How should citizens be involved 
when important public decisions need to be made?  

 
A Deliberation of Four Approaches 

 
Agenda 
 
Opening process: 
• Introductions 
• Overview and Agreements for effective deliberation 
• Practice in taking different perspectives 
• Overview of the issue book and approaches 
 
Deliberating each approach 
 
****Break***** 
 
Deliberating among all the approaches 
 
Closing Process: 
• Assess completeness of deliberation 
• Identify decisions reached, follow up needed 
• Sharing final thoughts  
 

                                                 
6 Developed by Jan Inglis 
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How should citizens be involved when important public decisions 
need to be made?  

 
Approach 1: We advocate for the rights of our group when our needs are threatened 

 
People may favour this approach if they assume that: 
 You can lose your rights if you cannot strongly advocate for them. 
 Numbers and volume are powerful tools to use when advocating your concern 
 Others can be corrupt and we have to defend against them taking over. 

 
People who favour this approach believe it is best because: 
It is important to rally together and create solidarity when you need to advocate for a cause 

you feel is going unheeded. Examples of such issues might be if a building with historic or 
nostalgic value is proposed to be torn down, or a natural area is at risk, or if a new building is 
proposed that changes the landscape. Groups need to develop a strong powerful voice to be 
convincing and attract others of like mind or you will lose out. The bigger your voice and the 
clearer your message the more likely you are to win. It can feel good to work together like this. 
Governments may not notice our concern or may want to cover over controversy so you need to 
be vigilante.  Government needs to be quickly responsive in an open non-judgmental way when 
public concern is raised. This public involvement process is useful as it is immediate, 
inexpensive, and a very clear method of getting action when decisions need to be made. 

 
Sample Actions that make sense based on these assumptions: 
 Citizens organize a phone tree/email tree to get people to come out to public meetings 
 Individuals start a letter-writing campaign 
 Governments provide a clear process for requesting  referendums  
 Newspapers provide space for  articles to present views on an  issue 
 Concerned citizens organize a door-to-door petition to force a referendum being taken 
 Individuals tell others what they are going to lose to motivate them to respond 
 Groups plan ahead to “stack” the mikes at public meetings or increase signatures on 

petitions 
 

Possible reactions we need to anticipate  
  “Having to keep rallying our  group to take a stand  takes too long and is too much 

work” 
  “ But anyone can lobby who has an emotional axe to grind, with no investment in the 

outcome or accountability to the  impacts” 
 “Militant lobby groups may scare off business investment in our community” 
 “ this is a  band-aid approach and  we need longer term total system planning” 
 “This could polarize us  into  “good guys” and “bad guys” camps if we fall into being 

hard on people instead of issues” 
  “ I don’t have a job and need to feed my kids, I don’t have time to go to rallies and sign 

petitions” 
 “Referendums are too costly and no one understand the issue or the  question” 
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A range of trade-offs that would need to be considered if this was the only approach 

we used: 
 We might win our cause but at what cost to ongoing relationships amongst our separate 

groups and community as a whole 
 Information gets out but it is only from one viewpoint 
 We gain some inclusion for our cause but may lead to some exclusion 
 Increases involvement but sensationalizes the topic, adds a bias and could lead to 

polarizing community 
 Increases involvement but maybe making opposition stronger (the backlash that comes 

from the ‘stronger you are, the stronger the resistance will be’) 
 Forces  an’ either you are on the bus or off the bus’ requirement for sense of belonging in 

community 
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How should citizens be involved when important public 
decisions need to be made? 

 

 
Approach 2: We do our civic duty, vote for leaders and assume they are accountable 
for making fair decisions 

 
People may favour this approach if they assume that: 
 Voting is the legal and traditional way of indicating what citizens want. 
 The “right” answer is simple and should be obvious to everyone 
 Voting, rules and regulations will ensure accountability 

 
People who favour this approach believe it is best because: 
 
Leaders who have received the majority vote, whether within organizations or government, 

have the responsibility to follow through on what we voted for. Our responsibility as citizens is to 
make informed choices when we vote and ensure we have leaders who are capable of making wise and 
just decisions for the common good. Public meetings need to be well publicized and we need to learn how 
to organize them so that the objectives are met and decisions are made in an orderly fashion. Our civic 
leaders have a lot of information to deal with to make decisions. Most information can be made available 
to the public. Citizens groups can offer input to the city and expect the council will act on their advice.  
Busy citizens do not need to be involved in every decision if they are not impacted by them or if they are 
too mundane. That is why we have elected officials and staff. If you don’t show up and vote when you 
have the chance then you have to assume others will make decisions for you. Those who have lived in the 
community the longest may know it the best. Existing laws already dictate public involvement processes, 
and we need to follow these to avoid mayhem. Relying on known laws and the officials responsible for 
public affairs is a predictable way to manage change to ensure a stable future.  

 
Sample Actions that make sense based on this belief: 
 Councils adopt definite policies to make information accessible to citizens 
 City Council establishes a community advisory group made up of different community 

organizations with clear terms of reference and responsibilities.  
 Council present clear procedures for how referendums can be requested. 
  City task force ensures that members of the public know where and when the minutes of 

public meetings (council, school boards, regional district) are available 
 Individuals take responsibility to seek out information on legislation, policies etc. 
 Community groups can write letters to editor to defend elected people or processes in 

order to educate people about how politics and economics needs to work. 
 Individuals can disempower the voice of rabble rousers by showing how they want to 

oppose the rules, or are just ‘special interest’ groups  
 

Possible reactions we need to anticipate: 
 “I don’t trust government. The whole lot of them is just paying lip service to meeting our 

needs”. 
 “volunteering on the community advisory group is exhausting” 
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 “What about the poor, the youth, or busy young families? They are not able to be 
involved in politics and don’t get represented. 

  “Depending on voting once every few years means we don’t talk together about the many  
deeper issues” 

 “Rules gets in the way. I should be able to do what I want when I want” 
 “Dependency on governments for change is too slow and  stifles innovation and creative 

solutions”  
 

A range of trade-offs that would need to be considered if this was the only approach 
we used: 

 If we work together well as an advisory group we may be criticized for compromising and 
not still representing our individual groups’ interests. 

 Does it help if more people vote if they are not well informed about the issue. 
  Elected officials may try to represent the interests of their ward but what happens if 

people in their ward  have opposing opinions. 
 If we have strong government doing everything we may have passive citizens 
 The yes/ no vote is simple and clear but most decision are more complex than that.  
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How should citizens be involved when important public decisions 
need to be made?  

 
Approach 3:  We can make decisions by being strategic and 
efficient in order to maximize opportunities  

 
People may favour this approach if they assume that: 
 People are motivated to get involved when they see the benefits 
 There is an efficient cost effective way to get things done 
  We don’t want to get bogged down in unnecessary rules and process 

 
People who favour this approach believe it is best because: 
People need to take individual responsibility to know how the political and economic system 

works. They need to get to know those who are influential and have expertise when they want to 
impact how a decision gets made. Citizens and elected leaders need to keep abreast of new ideas 
in order to make the best decision and not miss opportunities. The community needs to be 
responsive to the economic climate in a global community and be up to speed by making 
decisions that are innovative and adaptive. We need to make proposals that attract partnerships, 
and motivate the public to get on board so that we can move ahead on good ideas. If there is 
disagreement we can negotiate. Good public decisions need to be like good business decisions. 
Creating atmospheres for friendly competition and incentives generates multiple options for 
citizens and leaders to choose from.   

 
Sample Actions that make sense based on this belief:  
 City includes contract experts to develop multi media presentations to inform and engage 

citizens on upcoming issues 
 People running for office need to get known by advertising in the paper and on posters 
 School system partners with city to support political debates for youth 
 Stakeholders set up  meeting with those  most invested in having a decision made on an 

issue 
 Create incentives for people to attend public meetings and community events (prizes, 

food, transportation, child care) 
 Organize a conference with expert speakers to provide education about how government 

and civic budgets work  
 

Possible reactions it would be good to anticipate: 
  “Only the charismatic individuals or those with lots of money will be given attention” 
  “I do not hang out in  powerful circles so won’t be able to influence the people who make 

decisions” 
 “I don’t want high paid  outside experts influencing decisions in “our” community” 
 “Having small groups influencing side deals makes government a sham”.  
 “Not all public decisions are business decisions; taking a business approach could result 

in decisions being made based on economic considerations but not in best interest of the 
public” 
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 “Youth just do not have enough grounded experience to be consulting on important 
public issues” 

 
A range of trade-offs that would need to be considered if this was the only approach 

we used: 
 We may educate the public more but risk becoming seen as spin doctors 
 We gain input from outside experts  but could be misled if they don’t know our community 
 If we spend money on hiring the expertise of consultants we will not have it to spend on 

other important programs 
 We  might gain from new opportunities  but could lose the existing character of our 

community  
 We gain from quickly seizing an opportunity  but could lose well thought out 

implementation plans 
 We may gain more participation at popularized events but people may only come for the 

free cake 
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How should citizens be involved when important public decisions 
need to be made?   

 
Approach 4: We reach out and include as many people as possible to work together 
as a whole community 

 
People may favour this approach if they assume that: 
 By getting everyone together we can develop a common voice, a common future 
 People know what they want, we just need to ask them 
 Working together well takes time 

 
People who favour this approach believe it is best because: 

Ensuring the inclusion of everyone in decision making, especially the minorities, is a 
responsibility we all need to learn to take.  We need to create situations in which we learn to 
listen to all perspectives and decrease our tendency to argue and compete. Through citizen 
initiated gatherings we can share our wisdom and concerns with elected leaders to support 
wise decisions. We all need to come to the table as equals and develop consensus. If people 
feel left out of decisions they may become apathetic or even sabotage the decisions. Working 
together to find diverse solutions requires learning, commitment and planning. We should not 
expect it to happen right away. We need to find methods to weigh out the pros and cons of 
important decisions and not jump to quick fix solutions or expect our leaders to do so either. 
To make good decisions we need to see the big picture. 

 
Sample Actions that would make sense based on this belief:  
 Councilors are trained  to facilitate forums, discussion groups etc. to ensure diverse 

perspectives are heard 
 Community advisory groups and city councilors develop work groups to take agreements 

from community forums  and turn them into policy 
 Council adopts a publicly supported policy for a community engagement and 

communication process for the annual budget  
 City hosts one facilitated  public forum each year to update the community vision for the 

future   
 Non profit organizations adopt policies to model collaborative approaches within and 

across organizations  
 A community advocacy group  requests the media to  inform but not inflame  
 Community groups organize informal, small kitchen parties to share information and 

collect wisdom 
 

Possible reactions which should be anticipated: 
  ‘Community visioning just creates countless wish lists that we do not have the budget or 

ability to fulfill” 
 “Most people have no clue of how a complex city operates so we cannot turn decisions 

over to them”. 



Inglis: Holistic Democracy 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    October 2011    Vol. 7, No. 2 
  

44

 “The autonomy of my non-profit society might be threatened if I  collaborate because we 
have to compete for dwindling funds” 

 “It’s idealistic to think that everyone has the ability or interest to participate in a 
community process”  

 “Engaging everyone is too expensive, time consuming and get’s us now where.” 
 “Community meetings are only  for retired people who have time to burn” 
 “I hate sitting in those boring wishy washy talking circles. I want action”. 

 
A range of trade-offs that would need to be considered if this is the only approach 

we used: 
 We might end up with much more active citizens, concerned about the community but are 

we really willing to take the time and money to do this well? 
 Open participation and communication is good  but may get manipulated by special 

interest groups or angry individuals 
 We may want to be inclusive but risk excluding people who don’t like vague group 

process 
 More information gets out but who ensures everyone gets it equally and in an unbiased 

way? 
 We cannot ask for public input and then not be able to follow through on all the things 

they want 
 We might get quantity of participation but cannot guarantee we get a  consistent quality 

of informed participation 
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Appendix 2: Session Notes 
 
Conclusions  
 
Questions posed: 
“After our consideration of these different approaches where have we arrived at 

regarding our question: How should citizens be involved when important public decisions 
need to be made? What sense do we now have about how to move forward with an action 
plan? “ 

 
(The following are points that were made but not sufficient time was taken to agree on 

wording. Also lacking are specific actions added that would implement them): 
 

 If we did a good job of combining the best of #2, 3, and 4 we could reduce the need for, and 
problems which arise from #1 
 

 Recognize that issues are complex, if we do consultation, it needs to be deep enough to get at 
the underlying issues, that get at “why” options are being suggested, or “why” people have 
questions, so that minorities are not making decisions for majorities 
 

 We need to find a way that there is a two way street between an active engaged community 
and responsive elected officials. There needs to be mutual responsibility for this relationship 
otherwise issues and perspectives cannot be understood, our decisions cannot work or be 
trusted. We next need to find ways to put this principle into action. 
 

 We need to flesh out the approach we want and publicize it in the media so people know why 
we think this way. 
 

 We need to understand more about the kinds of processes that we might use. 
 

 We need to consider what combination of process will be good enough that all (community 
organizations, representatives, elected officials and the community) will engage with it. 
 
One proposed draft of a summary statement was submitted: 
 
We do our civic duty, vote for leaders, assume they wish to be and are accountable for making 

fair and well-judged decisions and that they have a process to secure this. The process 
should include full, thorough and open consultation with the community in order to maximise 
opportunities for the community in a strategic and efficient way to realise them. Confidence is a 
key word: our confidence as community associations that we are seeing the whole picture and 
responding to ideas thoughtfully and flexibly, together with confidence in the way our proposals 
are considered by leaders (political and professional) in the Town Council, District Council and 
County Council. 
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Appendix 3: Post-session Interview Questions 
 
Post-session questions for participants 
 
During the session with ___members on April 10th we addressed the question: How should 

citizens be involved when important public decisions need to be made? To remind you of what 
we covered in our session I have attached the summary notes in the email I sent. 

 
The session was almost four hours long and we used a process called deliberation, focusing 

our attention on the issue book of four diverse approaches, looking at the benefits and challenges 
of each approach and the cost and consequences that would need to be considered if this was the 
only approach used. Then we summarized an overview of where we had arrived at after all of 
those considerations.  

 
 Would you say this deliberative process is different from how community groups usually meet 

and talk together when facing a challenging issue? If so, in what way is it different?   
 

 Do you feel this kind of process was useful? If so, why? If not, what changes would you 
suggest to make it more useful. 
 

 I provided you with 4 different approaches or common perspectives for looking at an issue of 
decision making. Was that helpful. In what way? By the end of that session do you feel that 
the exercise of looking at different perspectives affect the way you considered community 
decision making? -Read out final statements; is this different than where you were at the 
beginning….in what way 
 

 Did you feel motivated during the session to put in the time and focus the process required?   
 

 Do you feel you would be motivated to use this deliberative process again when decisions 
need to be made about challenging issues which might arise in the community?  If so how do 
you think it could be initiated so that others would be involved? 
 

 If this process was used often, what if anything might be different regarding the outcome of 
public involvement in decisions? Could it be done regularly? What would that require?  
 

 What if anything changed as a result of doing the session? For you ? For the community?   
 

 If change did occur, why do you feel that change occurred? 
 

 What if anything might still change? 
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Skillful Engagement with Wicked Issues  
A Framework for Analysing the Meaning-making 

Structures of Societal Change Agents  
 

Thomas Jordan1  
 

Abstract: The argument underlying this article is that innovative and skillful change 
strategies are needed in order to handle a range of complex and difficult societal issues. 
For many of these so-called wicked issues, conventional institutions and policies have 
performed rather poorly. It can be reasonably argued that societal change agents play a 
crucial role in catalysing developmental processes regarding our societies' problem-
solving strategies and organizational forms. The purpose of this article is to contribute to a 
deeper understanding of the different ways societal change agents engage wicked issues 
by developing a conceptual framework for analysing the meaning-making patterns of 
change agents. The framework integrates relevant concepts and models from the field of 
adult development with a specific focus on the role of awareness in five domains: task 
complexity, context, stakeholders, self, and perspectives. The framework is expected to be 
useful in analysing and explaining the variability in how societal change agents construct 
visions, goals, strategies, and courses of action, as well as in analysing patterns of 
effectiveness and success in initiatives that engage complex societal issues. Knowledge 
gained from such studies can (presumably) be used for designing more effective forms of 
scaffolding individual competence development as well as collective problem-solving and 
strategy development processes.  

 
Keywords: Context awareness, perspective awareness, scaffolding, self-awareness, 
societal change agents, societal entrepreneurship, stakeholder awareness, task complexity 
awareness, wicked issues. 

 
PART I: PRELIMINARIES 

 
Introduction 

 
How can we, the community of human beings, become more skillful in engaging complex 

societal issues? Many of the tasks a society needs to manage can, with reasonable success, be 
dealt with in the conventional way: delegating them to an organization with appropriate 
instructions, resources, competences, and structures. However, some issues are complex in ways 
that make such a strategy ineffectual, yet they are critically important in terms of the wellbeing 
and suffering of people and of the biosphere in general. The American planning researchers Rittel 
                                                 
1 Thomas Jordan is associate professor at the Department of Sociology and Work Science at the 
University of Gothenburg, Sweden. He shares his time between research on meaning-making regarding 
complex issues, teaching conflict management and adult development at the university and training 
organizational consultants and managers. Some of his publications in English are available at 
www.perspectus.se/tjordan.  
thomas.jordan@gu.se 
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and Webber (1973) called such issues "wicked problems" and made a preliminary analysis of 
why they have proved so resistant to resolution. Examples of wicked issues abound: long-term 
unemployment, marginalization of disadvantaged groups, climate change, crime, drug abuse, 
lifestyle-generated health issues, terrorism, armed conflicts, etc. Drawing on their 
conceptualization and those of others (see e.g., Chapman, Edwards, & Hampson, 2009), typical 
properties of "wicked issues" can be described in the following points:  

 
 Complex causality. Social, economic, technical, environmental, psychological, cultural, 

legal, etc. factors are involved. Conditions interact in complex ways.  
 Many stakeholders. The issues cannot be delegated to one actor. Cooperation among 

numerous different stakeholders is necessary for achieving significant results.  
 Deep-rooted disagreements on (a) how to describe the issue and (b) what ought to be 

done.  
 Chronic: The issues cannot be solved once and for all, they will continue to exist to some 

extent whatever we do. Therefore there are difficulties in agreeing on standards for 
successful outcomes.  

 Require systemic adaptation: Because societal structures and processes are contributing 
to the emergence of the issues, isolated measures and quick fixes are ineffectual. Changes 
in how the societal systems operate are needed.  

 
This brief summary shows reasons why these issues are truly complex. In order to handle such 

issues in constructive ways, we need capacities for perceiving, understanding, and managing 
complexity (Chapman et al., 2009; Inglis & Steele, 2005; Ross, 2006a). Capacities to manage 
complex societal issues do not necessarily reside in individuals. Skillfully designed methods and 
organizations and/or networks of people working together in constructive ways may allow us to 
create capacities that reside in collectives rather than in individuals with exceptional talents. 
However, in order to design methods, facilitate problem-solving processes, build organizations, 
and create and sustain networks that have these capacities, we need individuals who have 
considerable "awareness resources" at their disposal.  

 
This article aims at contributing to a keener understanding of the role different aspects of 

awareness has for the effectiveness of people who want to make a significant positive change 
regarding wicked issues.2 I will call such people societal change agents. The treatment of the 
topic here is adapted to the study of individuals, but many of the aspects covered will be relevant 
to groups and organizations as well.  

 
Societal change agents are people who through their own initiative (rather than being told 

what to do by an employer) engage complex societal issues with an aspiration to contribute to 
systemic change on some scale level: in local communities, regions, countries, the global society. 
One type of societal change agents has recently attracted considerable attention: the societal 
entrepreneur (see for example Gawell, Johannisson, & Lundqvist, 2009). Societal entrepreneurs 
are here defined as people who (a) are committed to initiate innovative activities aiming at 
serving the good of the society (on some scale level: local communities, regions, countries, global 
society); (b) do it by organizing activities in new ways (rather than operating with existing 

                                                 
2 I gratefully acknowledge many helpful suggestions made by a number of perceptive reviewers.  
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organizations); and (c) seek changes that involve influencing how other actors and/or institutions 
operate (rather than just, like many social entrepreneurs, starting up a non-profit organization 
offering needed social services). Societal entrepreneurs are aiming to be agents of societal 
development, intent upon creating solutions to problems in the society or realize visions which 
serve societal needs. From a normative point of view, it can be argued that societal change 
agency is a critically important phenomenon, in particular in relation to "wicked issues." To the 
extent that the world at large as well as particular communities need to adapt and develop in order 
to serve the good of humanity, skillful agency of positive societal change is a topic that deserves 
careful study.  

 
How can we better understand skillful change agency in relation to wicked issues? Is it 

possible to identify competences that significantly contribute to effectiveness in such societal 
change initiatives? Can we develop skillful ways to support the development of required skills? 
These are large questions that can be expected to sustain a field of research for a considerable 
time.  

 
The specific purpose of this article is to develop an analytical framework for describing 

variations in the meaning-making patterns of societal change agents, in particular through 
considering the role of awareness.3,4 One application of such a framework is analyses of the 
relationships between patterns of awareness on the one hand and constructions of visions, goals, 
and action strategies on the other hand. The phrase "meaning-making patterns" is used here in an 
open-ended, rather than strictly defined way, more or less synonymous with related concepts like 
consciousness structures, cognitive structures, action-logics, mindsets, frames of reference, 
perspectives, etc. All these words refer to the more durable, recognizable patterns in how a 
person (or a collective) constructs meaning. The reason I prefer "meaning-making patterns" to, 
for example, cognitive structures, is simply that this formulation so clearly points to the active 
construction of meaning going on in the mind.  

 
What is to be Explained?  

 
The framework presented below is intended to be useful in unpacking and explaining three 

phenomena:  
a) The variability and complexity of the sets of visions and goals societal change agents 

strive to attain.  
b) The variability in the strategies and actions employed by societal change agents in order 

to achieve their objectives.  
c) The roles of various aspects of awareness in explaining successful outcomes in societal 

change initiatives regarding complex issues.  

                                                 
3 The article is part of a three-year research project on transformations of meaning-making among societal 
change agents. The overall aim of the research project is to develop insight into how the development of 
capacity for constructively handling ill-structured, complex societal issues can be supported. The author of 
this article is the project leader.  
4 Barrett C. Brown (2011) explores a very similar thematic in his recent doctoral dissertation, but uses a 
quite different investigation strategy. His work became available when this article was almost finished and 
I choose not to explore the interesting implications of following different routes to develop knowledge 
about societal change agency from an adult development perspective here.  
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These three aspects of societal change agency are, of course, interdependent.  
 
Figure 1 shows some alternative explanations to successful outcomes of societal change 

initiatives. In the figure, skillful action is depicted as one of six possible contributing factors to 
successful outcomes. Furthermore, skillful action is a phenomenon that may in itself have 
different contributing explanations. Here only three alternatives are named: acquired skills, 
properties of meaning-making systems, and inborn talent. Other perspectives are possible. Of 
course these different sources of causation can interact with each other as well, which is not 
depicted in the figure in order to avoid cluttering.5  

 

 
 
Figure 1. Some explanations of successful outcomes of societal change initiatives 
 
 
I will focus only on one of the factors that can be expected to play a role in explaining 

successful societal change agency, namely the properties of individuals' meaning-making 
systems. I am, of course, well aware that successful change agency can have other explanations 
than exceptional skills on the part of key individuals, as shown in Figure 1. 

 
  

                                                 
5 One of the reviewers of the article manuscript cautioned against using unidirectional arrows since it 
presents a linear, oversimplified view of something that is actually very complex and nonlinear. I will trust 
the reader to recognize that several of the elements condition each other in far more complex ways than 
the model indicates.  
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Character of the Framework 
 

A Pragmatic Rather than Theoretical Framework 
 
Since the framework presented below may look like a general theoretical model of adult 

development, in particular since it refers heavily to a number of established models in the field, I 
think it is necessary to make a few comments on the intended character of the framework. The 
purpose of the framework is to facilitate the description and explanation of the different forms of 
societal change agency found in empirical data. We need a framework that is openended in terms 
of possibly discovering unexpected patterns of reasoning and acting. The framework is not 
intended to be a theoretical model that represents how people's consciousness is actually 
structured, but rather to be a pragmatically useful way of identifying relevant patterns in the cases 
we study. This favouring of practical usefulness rather than theoretical completeness and 
stringency has a number of consequences, as will become evident in the course of the exposition.  

 
The task defined for this text is to integrate relevant concepts and models from adult 

development theory into a comprehensive analytical framework specifically adapted to the study 
of societal change agents. I want to provide an in-depth treatment of the topic, which means that 
the bulk of the article is a quite thorough exploration of selected elements of existing theoretical 
models and concepts. Having constructed such a comprehensive framework allows for detailed 
analyses of, for examples, interviews. However, it is also possible to make use of selected parts 
of the framework to make more focussed and less complex analyses of aspects of the thematic. 
Constructing an appropriate analytical framework is, in the context of our ongoing research, a 
phase of a process. Here, the focus will be the development of the analytical framework and no 
empirical analyses of examples will be offered at this stage.  

 
Focus on Durable Patterns Rather than on the Ephemeral Nature of Attention  

 
A crucial assumption underlying the framework is that there are (relatively) durable patterns to 

how a person's awareness operates. This assumption is central to ego development frameworks in 
general, such as Jane Loevinger's (1976) and Robert Kegan's (1982, 1994). The assumption 
certainly allows for situational variations in levels and organization of awareness, due to, for 
example, situational stress or how interested the individual is in the particular issue at hand. But 
the assumption of durable patterns focusses on that which is recognizable as recurring forms, 
rather than that which is situationally dependent. In ego development theory, adult development 
is described in terms of distinctive qualitative shifts in the very structure of meaning-making, 
shifts that might be described in the form of developmental stages. Most individuals advance in 
ego development stages until early adulthood and then stabilize in one of the conventional ego 
stages (Loevinger, 1976; Cohn, 1998). A minority shifts into postconventional stages. In one 
representative sample of the adult American population, less than 7 % were assessed at the three 
stages beyond the first postconventional stage, the Individualist. (Cook-Greuter, 2004). There are 
few longitudinal studies of development throughout adulthood (Helson & Roberts, 1994; Morros, 
2001), but the fact that few adults reach the latest ego stages indicate that most people have 
access to a limited range of meaning-making structures over extended periods of their lives.  
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How the Framework Evolved 
 

Theoretical Habitat 
 
I have invested considerable time and effort since the mid-1980's in reading, reflecting on, and 

processing literature on adult development and consciousness development. This endeavour 
includes surveying large volumes of academic theory-building and empirical research on adult 
development, but also literature stemming from several of the world's major wisdom traditions, 
such as Buddhist and Vedic discourse. One of my goals in this work has been to develop a 
conceptual framework useful for analysing those differences in structures of meaning-making 
that contribute to explaining what happens in social conflicts, societal phenomena (such as crime, 
poverty, or environmental problems), political processes, organizational development, and related 
areas. In earlier research, I have experimented with different varieties of analytical frameworks 
for studying the developmental variability in geopolitical reasoning (Jordan, 1998), and meaning-
making in workplace conflicts (Jordan & Lundin, 2002), defence and security politics (Jordan, 
2001b; 2003) and organizational change initiatives (Jordan, 2006a).6 In one study (Jordan & 
Lundin, 2002), I developed a complex model for describing and analysing individual differences 
in patterns of awareness, called the conflict awareness mandala. The model is a graphic 
representation of a typology covering twenty different themes and four levels of depth, in all 80 
variables. In hindsight, I find the model far too complicated to be useful for other purposes than a 
theoretical understanding of the nature of awareness. I was very satisfied when I discovered that 
Bill Joiner and Stephen Josephs (2007) had developed very similar ideas about how to structure a 
practical model of different forms of awareness, but had arrived at a far more pedagogical 
framework than I had. The framework presented below owes very much, in particular in terms of 
the pedagogical structure, to Joiner's and Josephs' model in their book Leadership Agility (Joiner 
& Josephs, 2007). Joiner and Josephs have integrated models and insights from a wide spectrum 
of adult development literature into a framework designed to be useful for understanding and 
working with leadership development. The form of their framework is adapted to the kind of 
purpose and audience they wanted it to serve: professionals interested in coaching and 
organizational consulting rather than academic researchers. The outcome is a very pedagogical 
model, accessible to interested lay persons. One drawback of their writing strategy is that the 
packaging of the model obscures some significant theoretical contributions made in the book. In 
order to serve academic purposes well, Joiner's and Josephs's model needs some modifications. 
For this, and for a number of other reasons, the framework I present below differs from their 
model. The somewhat different approach I have taken in structuring an analytical framework has 
some costs in relation to Joiner's and Joseph's framework, but also, I think, some benefits. I will 
not detail the differences and explain the reasoning for them here, but rather focus on presenting 
and illustrating a specific adaptation.  

 
Over time, I have borrowed concepts, models, and discourses from many different researchers 

and traditions and integrated them into my own evolving analytical framework. This article is a 
travel report of a certain part of this journey, where the learning I have been through so far is 
applied to the specific task of studying societal change agency.  

                                                 
6 See also the interview with Thomas Jordan made by Russ Volckmann (2005) in Integral Review 
http://integral-review.org/documents/Good,%20Clever,%20and%20Wise%201,%202005.pdf .  
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Empirical Grounding 
 
As hinted at above, the framework has a evolved over quite a long time, not only through 

theoretical studies but also in "dialogue" with empirical data. In four different research projects 
between 1999 and 2006, I and colleagues interviewed more than 130 persons with the aim of 
studying various aspects of their meaning-making on workplace conflicts (Jordan & Lundin, 
2002), security policies (Jordan, 2001b, 2003) and organizational change agency (Jordan, 2006a). 
Different vintages of analytical frameworks drawing on adult development theory were used to 
analyze the data. After 2006 I and colleagues have carried out a number of comprehensive case 
studies of individuals and teams who have developed intriguing strategies for working with 
change related to wicked issues. Cases we studied involved crime prevention work in Gothenburg 
(Jordan, 2006b), integration of immigrant youth in a Gothenburg suburb (Andersson & Jordan, 
2007), honour-related violence (Emanuelsson, 2011), development of a comprehensive strategy 
for dealing with the controversial issue of graffiti (Sander & Jordan, 2009), development of 
strategies for enabling suburban youth to make radio and TV programmes in Public Service 
channels (Sander & Jordan, 2011) and other issues. There is consequently a considerable amount 
of empirical data that has served as a sounding board for the gradual development of an analytical 
framework adapted to the specific needs of understanding societal change agency. However, in 
its present form, the framework has yet to be thoroughly field-tested.  

 
Overview of the Framework 

 
The framework outlined here is constructed by combining three ideas:  
 
1. The idea that the meaning-making system of a societal change agent can be described 

meaningfully in terms of three aspects: awareness, identifications, and action competences.  
2. The idea that a societal change agent can turn his or her attention, to varying degrees, in 

four basic directions, towards the task, the context, the stakeholders, and the self. When the 
turning of attention in one of these directions becomes a habit, we can speak of a particular 
form of awareness.  

3. The idea that a societal change agent might to varying degrees "go meta," i.e., make his or 
her own and other people's perspectives into objects of awareness.  

 
Conceptual frameworks are, almost always, reductionistic. They need to be, because we can 

keep track of only a limited number of mental representations at once. The artificial sorting of a 
messy reality using simplified concepts is useful, but is also always problematic in various ways. 
This caveat is particularly relevant when dealing with very complex and variable phenomena, 
such as the meaning-making systems of individuals. The distinction between awareness, 
identifications, and action competences made here is artificial in the sense that processes that are 
actually intimately interwoven are separated into categories. These categories are not here 
defined in ways that keep them neatly, logically separate from each other. I do believe, however, 
that the distinctions are meaningful and practical to work with, if used mindfully of the 
shortcomings of conceptual simplifications.  
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Awareness, Identifications, and Action Competences 
 

Awareness 
 
I will explain the meaning given to the category awareness in this framework by using a 

couple of closely related words. Awareness is here mostly used in the sense of awareness of, i.e., 
directing attention towards something and consciously noticing characteristics of the object of 
attention. However, the purpose of the conceptual framework discussed here is to serve for 
describing durable patterns of meaning-making, rather than single instances of perception in a 
certain moment. What is of interest is therefore what we might describe as habits in the 
individual's employment of his or her awareness. A slightly different angle is to think of the 
individual in terms of him or her having expectations about what might be worth looking for. A 
more academic way of expressing these expectations is to talk about ontological assumptions or 
preunderstanding (German: Vorverständnis). Examples of different types of ontological 
assumptions will be offered in later sections. Of course, most people look at the world through 
lenses of ontological assumptions without being aware of having such lenses. Becoming aware of 
and articulating ontological assumptions is a quite sophisticated cognitive task.  

 
There is an intended connotation in the use of "awareness" as a key concept. A lack of 

awareness is not necessarily a result of a lack of capacity for processing information. Sometimes, 
weak awareness is simply a result of not having noticed or realized that turning attention towards 
a particular aspect can be useful. For example, an individual involved in a difficult conflict may 
be asked: "Why do you think she got so angry when you made your suggestion?" The asking of 
the question directs the individual's attention towards possible explanations of the reaction of the 
other person. The individual may simply have failed to reflect on this before, but when turning 
attention towards the question, it may be easy to come up with a plausible explanation. When 
individuals with weak awareness actually turn their attention towards a particular object, they 
may have no difficulties in apprehending what is to be apprehended, nor to process the 
information and make conclusions. Lack of capacity is a different matter. It signifies an inability 
to process information in a certain way (e.g., keeping track of many different aspects at once; 
actually understanding a causal principle and using it to deduce possible consequences; or seeing 
multiple causal connections which together form a system). Even if someone else points out the 
relevant circumstances and explains the causal connection, the mental processing capacity is not 
sufficient for accomplishing the task, at least not without a lot of support (scaffolding).  

 
A lot of the research on development of social and psychological cognition (e.g., Gremmler-

Fuhr, 2006; Jordan & Lundin, 2002; Krebs & van Hesteren, 1994; Selman, 1980) analyzes shifts 
in how, for example, persons and relationships are constructed. This is interesting and relevant, 
but I have often found that the crucial issue is not how something is constructed when the 
individual actually talks about it, but rather the failure to at all consider the matter. This non-
reflection can be total, i.e., a complete disregard of something that might be highly relevant, or it 
can be partial, i.e., vague and unelaborated (Jordan & Lundin, 2002). This approach to the study 
of meaning-making means that noticing the absences of certain types of awareness can be central 
to understanding the character of a person's way of making sense of, say, a societal issue. The 
failure of an individual to notice that there are complex reasons for a particular problem can 
actually be a powerful explanation of the opinions and actions of that person.  
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Five Domains of Awareness in Social Settings 
 
Figure 2 gives an overview of the five domains of awareness used in this framework for 

identifying salient properties of meaning-making structures among societal entrepreneurs. The 
simplest explanation of the model is to see awareness as a result of turning one's attention in 
different directions in order to allow more or less differentiated gestalts to form in one's field of 
vision. The formation of these gestalts makes mental work possible. One can deepen the 
perception of the object of attention, noticing finer details, differences, and similarities. One can 
start to reflect on possible causes of the present state of things, as well as hypothetically explore 
alternative future consequences. One can also start exploring possibilities for action: how to work 
with the present situation in productive ways.  

 
When attention focuses on a certain task, the properties of this task become the object of 

attention. A task can be a work task, a specific problem or dilemma one is presented with, a 
vision one wants to realize, etc. I call this task complexity awareness because a key aspect of 
dealing with a task is to unpack the complexity relevant to the understanding of and dealing with 
the task.  

 
In the opposite direction, attention can be directed towards the wider context of the task. This 

context has properties and these properties may condition the possibilities of managing the task 
successfully. People have different degrees of context awareness, i.e., they are more or less prone 
to turn attention toward the conditions of the wider environment of the present task.  

 
In most cases related to societal change agents' interests, task completion cannot be reached by 

autonomous action, but there are usually different stakeholders the change agents need to interact 
with for various reasons. Stakeholders may, for example, control resources needed for achieving 
one's objectives, they may react and act in various ways that influence task completion, or they 
may have power to block certain things from happening. Stakeholder awareness is the result of 
turning one's attention toward relevant stakeholders in order to understand who they are, what 
their interests are, and how best to relate to them.  

 
The fourth direction of the model is the self. Self-awareness means turning attention towards 

the processes going on inside oneself, in order to notice what kinds of thoughts, feelings, and 
desires are tumbling through one's own self.  

 
In addition to the four attention directions of the base model, a fifth awareness category has 

been added, perspective awareness. This category seems necessary in order to name a very 
significant aspect of meaning-making: taking the patterns of meaning-making of oneself and 
others as objects of attention.  
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Figure 2. Five types of awareness 

Adapted from Joiner & Josephs, 2007 and Jordan & Lundin, 2002. 
 

Identifications 
 
While awareness focuses what a person notices and fails to notice, identifications focusses 

what a person feels committed to: what feels important (desires, goals, visions, values, etc.) and 
what is felt to be "I" and "We."7 This includes what, in Robert Kegan's (1982, 1994) languaging, 
is subject to a person and therefore forms the core of the identity. The category awareness is used 
for asking questions about what a person is aware of, which does not necessarily tell us anything 
about a person's motivation, such as visions, engagement, commitments, etc. There are strong 
interrelationships between awareness and identifications, since the gestalts formed in awareness 
can be highly significant for how goals, visions and commitments are constructed. This theme 
will be further explored in later sections.  

 

                                                 
7 Joiner and Josephs (2007) build their framework around the conceptual pair of awareness and intent. In 
the present framework, what Joiner and Josephs refer to as intent is included in the category 
identifications, but the latter category also comprises constructions of self.  
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Action Competences 
 
Action competences focuses attention on the competences a person can actually make use of 

when working with tasks, solving problems, and trying to realize visions. Action competences 
can be processes going on within one's mind, e.g., skills in developing creative solutions to tricky 
problems or techniques for managing one's own emotional reactions. Other action competences 
really involve outward behaviour, e.g., communicative skills in creating trustful relationships 
with other people.  

 
Five Domains of Awareness, Identifications and Action Competences 

 
Table 1 gives a schematical overview of the framework generated by combining the five 

domains of awareness with the distinction between awareness, identifications and action 
competences.  

 
Table 1. Schematical overview of the analytical framework 

 Awareness Identifications Action competences 

Task  Task complexity 
awareness 

Construction of and 
commitment to worthy tasks 

Competence in managing 
task complexity 

Context Context 
awareness 

Scope of caring Competence in locating the 
"room of manoeuvre" 

Stakeholders Stakeholder 
awareness 

Goals relating to stakeholders Social action competences: 
building relationships, 
influencing people 

Self Self-awareness Ego needs, self-transformation 
goals 

Strategies for managing 
interior processes and 
structures 

Perspectives Perspective 
awareness 

Embeddedness in-
disembedding from 
perspectives; Goals relating to 
transforming perspectives 

Skills in using contrasting 
perspectives for insight and 
problem-solving 

 
In Part II of the article, each of these five types of awareness will be presented in a com-

prehensive way, also referring to relevant models, theories, and concepts developed by 
researchers in the adult development field. After the completion of this discourse-building, Part 
III will deal with the more practical work of putting the framework to use in analyses.  

 
Choices in the Design of an Analytical Framework 

 
When studying very complex phenomena, in this case meaning-making in the context of 

societal change agency, choices must be made, for example between designing a framework for a 
high level of theoretical stringency or for versatility in encompassing a wide variety of different 
aspects. It is seldom possible to optimize an analytical framework towards all desirable qualities. 
The framework outlined here sacrifices theoretical stringency for flexibility and openendedness. I 
believe that the choice to operate with five different awareness categories is useful for identifying 
significant patterns of meaning-making in real-life contexts. The division of awareness into five 
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different categories is, however, artificial. For example, the aspects described in the category task 
complexity awareness are integral parts of aspects of the other categories as well. Some would 
argue that stakeholders are a salient part of the context. However, when studying the particulars 
of people's meaning-making, it makes good sense to treat awareness of significant other persons 
separately from awareness of the conditions of the wider environment. Furthermore, perspective 
awareness is, it could be argued, a particular case of systemic complexity awareness applied to 
awareness of self and of stakeholders. Consequently, the framework is designed to serve the 
function of facilitating the identification of different aspects of meaning-making among societal 
change agents, rather than offering a consistent theory of how awareness is structured.  

 
Multidimensional Frameworks  

 
Readers familiar with the "integral studies" field, or with adult development research in 

general, know that many of us grapple with how to deal with the topic of "lines of development." 
Is it sensible to conceptualize adult development in terms of several distinct, if somehow also 
interdependent, lines of development? Or is the self, as is sometimes assumed in ego 
development theory, a "structured whole," a system that develops and transforms as a system in 
recognizable stages. Or does it make more sense to try to find the common underlying variable 
(e.g., levels of complexity) that can explain patterns of development in different domains?  

 
Ken Wilber has been a pioneer in pointing to the existence of multiple "lines of development" 

and in starting to consider how these different dimensions of consciousness development are 
interrelated (e.g., Wilber, 1995, 1997, 1999, 2006).8 However, Wilber's contribution has mainly 
been to point out the general patterns and issues in consciousness development. Fashioning the 
details of an analytical framework out of his often penetrating insights has been left to others. 
People inspired by Wilber's way of conceptualizing different dimensions of development have 
started to develop frameworks outlining the "lines of development" they consider relevant to their 
own field of inquiry or practice. Most such efforts concern the field of psychotherapy (e.g., 
Esbjörn-Hargens, 2010; Forman, 2010; Ingersoll & Zeitler, 2010; Marquis, 2008) and are 
conceived in terms of choosing lines of development and then defining stages in each line. One of 
the most ambitious efforts along these lines (although with a weak or no relation to Wilber's 
framework) is the Manual for Faith Development Research (Fowler, Streib, & Keller, 2004). 
This manual describes seven different aspects of development with coding criteria for six 
developmental stages for each aspect.9 The framework is, of course, designed to allow a 
differentiated analysis of meaning-making in the realm of (religious) faith. Many of the aspects 
are, sometimes with some adaptation, relevant also to other areas of meaning-making.  

 
The approach taken in this article is, however, different. Rather than operating with quasi-

independent lines of development, the framework is constructed from the notion of varying 
degrees of awareness, put to work with different objects of attention. Rather than defining stages, 
this framework is openended, in order to be flexible in relation to the actual patterns presented by 
the cases we study. 

 
                                                 
8 See also Jordan, 2000.  
9 The seven aspects are: Form of logic, Social perspective taking, Form of moral judgment, Bounds of 
social awareness, Locus of authority, Form of world coherence, and Symbolic function.  
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Readers interested in different ways to handle the multidimensionality of adult development 
might want to study the work of Otto Laske (2006, 2009). Laske has made a very ambitious effort 
to integrate theoretical constructs of, among others, Kegan, Jaques, Basseches, and King & 
Kitchener into a comprehensive multidimensional framework. His specific application is 
developmental coaching, but the theoretical project is probably the most ambitious effort thus far 
to differentiate and integrate cognitive, socio-emotional, and epistemological dimensions of adult 
development into a sophisticated theoretical framework. In our context, however, Laske's 
theoretical framework and methods are too complicated and time-consuming to be practicable.  

 
PART II: FIVE DOMAINS OF AWARENESS 

 
Introductory Notes 

 
In the following sections, the discourse defining each of the five types of awareness is 

elaborated using the same basic pattern. First, an explanation of the meaning given to the 
respective type of awareness is offered. Secondly, a discourse for relevant distinctions is 
developed, drawing on a number of models and frameworks from the adult development field. 
The distinctions offered in these subsections constitute patterns to look for in, for example, 
interviews made with societal change agents. Thirdly, some observations on how variations in the 
forms of awareness in each of the domains relate to possible patterns of identifications are 
offered. Lastly, some comments are made on how each domain of awareness also forms the basis 
of useful action competences in the field of societal change agency.10  

 
The first section, on task complexity awareness, is considerably more comprehensive than the 

following four. The reason for this is that awareness of complexity is a fundamental aspect of 
awareness in all domains and is therefore given extra care.11 So while theoretical models 
describing various aspects of meaning-making relating to complexity are presented in the section 
on task complexity awareness, the other sections build on these models as well.  

 
Task Complexity Awareness 

 
Task complexity awareness describes to what extent a person notices, expects, and can handle 

the complexity of a task. I discern three aspects of complexity awareness.  
 
1. The noticing of and interest in compoundedness and variability. This aspect concerns the 

extent to which a person actively notices a spectrum of varying conditions, circumstances 
and characteristics that might possibly be of significance for the interpretation of the 
situation when taking on a task. The gestalts constructed of a task, a situation, or an event 
can be more or less elaborated in terms of compoundedness, nuances, and attention to 

                                                 
10 A lot of plain assertions are made in the following. This form is used for convenience and fluency and 
should not be read as truth claims, but rather as plausible assumptions (often based, however, on a 
considerable body of knowledge). 
11 But, as I hope will be apparent in the following, there are also aspects of the various types of awareness 
that cannot be accounted for in a satisfying way by assimilating them into a pure model of hierarchical 
complexity. See for example the section on self-awareness below.  
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potentially significant details.  
 
2. The noticing of and interest in underlying causal connections at various levels of 

complexity. This aspect concerns to what extent different elements are seen as connected to 
each other through causal relationships that might offer meaningful explanations of events 
and allow reasoning about possible future consequences of present conditions. Causation of 
social and psychological phenomena can often be conceived of as nested in layers of 
increasing complexity, of which an individual may be more or less aware.  

 
3. The noticing of and construction of mental representations of abstract properties. This 

aspect concerns the acquisition of a conceptual repertoire for reasoning in terms of qualities 
that are far removed from concrete, tangible actions and objects. Concepts at high levels of 
abstraction can, for example, be words for qualities that are common to many different-
looking occurrences (e.g., "authenticity"), or be formulations that describe properties of 
complex systems (e.g., "a vicious circle of depopulation").  

 
When taking on a task, a person may have more or less complexity awareness at his or her 

disposal. Complexity awareness can also be more or less consolidated. The first step of 
complexity awareness is the noticing of different aspects of complexity. Sometimes there are 
circumstances that, so to speak, call for attention by being obnoxious hindrances or obviously 
relevant explanations. A person might become aware of some of the complexity of the issue 
when prompted in this way, but still be relatively oblivious of the uses of actively exploring 
complexity without being prompted. A further step in the consolidation of complexity awareness 
is therefore having the expectation that things may be complex, i.e., being aware of the possibility 
that there might be significant circumstances, causal relationships, potential consequences, and 
systemic characteristics that might explain occurrences and that might be useful to consider when 
deciding on a course of action. Above, I also referred to such expectations as ontological 
assumptions or preunderstanding, i.e., general, mostly unreflected, assumptions about the nature 
of reality. An ontological assumption about the ever-present complexity of most issues means 
that an individual without prompting expects and looks for significant circumstances and 
underlying causes.  

 
The expectation of complexity and the habit of reflecting on complexity usually leads to the 

accumulation of a repertoire of concepts, ideas, thought forms (Basseches's "schemata," see 
below) and generic questions about what to expect and look for, such as a set of ideas about what 
circumstances to look for, what explanations might be relevant, what properties of systems might 
play a role. Having a vocabulary of meaningful words for naming properties of complex relations 
can be seen as an important support for complexity awareness.  

 
A keen complexity awareness can lead to the development of actual action competences in 

dealing with complexity. Action competences include being able to construct and operate with 
mental representations of complex interrelationships between a number of conditions, causes, and 
system properties, so that more effective strategies, courses of action, and solutions can be 
developed by taking the complexity of the issue into account.  

 
As has been alluded to before, the absence of complexity awareness is as significant as the 

presence of the same. If a person does not notice complexity, this will have profound 
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consequences for how he or she makes sense of the issue at hand and consequently also for how 
he or she handles it.  

 
Potentially Helpful Conceptualizations in the Adult Development Literature 

 
The issue of complexity in mental processing has attracted a lot of attention among researchers 

in the adult development field.12 The models and concepts of hierarchical complexity developed 
by researchers in the adult development field (e.g., Kurt Fischer and Michael Commons) cannot 
be properly understood without a good grasp of the entire discourse the models and concepts 
refer to. I will here only point to some conceptualizations that may be useful for recognizing 
patterns in the meaning-making of societal change agents. For a fuller understanding of 
hierarchical complexity theory, the reader is referred to the core texts (see footnote).13 

 
Researchers writing about hierarchical complexity have tried to find appropriate names for 

various properties of reasoning structures and abstraction levels. Often, several different names 
have been used to cover the same phenomenon.14 It is hard to find (and agree on) names that are 
descriptive of the properties one wants to have a name for, without them having misleading 
connotations. Each author has his or her reasons for preferring some names to others. I will add to 
the confusion by picking the names from different models that I find most appropriate.  

 
Models of Hierarchical Complexity 
 

There is a considerable literature on two closely related theoretical models for describing 
hierarchical complexity. One is Kurt Fischer's skill theory (Fischer, 1980; Fischer & Bidell, 
2006), which has been developed further in various ways by Theo Dawson and her colleagues 
(the Lectical Assessment System, LAS, e.g., Dawson & Gabrielian, 2003; Dawson & Wilson, 
2004).15 The other model is the Model of Hierarchical Complexity (MHC), developed by Michael 
Commons and his colleagues (see e.g., Commons, 2008; Commons & Richards, 1984, 2002; and 

                                                 
12 The first aspect of complexity awareness mentioned above, concerning compoundedness and variability, 
is an important theme in Jane Loevinger's descriptions of the stages of ego development (e.g., the ego 
development scoring manual, Hy & Loevinger, 1996). However, Loevinger did not go far beyond 
inductively derived stage descriptions in theorizing about increasing complexity as an important aspect of 
ego development.  
13 Fischer, 1980; Fischer & Bidell, 2006; Dawson-Tunik et al. 2005; Commons, 2008; Commons & 
Richards, 1984, 2002; Commons et al., 1998. Elliott Jaques offers an alternative framework, less 
stringently defined, but with striking similarities to Fischer's and Common's model (Jaques, 1998; Jaques 
& Cason, 1994).  
14 Not seldom the same author uses different names for the same phenomenon in different texts. Elliott 
Jaques, for example, used declarative and assertive to describe the same form of mental processing, and 
Theo Dawson has experimented with a variety of names for both structures of reasoning and orders of 
abstraction, finally deciding on just using numbers.  
15 Many of Kurt Fischer's articles, book chapters and other texts are available (as of August 2010) at this 
website: 
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/faculty_research/profiles/profile.shtml?vperson_id=335 
Texts by Theo Dawson and her colleagues are available (as of August 2010) at this website (see under 
"About us"): http://devtestservice.org/ 



Jordan: Skillful Engagement with Wicked Issues 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    October 2011    Vol. 7, No. 2 

62

Commons, Trudeau, Stein, Richards, & Kraus, 1998).16 Both models describe a hierarchy of 
increasing complexity.  

 
These models have the advantage of being stringently defined, which make them valuable in 

research endeavours that aim for high degrees of stringency in measurement and analysis. 
However, using these frameworks requires a thorough understanding of a quite complex 
theoretical discourse and considerable training to acquire reliable scoring skills. The actual 
scoring of interview transcripts is also a time-consuming procedure. Scoring yields stage scores. 
These can be useful for comparative purposes, for measuring change over time, and for additional 
insights in interpreting qualitative data. The advantages of stage scoring consequently come at 
considerable costs in terms of the time that has to be invested in training, scoring, and 
interpretation of the results. However, I believe that the distinctions made in the hierarchical 
complexity frameworks can be useful also in less meticulous, more qualitatively oriented 
analyses of discourse. In the following two sections, I will present two sets of conceptualizations 
that I deem potentially useful for recognizing structural properties of the meaning-making of 
societal change agents. The first is Elliott Jaques's description of four forms of mental processing, 
the other is the five MHC stages relevant to the vast majority of adult forms of reasoning. Both 
models are hierarchical, i.e., the forms/stages that come later build upon successful completion of 
the previous form/stage.  

 
Four Forms of Reasoning about Tasks 

 
Kurt Fischer and Elliott Jaques both noticed that there are some basic forms of thinking that 

can be recognized in a wide variety of contexts. They developed quite, but not entirely, similar 
conceptualizations for describing those forms. Fischer's discourse is more stringently grounded in 
clear definitions (Fischer, 1980; Fischer & Bidell, 2006), while Jaques's typology is probably 
more accessible to those who are not intimately familiar with Piagetian discourse. Jaques 
describes four basic "forms of mental processing" that can be recognized when an individual 
talks about how to handle a particular task.17  

 
Declarative Processing: a person argues his or her position by bringing forward a number 
of separate reasons for it. The reasons are separate in the sense that each is brought forward 
individually, on its own, and no connection is made with any of the other reasons; for 
example, "Here's one reason for my idea, here's another, I could give you others as well." 
This method of processing has a disjunctive, declarative quality. 
 
Cumulative Processing: a person argues his or her position by bringing together a number 
of different ideas, none of which is sufficient to make the case, but taken together, they do; 
for example, a detective might argue, "If you take this first point (clue), and put it together 
with these three other items we have observed, then it becomes clear that such-and-such 
has occurred." This method of processing has a pulled-together, conjunctive quality.  

                                                 
16 Articles, papers, dissertations and other texts by Michael Commons and his colleagues are available at:  
http://www.dareassociation.org/ 
17 Jaques and Fischer both constructed models where a sequence of basic forms of mental processing 
repeated itself on several orders of increasing abstraction, thereby defining a relatively large number of 
stages.  
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Serial Processing: a person argues his or her position by constructing a line of thought 
made up of a sequence of reasons, each one of which leads on to the next, thus creating a 
chain of linked reasons; for example, "I would do A because it would lead to B, and B will 
lead on to C, and C would lead on to where we want to get." This method of processing has 
a conditional quality in the sense that each reason in the series sets the conditions that lead 
to the next reason.  
 
Parallel Processing: a person argues his or her position by examining a number of other 
possible positions as well, each arrived at by means of serial processing. The several lines 
of thought are held in parallel and can be linked to each other. It becomes possible to take 
useful points from less favored positions to bolster up a favored one. This method of 
processing has a double conditional quality, in the sense that the various scenarios are not 
only linked with each other, but they can condition each other as well. (Jaques, 1998, p. 22) 
 
Declarative forms of reasoning mean that the speaker makes assertions and states opinions, 

but does not justify assertions by offering explanations of the underlying causal principles. If 
asked for justifications, the individual often responds by adding new assertions, rather than 
pointing to how things fit together. In cumulative processing, the individual notices that there are 
different circumstances that need to be taken into consideration to make a good judgment. There 
is consequently an independent processing of a number of situation-specific factors that leads to a 
conclusion about how to handle an issue. In serial processing, attention is turned towards causal 
relationships. An understanding of the principles of (linear) causation involved invites 
hypothetical reasoning: deducing possible consequences of alternative courses of action as a 
method for choosing an appropriate problem-solving strategy. In the light of other theoretical 
frameworks, Jaques's conception of parallel processing seems a bit idiosyncratic. Fischer, 
Dawson and Commons speak of multivariate or systems reasoning as the natural next level of 
complexity after serial/linear reasoning. The essential quality of more complex forms of 
reasoning is that several interacting elements are kept in mind simultaneously, not only in 
unidirectional series of cause-and-effect relationships, but as having mutually conditioning 
complex relationships to each other.  

 
For our purposes, it is relevant to look for the structure of reasoning when societal change 

agents are grappling with ill-structured issues. I will, however, make a mixed selection regarding 
the terminology. Declarative reasoning means that ideas are asserted without a consideration of 
underlying causative processes. People reasoning in a declarative way may provide what they 
consider to be explanations, but these explanations are only assertions about fixed properties, not 
explanations of causal principles. The notion of cumulative reasoning could assist us in noticing 
when respondents make elaborated comments about a variety of specific circumstances that need 
to be weighed in when handling issues, but do not in a deeper way consider causal processes. 
Characteristic of linear reasoning is when people as centers of their strategy-making have ideas 
about significant cause-and-effect chains, but keep their focus on single unidirectional chains. A 
person who considers multiple relations that are seen to hang together in systematic ways uses 
systemic reasoning (see also the explanation of the metasystematical stage in next section).  
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The Model of Hierarchical Complexity 
 
The Model of Hierarchical Complexity (MHC) is a mathematics-based general theory of 

levels of task complexity.18 It accounts for a series of levels of increasing complexity of tasks 
(and in particular stages of task performance). Each new level is defined in terms of coordination 
of tasks of the preceding level. An important characteristic of the model is that it is content-free. 
Hereby, the model allows a stringent classification of a single aspect: the level of complexity of a 
task. This property of the model makes it possible to make measurements of, for example, the 
complexity level of a person's effort to solve a problem through reasoning. The model can also be 
used for comparing different models that describe stages of development in a particular field 
(e.g., moral reasoning, reflective judgement, ego development). For our purposes, the MHC can 
be useful as an approach to discerning the complexity of reasoning about a particular problem or 
vision that engages a societal change agent. The MHC comprises 15 stages, but only five of them 
are relevant in relation to the patterns of thinking about tasks one generally encounters among 
adults.  

 
The following is a brief presentation of the relevant MHC stages as they can be recognized in 

discourse about social issues.19 
 

Concrete (Stage 8) 
 
At the concrete stage, thinking and talk is narratives about concrete, specific things, people, 

acts, events and places. The concrete stage is, when found in adults' thinking and talk, perhaps 
best understood in terms of what is absent. Experience is not processed into generalizations, 
where the concrete events would be seen as specific instances of classes of things, people, acts, 
etc. (abstract stage). Nor would more complex mental representations be used, such as 
conceptualizations of abstract causal relations (formal stage). Thus, talk is dominated by 
narratives about the specific (often what is concretely experienced in daily life). For example, a 
group of people who are concerned about problems in their neighbourhood and start talking about 
them can go on talking for a very long time about one specific incident after another. At the 
concrete stage, they do not summarize the different specific incidents into thematic categories. 
However, at the next, abstract stage, they could formulate their concerns in general terms, like for 
example: "–We ought to do something about misbehaving youth in our neighbourhood."  

 
Abstract (Stage 9) 

 
Thinking at the abstract stage is characterized by the use of categories that are abstracted from 

specific things, people, acts and events. The construction of abstractions makes it possible to talk 
about concrete things, people, acts, and events in general, i.e., to form categories and generalize 
about them. Abstractions are categories for something that can vary, i.e., take on different forms 
and properties within the broader characteristics described by the category (Fischer, 1980, p. 

                                                 
18 I gratefully acknowledge constructive comments and suggestions by Sara N. Ross on this section. I 
haven't always followed her advice, though, so any misrepresentation remaining is my own sole 
responsibility.  
19 The stage descriptions here are compiled and adapted from a number of different articles and documents 
about MHC, including unpublished course material generously shared by Sara N. Ross.  
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481ff). Since cognition confined to the abstract stage and below does not make use of generalized 
conceptions of cause-and-effect relationships, conversation about problems at this stage is 
dominated by plain assertions and value judgments (opinions). There is no effort to justify 
propositions by offering arguments about underlying causes and principles. If explanations are 
provided, they are simply other assertions. Referring to Jaques' terminology, the abstract stage 
makes use of declarative mental processing: there is no real coordination of conditions, 
circumstances or causal relationships – each assertion, opinion and belief stands for itself.  

 
Formal (Stage 10) 

 
Reasoning at the formal stage makes use of mental representations of generalized relations 

between or among abstract categories, i.e., conceptions about how different abstractions are 
causally or otherwise connected to each other. In Jaques' terminology, the formal stage is 
characterised by serial mental processing of abstractions. A common way of describing the 
essence of formal reasoning is that "if-then" statements are formulated by putting two or more 
abstractions into logical relationship. The mental representations of abstracted relations allow for 
hypothetical reasoning. A person using formal reasoning can, in his or her mind, make 
experiments. Assuming a certain action, consequences can be deduced by referring to an idea 
about the causal relations involved. When issues are processed at the formal stage, people ask for 
evidence and explanations and critically scrutinize whether a statement is consistent with other 
accepted facts or logical arguments.  

 
The limitation of formal reasoning is the linear character of the arguments. Attention is 

focused on one variable that stands in some type of linear relationship to one or more other 
variables. The relationship is thought of as unidirectional: one thing causes another. One can look 
for causes of events, or consider possible consequences of a certain condition. However, in 
formal reasoning there is an absence of conceptions of co-dependent causation involving multiple 
variables.  

 
Systematic (Stage 11) 

 
In reasoning at the systematic stage, multiple formal conceptions are coordinated into mental 

representations of complex relationships, forming systems.20 In a system, elements can condition 
each other in complex ways that are not reducible to linear causal relationships. In formal stage 
reasoning, only one unidirectional causal relationship at a time is considered, whereas in 
systematic reasoning a system of multiple formal relationships is considered simultaneously. 
Characteristic of systematic reasoning are such factors as consideration of the function of a single 
element in a larger system, feedback loops and interacting conditions and causal factors. People 
who use systematic stage reasoning about an issue usually need more comprehensive statements 
in order to do justice to their conception of what they perceive as relevant conditions, causes and 
consequences. 

 

                                                 
20 Jaques' parallel mental processing describes one form of systematic reasoning about abstractions. 
However, I believe that Fischer's terms multivariateor systems reasoning better capture the spectrum of 
forms of systematic reasoning.  
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Metasystematic (Stage 12) 
 
At the metasystematic stage, mental representations of whole systems as systems are 

constructed, allowing the subject to describe systems as integral wholes, compare systems to 
other systems and reflect on how different systems are related to each other. Taking systems as 
wholes as objects of attention allows for understanding of the properties of systems, i.e., 
properties that are not reducible to the properties of relations between the elements of the system 
but exist or arise as a consequence of the structure and the interaction patterns of the system as a 
whole. A common outcome of metasystematic thinking is that systems, strategies and complex 
processes are named with designations that describe their key properties. Another is that 
metasystematic thinkers often look for high-level principles that are valid across different 
systems. Examples of this would be "transcendent" values that are valid beyond the concrete 
beliefs in different religions or ideologies, or principles that describe similarities and differences 
between different types of complex social systems.  

 
Metasystematic reasoning can lead to the construction of "metasystems," i.e., concep-

tualizations that coordinate two or more systems. One important form of metasystematic 
reasoning is when a person reflects on the properties of perspectives as complex systems of ideas. 
This enables the further metasystematic consideration of how the contrast and tension between 
different interpretive lenses can be used for gaining further insight into complex issues. 
Metasystematic reasoning in relation to perspectives is further discussed in the section on 
perspective awareness below.  

 
The distinctions made in the MHC as summarized above may be useful for recognizing 

patterns of reasoning among societal change agents.21 As is pointed out repeatedly in this article, 
it is usually instructive not only to look for the structure of what is actually said by respondents, 
but also to look for what is absent in their discourse about their work. In particular, it can be 
elucidating to look for the following forms of reasoning:  

 
1. Formulations of principles of cause-and-effect relationships that are actively used to 

interpret an issue and to develop ideas about appropriate courses of actions to prevent or 
solve a complex problem or achieve an end that requires that a whole chain of cause-and-
effect relations is set in motion.  

 
2. Formulations of systemic properties, i.e., descriptions of the properties of various types of 

social systems (including organizational structures) and the consequences of these 
properties, as well as how such conceptualizations may influence the formulation of goals, 
visions and values.  

 
3. Formulations of values at high levels of abstraction, what could be called "existential 

concerns," i.e., values and concerns that are of a more or less universal human character. 
Typical formulations include "ensure that human dignity is respected," "create conditions 
for creative processes," "make it possible for people to have rich lives," "reduce suffering," 
and "enable developmental transformation of people."  

                                                 
21 See also the "Scale of Public Interactions," developed by Sara N. Ross and Jan Inglis (Inglis, 2007). The 
scale draws on MHC and describes five types of group communication about societal concerns.  
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If these three forms of more abstract reasoning are conspicuously absent, this certainly has 
consequences for goals and strategies in societal change agency.  

 
Dialectical Reasoning 

 
Different conceptual frameworks for describing and analysing more complex forms of 

meaning-making emphasize different features. The MHC and LAS focus the development of 
skills in cognitively keeping track of coordinations on increasingly complex levels. This means 
that they describe a control aspect of levels of cognitive complexity. The later stages in the MHC 
are characterized by a capacity to construct mental representations that keep track of and actively 
coordinate very complex interrelationships: systems of relations; systems of systems, and systems 
of systems of systems. Michael Basseches (1984), in his seminal work on dialectical thinking, 
made a dedicated effort to describe how more sophisticated forms of reasoning reflect a 
dialectical view of reality.22 He found 24 dialectical schemata, "movements of thought," 
characteristic of a dialectical outlook. Basseches's framework, in contrast to the MHC, focuses 
the recognition of limits to control that he finds is characteristic of more sophisticated forms of 
meaning-making. A summary of the typical traits of a dialectical worldview is offered in the 
manual for coding dialectical thinking that is a part of Michael Bopp's doctoral dissertation:  

 
A dialectical world-outlook can be understood as a view of the nature of existence and/or 
knowledge which emphasizes their instability, their wholeness, and their composition by 
internal relationships. In ontological terms, instability pertains to the view that existence is 
not seen as composed of fixed, unchanging elements (monads), but rather as consisting of 
ongoing processes of becoming in which old forms give way to new, emergent forms. 
Likewise, from an epistemological point of view, knowledge is not seen as the 
accumulation of fixed, unchanging facts or ideas, but rather as active processes of 
conceptually organizing and reorganizing phenomena.  
 
Ontological wholeness is asserted in a tendency toward viewing existence as a unitary 
whole in the process of differentiating itself. This contrasts with the view that separates 
existence into monadic elements which are taken to exist as individuals, independently of 
each other. Epistemological wholeness is asserted in a tendency toward focusing on the 
structure and functioning of knowledge (or the conceptual system) as a whole, rather than 
dividing knowledge into facts or ideas which are viewed as mutually independent.  
 
The idea of composition by internal relationships ties together the focus on change over 
time with the focus on wholeness or organization. Composition by internal relationships 
refers to a "dialectical" process by which a whole changes or evolves over time through the 
changing relationships of its parts. These relationships are seen as "internal relations," 
meaning that the relations of the parts within the whole make the parts what they are […]. 
Within the dialectical world-outlook, this process of composition by internal relationships 
can be taken to describe the development of either existence or knowledge. (Bopp & 
Basseches, 1984, pp. 453-454, emphasis in original) 

                                                 
22 Recently, Otto Laske (2009) has taken up Basseches framework and used it as one of several 
components in his multidimensional framework. Laske also developed a comprehensive and very useful 
scoring manual for dialectical thinking, based on Basseches work (see last part of Laske, 2009).  
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Bopp and Basseches thus point to three distinctive, but intimately related, features of 
dialectical reasoning. I prefer a somewhat different terminology for the same qualities. Expressed 
in other terms, higher levels of complexity awareness typically result in a set of ontological 
assumptions regarding three aspects of reality.  

 
Processes: Things change. Everything has a past, a present and a future, i.e., is embedded in 

processes of change. In a dialectical worldview, there is an expectation that there are different 
long- and short-term change processes going on that might have to be considered in order to 
make good judgments about how to deal with a specific concern or task.  

 
Systems: Issues are embedded in larger contexts that have systemic properties. A systemic 

awareness means that the relationship between the specific issue and the system it is embedded in 
is a distinct gestalt in awareness. The properties, structures, and change patterns of the larger 
context may have significant consequences for understanding and managing specific tasks. 

 
Relationships: Relationships have their own properties, which cannot be reduced to properties 

of the parties/elements. Sometimes relationships are constitutive of a phenomenon, i.e., a thing is 
what it is only through its relationship to something else. The properties of relationships can be 
described. These properties can be causes, i.e., they can be significant explanations to what 
happens and what doesn't happen. The properties of relationships can change over time, not least 
as a result of intentional efforts to transform the properties of relationships by one or several of 
the parties.  

 
To these three basic components of a dialectical worldview, I would like to add a fourth. 
  
Perspectives: How one makes sense of an issue is inextricably dependent on the properties of 

the perspective(s) the sense-making is embedded in. Insight into the nature of one's own and 
others' perspectives is therefore an integral concern in any endeavour. This fourth component of 
dialectical thinking is clearly articulated in Basseches framework, but is there treated as part of 
the system/context dimension. I think it deserves being emphasized as a very significant part of 
dialectical thinking on its own. I will return to this topic in more detail in the section on 
perspective awareness below.  

 
Before the shift into a dialectical worldview, people tend to see issues in more or less separate 

ways. Issues are dealt with without considering how they are embedded in a larger (dynamic) 
context, how they stand in relationship to other issues and levels, and how they have a different 
meaning when viewed with the lenses of different perspectives. The range of causal relationships 
considered is usually limited.  

 
With strongly developed complexity awareness, grounded in a dialectical worldview, people 

generally develop a repertoire of concepts and more complex formulas for naming and describing 
characteristics of (a) processes of change (e.g., gentrification, individuation, conflict escalation, 
phases of group development); (b) properties of systems and structures (e.g., machine 
bureaucracy, learning organization, culture of honour); (c) properties of relationships (e.g., 
trustful, dynamic, patron-client relationship); and (d) properties of perspectives (e.g., idiographic 
vs. nomothetic sciences, dialectical worldview, dualistic mindset, postconventional morality).  
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Task Complexity Awareness as a Basis for Identifications 
 
The level of complexity awareness in relation to tasks is central to what a person feels is 

important to attend to. Figure 3 illustrates this in a simplified way. The figure points to the 
possible differences in the complexity level of constructions of tasks. For one person, the task to 
deal with is a very concrete problem or vision. Attention is focussed on how to eliminate a 
problem or on how to realize an idea about something that could be. The strategy this person 
pursues may be seen by another person as attending to symptoms, while the significant causes 
that create a problem are left unattended. The second person would want to do something about 
the underlying causal processes that generate the troubling problem, or to initiate causal 
processes that lead to the realization of a desired outcome.  

 
If attention is directed only towards  
the concrete, visible problem, 
it is likely that measures taken will deal with the immediate visible problem. 
If attention is directed towards  
the underlying causes creating the problem, 
it is likely that measures taken will also deal with the underlying causes of the problem. 
If attention is directed towards  
the properties of the system in which the problem arises, 
it is likely that measures taken will also aim at influencing systemic properties. 
If attention is directed towards  
the different perspectives that might contribute to understand the complexity of the 
problem, 
it is likely that measures taken will also aim at influencing the stakeholders' ways of 
interpreting the problem.  

Figure 3. Relations between awareness of complexity and type of problem-solving strategy 
Adapted from Jordan & Andersson (2010) 

 
Bill Joiner and Stephen Josephs (see Table 2) offer a different perspective on how iden-

tifications, in the sense of what is felt to be important, transform character in the course of adult 
development.  

 
Joiner's and Josephs's formulations give an example of how aspirations are coloured and 

transformed by more complex, dialectical, and abstract conceptions. From a focus on achieving 
concrete results, the individual's attention is shifted towards engaging in fluid processes in a way 
that serves existential values (cf. Basseches's description of dialectical thinking).  
 
Table 2. Constructions of what is desirable in five stages of development 

Stage Intent 

Expert To improve and accomplish things 
Achiever To achieve desired outcomes in a way consistent with self-chosen values 
Catalyst To create contexts and facilitate processes that are experienced as meaningful 

and satisfying and that enable the sustained achievement of desired outcomes 
Co-Creator To tap into an evolving sense of life purpose and actualize it in your 

everyday life through deep collaboration with others 
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Stage Intent 

Synergist To engage with life in all its fullness and to be of benefit to others as well as 
yourself 

Note: From Joiner & Josephs, 2007, pp. 213-214. 
 

Action Competences Related to Complexity Awareness 
 
When studying the meaning-making of societal change agents, it is important not only to look 

for signs of awareness of complexity, but to try to find out to what extent the individual 
demonstrates competence in working with complexity in creative and independent ways. Bill 
Torbert's concept action inquiry is highly relevant for describing action competences relating to 
complexity (Torbert & Associates, 2004). Action inquiry means actively inquirying into the 
complexity of issues, continually learning more, reevaluating one's own assumptions, and 
experimenting with different strategies in order to deal skillfully with significant tasks.  

 
Context Awareness 

 
Context awareness relates to the scope of awareness in terms of how much of the wider 

context a person actively notices and considers. Each task, each initiative is embedded in layers 
of context, such as a work group, an organizational unit, organizational structures and cultures, a 
society with certain characteristics, a global system. Noticing the properties and processes of 
change in the broader environment might be of crucial importance for carrying out one's own 
tasks. Changing conditions in the wider context might influence the possibilities, opportunities, 
and impediments for the specific tasks one is engaged in. What oneself and one's colleagues do 
might have consequences for the larger system and might therefore elicit reactions and changed 
conditions. Context awareness entails a capacity to shift focus between micro and macro levels 
and relate them to each other.23  

 
The simplest forms of context awareness are to notice properties of the wider context that are 

of apparent significance to one's own doings. For example, a societal change agent could notice 
that since an election is coming up, it might be wise to postpone lobbying for a proposal until 
after the election as everyone's attention is focussed on the election process. A more consolidated 
context awareness means that there is a generalized expectation that all issues are embedded in 
larger contexts and that it is important to keep an eye on what is going on in this larger context, 
because such conditions and patterns of change may need to be taken into consideration when 
managing one's own tasks. One of Michael Basseches’s dialectical schemata is a good description 
of context awareness consolidated into the ontological assumptions of a person. The schema is 
called Location of an element or phenomenon within the whole(s) of which it is a part. Basseches 
writes:  

 
Schema 9 (which also can be described as the "schema for contextualization") may be 
applied to any objects of thought (e.g., concrete things, events, classes of things and events, 
ideas, theories, etc.). The schema involves placing these phenomena in the contexts of 

                                                 
23 Ken Wilber's (1995) discourse on holons is one way of pointing to the ever-present embeddedness of 
everything in larger wholes.  
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larger wholes, which may be referred to as systems, structures, contexts, processes, sets of 
connections, wholes, forms, etc.  
 
Schema 9 is a reflection of the assumption that individual elements are organized, or can be 
organized into larger wholes. Its application can be seen as turning the thinker's attention to 
these larger wholes.... 
 
Schema 9 describes a process of contextualization, and can be related to any verbal 
expression which indicates that the subject is viewing something within the context of a 
larger whole. (Basseches, 1984, pp. 107-108, emphasis in the original) 
 
Consequently, a person with a strongly developed context awareness regularly turns attention 

towards the wider context's patterns of change and structural conditions. The formulation of goals 
and strategies is continually adapted to what seems possible, what has a good fit with trends in 
the environment, and what needs to be done in order to skillfully handle the way the context sets 
conditions for the successful attainment of goals. For the person with a strong context awareness, 
the wider context is a distinct gestalt in the field of vision. There is an awareness of the 
complexity of the processes going on and the conditions set by the structural properties of the 
system(s) one is embedded in. This gestalt is continually updated and perhaps sometimes 
reevaluated.  

 
A person with a weak context awareness does not actively look for the properties and trends of 

the wider context. The context is simply not given consideration. Consequently, this person has 
only vague conceptions of what the structural conditions and change trends of the context could 
imply for his or her own concerns. Goals and strategies are formulated without being informed by 
and adapted to the specific conditions of the context. A person with a weak context awareness 
may be attracted to the formulation of a utopian vision of how things ought to be ordered because 
he or she is unaware of the intricacies of existing inert structures, unpredictable processes, and 
complex relationships. The person with a strong context awareness is generally more sceptical 
about being too specific in the formulation of desired outcomes, since there is a deep-rooted 
awareness of the complexity of the situation. There are too many processes and conditions one 
cannot control, therefore goals and strategies have to be continually adapted as events unfold.  

 
Context Awareness as a Basis for Identifications 

 
"Context" can be conceived as a nested hierarchy of increasing scope, where what is 

considered to be task and what is context is always relative to each other. For a person who is 
strongly focussed on her own immediate work tasks, the team she belongs to is, for her, the 
immediate context that she might be more or less aware of. For a person who sees as her task to 
manage a team, the rest of the organization can be considered to be the context, while for the 
leader of the organization, its efficient operation may be seen as the primary task, and the 
relevant context is the (changing) environment the organization operates in.  

 
Increasing context awareness often means a reconstruction of tasks, so that what was before 

considered to be context in relation to a task with a more narrow scope, becomes a focus of 
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attention in its own right and goals relating to influencing the way the larger context operates 
gain in importance.  

 
In terms of analysing societal change agency, a distinct, elaborated and systemic gestalt of 

societal conditions, structures, and patterns of long-term change often leads to the formulation of 
concerns derived from an image of what is going on in the society. It is not enough to 
successfully solve an intriguing problem or build a successful operation. One also needs to feel 
that what one engages in stands in the service of the evolving needs of the society.24  

 
Action Competences Related to Context Awareness 

 
A strong context awareness imprints itself on action competences by skillful adaptations of 

strategies to the conditions and patterns of change in the wider context. One example of such 
action competences is a continual scanning of what is going on in the environment in order to 
catch upcoming opportunities presented by new, often unforeseen, developments. Another 
example is the continual adaptation of strategies to restrictions and opportunities presented by the 
context. The term "room of manoeuvre" points to an awareness of the need to look for openings 
determined by conditions in the context.  

 
Stakeholder Awareness 

 
Stakeholder awareness concerns the extent to which an individual notices the presence and 

roles of people, organizations, associations, groups, or other types of actors that might in various 
ways have a role to play in the initiative the societal change agent engages in. There are three 
major aspects of stakeholder awareness, as it is conceptualized here: (a) awareness of the 
existence of relevant stakeholders; (b) constructing more or less differentiated images of the 
properties of stakeholders, and (c) awareness of properties of relationships between oneself and 
different stakeholders, as well as relationships among different stakeholders.  

 
Persons with a strong stakeholder awareness have something like an "always on" function 

scanning the environment for significant stakeholders to keep track on. This scanning produces 
an internal "map" of different types of actors, including images of their respective properties. 
This map can then be "consulted" in later situations, when various issues come up, in order to 
identify, for example, people who might contribute ideas or resources, actors who might have 
objections that ought to be considered, or someone who ought to be informed in advance about a 
particular course of action. People with a strong stakeholder awareness are attentive to 
information that might allow them to understand how different stakeholders think, feel, and act. 
The resulting interpretations are used for adapting one's own style of communi-cation, 
conversational strategies and actions to fit the particulars of each stakeholder. A strong 
stakeholder awareness usually means that goals relating to building good relations with specific 
stakeholders are prominent parts of the societal change agent's strategy.  

 

                                                 
24 The transformation of the scope of concerns in the course of ego development is beautifully described in 
Joiner & Josephs, 2007.  
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Persons with a weak stakeholder awareness simply don't have an internal "map" of stake-
holders and the "scanning" for significant stakeholders doesn't get going spontaneously. Images 
of stakeholders, if at all formed, are undifferentiated and unreflected. People with weak 
stakeholder awareness act without much prior consideration of stakeholders that might contribute 
to or stand in the way of initiatives.  

 
It should be noted that an individual can have a strong and differentiated awareness in relation 

to some groups of people who are at the center of one's conception of significant issues, but 
devote much less attention to other stakeholders. A person might, for example, want to do 
something about the situation of unemployed youth in the neighbourhood, who are at risk of 
developing a criminal lifestyle. This person can have a very differentiated understanding of how 
young people think and feel about themselves and their situation and may have developed a 
strong sense of commitment and care in relation to this particular group. But it is also possible 
that this capacity for role-taking is not put to work in relation to many other actors that might be 
important to understand and relate constructively with, such as the police, local politicians, 
administrators in the municipality, shop-owners, etc. In such a case, the awareness demonstrated 
in relation to the youth is rather a consequence of complexity awareness in relation to the chosen 
task, rather than stakeholder awareness proper.  

 
Models in the Adult Development Literature that May be Useful 

 
Jordan analysed the structural forms of images of the counterpart in a large number of 

narratives about workplace conflicts and concluded that the ways the respondents described 
others could be assigned to three basic categories (Jordan & Lundin, 2002). In the research 
report, the three categories are called fixed traits, linear psychological causality, and complex 
psychological causality.25 Briefly explained, the category fixed traits comprises those 
descriptions of other people that are limited to the enumeration of characterizing adjectives and 
descriptions of typical behaviour. No efforts are made to understand why people behave in certain 
ways. The category linear psychological causality covered the counterpart images that included 
some ideas about why the other person acted in a particular way, or had a certain attitude. The 
images of the counterpart classified in the category complex psychological causality described 
the other person in systemic terms, where behavior and attitude was interpreted as an integral 
consequence of interrelated factors like personality structure, personal biography, life situation, 
educational background, enculturation, etc. In the terminology in the section on complexity 
awareness, I would call the first category a declarative image of the other, the second category a 
linear image, and the third category a systemic image.  

 
Table 3 shows another example of how descriptions of people can be more or less complex in 

the meaning-making system of an individual. The table describes how increasing stakeholder 
awareness can lead to qualitatively different, and more complex, constructions of people. From 
our point of view, this kind of conceptualization is useful in pointing to the character of the 
changes in the complexity of mental representations related to increasing stakeholder awareness. 

                                                 
25 These categories correspond closely to the abstract, formal and systematic levels in the Model of 
Hierarchical Complexity.  
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26 Actually categorizing those mental representations into a finite number of stages is, for our 
purposes, not necessary.  

 
Table 3. A model of development of how people are described 

Moral stage Description of people 

Stage 1 People conceived of as particular persons who do particular things. 
Stage 2 People classified into groups according to actions they perform. 
Stage 2/3 People understood in terms of a few inner states that are closely tied to 

behavior. 
Stage 3 People understood in terms of fixed personality characteristics, 

sentiments, roles, or motives.  
Stage 4 People seen as complex systems of qualities that vary with circumstances. 
Stage 5 People seen as complex systems of qualities and processes in interaction 

with other complex systems. 
Note: Extracted from Table 1 in Dawson and Gabrielian, 2003, pp. 166-167. 

 
Stakeholder Awareness as a Basis for Identifications 

 
A strong stakeholder awareness imprints itself on goal construction by the realization that 

understanding stakeholders, establishing productive relationships to them, and influencing their 
views are crucial enabling goals. In order to achieve significant progress regarding visions and 
problem solutions, it is often necessary to invest a lot of time and creativity in managing the 
relationships with a network of stakeholders. Stakeholders have different meaning-making 
systems, including narratives, attitudes, conceptions of causal relations, and levels of awareness. 
They have their respective knowledge constellations with some areas where they have expert 
knowledge and other areas where they are ignorant. They also have their own patterns of 
behaviours that may be more or less conducive to the ends of the societal change agent. All this 
can be apprehended, interpreted, and influenced.  

 
Strong stakeholder awareness, in particular understanding of the background causes of 

stakeholders' views and actions, generally reduces the tendency to get stuck in antagonistic 
conceptions and opens up for empathy even towards stakeholders who oppose own initiatives.  

 
 

                                                 
26 There are other theoretical frameworks in the adult development literature that are at least partly 
relevant to the stakeholder awareness domain. Robert Selman (1980) did some pathbreaking research on 
the development of how children and adolescents construct relationships. Some of this work is relevant for 
identifying adults' reasoning about relationships, but more work is needed in order to have a good 
conceptualization of developmental differences in typical adult meaning-making. Martina Gremmler-
Fuhr's doctoral dissertation (Gremmler-Fuhr, 2006) offers a comprehensive typology of different kinds of 
properties of relationships and discusses these in a developmental perspective. Considerable work would 
be needed to adapt the typology to the purposes of this study, though. Outside the adult development 
literature, the discourse around emotional intelligence offers useful concepts, but generally disregard the 
developmental preconditions and patterns. 
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Action Competences Related to Stakeholder Awareness 
 
Often, the most apparent consequence of a weak stakeholder awareness is simply the ignoring 

of possibilities for contacting and establishing productive relationships with potentially 
significant stakeholders. There are individuals, officials, and organizations that might play an 
important role in a process to realize a societal change agent initiative, but they remain invisible 
to the person, at least until they actively block the way forward.  

 
People with a weak stakeholder awareness have little to work with when deciding how to 

behave in relation to significant stakeholders. They have no clear conception of what the mental 
world of the other looks like and therefore do not reflect on how their own ways of talking and 
behaving might be adapted to fit with how the other person thinks and feels. Influencing others' 
attitudes and decisions becomes a matter of persuading, cajoling, or even threathening, i.e., 
unidirectional modes of influence.27  

 
A strong stakeholder awareness generates a lot of information that can be used for adapting 

behaviour in interactions with stakeholders. Persons with a strong stakeholder awareness often 
develop skills in creating mutual trust, in formulating ideas and visions that make sense to other 
stakeholders because they are aligned with their own interests and ideas, and in inviting 
stakeholders to genuine dialogues (Joiner & Josephs, 2007).  

 
Self-Awareness 

 
The concept of self-awareness refers here to awareness of the processes going on inside a 

person. Focus is on the extent to which a person is in conscious contact with cognitive, affective, 
volitional processes, and sensomotorical reflexes. The concept stresses the process- character of 
being aware of what is going on in the mind and body, rather than on having constructed a self-
image that tells a story about what character traits one has. Self-awareness in this sense is 
something that an individual can have at his or her disposal to very different degrees. Every 
human being thinks, feels, wants, and has behavioural reflexes all the time while awake. Indeed, 
it is usually really hard work when starting a meditation practice to learn to calm down these 
more or less self-propelling processes in order to reach at least a modest measure of stillness. 
However, self-awareness means actually noticing the nature of the internal processes, i.e., taking 
them as objects of attention. It is not always the case that someone who is annoyed consciously 
notices his or her own annoyance. It is even less common that someone who starts to dislike a 
new colleague at work really notices that a process has started in his own mind in such a distinct 
way that he can ask the question: what do I do with my own feeling of dislike for my new 
colleague? Many (perhaps most) people are, with Robert Kegan's words, subject to their likes and 
dislikes and act them out without having made the active choice of going along with the feeling.  

 
Self-awareness is an important category of awareness because a strongly developed self-

awareness opens the possibility for actively taking care of one's own reactions and for developing 
strategies to work on transforming one's own habitual patterns of thinking, feeling, wanting, and 

                                                 
27 Joiner & Josephs (2007) explore the developmental aspects of "power styles" from unidirectional to 
more dialectical strategies for influencing others and aligning intentions.  
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behaving. A person with a weak self-awareness will not reflect on the nature of the thoughts, 
emotions, desires, and impulses generated by the organism (i.e., the self) and will therefore not be 
in a position to handle these processes intentionally. Strong self-awareness means that the notion 
of self-awareness becomes a part of the ontological assumptions, which in simpler words mean 
that the individual knows that there are spontaneous cognitive, emotional, and volitional 
processes going on all the time and that these processes can influence one's actions in desirable 
and undesirable ways. When something important is at stake, one knows that it can be useful to 
keep an eye on these processes and to sometimes intervene to change their course.  

 
Of course, the noticing and interpretation of self processes can be more or less elaborated, 

more or less complex in the senses discussed in the section on complexity awareness. Internal 
feeling states can be noticed and quickly labelled without further reflection on why the feeling 
arose or what consequences it could possibly have in the future course of events. At the other end 
of the complexity spectrum, an individual can see thoughts, feelings, and desires in the wider 
context of his or her own complex system of meaning-making with a past, a present, and a future. 
Such a well-developed self-awareness opens possibilities for developing comprehensive and 
sustained strategies for self-transformation.  

 
Models and Concepts in the Adult Development Literature that Might be 
Useful 

 
Self-awareness has been an important subject in several of the world's wisdom traditions, in 

particular, perhaps, in Buddhism and the Vedic tradition. However, the theoretical concep-
tualization of the development of self-awareness seems to be poorly developed in the adult 
development literature.28 The founder of psychosynthesis, Roberto Assagioli, is an exception. He 
was an early Western pioneer in exploring self-awareness as a capacity to witness internal 
processes without being absorbed by them (Assagioli, 1965).  

 
I conceptualize self-awareness by the combination of two types of distinctions (Jordan, 

2001a): six ego processes and four phases. Self-awareness is framed in terms of awareness of six 
ego processes.  

 
1. Perceiving: Organizing impressions and images of lifeworld experiences. 
2. Emotions, feelings and moods. 
3. Thought patterns and interpretations.  
4. Opinions, likes and dislikes.  
5. Motivation, desires, wishes and intentions.  
6. Behavioural patterns and habitual reactions. 
 
Each of these six ego processes can be taken as objects of awareness. I describe the 

development of self-awareness in relation to the six ego processes in four phases (Jordan, 2001a). 
In the first phase, the individual is subject to the ego processes, which means that they are not 
conscious gestalts in awareness. People think and feel, but do not consciously notice and attend to 

                                                 
28 A lot of relevant perspectives have been developed in relation to notions like emotional intelligence and 
mindfulness, but the conceptualization of the developmental aspects is generally weak in these discourses.  
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the processes of thinking and feeling. The second phase is when the individual notices what is 
going on in his or her own interior. The third phase constitutes a deepening of self-awareness by 
not only noticing that processes are going on, but also evaluating the contents of the processes: 
What do I think about my having these kinds of thinking patterns? In the fourth phase, the 
individual starts to develop strategies for actively influencing the ego processes, e.g., having a 
technique for transforming one's own recurring moods or dysfunctional interpretations.  

 
Joiner and Josephs (2007, pp. 213-214) describe the development of self-awareness in terms 

of an increasing capacity to sustain the attending to internal processes. According to their stage 
framework, self-awareness proper starts to develop at the first postconventional ego development 
stage, the Catalyst in their terminology. Before this stage, a person's reactions, thinking and 
feeling are not consciously noticed as they happen. At best, the individual starts to reflect on past 
occurrences in terms of what was going on in one's own mind and how those processes 
influenced the course of events. At the Catalyst stage, however, the individual develops "[t]he 
ability to step back ’in the moment’ and attend directly but very briefly to a current assumption, 
feeling, or behavior that would otherwise escape your attention... In the next stage, Co-Creator, 
there is "[a] slightly more sustained attention to the flow of your ongoing experience, giving you 
a more robust capacity for processing painful feelings and for understanding whole frames of 
reference that may differ from your own."  The Synergist stage is described as having a 
"[s]ustained, expanded present-centered attention to your physical presence, including your five 
senses, thought processes, intuitions, and emotional responses."  According to Joiner and 
Josephs, self-awareness only very gradually becomes an integral, ever-present aspect of how 
one's consciousness operates.  

 
Self-Awareness as a Basis for Identifications 

 
For the societal change agent, the degree of self-awareness is not the immediate source for the 

formulation of goals, but may have important consequences for the relationship a person has to 
his or her goals and visions and for the more personal unconscious motivations that may play a 
role in formulating goals and strategies. A person with a strong self-awareness can be expected to 
be less likely than someone with a weak self-awareness to be driven by needs for personal status 
and recognition. The familiarity with the comings and goings of thoughts and feelings also 
generally lead to a more flexible relationship to seemingly compelling idea systems. Strong self-
awareness contributes to a process orientation, less likely to construct fixed goals and vision, 
more likely to engage in a continuous process of finding situationally adapted ways to serve 
meaningful purposes. Strong self-awareness can, however, lead to the inclusion of auxiliary goals 
about developing better self-management skills in the overall strategy.29 

 
  

                                                 
29 Barrett C. Brown (2011) found that late ego stage change agents often report experiencing themselves 
as serving or being part of some type of transpersonal entity. This interesting finding is probably highly 
compatible with the framework presented here, but it would take too much space to elaborate on the 
connections here.  



Jordan: Skillful Engagement with Wicked Issues 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    October 2011    Vol. 7, No. 2 

78

Action Competences Related to Self-Awareness 
 
In the case studies we have made on value-oriented change agents (Emanuelsson, 2011; 

Jordan, 2006a; Sander & Jordan, 2009, 2011), it was obvious that skills in handling one's own 
feelings of dejection, frustration, and anger when encountering resistance or indifference are of 
central importance for success in change initiatives. Among the most common techniques for 
skillfully taking care of own reactions in a professional role are conscious venting with carefully 
selected persons, internal dialogues with oneself about the reasons for the resistance (i.e., using 
stakeholder awareness as an instrument for self-management) and taking care to have sources of 
mental and spiritual nourishment that are independent of the course of events in the change 
project.  

 
Perspective Awareness 

 
The category of perspective awareness covers the propensity to notice the properties of one's 

own and others' perspectives as perspectives.30 Actively and consciously noticing that people 
(including oneself) have durable patterns in the way they make sense of things has profound 
consequences for a person's meaning-making system. A strong perspective awareness means that 
the individual reflects on the properties of perspectives, realizes that these properties can be 
different and that they can develop over time, and, most importantly, that the properties of 
perspectives cause people to make sense of events in particular ways. No single way of seeing the 
world is absolute, but there are many different ways of making sense of one's experiences. I 
myself would have had a different set of values and opinions if I had grown up embedded in 
another culture, or if I had made other decisions in my life regarding where to live, what to study, 
which partner to spend my life with, what workplace to stay with, etc.. Perspective awareness 
means, in other words, that perspectives are regarded as variables.  

 
A strong perspective awareness leads to a more flexible relationship to perspectives overall, 

both to one's own adopted perspective and the different perspectives of other people.  
 
Perspective awareness is, of course, inextricably related to self-awareness. The aspect of 

perspective awareness that concerns awareness of the properties of one's own system of meaning-
making is certainly a continuation of the forms of awareness described in the section on self-
awareness. The propensity to notice the processes going on in one's own mind and body becomes 
perspective awareness when the individual starts to perceive one’s own patterns of reasoning in a 
systemic way. Of course, perspective awareness is not limited to awareness of one's own 
perspective. Nor is it limited to awareness of both one's own perspective and the perspectives of 
significant stakeholders. A strongly developed perspective awareness becomes part of the 
individual's ontological assumptions. A person with a strong perspective awareness notices the 
existence of perspectives, how the meaning attributed to issues is dependent on the properties of 
the perspectives used for making sense of the issues. One can describe and reflect on the 
properties of perspectives and consider what happens when an issue is interpreted through the 

                                                 
30 My use of the concept "perspective awareness" has evolved from my efforts to concretize and 
operationalize Ken Wilber's concept "vision-logic" (see e.g., Wilber, 1995, 1997 and in particular 1999). 
The two concepts are not synonymous, but I want to acknowledge the original source.  
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filters of different perspectives. Perspectives can be compared and one can reflect on the 
relationships between different perspectives, e.g., how the respective properties of perspectives 
lead to conflict or to development of deeper insight through contrasting points of view.  

 
A fully developed perspective awareness presupposes systemic thinking. It can actually be 

seen as a natural product of the deepening of systems thinking, as formulated by Jake Chapman 
in the following quote from a listserv post:  

 
There seem to be at least three stages of ‘systems thinking.’ The first is when people start to 
conceptualise the world holistically, they see and are interested in the connections between 
things and they ‘discover’ feedback loops (and system dynamics, etc.). The second stage is 
when they realise that different people conceptualise the system differently; they wake up 
to pluralism and constructivism and realise that to be an effective leader they have to do 
more than just understand the system. The third stage is when they realise that the way that 
they think is conditioned by their level of self awareness and that this is true of others too. 
They now realise that there is a continuous interplay between understanding the inner and 
the outer and that they are not separate from ‘the system.’ (Jake Chapman, in a post to the 
listserv adultdevel, 29 June, 2009, quoted with permission) 
 
Basseches, referring to the work of William Perry (1968, as cited in Basseches, 1984), offers 

formulations that well capture the nature of perspective awareness (even though he doesn't use 
that particular naming). Several of his dialectical thinking schemata are relevant, in particular 
schemata 11, 13, 23 and 24. The quote below is part of Basseches’s explanation of Schema 11, 
Assumption of contextual relativism: 

 
I consider each of the following ideas to be a component of Perry's notion of relativism.  
1. Ideas and values are to be understood in the context of larger wholes described as "points 

of view, interpretations, frames of reference, value systems, and contingencies." 
2. There exists a plurality of these contexts of knowledge (points of view).  
3. These larger wholes are to be understood in terms of their "structural properties." 
4. Such an understanding makes "analysis, comparison, and evaluation" possible.  
(Basseches, 1984, pp. 110-111)  
 
Basseches also describes, in particular when discussing Schema 23 (Criticism of formalism 

based on the interdependence of form and content) and 24 (Multiplication of perspectives as a 
concreteness-preserving approach to inclusiveness), more advanced forms of perspective 
awareness. I find his distinctions very useful, but the formulations require some explanation. 
Basseches uses a juxtaposition between "formalism" and certain forms of dialectical reasoning 
for clarifying the essence of the latter. The first step in the explanation is:  

 
In order to describe Schema 23, I will define "formalism" as the effort to describe 
relationships and movements of particulars as governed by rules or laws which can be 
stated at a general or universal level, with no reference to the content of the particulars.... 
The assumption behind formalism is that general laws and rules (form) govern relationships 
and movements of particulars (content) which exist separately from the general statements 
themselves. (Basseches, 1984, pp. 142-143) 
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Basseches says (I interpret) that one way of making sense of things is to try to find universal 
patterns, valid over a large number of specific instances, patterns that can be described without 
reference to particular circumstances. These abstract explanations are seen as the real causes 
behind the immense variety of empirical reality. Then comes the second step in Basseches’s 
explanation: “The schema for criticism of formalism attacks this framework by viewing form and 
content (universal and particular) as interdependent” (1984, p. 143). 

 
The dialectical worldview is critical of the contraction of meaning-making that is often (at 

least when considering social and psychological issues) the result of relying on a single abstract 
discourse about causality.31 One alternative to this approach is to refuse to abstract and instead 
consider all the concrete, unique circumstances that are relevant for a specific event. Basseches 
points out, however, that with a dialectical worldview, there is an alternative:  

 
… the multiplication-of-perspectives approach relies on the process of abstraction no less 
than does the abstract universal approach. In generating and articulating perspectives, it 
begins by abstracting aspects of an interrelated whole out of that whole... However, the 
difference between the approaches is that, in the multiplication-of-perspectives approach, 
the abstractions are used consciously with an acknowledgement of their onesidedness, and 
their limits are pointed out by the juxtaposition of alternative perspectives... To multiply 
perspectives on the same whole, therefore, is to expose abstractions as one-sided handles 
on concrete reality, as opposed to universal self-subsistent realities. (Basseches, 1984, pp. 
148-149) 
 
When asked to clarify the meaning of the last sentence quoted above, Basseches writes:  
 
My intent was to say that abstract formulations of "laws" and other generalities are often 
presented as descriptions of universal realities, with the expectation that they will simply be 
accepted as established. By generating multiple ways of describing or representing the 
same or overlapping set of phenomena, one reveals that each of these formulations is not a 
description of a reality, but is one way that one or more people have used to “grasp” some 
aspect of their environment in order to relate to it. How any one group grasps their 
environment is necessarily related to the group’s place in the universe and the needs that 
they are trying to meet, which may not be identical, and in fact may be in conflict, with the 
needs of other groups. In that sense these formulations are “one-sided.” (Basseches, 
personal email communication, July 28, .2010, quoted with permission) 
 

Models and Concepts in the Adult Development Literature that Might be 
Useful 

 
King & Kitchener (1994, 2004) developed a framework that describes development of 

reflective judgement in terms of seven stages. Their model can be useful for tracing the 
development of perspective awareness back to its very beginnings. Thinking according to the first 
three "pre-reflective" stages assumes (without awareness of this assumption as an assumption) 
that there is absolute truth. Certain knowledge exists, even though some people may not have 

                                                 
31 Wilber (1995), following Jürgen Habermas, names this "monological rationality." 
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access to it. These are stages with no perspective awareness at all. The following "quasi-
reflective" and "reflective" stages increasingly recognize that knowledge is constructed, and is 
therefore dependent on the specific characteristics of the interpretive process. This realization 
leads to the conclusion that there can be no absolutely certain knowledge. In the later stages of 
development of reflective judgement, it becomes natural to reflect on how properties of the 
methods used for gaining knowledge co-determine the outcome of the efforts. Knowledge is then 
not a matter of more or less correctly representing reality, but is fundamentally of a constructed 
nature, inherently dependent on the properties of the discourse it is formulated within. Otto Laske 
(2009) incorporates King's and Kitchener's model in his own framework, calling it "epistemic 
position." Attending to the level of awareness a person has to the process aspect of knowing can 
be elucidating.  

 
Perspective Awareness as a Basis for Identifications 

 
Perspective awareness means that one's own and others' perspectives are distinct gestalts in 

awareness. This might have concrete consequences for how the individual constructs goals and 
visions. People with a strong perspective awareness often regard the properties of particular 
stakeholders' perspectives as a key factor in causing problems or blocking possible solutions to 
problems. Influencing the properties of those perspectives are then seen as a key enabling goal to 
work for. By succeeding in initiating a transformation of certain stakeholders' perspectives, it 
might become possible to accomplish other goals, such as realizing a vision.  

 
The increased awareness that one's own perspective (a) has many structural properties; (b) that 

these properties have far-reaching consequences for the way one interprets and forms opinions 
and commitments; and (c) that one's perspective is an outcome of a formative process involving 
biographic events, cultural environment, educational history, etc., usually leads to a weakening of 
the exclusive identification with the perspective. One's own perspective is taken as an object of 
attention and is therefore no longer subject to the self (Kegan, 1994). The weakening of the 
embeddedness in a particular perspective also weakens the tendency to fall into a dualistic 
conception of us-them relationships. It is no longer a question of us, with the good perspective, 
prevailing over them, with bad perspectives. Rather, it seems more fruitful to regard all 
perspectives as valuable working material. People with a strong perspective awareness don't 
perceive people with other perspectives as opponents. They differentiate between the individual 
and the perspective this individual currently is identified with. Perspectives can potentially be 
transformed, if handled skillfully.  

 
Two further observations can be made about strong perspective awareness as a basis for 

identifications:  
– It is characteristic that people with a strong perspective awareness also have a strong 

process orientation. This can lead to the construction of goals that aim at creating propitious 
conditions for creative processes, for example establishing forums for explorative dialogue, 
developing methods that support inquiry and creativity, working with climate, values, and 
norms regarding openness to transformation, etc.  

– Strong perspective awareness can also lead to a concern for not getting stuck in a 
limiting perspective. Goals may also include strategies to challenge unexamined assumptions, 
expose established "truths," and seek out critical voices.  
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Action Competences Related to Perspective Awareness 
 
Recognizing the existence of perspectives as perspectives can have profound effects on a 

person's attitudes towards people who think very differently. However, actually putting 
perspective awareness to work is far more advanced task. I would like to cite a formulation Herb 
Koplowitz made in two posts to the listserv "adultdevel.”  

 
I think of a transcript Glenn Mehltretter showed me early in my learning Jaques’s system of 
a professor describing modernism, postmodernism and existentialism quite eloquently – 
how they related to each other, their differences and so on. This looked clearly Stratum VI 
to me. Glenn then pointed out that the professor was not doing any work with those 
descriptions. He wasn’t exercising judgment about them or solving problems with them. He 
would not have been able to design a modern or postmodern or existential school system let 
alone a system that integrated two of these approaches. In fact, his work was never above 
Str III.  
[…] 
So for us, a performance that is a learned response is very different from one crafted on the 
spot by the interviewee. We want our interviews to capture someone’s working, and we 
understand work to be the exercise of judgment and discretion while engaged in a task. So 
the issue is not what you can say about modernism but what you can do with it. The issue is 
how you use (unconscious and ineffable) judgment to choose and use skills (methods you 
can use without bringing them to consciousness) and knowledge (facts you can use without 
bringing them to consciousness) to solve the problem at hand. (Herb Koplowitz, in posts to 
the listserv adultdevel, 3 July, 2009, quoted with permission) 
 
Brown's research (2011, p. 179) points to a number of "perspective-related practices." One is 

using the contrast and tension between dissimilar perspectives in order to generate a richer 
understanding of issues and, in particular, to develop integrative action strategies. A second 
practice is to facilitate more awareness about the mechanisms that generate particular properties 
of perspectives, so as to deconstruct the unreflected embeddedness in one perspective by taking 
the creation process of perspectives as objects of attention. A third practice is to facilitate a more 
pure witness awareness by letting go of all perspectives.  

 
People with a weak perspective awareness often feel that dialogue is a waste of time. They 

think it is more efficient to let the best expert make the decisions (not seldom themselves) and 
focus on action. Exploring different angles towards an issue and asking people with very different 
perspectives for their views on things is something that makes a lot of sense to those who are 
strongly aware of the pitfalls of monological rationality.  
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PART III: USING THE AWARENESS FRAMEWORK 
 

Mental Demands of Societal Change Initiatives 
 
The framework outlined above is designed to be useful for analysing meaning-making and 

patterns of action in complex societal change initiatives. Preliminary evidence from interviews we 
have made with societal entrepreneurs indicate that initiatives can be very successful even if the 
leading individuals do not show signs of particularly strongly developed awareness in the five 
domains described above. In less complex endeavours, traditional entrepreneurial personality 
traits may carry a long way: strong achievement motivation, perseverance, inventiveness, action 
orientation, a tendency to quickly rebound from dejection states in the face of failed efforts and 
try new ideas. However, when the societal change initiatives involve influencing how other 
actors and societal institutions handle wicked issues, the difficulty of the task may require 
something more than the conventional entrepreneurial spirit.  

 
I hypothesize that the following conditions are relevant as descriptors of societal change 

initiatives that do require strongly developed awareness in one or more of the five awareness 
types. 

 
 The initiative aims at achieving significant changes in how established institutions operate 

(or such changes are necessary for realizing visions). Success is possible only if significant 
changes are made in policies, regulations, decision-making procedures.  

 Goals of the initiative include attaining comprehensive transformations of significant 
stakeholders' perspectives on a complex issue.  

 Accomplishment of goals is possible only through continuous active cooperation (rather 
than single decisions) between stakeholders with conflicting interests, roles and identities 
and/or profound differences in perspectives and value systems. Other specific impediments 
to such cooperation can be lack of interest or lack of knowledge on the part of important 
stakeholders.  

 Success is dependent on long-term access to different types of resources controlled by other 
stakeholders.  

 There are deep-rooted value conflicts around the issue, so that any action taken provokes 
strong reactions among stakeholders with power to disrupt the process.  

 The initiative is perceived as a threat by powerful institutions and decision-makers.  
 
This list is, of course, very similar to the list of properties of wicked issues in the beginning of 

the article. Wicked societal issues are wicked precisely because they are complex in ways that 
make the task of managing them very difficult. It is when facing critical wicked issues that the 
role of levels of awareness becomes a key factor to consider.  

 
Uses of the Framework 

 
I expect the framework developed here to be useful for two broad purposes. The first one is to 

gain a more differentiated understanding of how levels of awareness influence patterns of 
engagement with complex societal issues. I believe that an analysis of the patterns of meaning-
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making can contribute to a more detailed description of the properties of the ways people 
construct their narratives about societal issues, of how they identify with values, goals and 
visions, of the patterns of action they engage in in order to reach meaningful results, and not least 
how patterns of meaning-making may explain identification with goals and patterns of action. 
This more differentiated understanding of patterns might contribute to more penetrating 
explanations of successes and failures in societal change agency, not least through analysing the 
relationship between the complexity of the task people take on and the awareness capacities they 
put to work. Such analyses can also lead to more differentiated and grounded conceptions of the 
competences needed for societal change agency.  

 
By developing deeper knowledge in the fields outlined above, the framework may also serve a 

second purpose, namely to assist in designing more effective types of scaffolding for societal 
change agency. Scaffolding can be methods and techniques that support people to mobilize and 
direct their attention to various aspects of the initiatives they are engaging, so as to develop more 
effective strategies. Scaffolding can also take the form of coaching formats and strategies, as well 
as more structured training in the form of courses and educational programmes focussed on 
societal change agency/societal entrepreneurship. On a more personal level, the framework might 
be developed into a tool for self-reflection and self-transformation, not least by more clearly 
articulating potentials for development of more awareness.  

 
Describing and Explaining Different Patterns of Societal Change 
Agency 

 
Analysing Meaning-Making: What to Look for and How to Score 

 
When using the framework as a tool for empirical research, analysing interviews with societal 

change agents is a major application. From a pragmatic point of view, I find it reasonable to use a 
very simple and openended scale for assessing the awareness pattern demonstrated in an 
interview transcript. I operate with the three levels of weak, moderate, and strong. Table 4 offers 
a summary overview of the characteristics of weak and strong forms of awareness for the five 
different awareness categories of our framework. Classification as "moderate" is a matter of 
judgment in relation to the descriptions of the "weak" and "strong" level.  

 
Elaboration is a key quality to look for, in particular lack of elaboration. The latter is a 

conspicuous characteristic of many interviews. We can look in the interviews for occasions when 
the interviewee is invited to talk about something, but simply fails to elaborate on the 
circumstances, causes, consequences, and systemic conditions that might be relevant. If this is a 
consistent pattern, we might suspect a low degree of complexity awareness.  
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Table 4. Coding criteria for five types of awareness in interview transcripts 

Type Weak Strong 
C

om
p

le
xi

ty
 

aw
ar

en
es

s 
• No or unelaborated reasoning about causes.  
• Explanations limited to fixed properties of 
persons, collectives or other entities.  
• Absence of discussion of context-specific 
circumstances that ought to be considered.  
• Possibly: voicing of undifferentiated opinions 
(e.g., condemnations, disparaging comments) 
about persons, collectives and/or phenomena.  

• Elaborated reasoning about complex causes and 
properties.  
• Issues are explored in a differentiated way, 
nuances and variability is noticed.  
• The conceptual repertoire includes words for 
systemic properties.  
• Strong presence of dialectical thought forms, 
emphasizing context-dependence, change 
processes and properties of relationships.  
• Tasks are constructed at different levels of 
complexity/abstraction, including goals regarding 
influencing systemic properties.  

C
on

te
xt

 
aw

ar
en

es
s 

• Focus on concrete tasks.  
• No or very unelaborated mention of the wider 
context in which tasks are embedded.  
• Goals are not formulated in terms of influencing 
the workings of the wider context, e.g., 
institutions, rules, culture.  

• Elaborate comments about historical background 
of present situation and issues.  
• Elaborate comments about organizational 
structures, cultural norm and value systems as 
relevant factors for understanding present issues.  
• Explanations of the properties of the context(-s).  
• Mention of trends in the environment, change 
processes that condition own initiative.  

S
ta

k
eh

ol
d

er
 

aw
ar

en
es

s 

• Absence of elaborated descriptions and 
reflections about stakeholders that might play a 
significant role for the initiative.  
• Few stakeholders are mentioned.  
• When stakeholders are mentioned, there is no or 
very unelaborated reasoning about their patterns 
of behaviour, concerns, motives, reactions, views, 
interpretations, etc.  
• If explanations of actions of a stakeholder is 
offered, it is limited to attribution of fixed 
properties.  

• Frequent mention of different stakeholders with 
elaborated comments about their concerns, 
thinking, interpretations, feelings, patterns of 
behaviour, etc.  
• Descriptions of properties of relationships 
between self and stakeholders and/or between 
different stakeholders.  
• Formulates goals regarding establishing good 
working relationships with stakeholders, with 
mention of strategies adapted to realistic images of 
properties of stakeholders.  

S
el

f-
aw

ar
en

es
s 

• No or few comments about the nature of own 
processes. When such comments are present, they 
are declarative (assertions without rationale) and 
unelaborated.  
• No or unspecified reference to own learning 
from experiences.  
• No reports of active strategies for dealing with 
own reactions, states of mind, etc.  

• Elaborated awareness of and reflections on the 
character of own processes.  
• Mention of active strategies for dealing with own 
reactions, feelings, etc.  
• Formulation of aspirations regarding 
development of self-management skills.  

P
er

sp
ec

ti
ve

 
aw

ar
en

es
s 

• Assertions are made without supporting 
arguments/evidence and without comments about 
the possibility of erroneous conclusions.  
• No signs of awareness of the dependence of 
judgments on the properties of perspectives.  
• No mention of ambitions to influence the 
properties of own or others' perspectives.  

• Elaborate descriptions of own and/or others' 
perspectives as perspectives.  
• Comparing of perspectives. 
• Explanations of the properties of perspectives by 
referring to biography, position, structures, 
enculturation, etc.  
• Using differences or even tensions between 
perspectives to generate insights.  
• Formulation of goals in terms of facilitating 
transformation of own or others' perspectives.  
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The hard part of analysis work is to spot what is absent in the respondent's meaning-making, 
but could have made positive difference if present. The areas of the "map" that are invisible to or 
only vaguely apprehended by the individual are unavailable for conscious cognitive processing. 
These absences, if noticed by the researcher, can be as important explanations for the actions, 
strategies, and attitudes of a person as those patterns of reasoning that are readily recognizable in 
the interview transcripts. For example: 

 
– If a societal change agent doesn't turn his or her attention towards the motivation, mindset, 

interpretations, and reactions of an important stakeholder, he or she will not reflect on alternative 
approaches to engaging the meaning-making of the stakeholder in order to influence how he or 
she interprets the societal change agent's ambitions.  

 
– If a societal change agent does not turn his or her attention towards the characteristics of 

how the societal institutions are structured and operate (systemic awareness), it is unlikely that 
goals relating to influencing structures and culture in institutions will be central to the initiatives 
of the social change agent.  

 
13.2 Typology of Fields of Action for a Societal Change Agent 

 
Variations in degrees of awareness can obviously be assumed to result in variations in the way 

societal change agents construct goals. I use "goals" in a broad sense here, not only referring to 
ultimate outcomes desired by persons involved in an societal change initiative, but also to 
"enabling goals." When taking on a more complex problem or vision, it is often necessary to set 
up goals that are not in themselves what one wants to achieve, but conditions that need to be 
created in order to make a process leading in the desired direction possible. A typical such goal is 
to establish a personal relationship with a particular important stakeholder, for example a 
decision-maker in an organization. The establishment of a certain level of contact, mutual 
positive regard, and trust in a relationship to this stakeholder may not be an end in itself, but a 
necessary step that has to be completed before starting to work towards the ultimate goal.  

 
In the preceding sections, I have discussed five different categories of awareness, including 

implications for the construction of concerns. In Table 5, I summarize types of goals that might 
be part of a societal change agent’s personal strategy.  

 
Table 5. Inventory of different types of goals 

People with 
strong ... 

... are likely to formulate goals about ... 

complexity 
awareness ... 
 

- preventing undesired outcomes by early interventions in causative processes. 
- influencing conditions that nurture early stages of causative processes leading 
to desired outcomes. 
- influencing outcomes by attending to causality grounded in system properties.  
- creating favourable conditions for the start and strength of openended creative 
processes.  

context 
awareness ... 

- influencing certain properties of the context, such as policies, regulations, 
organizational structures.  
- exerting influence on ongoing complex processes in the context.  
- creating forums/processes for learning, problem-solving, creativity, thereby 
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People with 
strong ... 

... are likely to formulate goals about ... 

creating propitious conditions for development. 
- building capacity of organization to notice, interpret and adapt to ongoing 
developments in the context.  
- building capacity to use new opportunities created by changes in the context.  

stakeholder 
awareness ... 
 

- influencing stakeholders' focus of attention and priorities. 
- influencing stakeholders' narratives, interpretations of issues. 
- influencing the image stakeholders' have of oneself.  
- contributing to increased knowledge, understanding and skills regarding 
significant subjects.  
- establishing and developing qualities of relationships between self and 
stakeholders. 
- influencing the qualities of relationships among stakeholders, e.g., by setting up 
opportunities for stakeholders to get to know each other and build trust  
- engaging in processes that aim at adapting strategies and outcomes to take 
account of how stakeholders experience the situation.  

self-awareness ...  - developing own social and problem-solving skills 
- nurturing own developmental processes 
- increasing capacity for real-time awareness 

perspective 
awareness ... 
 

- transformation of perspectives 
- developing effective strategies/methods for transforming norm and value 
systems.  
- using the contrast between perspectives to increase the creativity in strategy 
development. 
- faciliting more awareness of the processes generating different perspectives 

 

Conclusion: Some Hypotheses to Explore 
 
In this article, I have outlined a discourse for supporting a differentiated interpretation of the 

meaning-making structures of societal change agents (and people in similar roles). Reviewing the 
elements of the discourse (in particular the five types of awareness and the postulated 
relationships between degree of awareness and identifications and action competences) and 
reflecting on possible implications of the distinctions made here, we can formulate a number of 
plausible hypotheses for research on societal change agency that might warrant empirical 
research, for example the following.  

 
 Different meaning-making structures, in particular in terms of the weakness and strength of 

different types of awareness, lead to different types of societal change agency, both in terms 
of goals and in terms of strategies employed.  

 Individuals with a weakly developed complexity awareness will formulate and engage in 
projects that are less complex than individuals with a strong complexity awareness.  

 Individuals with weakly developed awareness (in the five types described by the 
framework) will formulate goals that are few in number, narrow in scope and lack 
elaboration, whereas individuals with strongly developed awareness will construct a broad 
range of goals and will mention strategies and tactics for dealing with aspects of task 
complexity, context, stakeholders, self and perspectives.  

 Differences in degrees of awareness along the five types lead to systematical differences in 
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patterns of societal change action.  
 The explanatory value of the societal change agent's degree of awareness for accomplishing 

successful outcomes is high when the tasks involved are complex and low when the tasks 
involved are less complex.  

 
Some of these hypotheses will be explored in the context of our ongoing research project.  
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Toward Post-metaphysical Enactments:  
On Epistemic Drives, Negative Capability, and 

Indeterminacy Analysis 
 

Tom Murray1 
 

Abstract: Various approaches and interpretations of post-metaphysics are described, 
followed by an exploration of methods and approaches to enacting a post-metaphysical 
attitude toward beliefs, and in particular beliefs commonly held within the community of 
integral theory and practice. Integral Post-metaphysics is described in context with the 
larger trend of post-metaphysical thought. Along the way several concepts and themes 
are introduced, including the epistemic turn in reasoning, misplaced concreteness, 
epistemic drives, and negative capability.  

 
Keywords: Epistemic turn, integral theory, post-metaphysics. 

 
Introduction 

 
A number of scholars referenced in integralist texts, including philosopher Jürgen Habermas  

and developmentalists Robert Kegan, Michael Basseches, Clare Graves, and Suzanne Cook-
Greuter, have pointed to the emergence of, and need for, more sophisticated and reflective 
approaches to reasoning about complex phenomena.2 Reflective reasoning here refers to the 
habit or skill of reasoning about the character and limitations of reasoning itself, including 
reflecting critically on one's sources of certainty and methods justification. Kegan refers to “fifth 
order consciousness” and Basseches to “dialectical thinking” in discussing skills sets related to 
highly reflective thought (Kegan, 1994; Basseches, 1984). It has been suggested by many 
(including David Bohm, 1980) that current global problems have more to do with limitations in 
human reasoning processes than natural constraints, and that any deep resolution of these 
problems will require a different relationship to our beliefs (knowledge, thoughts, certainty, 
mental processes, etc.), transforming these mind-phenomena from unexamined subjective 
experiences into objects of awareness and reflection. 

                                                 
1Tom Murray, Ed.D. has been consulting, researching, publishing, and leading workshops in the areas 
including integral philosophy, applied ethics, cognitive tools, online communities, adaptive learning 
environments, and knowledge engineering since 1985.  He has published papers on integral theory as it 
relates to education, dialog, leadership, ethics, knowledge building communities, and epistemology (see 
www.perspegirty.com/papers).  Dr. Murray is an Associate Editor at Integral Review journal, on the 
editorial review board the International Journal of Artificial Intelligence in Education, and has held 
positions as visiting/adjunct faculty member at the University of Massachusetts and Hampshire College. 
He is current a Senior Research Fellow at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, researching online 
dialogue tools that support social deliberative skills. CV at www.tommurray.us.  
tmurray@cs.umass.edu  
2 Editors’ note: Also see Jordan, in this issue: Skillful engagement with wicked issues: A framework for 
analyzing the meaning-making structures of societal change agents.  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Habermas' term “post-metaphysical” refers, in part, to this more reflective form of reasoning, 
which can be seen as emerging in academic circles but also characterizes a (quite nascent) 
emerging sophistication in informal reasoning in (post-) modern society (Habermas, 1992). 
Metaphysics traditionally concerns questions about what is real beyond concrete sensory reality, 
and post-metaphysics refers to a more reflective approach to not only questions of what is real, 
but also questions of what is true (and how truth can be agreed upon or understood). The integral 
community has much to offer in the practical and theoretical aspects of this area, due to its 
explorations into second-tier, integral, post-formal, and/or post-post-modern levels or stages of 
development (and in supporting the transition from prior levels into these levels).  

 
In recent years, new developments in Ken Wilber's integral theory have focused on ontology, 

metaphysics, epistemology, and method, i.e., philosophical questions about the nature of 
knowledge and what is knowable (Wilber, 2006). Wilber's “Wilber-5” theoretical stage, and 
related work by Sean Esbjörn-Hargens that extends this work, includes integral post-metaphysics 
(which in turn includes integral methodological pluralism) (Esbjörn-Hargens, 2005; Esbjörn-
Hargens & Zimmerman, 2009). Post-metaphysics,3 concerned with the nature of knowledge, 
truth, reality, and belief, might seem like an esoteric philosophical topic, but the ideas behind 
post-metaphysics have strong implications for everyday life practices. Also, post-metaphysical 
thinking is implicated in embodying “second tier” (or integral stage) development, which is a 
central developmental marker for integralists.4   

 
As I did for the topic of methodological pluralism in a 2010 paper (Murray, 2010a), in this 

paper I will explore the topic of post-metaphysics in terms of what it might look like to more 
fully apply and enact it within the community of integral scholars and practitioners (henceforth 
“integral community,” in which I am a participant), or more generally, within any knowledge 
building community. I will discuss its meaning and implications from several perspectives, and 
suggest a number of principles and approaches that can help us take a post-metaphysical stance 
to our own knowledge creation and belief promotion activities. Though I will refer to the 
problems in finding rigorous truths in domains such as the human sciences this article does not 
intended to address empirical researchers, who must aim for as much rigor as their subject matter 
will allow, but rather is for inter/trans-disciplinarians who are trying to integrate many fields of 
knowledge in holistic applications. 

 
Second-tier skill development includes a high level of reflective understanding of self, belief, 

and the human condition. Previously (Murray, 2010a), I used the term “epistemic wisdom” to 
point specifically to the aspects of second tier skill (especially construct awareness) related to 
questions of knowledge, belief, and truth; and later (Murray, 2010b), I described second tier 
skills in terms of four types of “wisdom skills”: ego-awareness, construct-awareness, relational-
awareness, and systems-awareness. Taking a (second tier) post-metaphysical stance involves 
moving further away from black and white, us versus them, and either-or thinking into ever more 
nuanced, complex, and dynamic perspectives, which Walsh (2009) calls “perspectival range.”  It 
includes moving further from basing beliefs on authority, peer pressure, magical thinking, and 
                                                 
3 I will speak to "post metaphysics," more broadly than Integral Post-metaphysics. 
4 Second tier is a term used within the integral community to refer to a level of adult 
cognitive/emotional/social/spiritual development that is post-formal. Associated terms include vision 
logic, post-rational, Metasystemic, dialectical thinking, and construct aware. 
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emotional or unconscious drives, toward forming beliefs using rational systematic thought, 
critical thinking, cognitive empathy, a tolerance for paradox and uncertainty, and intuitions 
grounded in deep ethical sensibilities. It even includes understanding how authority, peer 
pressure, magical thinking, and emotional and unconscious drives are unavoidable and important 
aspects of normal belief formation. That is, it tries to see these aspects of thought more 
objectively for what they are, and use that understanding in forming, defending, or transforming 
one's beliefs.5   

 
In a companion paper to this one titled “On the development of beliefs vs. capacities: post-

metaphysical implications of second tier skillfulness” (Murray, 2010b) I proposed that 
developmental narratives within the integral community often conflate the development of skills 
(or capacities) with the development of beliefs (including values or worldviews), and that this 
conflation leads to several problems. I suggested that our approach to describing and promoting 
human development be more oriented around the skills or capacities that people have than 
around the ideas (models, theories, principles, facts) that they believe. Much of my argument 
centered on the problems of unreflectively holding or promoting ideas, models, or belief systems. 
(Compared with other knowledge-building communities, the integral community does quite well 
here, but it also has the potential to go much further in practicing what its leading-edge principles 
imply). In the next section I will broaden this exploration of integralist beliefs from the focus on 
narratives about human development to include the set of beliefs commonly espoused by 
integralists (without going into any in detail). At issue is how we can not only create but 
disseminate and promote these useful beliefs, while still actively taking a reflective distance (or 
post-metaphysical stance) on them, fully allowing for alternatives, indeterminacies, and 
unknowing.  

 
 Integralists often employ the adages to “not confuse the map with the territory” and avoid the 

“myth of the given,” but closer inspection shows that enacting these slogans is indeed difficult, 
and subtle forms of metaphysical thinking and “misplaced concreteness” exist throughout 
integral discourse. In dealing with disagreements or contradicting knowledge it can be easy to 
back into a relativistic (or even so-called “non-dual”) stance and claim that the truth is 
subjective, perspectival, unknowable, or meaningless. This can serve the positive functions of 
supporting humility, opening to new ideas, or releasing attachment. But, it can also become a 
cavalier or defeatist move away from a topic or interlocutor to avoid the conflict—missing 
opportunities that a disagreement may tender. In order to move forward rather than back (when 
appropriate) and engage more intimately with the topic, the self, and the other, it helps to have 
specific knowledge and skills implicated by the epistemic wisdom alluded to above. That is, just 
accepting or succumbing to the indeterminacies of knowledge (and thought) is often not 
adequate, and understanding how these indeterminacies work and how to manage them can be 
beneficial. This paper attempts to make a small contribution in this direction.  

 
In what follows I will explore various meanings of post-metaphysics, anchor the discussion in 

beliefs commonly held by integralists, and provide a context for post-metaphysics by describing 
the “epistemic turn” in philosophy and culture. Then I will introduce a number of ideas meant to 
support a post-metaphysical stance on knowledge creation and dissemination, including 
                                                 
5 As is commonly understood, we transcend, include, and transform the earlier modes, rather than leaving 
them behind. 



Murray: Toward Post-metaphysical Enactments 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    October 2011    Vol. 7, No. 2 

95

“negative capability,” “indeterminacy analysis,” “epistemic drives,” a developmental treatment 
of misplaced concreteness, and an argument for the validity of “meaning-generative” claims.  

 
Integralists’ Beliefs and Metaphysics   

 
As a way to ground the topic of post-metaphysics in everyday life practices, let us look at the 

beliefs we hold as integralists and ask about our relationship to those beliefs. We integralists 
often define ourselves by how we differ from the prior cultural developmental level (variously 
called green meme, New Age, or postmodern). We also live with the challenge of trying to 
describe and defend our beliefs to friends and colleagues who hold different world views. In 
Table 1, I list some common integral community ideas (concepts and beliefs) and contrast them 
with New Age ideas. (In the middle column are beliefs that seem to exist in both categories; 
some are New Age beliefs that can be held in an integral context.) In that table, I focus on 
contentious beliefs about what is real or true, though one could list many others less 
ontologically problematic or “edgy.” “Integral beliefs” here includes not only quasi-formal 
models like AQAL, but also the whole set of beliefs, theories, and principles held causally by 
integralists. This is a rough caricature and accuracy of this categorization is not important. The 
point is to help the reader reflect on beliefs that one has that associate one with one's intellectual 
or social compatriots.6  

 
Table 1. New Age vs. Integralist Beliefs 

New Age New Age and Integral Integral 

UFOs and lost ancient 
advanced civilizations; the 
healing power of crystals; the 
earth is a living conscious 
being (Gaia); we can manifest 
our wishes through intention 
alone; astrology, and other 
prognostication systems and 
personality typing systems; 
various schools of mystical 
and occult beliefs; “all you 
need is love” (and peace); 
everything is perfect as it is.  

Channeling and the existence 
of non-physical beings; ESP 
and psychic phenomena; 
intuitions can offer sturdy 
truths and directives; existence 
of a soul/spirit (and constructs 
such as Over-soul, Authentic 
Self), reincarnation and past 
lives; synchronicity; psychic 
energy and the chakra system; 
the reality of collective 
consciousness and parts of the 
self such as ego and shadow; 
all is one. 

The universe is evolving – 
through us; Eros, Agape, 
involution, morphogenetic 
fields, Omega Point; the 4 
quadrants (or 8 zones) are 
discrete and ontologically 
fundamental; cultures and 
people can be categorized 
in terms of general 
developmental levels like 
Blue, Green, and 
Turquoise; there is a non-
dual ground of being 
beyond space, time, 
energy, matter, and mind.  

 
Readers identifying with the integral community have probably had frustrating experiences 

trying to explain integral ideas to peers or trying to critique New Age beliefs (this notion was 
born out in a seminar discussion at an integral community event). For the purposes of our post-
metaphysical explorations, we can ask: How confident can we be in such discourses? How can 
we characterize the difference between these two sets of ideas (what differentiates “ours” vs. 
                                                 
6 If you don't identify with the beliefs in that column, just substitute any beliefs, skills, values, or 
knowledge that you feel developmentally differentiates you from others, along any "line" of development. 
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“theirs”)? Are there particularly integral ways to justify and critique? We will look at the 
metaphysical aspects of such beliefs and then inquire into implications of post-metaphysics.  

 
First I will point out that some of the items in the table are centrally about controversial 

questions about what is real or what exists, while others are statements or principles that make a 
claim about things that are less problematically assumed to exist (while a few are in both 
categories).7 For example, contentions about Gaia, flying saucers, ESP, omega point, and 
morphogenetic fields are largely or firstly about whether such constructs are objectively real. In 
contrast “healing” and “crystals” are thought to exist without contention, while the claim 
“crystals have a healing power” is controversial. This rough distinction between existence claims 
and other types of claims built upon them is not philosophically air-tight by any means, but is 
made because there are different points I want to make about concepts vs. statements vs. 
models/theories (and because the topic of metaphysical vs. post-metaphysical often hinges 
around what is considered to exist and how). Concepts are things that exist in some way; 
statements are claims about (and built up using) multiple concepts; and models/theories are more 
complex ideas built from multiple statements.8  In a very rough sense, concepts are about what is 
real, statements are about what is true, and models/theories are about what is useful. (See the 
Appendix for a diagram illustrating these distinctions).  

 
A main point is that statements and theories/models are built up from concepts, and thus any 

indeterminacy or assumptions at the level of concepts (the things we point to as definitively 
existing) will strongly affect the validity of statements and models/theories. Questions about the 
existence of many of the phenomena listed in Table 1 have metaphysical implications. 
Metaphysics deals with questions of what is real (vs. not real), and the fundamental nature of, 
essence of, or first principles behind abstract ideas such as being, substance, cause, time, and 
space.  

 
Metaphysics is often about objects or phenomena that are said to exist both outside physical 

reality and independently outside the subjective realm of human thought forms.9  Metaphysical 
claims, whether made by esteemed philosophers or by your hairdresser cousin, are particularly 
problematic because of this. We have methods and conventions, including the scientific 
paradigm, for justifying and testing claims about physical reality. We also have methods and 
conventions, albeit less rigorous, for justifying and testing claims about subjective realities. But 
on what basis does one make a metaphysical claim? How could one ever test such a claim when 
it refers to something beyond both matter and mind? Unexamined personal or cultural 
metaphysical assumptions about what legitimately exists and does not exist can lead to 
“repressive metaphysical projections” (Cooke, 1994, p. ix). This problem is what led to so-called 
post-metaphysical approaches.  

 

                                                 
7 In Murray (submitted) I explore issues of ontology and what can be considered "real" from a post-
metaphysical and "embodied" philosophical perspective.  
8 Also, I will avoid the quagmire of defining what is meant by reality, and simply assume, in alignment 
with both New Age and integral world views, that interior (human mental) realities have an equal 
ontological status with external physical realities.  
9 Metaphysics originally meant the body of Aristotle's work after his Physics, but later took on its current 
meaning of the science of things transcending the physical or natural. 
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Post-Metaphysics 
 
The concept of post-metaphysics figures prominently in recent integral discourse. Integralists 

have aligned themselves with the post-metaphysical turn in philosophy and a post-metaphysical 
orientation to truth and knowledge. Integralists follow Wilber in repudiating “confusing the map 
with the territory” and “the myth of the given.”10 Wilber describes his latest work (“Wilber-5”) 
as AQAL plus post-metaphysics.11 Indeed, it could be argued that the post-metaphysical 
perspective is at the heart of the evolution of human meaning-making capacity that integral 
theory points to. Post-metaphysics constitutes a post-post-modern approach to what we think is 
real or true; i.e., it is about our evolving relationship to belief and the skills we use to construct 
and reflect upon beliefs. Below we will look into the concept of post-metaphysics to see how it is 
understood and then propose some alternative perspectives on its use. As we will see in the 
quotes below, the construct of post-metaphysics exists as a family of related ideas, with different 
authors having somewhat different interpretations. 

 
 In Integral Spirituality Wilber (2006, p. 231) says that “[arguably,] metaphysics…ended with 

Kant [who realized that] we do not perceive empirical objects in a completely realistic, pregiven 
fashion; but rather, structures of the knowing subject import various characteristics to the known 
object…Metaphysics is then a broad name for the type of thinking that can't figure [out that] 
reality is not a perception, but a conception…thinking that falls prey to the myth of the given.”12 
In terms of philosophy, Wilber says that post-metaphysical approaches avoid “postulating fixed, 
eternal, [ahistorical,] independently existing archetypes” [or Platonic Forms] (p. 247).  

 
In a transcribed dialog with Wilber, Andrew Cohen says: “Your ideas about a post-

metaphysical spirituality have had a powerful impact on me…Specifically, I am endlessly 
compelled by the notion that higher stages or levels do not preexist, that is, they are not 'given' 
but are literally created by brave individuals who actually venture into new, uncharted 
territory…A post-metaphysical worldview means we are not separate from the creative 
principles or God-impulse itself” (Cohen & Wilber, 2006). This interpretation of post-
metaphysics, common in the integral community, replaces the fixed and eternal aspects of 
metaphysical ideas with an emergent dynamics, but seems to retain some of metaphysics' sense 
of essentialism and esotericism. 

  
In Integral Ecology, Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman (2009, p. 65) draw from Wilber's work 

and emphasize the multi-perspectival and participatory nature of post-metaphysics, which 
“avoids positing realities independent of the viewer,”  and they note that all claims must be 
understood as “perspectives from somewhere by someone” (p. 484). They link the post-
metaphysical approach to Wilber's four quadrants and eight indigenous perspectives 
                                                 
10 "Myth of the given" was coined by Sellars (1956). The map/territory phrase is attributed to Korzybski 
(1948). 
11 See Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman (2009, p. 564, note 38). 
12 George Lukas  describes "the Kantian understanding of Metaphysics" as "[dealing] with entities about 
which we can know nothing since they are not given in experience.  Metaphysics is said to claim entities, 
and knowledge of entities such as first cause or God that go to explain what appears to us. The hiddenness 
of the explanatory entity is, for Kant, sufficient do discount it, except as a topic for thought" (Lucas, 1986, 
p. 65). 
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(methodological families), and to his method of Kosmic Addresses, which I describe later. They 
echo above descriptions of post-metaphysics avoiding preordained and eternal metaphysical 
constructs (p. 141). 

 
In Integral Consciousness McIntosh proposes some problems with the post-metaphysical 

turn, and says that metaphysics will remain with us.  
 
In between the hard facts of science and the revealed truths of religion, there are to be 
found questions about the nature of reality that seek answers within the realm of reason. 
Metaphysics can thus be understood as philosophy's attempt to discern that which is 
beyond the external, material ream without resorting to explanations that rely solely on the 
unquestioned authority of spiritual teachers of sacred texts.” (McIntosh, 2007, p. 205)  

 
He points out that Wilber routinely uses what could be called metaphysical concepts (e.g., 
involution, Agape, Eros, morphogenetic field; pp. 215-216). McIntosh's point that metaphysical 
questions and metaphysical thinking will remain with us is important, a topic I take up further 
below. But he misunderstands the post-metaphysical project (and Habermas' and Wilber's 
approach to it) as being anti-metaphysical as opposed to post-metaphysical (he assumes that it 
rejects metaphysical concerns and thinking rather than transcending and including them).  
 

Stein links post-metaphysics to the scientific method and, more fundamentally, to a reflective 
(or meta-) perspective on not just the contents of our beliefs, but the methods by which we 
produce and justify knowledge (i.e., “the conditions that allow us to get on with inquiry”) 
(2008b, p. 20).13 “Understanding philosophy in this way entails turning away from speculative 
metaphysics and toward the rigorous analysis and critique of inquiry itself” (p. 2). He claims that 
“to adopt a properly post-metaphysical approach to development [is to] turn away from the 
stories describing development and toward the making of the metrics that justify these stories” 
(2008a, p. 1). 

 
Stein's approach follows closely that of contemporary philosopher Jürgen Habermas, the 

acknowledged expert on the topic of post-metaphysics. Cooke (1994) summarizes Habermas' 
notion of post-metaphysical philosophical trends as having: (a) called into question the 
substantive conceptions of rationality (e.g., “a rational person thinks this”) and put forward 
procedural or formal conceptions instead (e.g., “a rational person thinks like this”); (b) replaced 
foundationalism with fallibilism with regard to valid knowledge and how it may be achieved; (c) 
cast doubt on the idea that reason should be conceived abstractly beyond history and the 
complexities of social life; and has contextualized or situated reason in actual historical practices 
(i.e., collaborative action and dialog); and (d) given up philosophy's traditional fixation on 
theoretical truth, to the extent that they also recognize the moral and expressive functions of 
language as part of the [reasoning process] [which is thus affected by notions of rightness, 
sincerity, and authenticity].  

 

                                                 
13 Stein (2008a) credits Pierce as a founder of the post-metaphysical approach: "by relinquishing 
philosophy's claim to a unique privileged mode of insight, Peirce...recast philosophy in terms of the same 
fallibilistic self-understanding that characterizes scientific endeavors" (p. 2). 
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The post-metaphysical turn in philosophy and culture can be understood as a product of an 
“epistemic turn” of increasing human understanding of the role of human thought processes in 
the production of knowledge and belief.14 This trend, which I discuss in the next section, began 
with Kant, blossomed with the American pragmatists, then deepened with the advent of modern 
cognitive and social sciences.15 

 
The Epistemic Turn as a Deeper Understanding of the Mind 

 
The last 500 years of human history from the Renaissance through the scientific and industrial 

revolutions can be viewed in terms of humanity's accelerating understanding, and partial 
mastery, of the physical world. Both the accomplishments and the calamities of this period, 
marked by increasingly sophisticated use of the rational mind to penetrate the truths of the 
physical world, have been established at length by scholars and pundits.  

 
In the last one to two hundred years another type of understanding has emerged: an 

understanding of the mind, including advances in psychology, consciousness studies, language, 
culture, meaning, cognition, and neuroscience. This “epistemic turn” (which includes the 
linguistic turn in philosophy) embraces an evolving acknowledgment that human flourishing is 
mind-bound in several senses. First, the human happiness or satisfaction that is the ultimate goal 
of rational problem solving and efforts to control the physical world is itself a mental state that 
depends on much more than external realities. That is, “happiness is all in our heads,” at least 
after basic physical needs are met, and creating happiness is very much about understanding the 
mind (as Buddhists have always said). Second, most if not all of the major problems facing 
humanity are problems (“crises”) in rationality, imagination, education, and/or compassion, not 
hard limitations put up by the physical world. They have been caused more by human thought, 
including short sightedness, greed, ignorance, and the “negative emotions,” than by “natural 
causes.”16 Third, the primary source of techno-scientific advancement, the rational mind, is seen 
to be seriously flawed or limited. From a post-rational perspective, we can see that logic has 
limited scope, rational thought is systematically distorted, and that the constructs and models that 
form the building blocks of language and theories are unsettlingly indeterminate and fallible 
(Gilbert, 2006; Gilovish, 1991; Kahneman et al. 1982). Again, a deeper understanding of the 
workings of the human mind is called for.  

 

                                                 
14 In Murray (2006, 2010a) I quote Bohm and Einstein in support of the idea that contemporary global 
mega-issues can be traced to a general lack of understanding of how the human mind works, individually 
and collectively. We can see in Walsh's (2009) analysis of common factors of the great wisdom traditions 
that, even though "know thyself" is implied and contemplative traditions focus on awareness of thought, 
the wisdom traditions had little to say in the way of what we are calling epistemic wisdom. We can posit 
that the complexity of thought and culture has reached a level that an epistemic turn is greatly needed. 
15 The post-metaphysical turn is closely related to the philosophy of pragmatism, which has strongly 
influenced Wilber and integral theory (through scholars including James, Whitehead, and Habermas). 
Louis Menand described pragmatism as an idea about ideas: "The idea is that ideas—theories, beliefs, 
convictions, principles, concepts, hypotheses—are essentially means of adaptation…Ideas are not "out 
there" waiting to be discovered, but are tools that people devise" (2004, p. 1, 8). 
16  Of course, the current developmental state of humanity is simply what it has become, and thus in one 
sense is a product of the natural world.  
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George Lakoff warns that “what we take truth to be is...a matter for cognitive science because 
it depends on the nature of human understanding” (Lakoff & Johnson 1999, p. 108).17 Thus, a 
central element of this epistemic (or post-metaphysical) turn is to understand mind in its 
individual and collective manifestations, which, like nature in the prior period, can be seen to 
hold both the shackles to and the means of liberation from humanity's current predicaments. This 
injunction is constructive for both scholars investigating the limits of knowledge, and to 
everyday practitioners whose more casual, yet still highly reflective, understanding of how the 
mind works impacts their communicative and learning processes.  

 
The emerging understanding of mind has many branches. Scholars are coming to understand 

the nature of ego, identity, motivational drives, adult cognitive development, and the 
unconscious (including shadow); the nature of group dynamics and cultural development; and 
the nature of concepts and reasoning itself. It is this last set that is central to epistemic wisdom 
and the post-metaphysical turn. 

 
Research and theory on human cognitive development has provided deep insights into 

epistemic questions about the nature of belief and knowledge. Wilber's integral post-metaphysics 
uses these theories to clarify questions about what seems true or real for different observers.  

 
Integral Post-Metaphysics  

 
Wilber's integral post-metaphysics (Wilber 2006; Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman, 2009) 

proposes an elegant framework for addressing many perennial ontological, metaphysical, and 
epistemological conundrums about what is true or real. It follows from Schumacher's (and, 
earlier, Plotinus') notion of adequatio which says that “the understanding of the knower must be 
adequate to the thing to be known” (Schumacher, 1977, p. 39). That is, what we perceive as real 
or true is determined in part by our perceptual and cognitive apparatus, and thus both our 
developmental level (along all of the numerous lines relevant to any situation) and the 
perspective we are taking. It shifts the blunt question of whether objects (e.g., Santa Claus, past 
lives, Agape, morphogenetic fields) exist, to in what way do they exist for whom?  

 
Integral post-metaphysics includes a model for representing what Wilber calls the “Kosmic 

Address” of a claim, which includes the AQAL-based developmental altitude and perspectival 
quadrant of both the perceiver (claimant) and the object of perception (plus additional parameters 
if more precision is needed). For example, Santa Claus can be said to “exist,” to be real, for those 
within a circle of 5 year old believers having a conversation about him. “What kind of cookies 
does Santa Claus like best?” is a valid question in such a circle. Santa Claus can also exist for us 
if we take the magical-thought perspective of that developmental level, which remains ever-
available within our consciousness (some would call it suspension of disbelief). One might say 
“but Santa Claus doesn't really exist at all.”  But someone living 1000 years from now may see 
concepts such as “gravity,” “the flu,” “consciousness,” and “spirit” to be as naïvely insubstantial 
and imaginary as Santa Claus seems to us, yet contemporary adults treat these constructs as very 
real indeed. This illustrates the perspectival nature of all claims about truth and reality. We must 
assume that an objective reality exists beyond the self (to do otherwise is absurd), but any 

                                                 
17 In Murray (submitted) include an in-depth exploration of Lakoff & Johnson's Embodied Realism.  
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particular claim about that reality must be made by a person (or people) and is thus fallible and 
perspectival. 

 
Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman give the example of “ecosystem.” An ecosystem can exist, 

and claims about one can be made, only for those who have an adequate understanding of the 
concept, which in itself requires the capacity to think at a certain level of complexity (one that 
can understand how phenomena and wholes emerge from the chaotic and extremely complex 
interdependencies of a large number of parts). Another example is the construct “legal system of 
common law.” For those who, due to inexperience or insufficient developmental capacity, have 
not built up and worked with the concept of one, it cannot exist.  

 
These are questions about the adequatio of the who of a claim. In terms of the how of a claim, 

i.e., methodology (and the types of what enacted by different methods) we can turn to Wilber, 
Habermas, and others who explain how different methods give access to different types of 
knowledge (e.g.,: look through this telescope at…; imagine a body traveling faster than light…). 
In particular subjective, objective, and intersubjective truths or knowledge are discovered and 
argued for differently.18 For example a community of practitioners who have practiced a certain 
contemplative method are in a position to dialog about the causes and nature of what they 
experience. Those who have not enacted this practice or spoken deeply with those who have are 
in less of a position to engage in the conversation. To give a blunt example, we give little 
credence to someone pontificating about romantic love when we believe that they have a 
minimal or distorted experiences of romantic love.  

 
Enacting Post-Metaphysics 

 
Up to now I have been attempting to tie together what others have said about post-

metaphysics, epistemology, and the mind. In succeeding sections I will introduce the ideas of 
“negative capability,” “indeterminacy analysis,” “epistemic drives,” a developmental treatment 
of misplaced concreteness, in an attempt to offer some new perspectives and principles that may 
help us take a more post-metaphysical stance on our knowledge creation and dissemination 
work.  

 
Integral Post-Metaphysics and Positive vs. Negative Capability 

 
Integral post-metaphysics is a powerful framework. Yet its full potential remains to be seen 

(especially outside the integral community) in part because it is not yet apparent whether the 
concept of Kosmic Address is sufficiently determinate. In contentious dialogs about the validity 
of specific claims, will participants be able to agree on the parameters of the Kosmic Address 
itself? How contentious will the specification of the developmental levels or formal perspective 
of interlocutors become?19 In general this illustrates the positivistic style of Wilber and AQAL-

                                                 
18 The details of Habermas' Theory of Communicative Action and the eight primordial methodologies of 
Wilber's integral methodological pluralism are beyond our scope here (see Habermas, 1981; and Wilber, 
2008).  
19 The strategy of concluding that another person is developmentally not up to snuff and accepting that 
they simply don't have the capacity to engage with our beliefs or engage at the level of discourse we hope 
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centered approaches—they provide high level models and concepts enabling more reasoning 
power, and thus may increase clarity and confidence of beliefs. This contrasts with approaches 
that expose indeterminacy (uncertainty, fallibility, paradox, dissonance) in human beliefs. The 
evolving understanding of mind and thought that enabled the “post-metaphysical turn” reveals 
ever higher layers of positive knowledge (increasing abstraction and nuance thought reflection, 
differentiation and integration), but also reveals ever deeper unsettling territories of unknowing 
and fallibility that call for the “negative capability” of being able to tolerate and work within this 
indeterminacy (in Murray, 2006, I elaborate on this concept, first coined by the poet John Keats; 
see also a treatment on “Dark Knowledge”—what we don't know that we don't know— by 
Fischer & Stein, 2008). This territory is acknowledged by Wilber but not much explored or 
highlighted in his work.  

 
For Wilber, post-metaphysics is a method for avoiding the errors of metaphysical (and 

magical) thinking, mostly through an analysis of different categories of truths or claims (based 
on categories of the who, what, and how of a claim). My approach is to add to this a perspective 
on post-metaphysics that is about acknowledging what is unknown, fallible, or uncertain about 
any claim, and to base this on what we know about human thought processes.  

 
Integral post-metaphysics includes Wilber's “three strands of good knowledge” which frame 

the justification of claims in terms of injunctions (if you do X then you will see or conclude Y) 
and social deliberation, (a group of the adequate has followed the injunction and agreed upon 
the conclusion). This framing, again, has a positivist slant in the following sense. For the critical 
question of “What if people carry out the method but come away with different beliefs?” If we 
want to move more deeply than the stop-gap conclusions that “investigators disagree, the 
question remains open,” into understanding why others came to different conclusions, integral 
post-metaphysics would seem to steer us toward the conclusion that others must not all have 
followed the injunction accurately; or must not all be operating from an adequate developmental 
level or perspective. Potentially useful answers, but not particularly applicable to many real, 
contentious questions. The question of how we account for the inherent indeterminacy and 
variation of concepts, perceptions, worldviews, etc., yet still “get on with it,” is not fully 
addressed. Wilber's three strands model for knowledge validation allows for, but does not 
include, the following important knowledge validation questions which are more acknowledging 
of indeterminacy and fallibility, and the calling for negative capability (and reflect the approach 
of the Habermasian school):20  

                                                                                                                                                             
for is, though sometimes perfectly valid, also problematic. In doing so we (a) risk misdiagnosing the other 
using a simplistic categorization system; (b) miss an opportunity to connect more deeply with both the 
person and the ideas in front of us, and (c) miss an opportunity to more seriously reflect on our beliefs and 
selves in the face of an authentic encounter with another (and see Kögler, 1992). Admitting that I, and all 
of us, unavoidably constantly make these sorts of calls to judge the "adequatio" of the listener and gauge 
how deeply we will engage, we want to take seriously the question of how integral beliefs are explained 
and argued for in rational public discourse. 
20 Similarly, Mark Edwards (2000) critiques Wilber's three strands model, claiming that it is missing a 
strand of "interpretation" between steps 2 and 3 that is needed. Others, including Hampson (2007) make 
the broader argument that Wilber's theories too quickly "transcend and include" key insights and 
principles from post-modernism, and do not deeply enough acknowledge the fallibility of knowledge into 
the theory-building.  
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 What are my/our biases, assumptions, motivations, and incentives (i.e., “systematic 
distortions” of thought)?  

 How far are we removed from experiential data along the Ladder of Inference (see below)?  
 How indeterminate (fuzzy, ambiguous) are the fundamental concepts? 
 What are the known alternatives, limitations, and fallibilities of this idea?  
 What other parties/perspectives should be invited into the inquiry?21 
 
Enacting the injunctions to ask the above questions requires the development of both 

knowledge and skill: knowledge of certain aspects of how one's mind works, and the skills of 
negative capability that come with practice in applying this knowledge. 

 
In the rest of this section I will outline several post-metaphysical epistemic principles or 

approaches to belief-holding that address negative capability. These form a preliminary and 
incomplete set of answers to the question “What would a post-metaphysical or second tier 
approach to belief-holding look like?” In one sense to even propose concrete ways to deal with 
indeterminacy and fallibility is a more of a positivist “problem solving” than a negative “opening 
to the unknown,” but we will let this paradox be.22 As described above from Habermas, post-
metaphysics is a term pointing to a set of related positions that are in a corrective relation to 
certain historically prior dominant modes of thought. But, as the term implies, at its core it is 
corrective toward “metaphysical” modes. As we will see below, metaphysical thinking is like a 
type of magical thinking but at a higher developmental octave. Metaphysical and magical 
thinking are essentially about how we attribute aspects of physical reality to ideas; concrete ideas 
in the case of magical thought, and abstract ideas in the case of metaphysical thinking. Because 
the nature of abstract concepts is a common theme to several principles in post-metaphysics, I 
take some time to elaborate on this topic next. 

 
The Indeterminate Nature of Concepts 

 
As has been mentioned, statements, models, and theories are built up from basic conceptual 

building blocks (see the Appendix). Concepts, for our purposes here, are the categories we 
explicitly use to differentiate things–for example: “chair,” “democracy,” “god,” “red,” and 
“love” (almost every word or phrase we use points to a conceptual category). A concept can be 
characterized through two interdependent aspects: its definition and its exemplars. The definition 
is any general or abstract description, such as a tree being “a woody perennial plant.”23 

                                                 
21 Of course, to avoid the postmodern trap, we also must attend to the meta-question of: How urgent and 
important is the decision and how much effort should be expended before we end the inquiry process (for 
now) and act upon our (ever fallible) conclusions?  
22 It is like the paradox that fully "letting go" takes a kind of effort and commitment; or the paradox that 
achieving "beginners mind" requires a kind of sophistication. Epistemic wisdom includes an 
understanding that such paradoxes point to characteristics of language and thought, not to deep puzzles 
about reality (some such paradoxes are resolved with a "pre/trans" analysis). 
23 Abstract concept definitions are often thought of as having necessary and/or sufficient conditions, but 
our intention is to include more informal definitions as well.  
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Exemplars are individual examples of the things that are contained in the category.24 Both 
aspects are important to consider. Exemplars must be given to help ground abstract concepts; and 
general definitions must be given because it is impossible to list every example. But there are 
often problems in alignment between definitions and examples. For example, a group engaged in 
deliberation about “scarce resources” or “indigenous people” or “concealed weapons” may at 
first seem to be in agreement about the wording of definitions, conclusions, or policy. But further 
discussions about concrete implementation may reveal great disparity in the things participants 
consider to be valid examples—they may “draw the line” in very different ways. One person's 
“scarce resource” or “concealed weapon” is not another's. 

 
Researchers have shown how the nature of concepts differs from what we normally assume 

about them (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; Mervis & Rosch, 1981). We often treat conceptual 
categories as if they were well-defined boxes that things either fall within or outside of. But this 
is almost never the case. Concepts as psychological phenomena are “graded,” meaning they have 
fuzzy boundaries such that (a) we can always think of things that are in the fuzzy gray area 
between being X and not-X; and (b) the meaning associated with a concept varies within each 
individual or group because they rely on different (usually implicit) exemplars.25  

 
Due to the indeterminate nature of concepts, when we say “X is Y” it would be more useful to 

interpret it as in “any X is Y to the extent that X falls near the central meaning of X” (X is 
marginally or contingently Y for X's near the boundary of the central meaning of X). We can 
ameliorate this indeterminacy by trying to be as specific as possible about definitions and 
exemplars, to minimize the fuzzy gray areas, which is a necessary positivistic strategy, but we 
must not lose sight of the inevitable indeterminacy in any concept, which calls for an ongoing 
humility and openness (i.e., negative capability). Interlocutors who disagree about claims—for 
for example, “democracy supports economic growth” or “blue meme cultures rely on authorities 
to validate beliefs”—often erroneously assume they have the same meanings or exemplars for 
the concepts, and thus waste effort arguing about the statement per se rather than clarifying the 
non-overlap in concept meaning.  

 
Issues with Abstract Concepts and Statements.  

 
Lakoff’s work on conceptual structures indicates that the indeterminacy of concepts becomes 

progressively worse the more abstract they are, i.e., the further removed from concrete sensory 
experience and exemplars. Here are examples of sequences of concepts of increasing abstraction 
(these are from Dawson & Wilson's, 2004, and Dawson & Gabrielian, S., 2003).26  

                                                 
24 To clearly specify or teach the boundaries of a conceptual category it is most useful to give central 
exemplars, clear non-exemplars, and also positive and negative exemplars near the boundary (Tennyson, 
1980). 
25 In addition, Lakatos' (1976) investigation of the knowledge building processes illustrates the dynamic 
interplay between abstract definitions and the examples we consider important; each of which evolves 
continuously through inquiry. Therefore, in any area where there is active inquiry, such as in science or 
the law, meanings evolve continuously.  
26 Dawson's research shows that the probability of observing higher indexed concepts increases notably 
with age and developmental level (as measured here in a task involving thinking about knowledge and 
other epistemological themes). Dawson & Wilson give these as examples of increasing "hierarchical 
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1. boys, camping, puppies, school, friend  
2. know, guess, think, learn, question 
3. believe, certain, trust, imagine, possible 
4. actual, accuracy, certainty, plausible, justify 
5. cognizant, rationality, skepticism, plausibility, materiality 
 
Concepts at each level of abstraction can be shown to be (in their typical use) built up from 

(they coordinate, organize, and/or transform) concepts at lower levels of abstraction. Concrete 
level concepts relate to sensory experiences. Abstract concepts are ideas about concrete 
concepts, and more highly abstract concepts are ideas about ideas (about ideas, about ideas, etc.) 
about concrete concepts. The natural world of physical reality (the AQAL right hand side) has 
certain characteristics that make it amenable to scientific study and repeatable, reliable 
conclusions. It is relatively stable and consistent in its lawfulness. The world of ideas, in 
contrast, is more ephemeral (the world of ideas covers much of, but not all of AQAL's left hand 
side). A claim about the healing power of crystals is fairly concrete. There is a fair chance that, 
with appropriate resources, it can be tested in a fashion agreeable to many stakeholder 
perspectives. But with ideas about more abstract concepts such as spirit, omega points, holons, 
collective consciousness, or non-duality, how do we account for the indeterminacies in our 
arguments? How can we claim anything with certainty?  

 
Moving from concepts to statements, this is related to Argyris' (1958) “ladder of Inference” 

description of belief formation.27 We select data from our raw sensory observations, add 
personal and cultural meaning to that data, make assumptions based on those meanings, draw 
conclusions based on those assumptions, adopt beliefs about the world from the conclusions 
(these beliefs then effect both our actions and our selection of data in the first place). Argyris 
says “the likelihood of differences in the interpretations of different observers increases the 
higher one goes on the ladder of inference” (my emphasis).28 More abstract concepts are less 
likely to be automatically accepted by out-group, and special care is needed in establishing 
mutual understanding with out group when in-group is disseminating its valued beliefs. 

  
To summarize the above treatment of abstract concepts: (a) both definitions and exemplars 

play a role in how concepts are understood, and interlocutors may agree on one of these while 
diverging on the other; (b) we can differentiate between the “espoused” intellectual 
understanding of a concept (in terms of definitions or exemplars) vs. its tacit or unconscious 
manifestation which determines how it is enacted; (c) abstract concepts have graded boundaries; 
(d) statements made with abstract concepts therefore have a graded validity or truthfulness; (e) 

                                                                                                                                                             
order of abstraction." They do not make claims (to my knowledge), as Lakoff does, about the 
metaphorical nature abstract concepts and the problems with increasingly abstract concepts I mention 
here.   
27 See the Appendix for more on addressing indeterminacy in Concepts vs. Statements.  
28 Argyris continues with "Hence some cardinal rules of action science are: Begin at the lowest rung of 
the ladder of inference, state the meanings at the next higher rung and check for  agreement, and continue 
to the next higher rung only if there is  agreement at lower rungs. These rules are meant not only for 
action scientists but also for agents in everyday life whenever they are dealing with important and 
threatening issues" (Argyris, 1985, p. 58). Along similar lines Senge (1990) instructs us to recognize 
"leaps of abstraction" in our and others' mental models (p. 186). 
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more highly abstract concepts and statements are more susceptible to these communicative and 
epistemic indeterminacies.  

 
An Indeterminacy Analysis of Some Integral Theory Constructs 

 
We can apply the above principles to integral theory through an “indeterminacy analysis” 

(Murray, 2010a), which makes explicit how the fallibility of constructs impacts generalizations 
made about them. The principle that anything we treat as a rigid category is really more like a 
graded spectrum is easy to understand with concepts like “third-world country” where the 
category is clearly not intrinsic to the object but is an abstract property that is assigned. “Third-
world country” is (but decreasingly so) clearly a useful though fallible conceptual tool that works 
well for some countries that fall within its central meaning, and becomes problematic for case at 
the boundary (such problems, in addition to social justice concerns, have led to new terms such 
as “emerging” or “developing” countries). But consider how the more foundational categories 
“subjective vs. objective” and “singular vs. plural” are often treated as distinct categories (the 
AQAL left hand side vs. right and upper vs. lower quadrants), as if nothing falls in the gray area 
between them and nothing falls outside each pair of opposites. As ideas they can certainly be 
defined as distinct, but in practice (and in cognition) the objects and phenomena of reality do not 
pre-exist in definite categories.  

 
For example, unconscious mental processes are not exactly subjective, but are they objective? 

It seems to me that the category fails to be useful here.29 As to the category singular vs. plural, 
we can find or imagine things that are sort of singular but also sort of plural, for example a 
county (set of towns within a state) which does not have a strong central county government 
(here there is only a partial or incomplete “dominant monad”). The problem with primarily 
positivistic approaches that are not balanced with negative capability is that phenomena that 
don't fit the normative definitions of key concepts become marginalized. They will seem to be 
merely outliers, special cases that are easily and rightly ignored.30 

 
We can also apply indeterminacy analysis to the integral theory concept of holon. The four 

quadrant model and Wilber's twenty tenets (Wilber, 1997) are essentially about the nature of 
holons. Interpreters of the theory have raised questions about what counts as a holon. Wilber 
addressed these in a positivistic way by clarifying the difference between holons and heaps, and 
later as other counter-examples were discovered, clarifying that artifacts are not holons. This 
process of clarification can and should continue (perhaps indefinitely, as pointed out by Lakatos, 

                                                 
29 An individual who feels as if unconscious processes must fall into one category or other will find a way 
to interpret the concepts so that everything seems to fit tidily, but in doing so may deny some important 
aspects or exemplars (the dross left when the conceptual knife makes its cut).  
30 A number of alternatives have been proposed to address limitations in the four-quadrant model. 
Edwards (2002) addresses the fact that "second person" "we" in the "I vs. we" categorization does not 
adequately capture important differences between the you to whom I am speaking and the we that 
transcends and includes you and I (and others). He proposes an alternative to Wilber's 4 quadrants that 
has six-categories (a singular and plural of 1st, 2nd and 3rd person). But this and most other alternative 
models also use rigid categories without fully acknowledging the indeterminacies of such categories. A 
more flexible scheme is seen in Roy's (2006) Process Model which treats the categories of singular/plural 
and whole/part as potentially overlapping aspects of any phenomena.  
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1976), but what is also needed is an acknowledgement, including examples, that some objects of 
interest may fall into a gray area between heaps and holons, or between holons and artifacts, and 
that AQAL-based conclusions for these objects will be less definite.31 Other central concepts 
within integral theory that have significant indeterminacy include “the true, the good, and the 
beautiful,” I/we/it, gross/subtle/causal, and state/stage treatments.32   33 

 
Issues with abstract concepts arise with Wilber's three strands method as well. He 

acknowledges but does not dwell on the fact that between the steps of an injunction (look this 
way) and the social agreement (many with adequate cognition see the same thing) is a step of 
interpretation. Interpretive differences do not go away simply by constraining participants to 
operate from and point to the same Kosmic Address (even assuming this was possible and 
desirable). This is less problematic (but not unproblematic) in areas where the exemplars are 
experiential. The examples that Wilber gives include looking through microscopes and 
telescopes and using meditative practices. We gain direct experience through such practices and 
can (a) give clear injunctions to others on how to access those experiences; and (b) have some 
clarity about what we are pointing to as we engage in intersubjective processes (dialog) to give 
meaning to those experiences. Wilber makes the critical point that the same sort of reasoning 
process (i.e., the three strands) that is used for scientific conclusions based on sense data (“the 
eye of the body”) can be used to make valid conclusions in the realm of pure ideas (“the eye of 
the mind”) and in the spiritual realm (“the eye of spirit”) (Wilber, 1997). This point provides an 
important launch pad for rigorous inquiry into realms ignored and devalued in the Western 
scientistic paradigm, but we must not mislead ourselves into thinking that conclusions based on 
the datum of ideas or intuitions will have the same character as that based on physical realities 
and sense experiences. Cognitive science has illustrated that such ideas have significant 
indeterminacy. 

 
 Bracketing aside the realm of mathematics and logic,34 conclusions grounded in ideas about 

ideas (the eye of the mind) will be more problematic, more indeterminate, than those grounded in 
the senses. And what can be said of “the eye of spirit?” Contemplative practices yield direct 
experiences and insightful ideas—but what third type of data would constitute spiritual data? In 
my experience there is a certain character to what we might call spiritual insights—a kind of 
deep and quiet certainty. But once that experience is translated into the realm of words and 
                                                 
31 It may be too much to expect the creators of exceptional theories to do a thorough indeterminacy 
analysis—they are too close (if they were not they may not have had the focused insight and perseverance 
to birth the theory in the first place). That is the job of the knowledge-building and practice community as 
a whole.  
32 Truth, goodness, and beauty are highly useful and meaning-generative concepts. But they are also 
highly abstract. This does not mean we should avoid making claims using them, but it does call for a non-
positivistic approach to making claims using them.  
33 The phenomena of human states, even if we limit it to those aspects relevant to development, 
epistemology, and spiritual growth, is much more complex than can be captured in the 
"gross/subtle/causal" or "waking/dreaming/deep sleep" classification. The paucity of this vocabulary 
limits our ability to inquire. Also, the difficulties in teasing apart state-relevant and stage-relevant 
phenomena point to a possible need to revisit whether this dichotomy is overused and an alternative is 
needed. 
34 Which some argue are essentially tautologies, and are at least special cases not relevant to the claims in 
integral theories. 
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shared ideas it falls prey to all the usual forms of indeterminacy that post-metaphysics 
recognizes. How are we to treat these insights as valuable while not being constrained by 
modernist rational modes of justification, yet not fall prey to metaphysical thought? I return to 
this question in the section on “meaning generative claims” but next I will continue our 
exploration of the nature of abstract concepts. 

 
Misplaced Concreteness through Developmental Levels 

 
Underlying the “myth of the given” and the “map/territory confusion” is a cognitive 

phenomena that Whitehead (1929) called “misplaced concreteness,” wherein one treats an 
abstract concept as if it had physical reality (or a reality outside of human interiors). Philosophers 
and cognitive psychologists arguing from the “embodied mind” perspective note that misplaced 
concreteness (and related phenomena) are an unavoidable consequence of the fact that the 
development of the human mind has its foundation in concrete physical interactions and needs 
(in Murray (submitted) I explore this idea from two directions: genetic/evolutionary and 
individual cognitive development. There seems to be something deep and strong within us that 
wants to treat abstract concepts (e.g., democracy, African-American, god, ego, compassion, 
spirit, evolution, formal operational thinking, left hand quadrant, green meme, or Eros) as if they 
somehow really existed in the way that we perceive them, or that they represent a-priori nature-
determined categories. We “reify” them (or at an extreme, some would say commit an idolatry of 
ideas) that do not so much exist “out there” as they are tools we invented to make meaning of 
reality. And as mentioned, there is also the strong tendency to treat the boundaries defined by 
concepts and models as fixed or concrete, and ignore their fuzziness, malleability, ephemerality, 
and indeterminacy.35 The deeply metaphorical nature of thought causes us to imbue abstract 
ideas with traces of the properties of concrete objects (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999).  

 
We can take a developmental perspective on misplaced concreteness (I am not aware of 

others having done this; but see Ross, 2008 for a developmental analysis of communications 
based on Hierarchical Complexity). Misplaced concreteness (and its repudiation) begins at more 
concrete levels and persists through ever more abstract constructs. In magical, concrete 
operational, and early pre-conventional modes of thought there is insufficient differentiation 
between imagined and perceived events. The monster under the bed and the mermaid said to live 
in the pond are very real. With mythic and early conventional forms of thought we differentiate 
personal imagination from reality but the beliefs given to us by culture are (still) taken as 
inherent aspects of reality. We believe the “stories” and myths given to us by authorities and 
peers. My team is the best, my country the strongest, my holy text contains the truth. Moving 
into late-conventional and modernist/rationalist forms of thought we enact the types of misplaced 
concreteness Whitehead was referring to, and give abstractions the gloss of concrete reality. We 
take our maps and models too seriously (treating them as “the territory”), and tacitly expect 
reality to conform to them as if these models and equations were properties of matter rather than 
tools invented by minds. At each succeeding level the limitations of the prior level are seen and 
transcended, but new forms of misplaced concreteness or reification await us. At each level it is 
the newly developed capacity (rules at Blue; models at Orange; systems at Green) that seem 
overly “real.” It should also be noted that all prior forms of thinking and misplaced concreteness 
                                                 
35 Whitehead warned against misplaced concreteness but did not, to my knowledge, discuss its 
psychological source or natural persistence. 
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remain active, though we develop habits to avoid or compensate them (e.g., “knock on wood,” or 
“the weather is out to get me today”).  

 
How this phenomenon continues into second tier is less explored. At construct aware or vision 

logic we more fully understand that the map is not the territory, that our theories are fallible 
approximations, and that we are perceiving the world through a thick worldview bubble. But we 
still maintain habits of language use and enaction that treat abstract categories such as 
subject/object, singular/plural, and state/stage with fixed and well-defined boundaries. At first 
the realizations of the indeterminacy and fallibility of ideas is unsettling and overwhelming (the 
post-modern or relativist position), but with deeper understanding and development we 
eventually understand such phenomena not as unsophisticated or faulty thought modes to be 
outgrown, but as inevitable dimensions of thought that must be accounted for and, when 
appropriate, compensated for or neutralized to the extent that we can. We can allow for the 
meaning-generative power of cultural myths, magical thinking, metaphysical entities, and 
elegant model while maintaining objective clarity of these beliefs as useful tools for certain 
purposes. We can flexibly assume perspectives that reveal the valid “reality” of a wide range of 
cultural world views, personal beliefs, and developmental thinking modalities. We begin to be 
able to observe concreteness-producing and certainty-producing mental processes as they arise 
within us.36 

 
Epistemic Drives 

 
Misplaced concreteness is a natural tendency of thought. We will call such tendencies that 

influence what we think is real or true “epistemic drives.”37 Fabrice Clément describes the 
phenomena thus: 

 
Understanding goes then hand in hand with a phenomenal experience that is highly 
positive…Still from an evolutionary angle, the “aha” experience that follows the puzzling 
“hmm” has been selected to (1) indicate to the organism that an explanation has been 
reached, (2) encourage the explanatory effort by providing a rewarding emotion. This kind 
of “cognitive emotion” could therefore explain the epistemic drive that can be observed in 
children (and scientific [my emphasis]) behavior (Clément, 2003, pp. 74-75). 
 
Within this general phenomenon of the drive to understand or find meaning we can 

differentiate a number of sub-phenomena. The above mentioned “drive” toward certainty and the 
“dive” to create definitive category boundaries are examples of epistemic drives. There are 
others worth exploring. If we inspect our own thoughts, and evaluate the ideas of others, it is 
clear that the human mind is propelled in part by drives toward oneness, completeness, and 
wholeness. Some of this can be linked to low-level brain processes that turn perception into 
categories. One of the most basic functions of animal cognition is to group experiences into more 
abstract or encompassing categories; to efficiently distinguish friend from foe, food from 
poisonous plant, for instance. Beyond or abstracted from the basic biological imperative to 
                                                 
36 As is alluded to in the Appendix, we can show related but distinct types of developmental progressions 
related to experiences, concepts, statements, and models.  
37 In an earlier version of these ideas presented at the ITC-2010 conference I thought I had coined this 
term, but a quick Google search shows that this is not the case.  
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categorize, in human thought we can see at work an interior ecology of polarities of epistemic 
drives that expose important fundamentals of thought itself. I call it an ecology because for each 
drive there is one or more opposing drives, all competing for attention and keeping each other in 
check. For instance, there is a drive to notice differences as well as one to perceive wholes. I list 
below some polarities of epistemic drives that are significant to epistemology and metaphysical 
thinking. This is not intended as rigorous treatment but as a rough list of overlapping phenomena 
to illustrate the concept of epistemic drive.  

 
Some Polarities in Epistemic Drives 

 
 Abstract (ideas) vs. concrete (tangible, sensory, real) 
 General (generalization) vs. specific (specialization) 
 Universal vs. relative (or contextual) 
 Fundamental (essential, central, root) vs. consequential (peripheral or subordinate) 
 Permanent (unchanging, fixed, predictable) vs. changing (transient, unpredictable, chaotic) 
 Oneness/singularity/unity vs. multiplicity (the many) 
 Whole (holism; integration) vs. part (differentiation) 
 Completeness (comprehensiveness; totality; systemic) vs. partiality (details, 

deconstruction) 
 Perfection and purity vs. imperfection 
 
It seems that integralists, and those drawn to theories and models in general, have a particular 

unconscious affiliation with the first item in each pair above. We can become aware of that in the 
human mind which wants to pull the disparate, the many, the diverse into a unifying whole; to 
achieve the simplicity and power of a general concept or rule; to determine and rest in what is at 
the center of, or underneath things. We can identify these drives or urges working within us at 
the level of felt experience. There is a sense of ease, certainty, and mastery when we can ignore 
details and differences and trust a sturdy generality. There is a sense of elegance and wholeness 
when we can embrace many things into a circle of unity. We get a certain satisfaction from 
ordering things or collecting them into tidy groups. The inquisitive and meaning-hungry mind 
wants to know the causal root, foundation, source, or origin of things. The constructs of the 
good/true/beautiful and I/we/it and gross/subtle/causal have a pleasing epistemic pull to them 
that makes it more difficult to see the manifestations of misplaced concreteness. 

 
I use the term “drives” in analogy with other biologically innate “emotional” drives such as 

the drive to reproduce, the fight/flight/freeze responses, territoriality, maternal/paternal care, and 
social dominance/submissiveness drives. A plethora of drives exist within us, mostly dormant 
until conditions trigger them, and often in competition (will I eat or play? fight or run?). Our 
drives are essential tools for surviving and thriving, and can also create problems. In humans 
basic drives get transformed or built upon, sometimes in ways that seem quite distorted 
compared to their original intent (fear becomes anxiety, sexual drives become fetishes, the drive 
for hygiene becomes obsessive-compulsive disorder, etc.). In naming “epistemic drives” I call 
attention to their unconsciousness and pervasiveness, but also to our ability to meta-manage 
them. With our drives to eat (or over-eat), sexually flirt, become angry when challenged, and so 
on, our lives are improved when we reach a stage of development in which we are aware of and 
can control or compensate for them (i.e., when subject becomes object for any given drive). The 
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term epistemic drive also emphasizes that we never completely outgrow or eliminate them, that 
they can raise their heads unexpectedly in many contexts, calling for an ongoing awareness and 
cognitive management. As shown with misplaced concreteness, epistemic drives are like 
emotional drives in that we become aware of and learn to manage them at ever deeper and more 
nuanced levels, but meanwhile they keep showing up in ever subtler ways, so the developmental 
learning process continues indefinitely.  

 
The epistemic drives toward wholeness, completeness, and essentialness not only help us 

accurately understand and make meaning of the world but can over-function to create biases, 
errors, and ethical problems. Phenomena such as grandiosity, hegemony, elitism, and proto-
fascism are extreme cases. But in less extreme ways the subtle influence of such drives pervades 
the creation, consumption, and promotion of theories, models, and belief systems. As with 
prescriptions to avoid bias and be objective or avoid selfishness and be altruistic, avoiding 
metaphysical thinking to take a post-metaphysical stance is more about ongoing attention and 
deepening wisdom (i.e., skill building) than adopting a belief or philosophical position. Simply 
understanding and agreeing with the prescription (to, for example, avoid bias, selflessness, or 
metaphysical thinking) is only the first step in enacting the idea; and seriously taking on the 
project requires developing a deeply felt understanding of the push and pull of cognitive and 
emotional forces within.   

Doing Post-Metaphysics: Integrity and the Role of Emotion 
 
This brings us to the issue of enacting the post-metaphysical stance. First, as mentioned 

above, we must distinguish between the explicit or “espoused” belief in or knowledge of post-
metaphysical principles (such as “don't confuse the map with the territory”) and their skillful and 
habitual application. Second, we see that enactment requires both a deep familiarity with a 
number of habits of mind (misplaced concreteness and other epistemic drives) and the multi-
context practice and trail-and-error learning required for development. Third, we can 
acknowledge how the emotional and ego-related characteristics of each situation affect our 
ability to enact the post-metaphysical stance. Developmental capacities can “gear down” to 
lower levels in the face of stress or complexity. The drives to have our abstractions and ideas be 
more true, more real, encompassing, fundamental, and essential is exacerbated to the extent that 
fear, anger, urgency, or ego-attachment are involved.  

 
Phenomenologically (and epistemologically), the ascription of reality or truth to an idea is a 

matter of intensity or degree of certainty, rather than an all-or-nothing matter. We assign more 
concreteness to abstract ideas that matter more and that we are more certain of (and vice versa). 
One's degree of certainty in an idea (how strongly we hold to its reality or truth) is tied up in 
emotion-laden evaluations of the importance, urgency, and consequences of an idea. Thus we 
can acknowledge that, regardless of one's developmental level, misplaced concreteness and a 
number of other epistemic drives and cognitive biases are affected by emotional context. Though 
a description of the findings in this area are beyond my scope here, I will merely point to the vast 
body of scientific work showing strong connections between emotional processes and reasoning 
processes (Damasio, 1999; Fischer et al., 1990; Goleman, 1995; Matthews et al., 2002). 
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Integralists, in embodying their philosophies and visions, are called to a particularly high level 
of integrity and ethical development. I define integrity as congruence between four categories of 
phenomena (actions, words, conscious beliefs, unconscious beliefs, in order of increasing 
difficulty and development): that actions follow words (e.g., we do what we say we will do); that 
words follow conscious beliefs and thoughts (i.e., authenticity and transparency); that conscious 
thoughts and beliefs align with unconscious ones.38 The final step can be expected only in the 
high developmental levels of self-reflective capacity that turn emotional reactions, unconscious 
drives and motives, and even the processes of thought and language themselves, into objects of 
inquiry. Thus, though it is difficult, integralists are called to hold deeper reflective meta-
perspectives on how their own cognitive and social belief-generation processes work, in able to 
hold their beliefs post-metaphysically. 

 
Yet even as we call for a more fully post-metaphysical approach to integral beliefs, post-

metaphysics, based on modern revelations about how the mind works, brings with it the 
humbling understanding that we are wired with epistemic drives that unavoidably compel us into 
magical, mythical, and conventional modes of thought. The more that useful prescriptions like 
“don't confuse the map with the territory” become catchphrases that are repeated without an 
acknowledgement that doing so can be difficult and subtle, the greater the social pressure against 
admitting the natural prevalence of such phenomena. The social pressure to avoid these sorts of 
errors hinders authenticity and inquiry. One measure of second tier community is a group's 
capacity to empathically consider, allow for, and learn from such vulnerabilities.39 

 
The Validity of Meaning-Generative Claims 

 
In this section I will suggest that for many of the knowledge claims that constitute integral 

theory and the integralist belief system, it is better to use “meaning generativity” as a source of 
validity, expanding the established set of validity types beyond the standard model of the true, 
the good, and the beautiful. The concept of meaning-generativity may help integralists assert and 
promote important ideas with sufficient forcefulness, while still communicating a post-
metaphysical or reflective stance that acknowledges the fallibility of ideas. 

 
In The Way We Argue Now: A Study in the Culture of Theory, Amanda Anderson (2006), 

siding with Habermas, attempts to reclaim the concept of “critical distance” from the 
deconstructive and relativist malaise that, she argues, overtook scholarship in the late 20th 

                                                 
38 Integrity also implies congruence among the objects within any of the four levels (actions, words, 
conscious beliefs, unconscious beliefs) in different life contexts. For example: acting or speaking to one 
group in ways that contradict what one does or says to another group constitutes lack of integrity. Also, if 
conscious beliefs or unconscious drives exist within us in a kind of unhealthy conflict or turmoil, this 
points to a subtler lack of integrity. Technically we can not know what is in the unconscious, but a large 
body of work deals with revealing this territory and healing it (making it whole and harmonious).  
39 Shifting from the mundane uses of metaphysical thinking to its philosophical uses, we can note that the 
post-metaphysical approach has been made possible only with relatively recent understandings of mind 
and epistemology. Great philosophers including Plato and Hegel were trapped in metaphysical binds. 
Habermas notes (1992, p. 6) that "even Nietzsche, in his rejection of Platonism, remained attached to the 
tradition's strong concept of theory, its grasp of the totality, and its claim to a privileged access to truth." 
Metaphysical thinking is in esteemed company, and not to be derided out of hand. 
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century. The concept of rational, reflective, or critical distance gained a dismissive reputation for 
being “impersonal, abstract… arid… irrelevant, or elitist” as its detractors “valorized ideals of 
embodied identity, feelings and passions, ethics and politics...existential meaningfulness and 
moral force” (p. 2). As is often noted in integralist texts, it is not necessary to throw the rational 
and reflective baby out with the dirty bathwater identified by postmodern scholars. Even in 
conversations that valorize identity, feelings, ethics, etc., it is the reflective powers of reason that 
allow us to manage the complexity that arises in practical situations involving numerous 
interacting and often conflicting voices, needs, and perspectives (both externally and within 
oneself).  

 
Let us return again to the question of how one holds what integralists think are highly 

important or useful ideas (see Table 1); for example, “spirit is evolving through us;” ideas about 
involution and evolution; the integralist understanding of the traditional, modern, and post-
modern cultural systems; or that something like spirit or higher self exists. Pick any cherished 
idea that you have tried to explain to another. To make a claim is to imply that one has reasons to 
back it up (see Habermans, 1981).40 There are numerous types of reasons or justification 
modalities that one can use to explain or justify a claim. Though some have argued that his 
scheme is too simplistic to cover all cases (e.g., Cooke, 1994), I will refer to Habermas' model as 
it is widely acknowledged and is consistent with integral theories. Habermas claims that, in 
modern (and post-modern) cultures we make three types of claims, which, in integral-ese we 
would call claims about truth, ethical goodness (or moral justness), and beauty (which are 
intended to reveal something about objective, intersubjective, and subjective realities). Claims in 
each domain have a different basis for validity.41 Though there is much in integral theories that 
speaks to ethics, for the most part integral theories are truth claims. Theories such as AQAL 
describe the way the world works (in all four quadrants), and only secondarily make claims 
about how people should act or how society should be structured. Thus our concern here is 
primarily with truth claims.42 

 
In modern (or post-modern) contexts the nominal “gold standard” for the validity of truth 

claims rests on something like the scientific method, i.e., something like Wilber's three strands 
(or any extension of it) as described above. In the ideal case we anchor our explanations in 
objective facts, rigorous empirical methods, trusted impartial sources, multiple validations and 
perspectives, etc. To base the certainty of ideas in the authority of a holy text, a religious leader 
or king, a gut feeling, what our ancestors said, what a popular film or sports personality said, or 
what “everyone” says (or even “because I said so, stupid”), would, though these are common 
modes of reasoning that we all use, be judged by many as using an inferior mode of reasoning. 
From a developmental perspective we would call these (sub-gold-standard) modes of reasoning 
conventional or pre-conventional—while the gold-standard is a post-conventional mode.  

 

                                                 
40 Habermas suggests that "we understand an utterance when we know what makes it acceptable." Thus to 
agree with an idea is to make assumptions about reasons that back up an idea, and to make a claim is to 
implicitly guarantee that the claim can be justified with reasons (Habermas 1983, V. 1, p. 297).  
41 Habermas says that speech acts actually imply claims in all three domains, with one being primary 
(Habermas, 2003). 
42 "Pathos" and "ethos" are essential elements in belief formation. We don’t dismiss them here but rather 
focus how to talk about the truth-related and epistemological aspects of claims.  
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In exploring or promoting integral ideas we are called to at least live up to post-conventional 
modes. There is a certain burden of proof that falls upon us in promoting or explaining integral 
ideas in a way consistent with our aspirations to communicate from a post-conventional stance 
(not to mention the more demanding post-metaphysical stance).43 Both the importance and 
difficulty of doing so is exacerbated by the fact that many of the ideas traded in integral circles 
are from the domains of social science or philosophy (including “reconstructive” sciences and, 
even more problematic, spirituality)—domains which are plagued with indeterminacies that the 
physical sciences (or mathematics) are relatively immune from.  

 
According to Oberschall (2000) ninety percent of social theories rise rapidly only to fall into 

oblivion (as cited in Wallis, 2008). In general, social and human science theories are difficult to 
test (validate or falsify; see Popper, 2002; Wallis, 2008). Bent Flyvbjerg claims that “we must 
drop the fruitless efforts to emulate natural science’s success in producing cumulative and 
predictive theory; this approach simply does not work in social science” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 
166). Roy Bhaskar, in his theory of critical realism (1975; and see Collier, 1994), notes how all 
human systems are complex open systems in which we can never isolate any causal mechanism 
for rigorous experimentation. According to Bhaskar, we are thus constrained to positing the 
existence of “tendencies” (rather than laws) that occur “all other things being equal” (which they 
never are, actually).  

 
 If we are constrained to a more classical truth-claim model of validation in such domains, 

making strong claims or advocating that others should take up ideas, is problematic. Modern 
norms do seem to imply that we should offer solid “proof” or rigorous argumentation for these 
highly fallible ideas—yet often none exists. While, if we are honest with ourselves, we can admit 
to a conviction, even a strong sense of validity, for some of our ideas that can not be backed up 
in this classical modernist way. In his book Alchemies of the Mind, social scientist Jon Elster 
(1999) notes, in agreement with others mentioned above, that psychology, sociology, 
ethnography, political science, etc. have had little luck in predicting phenomena, and he views 
“the ideal of law-like explanation [in] the social sciences as implausible and fragile” (p. 1). 
However, he offers an alternative path to truth-claim-like justification. He suggests that claims in 
such areas, even if they do not provide the predictive power of laws from the hard sciences, 
provide powerful explanatory power. Elster suggests “explanatory mechanisms” as a term for 
claims that are not as provable as scientific laws, yet have more explanatory power than mere 
descriptions. Integral theories are rife with such principles which help us explain but not predict 
human behavior.  

 
This begins to suggest that there may be valid ways to justify our highly fallible beliefs in 

post-conventional or post-metaphysical ways. Before offering my argument for a “meaning-
generative” type of validity, I will add one more element which touches on the ethical questions 

                                                 
43 Cooke, in explaining Habermas' approach to communicative rationality, refers to post-conventional 
modes of dialogue as including "the idea that no validity claim is exempt in principle from critical 
evaluation in argumentation" whereas in conventional (or post-traditional) modes "what counts as 
relevant is narrowly and rigidly defined according to fixed prevailing conventions" (1994, pp. 32-33)  
Post-metaphysical modes, as used in this paper, are more sophisticated than post-conventional modes, in 
that they not only admit to the fallibility of knowledge, but incorporate some insights about the nature of 
that fallibility (and thus the nature of knowledge and communication, as discussed in this paper). 
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in making claims in highly fallible areas. The post-metaphysical stance to beliefs takes seriously 
questions such as: How can we speak passionately or forcefully about ideas for which we can 
offer little evidence? And: Is it ethical to speak with certainty about beliefs that we know are 
quite fallible? These are difficult questions in part because we are often at the same time trying 
to communicate some idea we hold as true (the locutionary or so-called “communicative” aspect 
of the speech act) while we are also trying to influence the listener to take some action (the 
illocutionary or strategic aspect of the speech act).  

 
The full elaborated “truth” of an idea as we understand it may entail many elements that 

mitigate our certainty in it. For example, one may say that “medical costs are high mostly due to 
profit hoarding in the pharmaceutical industry.” Yet one may also know facts, or be familiar with 
valid perspectives, that argue against the claim. In any discursive contexts we do not pass on 
facts or ideas for no reason—we have reasons, and they may be hidden from the interlocutor 
(and may even be invisible to us). In the above case let us assume one's attempt to argue for this 
idea is part of a more encompassing agenda to influence another's worldview about some larger 
topic (government, or medicine, or the economy). Given this goal one will focus on facts 
supporting one's idea and ignore contrary facts; and one will speak with more certainty than if 
one were engaged in an open inquiry rather than a persuasive act. But this presents ethical 
dilemmas—we are allowing for a partial falsehood in order to affect some greater social good. 
One partial way out of this ethical bind, in which we must balance our desire to persuade with 
our desire to be completely truthful, is to enact a more reflective stance to our communicative 
acts. 

 
Arguments from a post-metaphysical stance tend to be more self-reflective, authentic, 

transparent, and ethically centered. For example, one might say “I will argue strongly for this 
because I think that is what is needed here but I will also admit up front that I sometimes have 
my doubts;” or “I think this theory is a perfect fit for moving your agenda forward but I need to 
hear more about how you understand how it meets your needs before I continue,” or “I will be 
putting on my activist hat here, and will be trying to connect with your emotional mind more 
than your rational mind, and might be ignoring some of your counter-arguments while I do so.” 
This level of reflectivity and transparency gives us another tool for explaining or promoting 
integral beliefs.44 

 
The act of communication is a balancing act in which we weigh (1) sincerely communicating 

what we know (or suspect) to be true and relevant about a topic (which can have many layers, 
branches, and ambiguities) against (2) what we strategically wish to accomplish (which can 
include not only persuasion, but things like making a good impression, avoiding conflict, and not 
wanting to spend too much energy on this conversation); and (3) our moral/ethical sensibilities 
about how to do right by others.  

 

                                                 
44 This approach has commonalities with many progressive communication and facilitation models. For 
example, Roger Schwarz's "mutual learning" approach for empowering participants and minimizing a 
group's dependence on a facilitator suggests that facilitators be transparent about their facilitation 
strategies, communicating the reasoning and intent behind their comments, questions, or actions 
(Schwarz, 2002, p. 113).  
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Putting all the above together I suggest that what is needed to balance these three goals when 
we promote some integralists beliefs is a more general acceptance of (and transparent 
communication about) “meaning-generative” claims.45 That is, that we can note explicitly that 
we hold and promote an idea simply because it helps us make sense of the world, and offer that it 
may do the same for others. Just as truth, ethical, and aesthetic claims each have their own rules 
of engagement (or valid ways to counter them), so do meaning-generative claims. Just as “but 
you can't prove it” is not a reasonable counter to an ethical or aesthetic claim, it is also not a 
valid counter to meaning-generative claims.46 Meaning-generative claims are akin to Elster's 
explanatory mechanisms, but can be broader. They are different than aesthetic claims, which 
need only expose one's personal subjective impression, in that they presume that the idea will 
help another make sense of (or explain) some aspect of the world.47 

 
Beliefs that cannot be “proven,” or that we don't even care whether they can be proven, can 

nevertheless be quite valuable to hold and communicate to others. For example, I “believe in” 
reincarnation because, though I have no direct empirical experience supporting it, it counteracts 
existential despair, is held by people I admire, and coordinates well with a number of other 
beliefs and intuitions I have—I do not expect to or need to convince anyone that reincarnation is 
real,48 though I might offer an argument for it. A claim affirming reincarnation is valid for many 
because it is meaning-generative, not so much “true;” yet it is more than merely “good” or 
“beautiful.” The same approach can be taken with the teleological “evolutionary spirituality” 
perspective on human development: that “the universe is evolving––through us.” This Eros-
based belief has strong meaning-generative power for many, but to have to “prove” it in any 
logical way is impossible and beside the point, yet it is not merely a moral/ ethical/normative 
claim.49  

 
I will not argue that adding “the meaningful” to “the true, the good, and the beautiful” adds 

some perfect missing link to the formulation—the idea has not been worked out with much rigor 
here. Rather, I am suggesting that it performs an important function in post-metaphysical 
communication that the other three do not adequately address. Two hundred years ago, Kant saw 
that culture evolved to differentiate the true, good, and beautiful as separate validity claims in the 
modern area, and I am suggesting that in the (post-) post-modern era we are beginning to (or 
needing to) differentiate yet another form that is something like the meaning-generative. The 
meaning-generative potential of a claim can be as or more important than its truth value for 
highly fallible or un-falsifiable claims.  

                                                 
45 I will not present any full theory of meaning generative claims, but outline how the concept might be 
useful in practical communication.  
46 Note that I am not talking about the move from definitive knowledge or facts to simply a hypothetical 
or probabilistic framing of claims, but rather am describing an explicitly reflective stance on idea 
communication.  
47 This uses a simplistic I/we/it definition of aesthetic claims—other more elaborate interpretations of the 
aesthetic claim are possible that may be closer to the meaning-generative claim (see Duvenage, 2003).  
48 See the Appendix for an explanation of how most beliefs have multi-sourced justifications.  
49 In Habermas' theory a truth claim implies an argument for universal validity—i.e., even if put 
tentatively, it implies that, if it turns out to be "true" then it should be true for all who yield to the force of 
the argument. Meaning-generative claims are more akin to aesthetic claims in this regard, in that we do 
not expect them to be true (or even useful) for everyone. 
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If we can speak in terms of meaning-generative potential we gain some freedom from the 
straightjacket of conforming to modernist/quasi-scientific justification modalities and have more 
flexibility in talking about beliefs that might be called metaphysical or quasi-scientific (even 
pseudo-scientific). For example, though personality and capacity typing systems such as Meyers 
Briggs, Enneagram, Spiral Dynamics (thought they vary greatly in their demonstrated empirical 
validity) all suffer from serious discrepancies and other challenges within the body of empirical 
research. In addition, users and adherents to each type of framework have an affinity to their 
chosen model that is best explained by pointing to its meaning-generative potential for them. 
Empirical studies may not impact one's affinity to such models, in part because experimentation 
in such domains is so difficult that it is easy to dismiss any single study. 

 
I am not suggesting that society (or the integral community) adopt an even more rampant lack 

of rigor or “truthiness” (or “bullshit,” as described by philosopher Harry Frankfurt, 2005) than 
exists already. Rather, the current modernist valorization of logical and scientific results, in 
providing no way to speak to meaning-generativity as a validity type, creates an unhealthy 
pressure to use and misuse scientific evidence (which then begets pseudo-scientific arguments) 
as a false justification for ideas and frameworks that are used largely because of their meaning-
generative potential. The post-modern swing in the opposite direction is equally incomplete.  

 
The suggestion here is not to de-valorize rigor, but to provide valid alternative justification 

modes that allow us to more rigorously and reflectively differentiate when we need scientific 
rigor (or modernist forms of rationality) and when we don't. The invitation is not to abandon the 
modernist aim for sturdy truths in favor of appeals to identity or pathos, but to explicitly include 
a reflective level that speaks directly to the nature and fallibility of communication and belief. 

 
Conclusions 

 
In this paper I have explored the concept of post-metaphysics and what it might mean to 

entertain a deeply post-metaphysical approach to integral beliefs and frameworks. I have 
mentioned the developmental progression in the way people hold and justify beliefs. 
Developmentally earlier modes, including magical, mythical, and conventional thinking, are less 
concerned with the universality or portability of claims, that is, at first tier one is less aware of 
how those who do not hold one's worldview might interpret one's claims. The New Age beliefs 
listed in Table 1 are often held in this way. As in all communities of affiliation, inquiry and/or 
practice, the integral community also demonstrates an insular belief reproduction “echo 
chamber” effect. Constructs such as “non-dual,” “development,” and “Agape” take on a 
particular meaning that is treated as if it is the only meaning, and certain ideas like “the cognitive 
line precedes other lines” get passed around the circle as truths taken for granted. A deeper 
“indeterminacy” analysis of the truth or reality of these constructs and beliefs is all too rare.  

 
Though this phenomenon is not only typical but it is an unavoidable aspect of group belief 

formation (including academic disciplines), there are several things to note about it relative to the 
integral community. First, because (we will assume that) the integral vision tends to attract 
individuals at relatively high developmental levels (compared to other communities of theory or 
practice), it has a relatively high capacity to reflect with epistemic wisdom upon its constructs 
and beliefs. Second, counteracting this, the integral community is unusual (though far from 
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unique) in how much of its core constructs and truths are attributed to one (extremely talented 
and productive) person or founder, i.e., Wilber. This, and the fact that the integral project blurs 
the lines between scholarly and social spheres (e.g., with Integral Institute sponsoring Integral 
Life as well as academic programs) has the effect that much of the knowledge passed around is 
not viewed as critically as it might be. “Wilber is brilliant, and we are all pretty smart, so these 
things I keep hearing others say over and over are pretty likely to be valid.” Third, because 
integral theory is so fundamentally interdisciplinary, broad, and far-reaching, and has such great 
potential for wide impact, it must pay exceptional attention to the portability of its constructs and 
beliefs to realize its potential. 

 
Thus, within the integral community there is great potential and a particular calling to bring 

epistemic wisdom to our inquiries, yet factors exist that make it more difficult to do so. In this 
paper I have tried to offer some preliminary suggestions and tools supporting the enactment of 
post-metaphysical approaches to the creation, critique, and proliferation of integral knowledge 
and belief systems. These focus on epistemic skillfulness around one's relationship to belief, 
knowledge, truth, reality, critique, justification, and certainty. These suggestions and tools 
include: 

 
 Suggesting that enacting post-metaphysics (and second tier development) involves a 

deeper understanding and awareness of cognitive processes as mentioned below; 
 Highlighting how the indeterminate nature of abstract concepts influences the fallibility of 

statements and models; 
 Mapping out the different epistemic concerns involved in concepts, statements, and 

models/theories; 
 Relating epistemic questions of truth, reality to psychological phenomena such as 

misplaced concreteness, epistemic drives, and emotion; one's judgment of certainty or 
reality is influenced by factors such as importance, fear, and urgency;  

 Pointing out how magical and metaphysical thinking are manifestations of misplaced 
concreteness; which occurs in different ways at different developmental levels; 

 Articulating the difference between positivist approaches and negative capability in 
integral theories, and suggesting additional focus on or balance of the later;  

 Suggesting how indeterminacy analysis can bring a more post-metaphysical perspective to 
models and theories; 

 Suggesting that meaning-generativity be used more widely as a way to justify claims that 
have metaphysical implications.  

 
In conclusion, for second tier thinking, wisdom skills are more fundamental than any 

particular set of beliefs or models. Whether we believe in a god, or in capitalism, or an 
evolutionary omega point, is less important than how we hold that belief, and how we hold it is a 
matter of skills. I have made an early exploratory stab at describing some approaches useful for 
post-metaphysical belief-holding. With these and further developments, we can aim for the ego-
awareness to reflect on our attachment to it; the relational-awareness to listen deeply to 
someone with an opposing belief; the construct-awareness to hold the paradoxes implied in the 
belief; and the systems awareness to see how that belief relates to other beliefs and to systems of 
action. And we can aim for the second tier wisdom to reflectively choose what and how to 
believe and to use that belief as a sturdy tool in ethically-relevant work, and let go of it when it is 
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not useful. The long road ahead brings the challenges of how we will define, assess, and support 
such skills in our domains of application.  
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Appendix: From Concepts to Statements: Modes of Justification 
and Critique 

 
In this Appendix I discuses several ideas referenced in this article that I believe contribute to 

taking a post-metaphysical stance, which I will work out in more detail in future papers. 
 
In discussing post-metaphysical approaches to knowledge it is useful to differentiate several 

types of knowledge as in the following figure: 
 

 
Figure 2: Categories of Knowledge/Belief 

 
On Experience  

 
Experience and other non-linguistic or pre-linguistic phenomena exist in the top category. 

These form the basis of (symbolic) concepts and ideas. These are not meant to be completely raw 
or unfiltered, as all experience and sensation gets filtered at a very early point. This category 
points to one's belief that “this is a tree” or “I should take this job” before I put words to it 
(internally or verbally). Included in this category are “intuitions” before they are conceived in 
words and symbolic categories. This category is a catch-all that points to everything that we 
“know” prior to (or without its) manifestation into symbols and language. I offer no detailed or 
scientific treatment for this vast category (though many exist; see Martin Heidegger; Jason 
Brown; Antonio Damasio), but name it to point out that all attempts to ground knowledge, belief, 
or mutual understanding draw upon this level. The validity of verbal abstractions, i.e., the 
linguistic/symbolic forms listed in the figure, depends on references to this Experiential level.  

 
I will make one interesting point about Experience in light of our discussion of metaphysical 

thinking. Though we treat an experience such as the taste of chocolate as mundane and an 
experience such as a meditative state of witness-consciousness or non-dual oneness as sublime, 
they share some interesting properties along with all experiences. They are essentially 
indescribable to any who have not experienced them. In the movement from experience into 
language describing the experience both loose what they are and become something else. 
Concepts and abstractions built upon the taste of chocolate are not so different than concepts 
build upon sublime spiritual experiences in that they are equally susceptible to indeterminacies. 
Both are equally beyond words and in that sense mysterious. The main difference is that tasting 
chocolate is common whereas advanced meditative states are not. Therefore there is more 
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intersubjective commonality about the taste of chocolate–less ambiguity about what one means 
when they speak of it. Because of our tendency to take abstractions too seriously (misplaced 
concreteness) it seems to us that that concepts, the ideas, and the theories about meditative states 
are particularly sublime, esoteric, and special. However it seems more accurate to say that it is 
only the experience that is sublime and special.  

 
On Concepts and Models 

 
The primary purpose of the diagram in Figure 2 is to illustrate that (a) models/theories are 

built from statements and statements from concepts; (b) that indeterminacies as any level 
accumulate from indeterminacies at lower levels; and (c) that each level has its own epistemic 
concerns. Example Experiences include the taste of chocolate; a gut certainty; a meditative state; 
and what it is like being a parent. Example concepts include tree, democracy, interior, and 
consciousness. Statements have forms such as “trees are…” “we should…” and “the cognitive 
line leads other lines…” Example models/theories include AQAL, Spiral Dynamics, Einstein's 
Theory of Relativity. Concepts are primarily about what we think exists (or can be differentiated 
from other things). Statements are claims about what is true, good, right, beautiful, etc. Models 
and theories are systems of related beliefs. I include “world view” in the diagram to note that we 
also speak of larger scale belief systems.  

 
Justification Types  

 
In this paper I emphasize the ontological functions of the mind that infer what is real, i.e., the 

conceptual level in the Figure. But the post-metaphysical turn also involves the related 
epistemological functions that infer what is true and determine how we argue for claims—i.e., 
the level of Statements and their justification. Figure 3 lists most of the modes we use to justify 
or explain claims.  

 
 First hand experience (seeing is believing) 
 Someone I know and trust believes it; 
 Someone in an authority role suggests/demands that 

I believe it; 
 Most people (peers in my group/tribe) believe it; 
 I have a deep intuition (or gut feeling); 
 Is ethically right to believe it; 
 Is pragmatically useful (it works); 
 Is consistent with my other beliefs (as are its 

explicit/implicit implications) 
 Has the support of experts or ;trusted sources 

(journal, NPR, etc.) 
 Has reasonable assumptions/bases/ premises 
 Follows from Logical inference (supporting truths);  
 I used a trusted method. 

      Figure 3: A list of knowledge justification modes 
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In the section on misplaced concreteness I gave an account of how misplaced concreteness, or 
the real-ness with which we treat abstract concepts, manifests itself through developmental 
levels. We can do the same for the level of Statements and justification types. Many theorists 
have demonstrated a developmental progression in the ways that humans (explicitly and tacitly) 
understand and justify beliefs (e.g., Perry; Fisher; Kegan). Very roughly, early forms are based 
on appeals to authoritative people and texts, sacred objects or beings, group norms, intuition, and 
direct experience. Later forms are based on logical inference, coherence with foundational tenets 
and existing “truths,” and methodologies and sources that minimize bias. Yet later forms 
acknowledge and try to compensate for the fundamental indeterminacies and fallibilities of all of 
the validity bases. All of the mentioned modes of justification are (almost) always involved in 
complex life deliberations. It is not a matter of leaving any behind but of having more options to 
choose from and becoming more skilled in when to use each.50  

 
As compared with Modernist or Integral modes, beliefs associated with New Age (and Green) 

culture rely less on logic, bias-checking, and rigorous methodologies (such as the scientific 
method). Assessing the Green worldview is complicated because of a combination of influences 
from both higher and lower developmental levels. Though sometimes the more primitive thought 
modes are embraced unreflectively, in other cases sophisticated postmodern arguments (e.g., 
deconstructive arguments) are used.  

 
In rejecting Modernist ways, Green opens the door to magical thinking (indulging non-

differentiation of ideas and concrete realities) and narcissistic thinking (including grandiosity and 
wishful thinking) (see Hanley, 1992; Habermas, 1991; Murray, submitted). Green thinking also 
applies valid postmodern insights about the fallibilities of rational thought and the scientific 
method, and the inevitability of human bias (it also is drawn to Romanticism which values 
feeling good and aesthetic value over rationality). The topic of intuition becomes particularly 
interesting, because, while basing belief on intuition can be a cover for non-rigorous thinking, 
Habermas' entire project is based on the 'rational reconstruction' of quasi-universal intuitions.  

                                                 
50 It is not clear where Wilber's "eye of spirit" knowledge would fit in this scheme. Though it may come 
from a deeper realized state or stage experience, I suggest that in dialogue it is the same set of justification 
principles that must apply.  
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Rethinking Our Relationship with Global Change 
An Interview with Stewart Brand 

 
Russ Volckmann 

 
Introduction 

 
I recently mentioned to a group of PhD students in my class that I was going to be publishing 

an interview with Stewart Brand. I am guessing that they range in age from early 30s to 50ish. 
Only the older student had heard of Stewart Brand. So I mentioned it again in another PhD 
seminar—same response. And many of these students live in the San Francisco Bay Area! 

 
Why am I surprised? Well, in the late 1960s and 1970s the Whole Earth Catalog and Stewart 

Brand were well known to most of the people I knew. In fact, I had attributed to the Whole Earth 
Catalog a significant role in causing many young people to leave the city and move into rural 
environments while seeking a more “natural” holistic lifestyle. 

 
Then, Stewart Brand’s role in creating the Co-Evolution Quarterly and his frequent writings 

in it might have meant something to this “younger generation” (1974-1985), but no. Or Brand’s 
presentation at the TED conference in 2009 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TuxwiVFgghE) 
might have brought him to the attention of these world-aware searchers for meaning, but still no. 
Perhaps his most recent book, Whole Earth Discipline, Penguin, 2009, 2010)— no again. 

 
The latter is remarkable because Brand is speaking to many of the core values of the green 

movement regarding what is required to save the species, if not the planet, from extinction or 
very severe reduction (the loss of billions of lives). Others of his book fared no better: Space 
Colonies (1977), The Media Lab: Inventing the Future at M. I. T. (1988), How Buildings Learn 
(1995), The Clock of the Long Now (1999).  

 
In the winter of 1978, Brand wrote in the Co-Evolution Quarterly, after an event of many 5-

minute speeches, 
 

I've been wanting to see what I'd do at the end of all this, other than be glad that it 
was coming down to a chance to go and take a bath. The words that kept coming 
back to me through the sixty-some speakers we've had, was some kind of dialogue 
that goes on between grasp and reach. Ten years ago we reached for something 
with the Whole Earth Catalog. A lot of us reached for various things—some to 
stop the war in Vietnam, some to save various species, some to find a way to stay 
high. And we have spent ten years refining our activities so that our grasp could 
catch up with that reach. That's part of this strange transition that many of us have 
made from something like an outlaw to something like a citizen. 
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I think we're different citizens and more valuable citizens for having been outlaws, 
and I think we're, maybe more forgiving toward the present and hopefully 
oncoming set of outlaws. I hope that there'll always be that dialogue. 
 
But for ourselves each time that the grasp catches up with the reach and we come 
to do something rather well—well enough that it's as if we could do it in our 
sleep—then probably we are doing it in our sleep. You might think about that 
grasp that you've got now, the refinement, the citizen quality of your behavior. I 
mean, I'm having to notice that I'm sitting on boards now. They're wonderful 
boards: Bread and Roses, Magic Theater, Neighborhood Foundation, in 
Sacramento I wear a three-piece suit. 
 
I start to look at the boredom, the tedium that comes with doing what you've done 
well for a very long time exclusively. I think this is the kind of thing that often 
overtakes public figures, and we…often force that on them, by insisting that Ralph 
Nader be strictly Ralph Nader. I'd love to see Ralph Nader trash a car in some 
fundamental sense. All of us have this corner that we get into by being public or 
by being good at what we're doing. 

 
This is one of the qualities of a thinker and a doer like Stewart Brand. He has not for 

very long let the boredom overtake him before he has moved on, expanded his activities, 
created a role for himself to bridge different domains of world energy and power. In no 
way has this been more clearly demonstrated in the spiral of his activities from the 
libertarianism of the Whole Earth Catalog to the active community involvement and 
advocacy for coordinated world efforts to save the species.  

 
In 1968, in the “Purpose” of the Whole Earth Catalog, Brand wrote: "We are as gods 

and might as well get good at it." Here it is—2011—and he is encouraging us to step more 
fully into our godlike role to create a generative future for the human race. We are 
challenged by the fact that the “engineering/scientific” mentality that has dominated 
Western (particularly American and US-influenced) cultures has been the expert, the 
engineer, the scientist. A key question is, how can we step more confidently into that 
godlike role and not end up with disastrous results. Here is what Stewart Brand has to say 
on the subject, in our conversation concluded before the Fukushima nuclear disaster. 

 
Russ:  I thought about starting this interview by saying, “I’m talking to a man who needs no 

introduction,” but then I remembered that not everyone grew up in the sixties and spent 
their time in Berkeley like I did. And not everyone learned about the Portola Institute, 
which I thought was a brilliant piece of work, especially with the motto, “Fail Young,”—
I’ve taught about that in classes for many years. Then there is all of the things that you’ve 
done with the Whole Earth Catalog. There are the adventures you’ve had in the dynamic 
social and cultural climate of the San Francisco Bay Area—right down to the famous Otis 
Redding song, “Dock of the Bay,” composed on either your house or office boat in 
Sausalito on San Francisco Bay. There are so many people who probably don’t know so 
many things about you, yet you are still making an incredible mark on the world. You 
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recently published a Whole Earth Discipline which is something I’d like to learn more 
about. 

 
  I did my PhD at Berkeley in Political Science. When I asked you for this interview, I 

indicated that I was interested in how you think. On page 227 of your book, you reference 
another Berkeley political scientist, Philip Tetlock, who said, “How you think matters 
more than what you think.” And you went on to talk about foxes and hedgehogs—I think 
that was the metaphor he used. Yet it seems to me that you’re also saying that what you 
think and how you think about it matters an awful lot. You have indicated that making 
mistakes, learning from your mistakes, and changing your mind is an incredible part of 
how you think. Do I have that right? 

 
Stewart: Well, you mentioned foxes, and scientists are trained to be foxes. They are trained to 

be persuaded by better evidence or a more persuasive model as more of a sense of what’s 
really going on in the world. I think one of the debates that’s happening within the 
environmental movement across the board—and not just with me—is that there is a fair 
amount of ideology that is rather hedgehog-like; there will be a hedgehog-like view that 
basically says, “What nature does is always good and what people do is always bad.” 
There are exceptions to that, but that’s the basic rule. So that’s just useless. It’s kind of 
comforting and makes one feel good when out hiking and things like that, but there are 
plenty of reasons to feel good when out hiking. However, it’s really useless in terms of 
political action, knowing what kind of things to try to work on. In thinking about 
environmental problems, there are design problems that can be fixed rather than tragedies 
that can only be deplored. So the fox versus hedgehog contrast is one I brought up in this 
environmental book because I’d like to see a more foxy approach by Greens. 

 
Russ:  It seems to me that you’re talking to people like me who have been very invested in 

some of the shibboleths, if you will, of ecology that included opposition to nuclear power 
plants, which you’re advocating. You also stress the importance of cities and the use of 
bioengineering, genetically modified and engineered crops and the like. You make a very 
strong case for the value of Greens shifting to those positions. 

 
  One thing that comes up for me, and I understand you’re a scientist, is that it 

challenges us to trust; it challenges us to trust the capacity of human engineering to 
address the ecological issues we have, even when it’s high risk. Is that a fair statement? 

 
Stewart: People got distracted by something called “the precautionary principle” that started out 

pretty useful. It started out in Europe when there was real evidence of harm caused by 
acid rain. There was not a clear sense, scientifically, of what exactly was causing it, but 
they started acting on partial knowledge to try to head it off. That was the precautionary 
thing to do, and that was right.  

 
  Then the precautionary principle got moved over to where if anybody could imagine 

how some new technology or technique or practice could somehow cause some kind of 
problem… It seemed to help if the person doing the imagining didn’t know very much 
about things at all; then that was reason to try to prevent that technology or technique or 
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program from going forward—because someone could imagine something terrible 
happening. And they were saying that basically one must not risk things. That’s really 
wrong and basically nuts on two or three levels. I love the idea of precaution, and the 
thing that I am pushing these days is adding to the precautionary principle the vigilance 
principle that speaks to the political science view that the price of liberty is eternal 
vigilance. But the point is about liberty; the point is on trying things. Of course, in 
researching this book I looked for things that environmentalists felt were high risk, like 
nuclear power or transgenic crops and found that the opposite was the case—they’re very 
low risk. There have only been three significant accidents with nuclear and only one of 
them caused death. That was Chernobyl and there not as many deaths as people thought 
by several orders of magnitude. 

 
  So the one area that really is risky is climate engineering—geoengineering. There 

you’re doing a risk balancing. I’m pretty sure that geoengineering would only be 
deployed if there was a sense that climate was really going wacko on us and we were 
about to lose the rainforest or we were seeing that a trend was under way that was not 
going to be headed off by any of the modes that we’re working on—mitigation, cutting 
back on greenhouse gasses takes a long time— the effect takes a long time. If we have to 
buy time with geoengineering, what we’re doing is balancing the risk of messing with the 
climate. The nearest certainty is the climate is messing with us and with biodiversity in 
general. So that is a high-risk situation. The way you reduce the risk is to do lots of very 
serious research, which means doing, among other things, some interfering with climate 
in little bits and pieces—the way volcanoes do naturally—and get a sense of exactly how 
it responds and if the response is the sort of thing that one might want to roll out in the 
event of an emergency. So you’re doing everything you can to reduce risk, but risk is 
never zero, and risk is always a question of balancing one risk against another. 

 
 So that’s just kind of a practical, pragmatic approach that I’m trying to get back into the 

way people think about these things. 
 
Russ:  One of the elements of that is the perspective that we, for the first time, are in a 

position to manage Planet Earth. Is that a fair phrase? 
 
Stewart: Turns out we’ve been managing it inadvertently for about 10,000 years, pretty much 

since agriculture got going some 10,000 years ago. You can even say it started once we 
began seriously modifying the landscape with fire on purpose, 50,000 years ago in Africa. 
All along we’ve been geoengineering, and we’ve been doing things on a scale that affects 
the atmosphere and affects the climate and affects a lot of things. We can’t go back. We 
can’t just stop affecting the Earth.  

 
  So we have a choice of either terraforming badly as we seem to be doing now, or 

terraforming well. But we no longer have the choice of not terraforming at all. That’s a 
tough realization, because we hoped that all we had to do was back off and gaia or nature 
or the ecology would somehow take care of things. It does take care of a lot of things. 
That’s what I call the “natural infrastructure” that civilization is based on, among other 
things. But we are now such a large force in the world that we have no choice but to 
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figure out how to learn to do the science and the engineering to have our effects in a 
benign way rather than a malignant way. 

 
Russ:  Your background is in science from Stanford, and you’ve worked with science over the 

years. You’ve written about it in a variety of ways. You clearly have read quite a bit of 
science; you write about the books that you’ve read. I knew that you had a connection to 
Native American and First Nation tribes; I did not realize the extent of it until I read 
about it in this book. I’m curious to know, aside from the message that you give that we 
ought to learn from them, but not try and interpret them through our own lens, as an 
alternative culture. How have those years of engagement with multiple tribes—and being 
married to an Ottawa mathematician which is a fascinating phrase in itself—influenced 
how you think about these ecological issues? 

 
Stewart: Nothing de-romanticizes Indians like real Indians. I got cured of a lot of notions that 

people have about Indians by hanging out with real folks who are completely amused by 
white people playing Indian, and avidly reading books about the deep spiritual esoteric 
practices of various tribes and so on. The tribes do indeed have such practices, but they’re 
not the ones that are in these phony books and sometimes phony movies.  

 
  They saved me—I probably would have gone down the path of boy scout wanting to 

be an old Sioux shaman if I hadn’t been headed off by the real folks. But the main 
practice that I connected with is the Native American Church, the Peyote Church. It is an 
extraordinary religious/spiritual group and psychological event that is way stronger than 
any encounter group or anything else. I’ve been around those and learned a lot from them, 
but the Peyote meeting is an astonishing piece of work. I’m not telling any secrets, but I 
write about it because it is pan-Indian—in almost all the tribes, except some of the Pueblo 
tribes who don’t do it, in North America, and seemed to be well-served by it. There’s a 
whole lot of cactus being eaten out there. 

 
Russ:  You mention that the most profound aspect at the Peyote meeting was the showing up 

of the Peyote woman at the end, and the message she gave. Could you say a little more 
about what that profound experience was like? 

 
Stewart: Like everything with Indians, stuff is both profound and comical at the same time. 

They enjoy that edge; Indian humor never quits. And so the last thing that happened at the 
Peyote meeting before the final windup by the roadman is that at dawn, one of the women 
who has been part of the meeting all night has left about an hour earlier. She has gone to 
get some fresh meat and some fresh fruit. She’s bringing in breakfast and is amused at the 
slavering appetite she sees all around her, because we’ve all done Peyote all night.  We’re 
hungry. We can smell the food, and she’s basically saying, “Before you get the food, you 
have to think about where it comes from.” And the answer is, “It comes from me and, by 
the way, life comes from me.” There’s a twinkle in her eye. Everybody else at the 
meeting, I’m sure, heard various versions of this many times. But it was the first time for 
me. She’s right. All of us people are born of women and all life is born from the Earth. 
And it started getting pretty deep, and breakfast tasted that much better, I guess. 
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Russ:  So the connection was there. What is the connection of your experience with Native 
Americans and your sense of time? 

 
Stewart: They have continuity with their own history, and they often have sort of a timeless 

reference to what one may call a mythological frame of thinking about everything that 
goes on. Both of those are deeper than the usual American-Protestant from-the-Midwest 
perspective on time. Lo and behold, the last couple of decades I’ve been working on a 
10,000-year clock along with the The Long Now Foundation. Who knows? I may have 
gotten pushed in that direction at a tender age by hanging out with Indians who had a 
multi-century perspective on things. 

 
Russ:  I saw the video and slideshow on the 10,000-year clock 

(http://www.longnow.org/clock/). It was really interesting—the formations in Western 
Nevada where you were looking to house the clock and the like. Let me share a quotation 
from you that’s related to this question of time—this comes from the Whole Earth Web 
site, the Long View: 

 
I’m interested in events longer than the ego’s prison of my lifetime. I’m free to 
care for other large continuities such as the life of the Earth and the drama of 
human culture. Previously overwhelming urgencies like the deadline on this book, 
for me, fall into microcosmic place; worth doing, connected, but not urgent. 
Religious-scale projects and their comforts have often scourged humankind. I’m 
thinking of Egyptian pyramids, Muslim jihads, Mongol hoards, Christian 
crusades, the Third Reich, world communism, maybe science itself. Part of their 
hazard is that they become their own universe, an infinite regress of self-reference, 
grounded nowhere. 
 
That’s very powerful, Stewart, and I would say very spiritual. 

Stewart: And at least partly wrong. 
(laughter) 

Stewart: I would not put science in that set of categories at all anymore. Some of the rest sounds 
okay. Boy, do I sound young in that. 

(laughter) 

Russ:  Well, that’s not a bad thing. 
 
Stewart: Not a bad thing at all. 
 
Russ:  Can you say a bit about the spirit, about how you relate to the notion of spirit, given 

your very complex, broad-ranging background? 
 
Stewart: I don’t know. The thing I sort of worship lately is weather. 
 
Russ:  We had a beautiful rainstorm here last night. 
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Stewart: Yeah, those are wonderful. Spiritual practice, stuff like that all seems good. I don’t 
actually do any lately. I did some meditation back when I was hanging out with Zen 
Buddhists in San Francisco. I’m not going to Peyote meetings these days, not going on 
Vision Quests…those were things that, in their various forms, were very productive for 
me over a period of time. They’ve stopped being very productive, so I guess I’ve stopped 
doing them. I honor those kinds of activities and lots of people…well, I’ve seen some 
fairly spiritual characters become corrupt in their own way. So I know that it’s not a 
guarantee of right behavior. It certainly helps right behavior in most cases, but it’s not a 
guarantee. I’ve seen things like yoga move in the direction of this—it’s like a form of 
pilates for people in a lot of ways now, which is great. But I get my exercise and my 
stretching from doing other things, like pulling alien-invasive plants out of the ground. So 
I have great respect and some familiarity with spiritual matters, and it’s not something 
I’m focused on these days. 

 
Russ:  Does it influence your thinking about ecology—the state of the Earth, the environment 

and the like? 
 
Stewart: No. One thing it has done—I’ve been revisiting Gregory Bateson’s material lately, and 

his daughter Nora Bateson just made a film about him that I’m in. That was an occasion 
to look back into some of that material. Gregory had as good a grasp of the value of 
adding another level when thinking all the time. Whatever level you’re looking at, you’ve 
got to add a level and then you’ll gain by it. And maybe at some point “one is one and all 
alone and ever more shall be so.“ That kind of contact through Gregory cured me of a 
purely engineering approach to life, which I think I was getting somewhat from 
Buckminster Fuller. So this is a sequence of events back in the sixties and seventies that is 
very useful to me, or I might have not gotten into the much more many-leveled vein of 
thinking that they’ve encouraged. And maybe there’s another Bateson out there for me at 
some point. But not lately. 

 
Russ:  Were any of those influences significant in your shift, which I’m assuming this is a 

shift, from a more hedgehog, shorter term frame of reference to this longer term, seven-
generation and more reference to time in the way that you think about how we engage 
with the Earth and with life? 

 
Stewart: Most of the spiritual reference to long-time is actually the opposite of long-time—stuff 

like eternity. Eternity is the opposite of long-time. Usually when I show up at church for 
someone else’s funeral, and somebody refers to eternity, they’re always careful to say that 
it is out of time. You get out of time into eternity, and that’s pretty interesting stuff.  

 
  That’s the kind of thing that can make people comfortable with ideas like the Rapture, 

which I find interesting and comforting for people engaged in activities that are 
potentially really deleterious. When we talk at the Long Now Foundation, the long now is 
the last 10,000 years or the next 10,000 years, and we’re really pretty specific about that. 
Civilization has been gaining ground and becoming more and more civilized and it raises 
a question: If we’re in the middle of that story, what’s up for the next 10,000 years? You 
start getting specific and not all vaguing out into eternity. Certain kinds of things happen 
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in centuries; certain kinds of things happen in millennia, and they’re really different. And 
ten millennia is different than one millennium. That’s useful to bear down on. It’s the 
kind of thing that lets you see how climate changes play out over that kind of period of 
time. If you look at climate in the last 10,000 years in context of climate over the whole of 
Earth’s history, it’s a very nice, sweet, and potentially very short period of climate 
stability. Every single bit of this is being extremely specific and practical and noticing the 
difference between long and longer periods of time. Some people think of long as seven 
generations. Seven generations, in a way, is like counting to three, and then the next 
number is many. 

 
Russ:  Why a 10,000-year clock and not a 1,000-year clock, or 5,000 or 20,000? 
 
Stewart: Because that was actually provided by a professional futurist we work with. His name 

is Peter Schwartz, and he said, let’s do this in terms of civilization, and civilization 
basically started with agriculture and then that set in motion a set of sequential events for 
humans and everything that humans touched. That is, there are many civilizations within 
that sequence of events that fell, but over time, they’ve increasingly known about each 
other. Retrospectively, we knew about all of them, but the Egyptians did not know about 
the Incas, and Incas about the Egyptians, but we now know about both. That’s a story that 
is joined for us, along with all of Chinese history, and so on. So that 10,000-year story 
suggests symmetry and you can say, “Okay, if we can bear that in mind, let’s bear that 
same amount of time in mind forward and see what happens.” 

 
Russ:  So basically you build on that by engaging in a form of scenario development, is that 

right? 
 
Stewart: Not really. It turns out scenarios are actually quite specifically useless in a 10,000-year 

time frame. 
 (laughter) 

Stewart: Any form of planning is quite specifically useless within more than about a fifty-year 
timeframe. But what you can do is multiply options, so that what you’re doing is 
managing the commons in such a way that humanity has more and more degrees of 
freedom as time goes by in forms of decades and centuries. It’s actually a thinkable, 
doable set of projects. It also invites some art forms. So our 10,000-year clock is an art 
form. All it does is give people permission to think long-term. 

 
Russ:  You mentioned Peter Schwartz and Global Business Network—you’re one of the 

founders of that with Peter, and others. That leads to asking about the institutional aspect 
of engaging with the environment, of managing, of leading, of creating and building in a 
collective fashion. One part of that is your engagement with Jerry Brown. I’d love to hear 
if you anticipate being involved with him again if he’s elected, which it sounds like he 
very well might be [He was—Russ]. How do you see these various institutions playing a 
role? What is needed to use these institutions to further the long view, to engage with the 
environmental challenges that we’re faced with? 
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Stewart: The Whole Earth Catalog was kind of Libertarian publication. We were basically 
saying back at the end of the Kennedy era: Ask not what your country can do for you, do 
it yourself. Whole Earth Discipline is much less focused on individual capabilities and 
responsibilities than on aggregate ones. Looking at the climate issue, there is basically no 
way to solve the climate in your backyard. One of the major instruments is going to be 
governments, because somebody has got to make fossil fuels—especially coal—
expensive. Ideally just a straight-forward tax seems to be the simplest. And that must be 
done by the major greenhouse gas-producing economies—by their governments. 
Corporations can’t make coal expensive. Nonprofits can’t make coal expensive. Nor can 
individuals. People connecting online can’t.  

 
  It actually takes governments to haul off and say, “Coal is going to be expensive here 

in China, or here in India, or here in the U.S.” And unless and until that happens, we are 
in deep trouble with our climate. Then suppose the trouble comes along anyway and we 
have to do geoengineering. It is so cheap to do geoengineering—could be as low as 
$300M per year basically to get sulfur dust into the stratosphere the way volcanoes do, 
and we’ll cool the planet down by 3ºC. There are thousands of individuals who have that 
kind of money, but you don’t want individuals hauling off and doing that, or individual 
countries hauling off and doing that. It will take very serious intergovernmental, 
international agreements to manage geoengineering, including the research for 
geoengineering. So this is the time, and these are all infrastructural issues, both built 
infrastructure like our energy systems and natural infrastructure like climate. Managing 
infrastructure is one of the things that we hire governments to do. So I wind up being the 
promoter of strong, conscious, careful government. 

 
Russ:  And what do you see as the potential for that being realized? 
 
Stewart: Uncertain. The outcome of the situation we’re facing this century is that we don’t 

know yet. 
 
Russ: Well, thank you so much. I really appreciate you taking the time for this conversation, 

Stewart. 
 
Stewart: Thank you, Russ. 
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The Meaning-making of Dag Hammarskjöld 
 

Kristian Stålne1 
 

Abstract: Dag Hammarskjöld, United Nations’ second Secretary-General 1954-1961, is 
getting recent attention for two reasons: he is going to front the new Swedish 1000-kronor 
note, the highest value; and this September it was 50 years since he was killed in an 
airplane crash in UN service in Congo. With that event, the most successful career in an 
international service that a Swede has ever had was terminated prematurely, a service that 
would set an unmistakable imprint on the UN organization as well as on the world stage 
of politics. But what made Dag Hammarskjöld such an exceptional leader and how did he 
view the world and his role in it? He was not only exceptional as a leader and world-
centric visionary; he was also a mystic and an aesthetician with a highly analytic mind. 
What is unique is the fact that large parts of his thinking and personal struggling are 
available to the world through a dense material of his speeches and personal writings. 
This has made it possible to analyse the stages of development represented in them. Using 
ego development theory, described by Jane Loevinger as well as Robert Kegan, I offer the 
analysis that his writings, including during his most severe personal crisis, indicate he 
passed through a transition between the individualist and autonomous stages. 

 
Keywords: Adult development, autonomous, Dag Hammarskjöld, ego development 
theory, individualist, meaning making, stages. 

 
Biography 

 
Dag Hammarskjöld was borne in Jönköping in Sweden 1905 but grew up in Uppsala where he 

studied language, philosophy, and above all national economy in which he wrote his doctoral 
dissertation in 1933. His father, Hjalmar Hammarskjöld, made a career in the Swedish state 
bureaucracy and was Sweden’s Prime minister in 1914-1917. With him, Dag early came in 
contact with the nation’s intellectual elite, and made a quick career in different positions within 
the National bank, the Department of finance and as a Swedish delegate within OEEC 
(Organization for European Economic Cooperation, today OECD), as secretary of the Cabinet 
within the Foreign state department and as a minister in Tage Erlander’s Social democratic 
government 1951-1953 – despite the fact that he was not a member of the party. In 1953 he was 
elected into the Swedish academy replacing his father after his death (Urquhart, 1972). 
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In 1952, the UN’s first Secretary-General, the Norwegian Tryggve Lie, resigned after have 
been in conflict with the Soviet Union that declared him non-existing. After many turns Dag 
Hammarskjöld was introduced as a candidate that all could agree on for many reasons. First, he 
had shown his skills as a negotiator and diplomat within the OEEC; second, he could speak 
French which the French always had as a demand for candidates to Secretary-General; third, he 
came from neutral Sweden and appeared as a very neutral person in general – an intellectual and 
skilful bureaucrat that could organize the dysfunctional secretariat; and finally and most 
important, accomplishing such challenges without making too much noise and in any way 
challenge the superpowers. Dag Hammarskjöld was nominated and offered the position as 
Secretary-General on April 1st, 1953, accepted, and swore the oath on April 10th. He was 
welcomed to New York the day before by Tryggve Lie with the less than encouraging words: 
“You are taking over the world’s most impossible job.”  

 

 
Dag Hammarskjöld 1959. Photo: UN/DPI 

 
Hammarskjöld started by restructuring the entire UN from within and reorganized the 

secretariat before he started to give his own imprint on the scene of world politics, foremost by 
his signum, the quiet diplomacy and his ability to establish mutual trust with different parties that 
were being locked in fixed positions. He succeeded with negotiating the release of several 
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American UN-flyers from China and thereafter with mediating between Egypt and Israel in the 
Suez crisis. He was unanimously re-elected in 1957 to a second five-year period as the Secretary-
General. 

 
Chaos erupted in Congo in 1960 after independence from Belgium, and Dag Hammarskjöld 

created a peacekeeping force to try to establish some order. Congo still remained his major 
headache, under severe pressure from the Soviet Union. He decided to resign if he would fail to 
solve the problem in a satisfactory way, and set out on his travel there. During a flight from 
Leopoldville in Congo to Ndola in the present Zaire for a negotiating session the night between 
the 17th and 18th of September, 1961, the plane crashed for yet today unknown reasons and all 16 
passengers including Dag Hammarskjöld was killed. He was awarded a posthumous Nobel Peace 
Prize later that year for his efforts “to bring peace and goodwill among nations and people.” 

 
Dag Hammarskjöld was, as evident in his statements and actions, an exceptional man, but 

what makes him even more fascinating is that he at his death left behind his very personal diary 
entries from most of his life, which gives us a glimpse of his inside. These entries have the form 
of short text passages, aphorisms, and haiku poems which express his innermost uncensored 
thoughts, reflections, doubts, and sometimes even despair. The entries are in chronological order 
with the specified year, sometimes even dates. The notes were found in his apartment after his 
death with the following instructions to the cabinet secretary, Leif Belfrage. 

 
Dear Leif, 
Perhaps you may remember I once told you that, in spite of everything, I kept a diary which 
I wanted you to take charge of someday. 
Here it is. 
It was begun without a thought of anybody else reading it. But, what with my later history 
and all that has been said and written about me, the situation has changed. These entries 
provide the only “profile” that can be drawn. That is why, during recent years, I have 
reckoned with the possibility of publication, though I have continued to write for myself, 
not for the public. 
If you find them worth publishing, you may have my permission to do so—as a sort of 
white book concerning my negotiations with myself—and with God. 
Dag 
 
The notes were published posthumously in unedited form under the title “Markings” 

(Hammarskjöld, 1964), which has become a classic and rests on many UN officials’ bookshelves. 
This amazing insight into the interior of one of the greatest leaders of all time makes it possible to 
make an analysis from an adult development perspective. Here Dag Hammarskjöld’s meaning-
making, i.e., the assumptions that constitute and thereby determine how he organises reality, will 
be described and analysed with respect to ego development according to Jane Loevinger (Hy & 
Loevinger, 1996) and Robert Kegan (1982; 1994). 

 
The sources of this analysis are his own diary entries of Markings, Mats Svegfors’ biography 

“Dag Hammarskjöld – den förste moderne svensken” (Svegfors, 2005), Kai Falkman’s “To speak 
for the world” (Falkman, 2005) which is a compilation of Dag Hammarskjöld’s speeches as the 
Secretary-General, and Brian Urquhart’s biography “Hammarskjöld” (Urquhart, 1972). 
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The Crisis 
 
The primary source to analyse the meaning-making of Dag Hammarskjöld in the pre-UN part 

of his life comes from Markings. As a person he was often described as a withdrawn and rigid 
person with a high degree of self-discipline and perfectionism. His performances were not 
particularly charismatic, unlike his predecessor, Trygve Lie, and he often read his speeches 
monotonously, straight from the script that he usually wrote himself. In Markings he is, however, 
completely honest and reveals an existential depth and sometimes even darkness, despite all 
external success. 

 
These wretched attempts to make an experience apprehensible (for my sake? For others?)–
the tasks of the morrow–Y’s friendship or X’s appreciation of what I have done: paper 
screens which I place between myself and the void to prevent my gaze from losing itself in 
the infinity of time and space. 
Small paper screens. Blown to shreds by the first puff of wind, catching fire from the tiniest 
spark. Lovingly looked after– but frequently changed. 
This dizziness in the face of les espaces infinis–only overcome if we dare to gaze into them 
without any protection. And accept them as the reality before which we must justify our 
existence. For this is the truth we must reach to live, that everything is and we just in it. 
(Hammarskjöld, 1964, pp. 40-41) 
 
A recurring theme in the pre-UN time is the existential and spiritual quest inward and the 

loneliness that follows. Although Dag Hammarskjöld was always a believing Christian, God 
appears only sporadically in the first part. 

 
The longest journey 
Is the journey inwards. 
Of him who has chosen his destiny, 
Who has started upon his quest 
For the source of his being 
(Is there a source?). 
He is still you, 
But without relation, 
Isolated in your feeling 
Like one condemned to death 
Or one whom imminent farewell 
Prematurely dedicates 
To the loneliness which is the final lot of all. 
 
Between you and him is distance, 
Uncertainty– 
Care. 
 
He will see you withdrawing, 
Further and further, 
Hear your voices fading, 
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Fainter and fainter. 
(Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 48) 

 
This is very typical for a person at the individualist stage, seeing through the shallowness of 

existence and following his own path and looking inward. The political neutrality when he 
entered the Tage Erlander government in 1950 was also a hallmark of an individualist: he wanted 
to remain outside the group and the Social Democratic Party, viewed himself primarily as a 
servant of the people which was also difficult enough to want to have this formalized before the 
king. 

 
Mats Svegfors called the notes from 1950-1952 (Hammarskjöld, 1964, pp. 28-73) the “the 

crisis years” (Svegfors, 2005, p. 97) and it seems here as if Dag Hammarskjöld penetrates deeper 
and deeper into the darkness whereas a question or theme emerges, the quest for meaning or 
purpose in life.  

 
Give me something to die for –! 
 

 The walls stand  
 Speechless and cold, the banners 
 Faffle in the wind. (Hölderlin) 
 

What makes loneliness an anguish 
Is not that I have no one to share my burden, 
But this: 
I have only my own burden to bear. (Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 71) 
 
Pray that your loneliness may spur you into finding something to live for, great enough to 
die for. (Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 72) 
 
What I ask for is absurd: for life to have a meaning. 
 What I strive for is impossible: that my life shall acquire a meaning. 
 I dare not believe, I do not see how I shall ever be able to believe: that I am not alone. 
(Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 72) 
 
Is the bleakness of this world of mine a reflection of my poverty or my honesty, a symptom 
of weakness or of strength, an indication that I have strayed from my path, or that I am 
following it? – Will despair provide the answer? (Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 72) 
 
The loneliness is striking, but that is not the biggest source of his despair and existential angst. 

He seeks not primarily someone who can share his burden, but rather, he seeks someone else’s 
burden that he can carry, something he could die for. He wants to serve but has no clear image of 
what to serve. Here is the downside of the individualist stage, it has made its way out of the 
immediate struggle for survival, from authority, ideologies and -isms and there is no longer any 
great cause that one is prepared to die for. But the disadvantage is precisely that, if there is 
nothing worth dying for, there is really nothing to live for. There is the fundamental cause of Dag 
Hammarskjöld’s existential crisis, and the downside of the meaning-making of the individualist 
stage. 
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In this mode, one could guess that an offer of a position as Secretary-General showed up and 
changed everything, but that was not how it came down. In an existential search such as this it is 
easy to search for an external challenge, and that the right cause to die for appears out in the 
world. But what marks a further shift from the individualistic stage is in fact something that 
happens on the inside, although in some other cases it may be triggered by external events. This 
shift can be noted in the first quotation from 1953, that Svegfors (2005, p. 110) calls the 
“dramatic turnaround.” 

 
– Night is drawing nigh – 
For all that has been – Thanks! 
To all that shall be – Yes!  
(Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 74) 

 
What is important to keep in mind here is that this and the next notes that have a different, 

lighter tone than previous written before Dag Hammarskjöld is considered for the Secretary-
General position. Svegfors writes: 

 
His crisis was conditioned by a kind of career futility. He had become everything he could 
reasonably be in the Swedish civil service. But it gave him no answer to the question of the 
meaning of his life. He turned inward and away from the big stage of public life and he 
found the answer. But once this had happened there occurred an entirely improbable 
peripeteia in his life. He was summoned to the office as Secretary-General of the United 
Nations. (Svegfors, 2005, p. 130) 
 

The Spirituality 
 
After the turning point in Dag Hammarskjöld’s life, his meaning-making can best be described 

by addressing the different domains of his life, or psyche, one at a time. And it seems most 
appropriate to start with the spiritual side. Even if Dag Hammarskjöld was a believing Christian, 
it appears in his notes as if God did not join him at his trip downwards. But the first note after the 
turning point, i.e., the second entry in 1953, reads as follows: 

 
It did come – the day when grief became small. For what had befallen me and seemed so 
hard to bear became insignificant in the light of the demands which God was now making. 
But how difficult it is to feel that this was also, and for that very reason, the day when the 
Joy became great. (Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 75) 
 
Here it appears as if God is back in the picture, partly in the description of the psychological 

burdens as something that had meaning, in that it was subordinated to something that was greater, 
the requirements God placed. But how did God come into the picture of Dag Hammarskjöld? The 
next note is the book’s shortest but probably the most succinct: 

 
Not I, but God in me. (Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 75) 
 
God was not with him on the journey down, but awaited him at the bottom. Believers and non-

believers make meaning at different stages. And after submitting the most fundamental piece of 
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the puzzle, the keystone, pieces fall into place and Dag Hammarskjöld makes the transition from 
the individualist stage to the autonomous stage of ego development, or meaning-making. His 
faith in God is usually described as very complicated; you could say that it is a post-conventional 
type of Christian mysticism. A few years later he quotes Rumi, a classic Persian mystic from the 
1200s. 

 
The lovers of God have no religion but God alone. (Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 86) 
 
This is post-conventional in the sense that they both seek a direct personal relationship with 

God instead of going through a religious community or congregation, and also to seek God 
within himself, which many mainstream believers would regard as direct blasphemy or hubris. 
Mystics are often in conflict with the more traditional supporters, and especially by the respective 
fundamentalists, regardless of religion. They often find greater fellowship and inspiration from 
mystics of other religions than from the conventional elements of their own: “A theme of many 
critics was that Hammarskjöld would have identified with Christ, not just trying to work in his 
imitation. Dag Hammarskjöld would have suffered an unprecedented hubris” (Svegfors, 2005, p. 
146). 

 
One can understand that Dag Hammarskjöld was not completely open about his faith during 

his lifetime. And many post-conventional leaders can get into trouble being completely 
transparent about their beliefs, because they can be easily attacked by the mainstream. 

 
I am the vessel. The draught is God’s. And God is the thirsty one. (Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 
76) 
 
The first thing is to empty the vessel from all psychological material, stripped and 

deconstructed of the personality of an individualist. Then you can fill it, the integration of an 
autonomous ego. Looking back at his journey, Dag Hammarskjöld expresses it in the following 
manner in a radio performance from 1954, entitled “Old beliefs in a new world” (Falkman, 2005, 
pp. 57-58) 

 
The world in which I grew up was dominated by principles and ideals of a time far from 
ours and, as it may seem, far removed from the problems facing a man of the twentieth 
century. However, my way has not meant a departure from those ideals. On the contrary, I 
have been led to an understanding of their validity also for our world today. Thus, a never 
abandoned effort frankly and squarely to build up a personal belief in the light of 
experience and honest thinking has led me in a circle; I now recognize and endorse, 
unreservedly, those very beliefs which were once handed down to me. 
 
From generations of soldiers and government officials on my father’s side I inherited a 
belief that no life was more satisfactory than one of selfless service to your country – or 
humanity. This service required a sacrifice of all personal interests, but likewise the 
courage to stand up unflinchingly for your convictions. 
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From scholars and clergymen on my mother’s side I inherited a belief that, in the very 
radical sense of the Gospels, all men were equals as children of God, and should be met 
and treated by us as our masters in God. 
 
Faith is a state of the mind and the soul. In this sense we can understand the words of the 
Spanish mystic, St. John of the Cross; “Faith is the union of God with the soul.” The 
language of religion is a set of formulas which register a basic spiritual experience. It must 
not be regarded as describing, in terms to be defined by philosophy, the reality which is 
accessible to our senses and which we can analyse with the tools of logic. I was late in 
understanding what this meant. When I finally reached that point, the beliefs in which I was 
once brought up and which, in fact, had given my life direction even while my intellect still 
challenged their validity, were recognized by me as mine in their own right and by my free 
choice. I feel that I can endorse those convictions without any compromise with the 
demands of that intellectual honesty which is the very key to maturity of mind. 
 
At the autonomous stage the cognitive capacity is available to distinguish between different 

internal domains such as spiritual experiences with its descriptions and the philosophical 
description of the mind’s experience of reality, which we may describe as phenomenology and 
empiricism. A critical and honest intellect is an asset as long as it knows its limitations. 

 
The Ethics 

 
Another example of the cognitive capacity at the autonomous stage is the ability to 

distinguish, separate, and even combine, ethics with aesthetics. And it is the ethics that get the 
most room in Dag Hammarskjöld’s life and as he describes his ethics in terms of meaningfulness 
in a new way: 

 
You will know Life and be acknowledged by it according to your degree of transparency, 
your capacity, that is, to vanish as an end, and remain purely as a means. (Hammarskjöld, 
1964, p. 134) 
 
Meaningfulness is thus to put self-interest entirely aside and see oneself solely as a means to 

something greater. If this goal is truly greater than oneself, then one’s own suffering will be easy 
to endure. Meaningfulness is thus self-chosen self-sacrifice for a greater cause. But what is 
greater? What is to be accomplished, he himself is the means but what is the goal? 

 
The goal is usually not about to foist on others his own God or his own doctrine since  
autonomous persons have great respect for others’ autonomy, hence the name of the stage. We 
can find some answers in one of his speeches in which he articulates what is worth dying for. The 
following speech was made for the UN correspondents’ luncheon for the Secretary-General April 
9, 1958, which begins with a poem: 

 
 The past is always with us and to the coming 

days we are those who carry the past centuries 
and also our own few days. 

 (Gunnar Mascoll Silverstolpe, 1893-1942) 



Stålne: The Meaning-making of Dag Hammarskjöld 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    October 2011    Vol. 7, No. 2 

143

This poem is written by a close friend of mine who is now dead. I think that is really the 
way we must look at all our various efforts in the realm of international peace, of the 
movement towards a world of order and justice. 
 
We have back of us the responsibility created by, in fact, centuries of development. We 
have in front of us millennia. And in between those centuries and those millennia there are 
a few years which we might measure in days and weeks and years and five-year terms of 
office of the Secretary-General, if I look at it from my angle, and those days are really 
nothing in comparison to what is back of us, and what is in front of us. But they get their 
sense from what is back of us, and they get their sense in what they mean for the future; 
that is to say, what we can hand over after our time of work is not just what we have 
managed to add to the heritage, it is the whole heritage with the little we have managed to 
add. 
 
It is a confession to a kind of conservatism, a confession to a belief in the continuity of 
human history, of the history of society, of the history of human endeavour in a sound 
direction. I cannot belong to or join those who believe in our movement towards 
catastrophe. I believe in growth, a growth to which we have a responsibility to add our few 
fractions of an inch. 
 
It is not the facile faith of generations before us, who thought that everything was arranged 
for the best in the best of worlds or that physical and psychological development 
necessarily worked out towards something they called progress. It is in a sense a much 
harder belief – the belief and the faith that the future will be all right because there will 
always be enough people to fight for a decent future. 
 
I do not think that there is anything automatic with progress. I do not think that there is 
anything we get for nothing in success. But I do believe firmly that here in this room, 
around this Organization, in this city, in this country, in this world, there are enough people 
who are solidly engaged in this fight and who are strong enough and dedicated enough to 
guarantee its success. It is in a sense a switch from the atmosphere of pre-1914 to what I 
believe is the atmosphere of our generation in this time – a switch from the, so to say, 
mechanical optimism of previous generations to what I might call the fighting optimism of 
this present generation. We have learned it the hard way, and we will certainly have to 
learn it again and again and again… (Falkman, 2006, pp. 52-54 
 
From this talk, we learn that the highest good that Dag Hammarskjöld is prepared to die for is 

the development of humanity in a healthy direction of peace and order, and it is up to us to take 
responsibility for ensuring that things are moving in the right direction. We also get an idea of the 
time span he takes into consideration, many generations back and forth. And we add as our small 
contribution the little time we have at our disposal. 

 
When Dag Hammarskjöld was appointed Secretary-General he began to manage what he was 
supposed to do, namely to bring order to the United Nations and he did it from the inside out. 
First order within himself, then order in the Secretariat before UN and himself could act with 
power on the world stage. But it was not only the organizational structures he changed. With 
speeches such as the one above, he created a culture where the international service was in the 
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centre, a culture that still lives and breathes in the United Nations organization and its officers, 
regardless of its current leadership. 

 
Another aspect of personal development is the ability to take responsibility, first for oneself, then 
for one’s group or nation and eventually the whole world: egocentric, ethnocentric and finally 
world-centric. One’s identification and care can extend and embrace more and more without any 
contradiction or conflict between the different levels since you yourself are part of the group or 
nation, which in turn is part of the whole of humanity, something Dag Hammarskjöld describes 
when he expresses the international service (“service” of course comes from “to serve”): 

 
The question is not either the nation or the world. It is, rather, how to serve the world by 
service to our nation, and how to serve the nation by service to the world. (Falkman, 2005, 
p. 138) 
 
It is thus possible to serve for the UN while in the same time serving his country, a dialectical 

argument. What is good for the United Nations is good for all constituent countries and all 
individuals. Similarly, he recognizes that the UN’s most fundamental problem is that the 
organization has no formal power, none of the more influential member nations wanted to 
voluntarily relinquish power and would prefer a UN that isn’t too inconvenient. For them it is 
either our best or the UN’s top. His words from 1957 are relevant today: 

 
The United Nations finds itself in a difficult stage of its development. It is still too weak to 
provide the security desired by all, while being strong enough and alive enough effectively 
to point out the direction in which the solution must be sought. In its present phase the 
Organization may look to many like a preacher who cannot impose the law he states or 
realize the gospel he interprets. 
 
It is easy to say that it is pointless to state the law if it cannot be enforced. However, to do 
so is to forget that if the law is the inescapable law of the future, it would be treason to the 
future not to state the law simply because of the difficulties of the present. Indeed, how 
could it ever become a living reality if those who are responsible for its development were 
to succumb to the immediate difficulties arising when it is still a revolutionary element of 
the life of society? (Falkman, 2005, pp. 69-70) 
 
Although the UN has no formal powers, it can still exert influence by providing a global moral 

compass and point the way toward the future, a future that it is in everyone’s interest to reach. 
And with Dag Hammarskjöld at the helm there is no doubt about the direction. Today you would 
say that the UN has a major influence in the form of the strong brand that Dag Hammarskjöld 
helped to build and that Ban Ki-moon now is draining (Ekdal and Ahlenius, 2011), even though 
the entire blame of course cannot be laid on him. 

 
The Intellect 

 
Dag Hammarskjöld was brought up in Sweden’s intellectual elite. He received his Ph.D. at age 

28, quickly made a career as an officer and became known for his intellectual sharpness. He was 
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elected to the Swedish Academy, spoke fluent English, French, and German, and was at the time 
of his death engaged in the translation of Martin Buber’s “Ich und Du.”  

 
The human progress that he builds his ethics on is described in terms of an institutional 

evolution in a speech at the University of Chicago 1960.  
 
Men organize themselves into families. The families join together in villages or tribes. The 
tribes and the villages fuse into peoples, and one day, out of the self-consciousness of a 
people, there develops a feeling of difference and separateness, the positive expression of 
which is a feeling of nationhood. The nation organizes its life within a set of constitutional 
rules, evolving in practice or crystallized as law. Under the constitution the people develop 
national organs with different functions and a division of responsibilities representing a 
balance of power. Through those organs laws are given, setting the pattern for the lives and 
activities of the individuals and the groups which constitute the nation. (Falkman, 2005, pp. 
158-159) 
 
Here, Dag Hammarskjöld demonstrates an evolutionary view of law, institutions and, although 

expressed vaguely, consciousness. 
 
I believe it is useful, in the discussion of the development of human society, be it national 
or international, to keep in mind this sociological perspective taken over from theories of 
biological evolution. (Falkman, 2005, p. 160) 
 
The fact that he employs the evolutionary theory from biology on sociology is a sign of a very 

high cognitive capacity and complex thinking. Coordinating evolutionary patterns in diverse 
disciplines is at least metasystematic according to hierarchical complexity theory (Commons, 
2008; Commons, Miller, Goodheart, Danaher-Gilpin, 2005; Commons & Goodheart, 2008). Had 
adult development theories been available to him at that time he would certainly had been able to 
weave them into the analysis. 

 
The Aesthetics 

 
Another reason for Dag Hammarskjöld’s described loneliness was that he never lived in any 

partner relationship, he remained single throughout his whole life. He had, however, a deep 
friendship with the British artist Barbara Hepworth, which began when he took a liking to her 
artwork single form of sandalwood (Fröhlich, 2001). 
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Barbara Hepworth, Single Form.  © Bowness, Hepworth Estate.  

Reproduced with permission. 
 
She offered it to him as a gift and he kept it in his office and wrote about the artwork in 

Markings: 
 
SINGLE FORM 
The breaking wave, 
And the muscle as it contracts 
Obey the same law. 
 
An austere line 
Gathers the body’s play of strength 
In a bold balance. 
 
Shall my soul meet 
This curve, as a bend in the road 
On her way to form?  
(Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 148) 
 
After this meeting followed a long correspondence that lasted until his death. It was not just 
the ethics, the international service, that defined Dag Hammarskjöld; aesthetics were also a 
central aspect. Also this is a dialectical approach, not to be swayed by just one or the other 
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but to see how the two are mutually supportive as evidenced in a speech at the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York: 
 
In modern international politics – aiming toward that world of order which now more than ever 
seems to be the only alternative to disruption and disaster – we have to approach our task in the 
spirit which animates the modern artist. We have to tackle our problems without the armour of 
inherited convictions or set formulas, but only with our bare hands and all the honesty we can 
muster. And we have to do so with an unbreakable will to master the inert matter of patterns 
created by history and sociological conditions. (Fröhlich, 2001, pp. 18-19) 
 
Here, he draws parallels between the ethics of politics and the aesthetics of the artist. In both 

cases it can be described as man moving from chaos to creation order, in the form of an artwork 
or a calmer and more peaceful world. In Markings, he draws on a parallel between the artwork 
and the artist: 

 
A poem is like a deed in that it is to be judged as a manifestation of the personality of its 
maker. This in no way ignores the beauty as measured by aesthetic standards of perfection, 
but also considers its authenticity as measured by its congruence with an inner life. 
(Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 109) 
 
All are thus interconnected, what you do in the world, whether it is about creating a work of 

art or an act as an international service, is a manifestation of who you are inside you. And in the 
correspondence and relationship with Barbara Hepworth, one can say that Dag Hammarskjöld 
became whole on many levels. From Kaj Falkman’s introduction to “To speak for the world”: 

 
The correspondence shows that the Barbara Hepworth broke through Dag Hammarskjöld’s 
emotional isolation. Thereby she integrated him also emotionally with the unity with the 
universe that he intellectually and morally had already incorporated into his personality. 
Hammarskjöld’s first impression of the “Single Form,” he writes in the above mentioned 
letter in October 1960 “is not only one of great beauty but also by a heightened sense of 
drama in the ongoing struggle between subhuman chaos and human creation order.” 
(Falkman, 2005, p. 49) 
 

The Synthesis – The Big Three 
 
In this evolutionary context a triad of values that are sometimes referred to is “the big three”, a 

division of the three spheres of ethics, aesthetics and science, or “beauty,” “goodness” and 
”truth“, as Plato called them (Wilber, 1995). The three are kept separate where no one may be 
subordinated to anyone else. And if one would summarize Dag Hammarskjöld’s personality one 
could say that it comprises of an integration of these big three: scientific clarity and intellect, 
along with a sense of aesthetics and an ethics, which means a total dedication to international 
service. A psychology where three such systems or value spheres can live side by side would, 
according to Robert Kegan’s Subject-object theory, can be described as trans-system, i.e., 5th 
order consciousness, which corresponds to the autonomous stage according to Jane Loevinger’s 
ego development theory (Kegan, 1982). 
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Dag Hammarskjöld can be said to be ahead of his time, but even today it is not easy to find 
leaders with similar characteristics – although we now have the tools to evaluate stages of 
meaning-making or ego development. It is not possible to write a management book filled with 
tips and checklists on how to acquire these properties. Nor can it be taught in a workshop. 

 
The last word goes to Dag Hammarskjöld, who nevertheless makes an attempt to describe how 

to cultivate what he means by a spiritual maturity and leadership that has made such an 
impression on the world. 

 
Respect for the word is the first commandment in the discipline by which a man can be 
educated to maturity – intellectual, emotional, and moral. 
 
Respect for the word – to employ it with scrupulous care and an incorruptible heartfelt love 
of truth – is essential if there is to be any growth in a society or in the human race. 
 
To misuse the word is to show contempt for man. It undermines the bridges and poisons the 
wells. It causes Man to regress down the long path of his evolution. 
 
But I say unto you, that every idle word that men speak… (Hammarskjöld, 1964, p. 94) 
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Learning From the Unfathomable: 
An Analysis of Anders Behring Breivik 

 
Pelle Billing1 and Kristian Stålne2 

 
Abstract: The Norwegian mass murderer Anders Behring Breivik and his manifesto are 
analyzed from different perspectives by employing various models from the field of adult 
development psychology; we analyze Breivik and the movement he claims to represent 
with respect to hierarchical complexity, ego development theory according to Jane 
Loevinger and Robert Kegan, and value systems according to Clare W Graves. The 
specific values of the Scandinavian culture in which Breivik was raised – and that he 
wanted to attack – are also analyzed in order to understand this terrible deed. We conclude 
that Breivik can be regarded as a complex thinker who is also fairly mature from an ego 
development perspective, and his terrorist act can be seen as traditional values attacking 
the postmodern values that dominate in Scandinavia. With regard to motive we argue that 
his attack was fueled by a fragile gender identity due to paternal abandonment issues and 
a less than male friendly culture. This fragile gender identity then latched onto double 
standards in the intersection of gender politics and multiculturalism. We also argue that 
while the deed itself was hideous and repulsive, these double standards need to be 
exposed and addressed. 

 
Keywords: Anders Behring Breivik, ego development theory, gender identity, gender 
politics, model of hierarchical complexity, multiculturalism, Spiral Dynamics. 

 
Introduction 

 
On July 22nd 2011, Norway and perhaps also Europe witnessed its worst terrorist attack in 

modern times, when Anders Behring Breivik detonated a homemade bomb next to a government 
building in central Oslo, and then continued directly to the island of Utöya to open fire at a youth 
camp. The bomb in central Oslo resulted in eight casualties and the ensuing mass shooting killed 
69 persons, mostly teenagers. As it turns out, the gathering on the island was the summer camp of 
the Workers’ Youth League – a social democratic group for young people. (Wikipedia, 2011) 
                                                 
1 Pelle Billing is an M.D. with a background in psychiatry. He is currently breaking new ground in gender 
politics through his blog, lectures, and a number of TV appearances. He presented the paper Letting Go of 
Feminism – The Case for Integral Gender Studies at the Integral Theory Conference 2010. Pelle is on the 
advisory board of peer reviewed journal New Male Studies, and previously served on the Editorial Board 
of Men's News Daily. He has played a key role in introducing and spreading integral ideas in Sweden. 
pelle@pellebilling.com; blogs: pellebilling.com and pellebilling.se. 
2 Kristian Stålne has a Ph.D. in Structural Mechanics and a M.Sc. in Engineering Physics. He conducts 
research in the fields of adult development psychology, structural mechanics and engineering acoustics 
and the combination of them. He is a founding member of the European Society for Research in Adult 
Development, ESRAD, the organizer of its first meeting and part of the Swedish network for adult 
development. Kristian runs the blog fication.se that introduces adult development theories in Swedish to a 
broader audience.  
kristian.stalne@construction.lth.se   
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Just before the terrorist attack, Breivik published a 1500-page manifesto on the web (Breivik, 
2011) where he gave his reasons for the actions as well as his view on the world and on himself. 
Consequently, he can be regarded as not only one of the worst but also the best-documented, 
mass murderer ever. This readily available material gives us an opportunity to draw some 
conclusions about what happened, why it happened, and if it may happen again. We also consider 
it essential to look at the material from a developmental perspective. 

 
Some pundits may argue that Breivik is either mentally disturbed or just plain evil, and that 

trying to understand him or trying to find a logic in his actions is somehow the same as excusing 
him. This is not the case. We fully condemn the attacks – and have been profoundly affected by 
them as human beings and Scandinavians – but analyzing and understanding them is a must, if 
we are to learn from them. 

 
In this paper we analyze the Breivik attack from different angles. First, we take a look at the 

manifesto and the core message he wants to transmit to the world, as well as the movement and 
ideology he regards as his affiliation. This ideological cluster is analyzed with respect to value 
system according to the work of Clare W Graves, and its relationship to the Scandinavian culture 
is determined. Then we take a look at Breivik himself and evaluate his mental abilities from a 
developmental perspective with respect to ego development theory according to Robert Kegan, 
and with respect to cognitive capability according to the model of hierarchical complexity. 
Finally, we take a look at Breivik’s life and experiences in order to find some answers to what 
made him a mass murderer. We argue that a perfect storm of personal traumas and cultural 
double standards greatly contributed to the terrorist act. 

 
Important to note is that this horrible tragedy has already been the source of several political 

and psychological analyses. The analysis performed here is by no means complete and to some 
extent speculative, but it adds a developmental perspective – as well as a plausible explanation 
with regard to deep motive – which we haven’t come across thus far. 

 
Values of the Political Movement Described in the Manifesto 

 
The most common interpretation of the attack and the message in the manifesto is that it is an 

attack from the extreme right; namely, “cultural conservatism.” Although this is not an incorrect 
way of putting it, there is a lack of depth in such an interpretation. In order to analyze the 
message and values of the manifesto with respect to the vertical dimension, the Spiral Dynamics 
model for value systems (based on the work of Clare W. Graves) is employed (Beck and Cowan, 
2006). 

 
According to Graves, values typically occur in systems called value memes, which are 

coherent sets or clusters of values. These values are a consequence of the person’s worldview and 
a response to the perceived problems. Graves identified eight different value systems that 
describe how humans as well as cultures evolve. In most western cultures, such as the 
Scandinavian, it is sufficient to describe three value systems and the colors used to symbolize 
them, in order to capture the majority of influence: 
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Traditional values, or TruthForce (Blue): Traditional values are characterised by conformity, 
conservatism, often with Christian and nationalistic views. There is a clear view of truth – 
normally dictated by an authority, sometimes fundamentalist – which gives a clear sense of 
purpose in life. There is an emphasis on clear borders between different cultures and between the 
two genders. 

 
Modern values, or StriveDrive (Orange): Modern values arose in Europe in tandem with the 

scientific and industrial revolution. They emphasize a scientific view of the world that argues for 
the rational individual. The modern value system is typically positive towards the future and 
acknowledges the value of scientific progress and economic growth. 

 
Postmodern values, or HumanBond (Green): As a reaction to the modern values there was a 

breakthrough of postmodern values in the 1960s with the environmental movement, the peace 
movement, feminism, the human rights movement, and multiculturalism. Although they may not 
be as coherent as the previous value systems, postmodern values are said to emphasize human 
relations and tolerance for different cultures, races, and sexual orientations. 

 
Although in a minority worldwide, the postmodern values can be said to be the dominant and 

agenda-setting value system in the political and media spheres of Scandinavia. However, in the 
Scandinavian middle class the picture is more muddled, with modern values likely in majority. 
Some would also argue that there are significant pockets of traditional values in the middle class, 
in contrast to the lip service being paid to postmodern values. 

 
The core message in Breivik’s manifesto – what he refers to as “cultural conservatism” – is 

equivalent to traditional values, emphasizing nationalism, safety, and a return to the gender roles 
of the 1950s when, according to Breivik, “...most men treated women like ladies, and most ladies 
devoted their time and effort to making good homes, rearing their children well and helping their 
communities through volunteer work.” (p. 12) According to him and the movement he is part of, 
these values are crucial as a counter force to the (also traditionalist) Islamic jihad movement that 
in their view is threatening to invade Europe. 

 
Breivik’s manifesto mainly attacks what he refers to as “cultural Marxism” or “political 

correctness” that is a very close approximation of the postmodern value system. These entities 
emphasize values such as tolerance, diversity, multiculturalism, feminism, and deconstruction of 
the traditional Christian values, as he describes in a quote in the next section. The manifesto, as 
well as his own terrorist attack, can therefore be seen as the traditional value system attacking the 
postmodern value system (or in Breivik’s mind, defending itself from the postmodern value 
system). In other words, we are talking about a “Blue” attack on “Green.” 

 
The explanation given for the attack on the postmodern value system is that it is said to 

weaken Europe with its deconstruction of the European Christian identity and its emphasis on 
multiculturalism and feminism, as opposed to nationalism and patriarchy. In Breivik’s view, the 
cultural Marxism of Eastern Europe has successfully infiltrated and weakened the Western 
European identity. He fails to understand that those values of tolerance and multiculturalism 
actually evolved out of the traditional and modern values present in his own country. 
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The targets were selected to strike at the core of what Breivik considers to be the “cultural 
Marxist” movement while simultaneously maximizing terror and media attention; therefore he 
chose to strike at a government building (of the reigning Social Democrats) and a youth camp of 
Social Democrats and Democratic Socialists. However, the question of how a person with 
traditional values was capable of planning and performing this cruel and cold-blooded deed still 
remains. We now turn to Breivik himself in order to evaluate his cognitive capacities. 

 
Breivik’s Cognitive Abilities 

 
Can Breivik be regarded as an intelligent individual or is his deed simply a random attack of 

insanity? We can attempt to answer this question by looking at excerpts from Breivik’s manifesto 
and evaluating the stage of performance in hierarchical complexity terms according to the model 
of hierarchical complexity (Commons, 2008; Commons & Ross, 2008) and its hierarchical 
complexity scoring system (Commons, Miller, Goodheart, & Danaher-Gilpin, 2005). Such a 
process gives us a good approximation of Breivik’s cognitive performance.  

 
The stage of complexity is a product of the structure of what is being written, not the actual 

content. In other words, a person may be fully capable of quite complex reasoning even if the 
content is deeply problematic or even repulsive. While impossible to analyze all 1500 pages of 
the Breivik manifesto – a text that was largely cut and pasted from the Internet and written by 
Breivik’s idol Fjordman – it is quite possible to find passages representative of Breivik’s own 
writing. Here he dialogues with himself: 

 
Q: Some will claim that you are Christian fanatics, just as hateful and intolerant 
as Al Qaeda. How would you react to accusations like that? 
A: The PCCTS, Knights Templar is a European indigenous rights movement and a 
Crusader movement (anti-Jihad movement), a part of the pan-European and national 
resistance movement. In a way it is a conservative revolutionary movement. 
By propagating and defending Christendom we simply mean that we want to halt the 
cultural Marxist/multiculturalist attacks and systematic deconstruction on our Christian 
cultures and the Church itself and to reverse the de-Christianisation of Europe. The biggest 
threat to Europe is the cultural Marxist/multiculturalist political doctrine of 
”extreme egalitarian emotionalism”. This type of political stance involves destroying 
Christendom, the Church, our European cultures and identities and opening up our 
borders to Islamic colonisation. The Islamisation of Europe is merely a “secondary 
infection.” Western Europe has grown weak and decadent and will be completely 
annihilated culturally unless we succeed to implement a second European renaissance 
and reverse the damage done. (pp. 1352-1353) 
 
This is a typical example from the text where Breivik explains his ideological affiliation and 

mission. He contrasts what he calls the Marxist/multiculturalist ideology with his own 
conservative revolutionary movement. By contrasting and comparing the ideologies, which are 
richly elaborated throughout the more than 1500 pages, his writings demonstrate a 
metasystematic view on what he describes as the two ideologies. This estimation is further 
reinforced by the following quote, which gives an accurate description of the characteristics of an 
ideology, although he fails to recognize that he promotes one himself: 
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One of conservatism’s most important insights is that all ideologies are wrong. Ideology 
takes an intellectual system, a product of one or more philosophers, and says, “This system 
must be true.” Inevitably, reality ends up contradicting the system, usually on a growing 
number of points. But the ideology, by its nature, cannot adjust to reality; to do so would be 
to abandon the system. (p. 11) 
 
One could, however, argue that the words are still not entirely his own. Large parts of the text 

come from other sources that he has been either influenced by or simply copied and pasted into 
the document. One such source is Breivik’s own source of inspiration, the Norwegian blogger 
Fjordman. But understanding Fjordman’s arguments on ideology and explaining them correctly 
corresponds to a level of support of -1 (Commons & Goodheart, 2008), meaning that Breivik’s 
cognitive capacity in terms of hierarchical complexity can be estimated to be at least at the 
systematic stage in this domain, i.e., one stage lower than metasystematic, which still is probably 
higher than the average Scandinavian. 

 
Ego Development 

 
The rich personal material available allows us to analyze Breivik from an ego development 

perspective. To perform this analysis the ego development theory according to Robert Kegan’s 
subject-object theory (Kegan, 1982, 1994) is employed. From Kegan’s theory we can draw some 
conclusions about his ego development based on his ability to control his thoughts and behavior 
and evaluate what Breivik has as an object vis-a-vis what he is embedded in and takes for 
granted. 

 
In his diary, (Breivik, 2011, pp. 1414-1472) Breivik describes an episode where he thinks that 

the police have discovered the barn where he keeps his explosives and equipment. Initially he 
panics, and begins to fantasize about a SWAT team that awaits him and hidden monitoring 
devices in his house. He searches the barn and the house, finds nothing and draws the following 
conclusion. 

 
Paranoia can be a good thing, or it can be a curse. The barn door had probably been opened 
by the wind. I decided then and there that I would not allow paranoia to get the best of me 
again. If they were to come for me one day, there was really nothing I could do about it, so 
it would not be constructive to worry about it. (p. 1457) 
 
This is a typical example where Breivik reasons around his own psychological reaction and 

takes responsibility for it. He can also make the connection between the external event and his 
inner reaction. He is able to learn a lesson from what happened and aims to control his reactions 
better in the future. The "paranoia" is handled as an abstract variable that is useful as a servant, 
but not as one’s master. Thus, a fairly high degree of self-control is exhibited. 

 
Breivik is devoted to the ideology he has chosen for himself, so devoted that he appears to 

treat it as a life purpose. However, he cannot relate to his ideology or examine it critically; he is 
completely embedded in it and has his ideology as a subject. In terms of Kegan’s subject-object 
theory this corresponds to the self-authoring mind or 4th order of consciousness.  
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When considering how long he planned his project – nine years – while always acting 
rationally so as not to reveal himself or his plan, the case for him being at least a self-authoring is 
strengthened. This is likely also higher than the average Scandinavian. However, higher than self-
authoring mind he is not, since he cannot relate to or critically examine his own ideology, which 
he is embedded in and even willing to die for. A characteristic of the next ego development stage, 
self-transforming or 5th order of consciousness, is that the person no longer identifies with a 
single ideology and has the capacity to take as object and critically examine different ideologies. 

 
Finally, we can note that Breivik was capable of consciously regulating his inner states in 

order to achieve his goals. His cold-bloodedness at Utöya was exceptional, where he gunned 
down 69 mostly young people after dressing up as a police officer – even calling out to them 
offering his “help” in the ongoing chaos and fear. By his own account he ingested high dosages 
of synthetic male steroid hormones, as well as an “ECA stack” containing the stimulant 
ephedrine, which can be viewed as a direct strategy to suppress fear and fuel aggression, enabling 
him to carry out the hideous deed without second thoughts about killing as many people as 
possible (Gysin & Greenhill, 2011). 

 
Breivik’s Motivation and His Relationship to the Values of the 
Scandinavian Culture 

 
One remaining question is where Breivik got his motivation to act out in the horrifying and 

bizarre way that he did. One piece of the puzzle is without doubt his Spiral Dynamics “Blue” 
values. It is normal to expect him to stand up for his values, and living in a postmodern “Green” 
society, the drive to defend his values will be even stronger. 

 
However, this explanation taken on its own is insufficient. The “Blue” value system will 

defend its values quite strongly, especially since being proud of your values is built into this very 
value system. But rarely will a person with these values go to the extreme measures that Breivik 
did, and it is more than unfair to hold the value system itself responsible. 

 
A starting point for understanding Breivik’s motivation is his relationship, or the absence of a 

relationship, with his father. At age one, his parents divorced. After a custody battle that the 
mother won, Breivik’s father stayed abroad while his mother settled down in Oslo. Not only did 
his father maintain physical distance from his son, but he seems to have been actively 
disinterested in him. In an exclusive interview with Swedish newspaper Expressen, the father 
Jens Breivik says (Kvarnkullen, 2011): “We haven’t been in touch for 16 years, since 1995. He 
was very difficult. He wanted to go his own way and he hasn’t had a need to be in contact with 
me.” The father not only abandons his son, but blames his son for his own inability to connect 
and stay in touch. It’s probably safe to say that this created a huge sense of loss within Breivik, 
and a set of abandonment issues that do not easily heal. 

 
We know from various research reports that an absent father increases the risk of criminal 

behavior in children and young adults, especially for boys (Flouri & Buchanan, 2002a: Harris et 
al, 1998). Research also indicates that a father’s engagement decreases the risk for behavioral 
problems in children (Aldous & Mulligan, 2002). Finally, father involvement has been shown to 
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increase life satisfaction in boys, and buffer the effect of bullying (Flouri & Buchanan, 2002b) – 
something that Breivik likely experienced in school (Carbone, 2011). 

 
Taken on its own, a boy growing up without his father is a significant risk factor for criminal 

and psychiatric problems. However, Breivik was not only abandoned by his father, he was also 
faced with surroundings that were far from male positive. The Norwegian culture was, and is, 
deeply affected by feminism, and even Breivik’s mother was a moderate feminist, according to 
his manifesto.  

 
Feminism or being a feminist needn’t be anti-male, but the large scale Scandinavian 

experiments of integrating feminism in various aspects of politics and the media have shown that 
when implemented as the sole model of gender issues, feminist ideas lead to negativity towards 
men, masculinity, and manhood. It’s important to point out though, that Scandinavian feminism 
has been implemented with the explicit approval of male leaders – and with significant resistance 
from many women – so the Scandinavian feminist project should not be viewed as a female 
project nor “blamed on women.” 

 
All in all, the young boy was faced with an environment that made it difficult to establish a 

healthy male identity. This is not to say that a healthy male identity is a single object nor that it is 
a static entity that does not change over time and between cultures. We would do well to not 
reproduce the extreme polarization of the sexes that at times has been present in human history. 

 
However, there are real differences in men’s and women’s neurohormonal biology that give 

rise to different impulses, choices, and interests in each sex (Lippa 2010; Sapienza et al, 2009; 
Schmitt et al, 2008.). Normally, male environments with a male value sphere are where boys 
learn how to harness those impulses in a healthy way, by cooperating with other men and 
watching how they handle themselves in various situations. With an absent father in a male-
negative culture, accessing any type of male value sphere can be hard. 

 
So what happens to a boy who is denied a connection to a father, and then grows up in a 

culture that denies the very existence of positive male qualities? How can he connect to his own 
maleness? How can he make the passage from boy to man? 

 
This part of our paper is the most speculative, but a qualified assumption would be that 

Breivik not only felt abandoned by his father, but also by his whole country, a country that would 
not affirm or encourage his male identity. People may have different opinions on the necessity of 
a specific male value sphere to foster a healthy version of masculinity, but would anyone reading 
this wish to deny boys a sense of ownership of, and pride in, the biological sex they were born 
with? We imagine this is what happened to Breivik.  

 
This is what Breivik (2011) himself has to say about his upbringing: “I do not approve of the 

super-liberal, matriarchal upbringing as it completely lacked discipline and has contributed to 
feminising me to a certain degree” (p. 1387). When this abandoned boy with a fragile gender 
identity then proceeds to start school, he encounters boys with an immigrant background. These 
boys seem to have none of the issues that he experiences in his own life, and seem quite stable 
and thriving in their male identity. 
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This is what Breivik himself writes in his manifesto, on the topic of immigrant boys and their 
male identity (Breivik reduces immigrants to “muslims,” which obviously is wrong): 

 
Muslim girls were off limits to everyone, even the Muslim boys. The only available 
“commodity” at this point was therefore ethnic Norwegian girls, referred to as “whores.” 
Due to the tolerance indoctrinated through Norwegian upbringing – girls aren’t brought up 
to be sceptics, racists or anti-immigrant, just like most boys. They are all brought up to be 
very tolerant. As a result, many ethnic Norwegian girls, especially in Muslim dominated 
areas, despise ethnic Norwegian boys because they consider them as weak and inferior with 
lack of pride, seeing as they are systematically “subdued” by the “superior Muslim boys.” 
Ironically, Muslim boys are raised to view Norwegian girls as inferior “whores.” Their only 
purpose is to bring pleasure until the Muslim guys are around 20-25 when they will find a 
pure, “superior” Muslim girl, a virgin. At this point, the ethnic Norwegian “whores” is 
discarded, and most of the girls go back to their old “tribe.” They are welcomed back in the 
name of tolerance. (2011, pp. 1376-1377) 
 
Breivik may be disturbed, and his writings twisted and exaggerated, but his basic 

observational and analytical faculties are quite intact. He notes that immigrant boys sometimes 
end up high in the male status hierarchy, since they are more often in touch with their own 
vitality and self confidence. Norwegian boys have instead faced pressure to hide displays of 
anger or vitality, as this is seen as oppressive when coming from a male. 

 
As Breivik points out (in his own harsh way), it is true that some immigrant men view 

Scandinavian women as commodities – women that are fine to have sex with, but who are 
unworthy of being a man’s wife. It is also true that some immigrant women who live in 
Scandinavia do not have the same rights and freedoms as ethnically Scandinavian women. 
Formally they do, but in practice they are subdued and controlled by their parents. A survey 
commissioned by the Stockholm Municipality, and carried out by Stockholm University, found 
that 23 percent of 15 year old women were expected to be virgins until their wedding – in survey 
group where 40 percent were immigrants (Schlytter et al, 2008). 

 
You would think that Scandinavia with its strong feminist values would have an easy time 

addressing these issues. After all, women’s rights have been at the top of the political agenda for 
a couple of decades. In reality though, politicians have done little to address these societal issues 
– leaving young immigrant women to lead a quiet life of oppression. 

 
The main reason for this is multicultural values, which seem to take precedence over feminist 

values when there is a conflict. A cynical, but not entirely incorrect way to summarize how 
feminism and multiculturalism get along, would be like this: If a Scandinavian man does only 40 
percent of the housework, then he’s patriarchal and backwards striving. But if an immigrant man 
restricts the everyday freedom of his wife and daughters then that has to be respected as part of 
multiculturalism. 

 
The intersection of feminism and multiculturalism has produced some spectacular double 

standards. These contradictions were fodder for Breivik’s mind, a mind that was already hurting 
down to its core after the abandonment of his father – while simultaneously being a mind that had 
extensive cognitive capacities. Instead of turning towards his own wounds, he projected his hurt, 
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his abandonment, and his hatred toward the undeniable double standards of postmodern 
Scandinavia – double standards that his mind was more than capable to identify and analyze. 

 
He may have been driven by deeply unhealthy impulses, and he may have had a tendency to 

project and externalize that which could only be resolved within himself. But a few of his 
observations highlight real issues, once you subtract his islamophobia and his disturbed solution 
to the perceived problem. 

 
The real danger here is not that we forget to condemn Breivik, or that we forget to maintain 

our open societies. All of that is already happening in Norway and Sweden. The real danger is 
that we forget to learn from this incident. The real danger is that we do not listen to what this hurt 
little boy with impressive adult cognitive capacities had to tell us. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Looking at the clash of the two value systems, the traditional and the postmodern, we note that 

potential conflicts between these two are likely to escalate, unless some kind of healthy 
reintegration is found. A typical “Green” view of the post-Breivik landscape would be to stand 
fast in the conviction that postmodern values are the most correct and that they eventually will 
triumph over traditional values. This is, however, as all familiar with developmental theories 
know, a false assumption. According to Graves and the Spiral Dynamics theory, for a certain 
value meme to exist, all previous value memes have to be present by necessity as well. If 
postmodern values are to exist there will always have to be traditional values present in the 
culture. 

 
Scandinavian politics and media have more or less been shunning traditional values, bypassing 

them for the benefit of implementing tolerance and openness. While noble in intent, this is not a 
functional way to run a country – nor what Graves would call a “healthy spiral.” Elements of 
healthy traditional values need to be reintegrated in Scandinavian politics and media; in fact, we 
believe this to be a prerequisite to taking the jump into Yellow values, the stage after Green, 
which can be viewed as a synthesis of all the previous value systems. Basic “Blue” values 
provide the structure and security needed for tolerance and openness to thrive, and can help us 
strike a balance between welcoming immigrants to our countries – while also making sure we 
decide on yearly quotas that the country is able to successfully handle and integrate. 

 
Outside of the extreme example that is Breivik, traditional and nationalistic values have 

become more prominent in the last few years. All Scandinavian countries now have a political 
party with these values, and they are gaining momentum. Faced with these emerging impulses, 
postmodern politicians and journalists need to realize that within the “traditional crowd,” there 
will be individuals such as Breivik’s idol Fjordman, with access to systematic and 
metasystematic stages of reasoning. The “Green” establishment therefore needs to sharpen its 
debate skills to hold its own in future political discussions. As much as a portion of constructive 
traditional values need to be reintegrated in Scandinavia, it would be a disaster if they were to 
become politically dominant in the current fragile economic climate. 
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Turning to the attacks themselves, a relevant question is: could they have been prevented? 
Were there any warning signs that the Norwegian authorities should have been aware of? In our 
opinion, no. Breivik is a complex thinker who is rational and mature in terms of ego development 
and most importantly, he worked completely alone and didn’t share his plans with anyone. He 
was very elaborate in holding up a facade to his friends and family and he was careful not to 
leave any trace of his activities. Therefore we would also say that Breivik is extremely rare with 
his combination of intelligence, cold rationality, and “bottled up” aggression. 

 
However, when it comes to the absence of male value spheres and male role models in his life, 

he is far from unique in our societies. In order to prevent even one new Breivik from appearing, 
Scandinavian men need to step up and reclaim a space for healthy male expressions, both in their 
families and in the culture as a whole. Even though parts of the Scandinavian culture can and 
probably will resist this, men simply cannot sit and wait for permission to do so. We need to 
show our boys a path towards mature manhood, while fostering and cultivating healthy male 
expressions in ourselves. 

 
Women and men can also work side by side to change the dysfunctional parts of our gender 

politics. Working with women’s issues has been tremendously important for the past few 
decades, and will continue to be important in some ways. On the other hand, important men’s 
issues need to be integrated in the gender politics, to get a more balanced view of gender equality. 
Hopefully, such a process can lead to a lessening of the cultural misandry (contempt for men) that 
exists in media and politics – just like we have been successful in removing misogynistic 
expressions in media and politics. 

 
Finally, the horrible insight that we have gained from this analysis is that Scandinavia 

produced Breivik. As important as it is to talk about facing violence with more love and more 
openness, we will at some point have to address the fact that we produced him, we put together 
the environment that bred his hatred. If we do not, we will fail to learn from this tragedy, and the 
next incident might be even worse than the one we have just experienced. 
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The Tyranny of AQAL1 
Reflections on the JFKU Integral Theory Conference, 

July 20102 
 

Hugh & Kaye Martin3 

 

When you play the game of Scrabble, do you notice how play sometimes gets scrunched down 
into one small corner of the gameboard?  People keep coming up with ingenious new words, but 
they are confined to a shrinking and increasingly congested space. That’s the way we often felt 
about the July 2010 Integral Conference at JFK University. Stimulating and often brilliant, but 
generally limited to one small (but highly important) section of the Integral gameboard. 

At a conference with so many enticing speakers, we like to browse. To get the lay of the land, 
we circulated among three or four presentations during each workshop session, gleaning the 
essence of the speaker’s presentation. Then we supplemented those initial impressions by reading 
the appropriate papers, and later listened to the recordings of each speaker who seemed to have 
something especially valuable to say. In the course of those three days, we surveyed some 
remarkable presentations by Kegan, Smith, Cook-Greuter, Forman, Esbjorn-Hargens, Visser, 
Combs, Marquis, Hubbard, Ganti, Parlee, Roy, Whetton, Golin, Fuhs, Zeitler, Ingersoll, 
Meyerhoff, Reams, Gafni, Hamilton, Schlitz, Fischler, Laske, Smith, Walsh, Anderson, Ross, 
O’Fallon, Patten, Winton, and Stein, among others. In almost every case, the underlying subject 
was AQAL, and the underlying assumption was that some version of AQAL was representative 
of or virtually equivalent to Integral. In other words, the primary or exclusive subjects of inquiry 
in most of these presentations were the parameters of quadrants and levels – with lines, states, 
self, and/or types occasionally thrown in for good measure. 

 
                                                 
1 AQAL is a “tyranny” in the metaphorical sense. That is, the AQAL paradigm is becoming so 
unnecessarily narrow and restrictive that it inhibits inquiry into a broader range of integral distinctives and 
alternative models. “Tyranny” is used here, not in the polemical sense, but as a quasi-technical term that 
describes the fourth stage of the four-generation cycle of cultural development, as outlined by Strauss and 
Howe. (See the section The Evolution of Integral later in this article.) 
2 This article is not a “report” on the conference per se. Rather, the conference is used to provide a context 
of common experience that readers who were conference attendees can use to assess the validity of our 
contentions. 
3 Hugh & Kaye Martin have contributed six book-length studies on their ADAPT Model to Integral 
World.net – several of which frequently rank among the Top 50 in IW’s readership rankings. Hugh & 
Kaye are best qualified as integral practitioners and theorists because they have led integral lives. Both 
have richly diverse backgrounds in a multitude of fields: personal transformation, natural medicine & 
health, artistic & creative expression, teaching & education, societal change, natural & cultural 
environments, advanced academics, and marriage & family. Hugh received his degrees at Swarthmore, 
Penn, and UC Berkeley. Kaye received her degrees and certifications from Cal State Fullerton and 
Bauman College.  
MartinHughCo@gmail.com 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Martin: The Tyranny of AQAL 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    October 2011    Vol. 7, No. 2 

162

Wilber’s Full Range of Parameters 
 
We found ourselves asking throughout these presentations such questions as, All well and 

good, but what about Wilber’s other parameters? What about all the factors of human 
development4 delineated in Integral Psychology and other seminal works that constitute Wilber’s 
extended Integral Operating System (or IOS)?5  

Yes, quadrants, levels, lines, and states are extremely important, but what about other Wilber 
concepts relating to the dimensions of the growth process?  What about the great nest, map, 
wave, trait, transformation, ladder, correlative structure, chakra, spiral, realm, plane, sphere, 
physio-biosphere/ noosphere/ theosphere, terrestrial realm, plane of existence, celestial plane, 
stream, height & depth, U-shaped pattern, pathology, and pre/trans fallacy?   

Yes, self and types are important, but what about other Wilber concepts pertaining to the 
participants in the growth process?  What about proximate & distal self, self-system, archeology 
of self, ego, bodyself, felt body, culture, role, voice, gender type, agency vs. communion, eros vs. 
agape, Enneagram, subpersonality, shadow self, functional invariant, I-I self, true Self, and soul?   

What about Wilber concepts that are aspects of the processes by which growth takes place?  
What about fulcrum, embedding, metabolism, horizontal translation, vertical transformation, 
actualizing the great nest, uncovering, methodology, modules of Integral Life Practice (ILP), 
treatment, therapy, evolution & involution, transcend & include, sociocultural evolution, and 
waking up? 

What about Wilber concepts that are features of the guidance and orchestration of the growth 
process?  What about navigation, integration, spirit-in-action, Integral Institute, full-spectrum 
therapist, witness, seer, pure consciousness, and spirit? 

We grant that at least some additional topics beyond the AQAL matrix were covered in the 
conference. However, we would contend that the preponderance of talks accepted the AQAL 
model as the central organizing principle of integral theory (‘forms the basis for much of our 
shared vocabulary,’ in the words of one commentator) -- and that in fact many presentations 
treated AQAL as the very definition of Integral itself. 

Ken Wilber is one of the great generalists of our time. He may not get all the particulars right, 
but he is terrific at sketching out all the elements worthy of consideration. Wilber’s Integral 
                                                 
4 Yes, integral theory is more than human development. But not a whole lot more. Human development is 
a very comprehensive field that subsumes many other more specialized fields – such as parenting, 
teaching, counseling, therapy, organizational consulting, academic research on human development, and 
the orchestration of one’s own personal growth and self-improvement. From a wider perspective, human 
development encompasses all areas of human endeavor where people grow and evolve – fields as diverse 
as psychology and education, history and economics, science and technology, art and music, literature and 
film, ecology and metaphysics, ethics and social activism, health and sexuality, religion and pop culture. 
The great majority of conference presentations applied Integral to one or more of these topics. 
Thus, human development in some form was by far the most commonly-addressed topic of the 
conference. But more generally, human development is in our estimation the most fruitful field for 
Integral investigation. Human growth is the developmental system we know most about. Therefore, it 
yields the most detailed set of parameters upon which to base any Integral model that aims to be 
comprehensive. 
5 Wilber’s IOS is described in the next section, If Not AQAL, What? 
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Psychology is perhaps the most structurally-sophisticated of his works. Despite its apparent 
simplicity, this remarkable book goes furthest in delineating all the factors that constitute a 
complete theory of human development. If we ignore or underestimate a significant portion of 
those factors, we run the risk of overlooking some of Wilber’s main contributions to human 
thought. Moreover, if we fail to incorporate that broader range of factors into a comparably broad 
system, we are contravening the central principle of Integral – i.e. that all the factors we are 
considering are ‘integrated’ into a single, comprehensive model. 

 
If Not AQAL, What? 

 
At this point, a question naturally arises in the reader’s mind: “If not AQAL, what?”  If AQAL 

is not to be the central organizing principle of Integral Theory, what can we offer to replace it? 

We ourselves began asking that question about seven years ago. After careful study of Integral 
Psychology and other important works by Wilber and other Integral thinkers, we began to 
recognize the limitations of AQAL. It became clear that AQAL was only one important aspect of 
Wilber’s own extended model of human development – what we call his Integral Operating 
System (or, IOS).6  At the same time, we became increasingly aware that the AQAL mindset is 
extremely pervasive in the Integral community. Then, very gradually, in the course of publishing 
a series of six book-length studies on IntegralWorld.net, the outlines of a revised and expanded 
model7 began to take shape. That model incorporates all the parameters that Wilber explored in 
Integral Psychology, adds a few more to fill in the gaps, and organizes all those parameters into a 
simple but comprehensive system called ADAPT – All Dimensions, All Participants, All 
Processes, Together.8 

Thus, to continue the Scrabble metaphor, AQAL is just one important corner of a much 
broader Integral gameboard. Wilber’s expanded IOS enumerates many of the other important 
squares on the gameboard. The ADAPT model endeavors to show how all those squares can be 
arranged into a cohesive gameboard pattern. 

Any new system, especially one that challenges a model as beloved as AQAL, inevitably 
encounters much resistance. Here are some representative objections, critiques, and suggestions 
we received9 regarding our own system, along with our rejoinders. Any other alternative model 
would receive similar comments. 

                                                 
6 Wilber’s audio series from Sounds True is entitled the Integral Operating System. There he discusses 
AQAL principles as applied to real life. We are using the term ‘Integral Operating System’ here in a much 
broader context. 
7 We do not consider ADAPT an ‘alternative model’ or ‘competing model,’ because it is derived from 
Wilber’s own model and consists primarily of Wilber’s own parameters. That is why we call ADAPT the 
‘next generation’ of AQAL. 
8 For details, see our conference presentation, AQAL, the Next Generation, or the more extended version 
on IntegralWorld.net. We refer to our studies, not as a form of self-promotion, but to show that it is indeed 
possible to devise a viable Integral model that is far more comprehensive and far more ‘integrated’ than 
AQAL. 
9 From over a dozen conference speakers and many attendees, not verbatim. 
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 Too big a playing field. “That’s just too big a playing field for integral theory to absorb 
right now.”  Our response: You don’t have to play on the bigger field until you need it. In 
the meantime, just acknowledge it’s there. 

 Too AQAL-phobic. “Your approach is too AQAL-phobic. You attack or denigrate a line 
of inquiry that has proven immensely fruitful.”  Our response: On the contrary, we consider 
AQAL a magnificent contribution to human thought. Now we can use that great example to 
become even more comprehensive. 

 Too Wilber-centric. “This approach is too Wilber-centric. Concentrating on Wilber is 
passé.”  Our response: Any good theory builds on the best work that’s gone before. The 
colossal contribution of Ken Wilber is a place all of us have to start. In the words of the 
“great one,” before we can “transcend” Wilber, we must “include” him. 

 Too complicated. “Your new theory is complicated and hard to follow.”  Our response: 
Every new theory seems complicated at first, because it is unfamiliar. However, the basic 
model of ADAPT is simplicity itself: Life is a journey by sea, or “human odyssey;” that 
journey has a map, a set of voyagers, a ship, and a navigator/captain. The complexity 
comes only as we drill down into the nested holons beneath the main concept to explore the 
details. 

 Requires too much retooling. “Your approach would require too much reconfiguring and 
retooling.”  Our response: You have the option of retooling, but you don’t have to. If you 
concentrate on AQAL, just recognize that you’re specializing in one very important niche. 

 Broader than Human Development. “Integral theory is broader than human development 
alone.”  Our response: see footnote 4. 

 Different objectives. “Your aims and objectives are much different from ours.”  Our 
response: Very true. Integral theory as an academic discipline often seeks to identify the 
fundamental structures of reality. Integral theory from our perspective seeks to identify the 
structures, sequences, and systems that make human life significant and rewarding. (See 
footnote 4.) 

 Not rigorous. “This approach is not meta-theoretically rigorous enough.”  Our response: 
Like any social science, a full-bodied integral theory will always be half-science, half-art. 
The rigor of meta-theory is extremely important. But that level of rigor can sometimes 
inhibit the flashes of brilliant intuition that brought us “integral” in the first place. 

 Not academic. “Your model is not framed in language and argumentation that is 
sufficiently academic.”  Our response: Wilber himself was often judged not sufficiently 
academic by many speakers and panelists at his own conference!  What chance have we 
got? 

The foregoing objections may all have some validity. However, the central issue remains: 
Integral theory is concentrating its attention almost exclusively on one small corner of a much 
broader field of inquiry. By limiting itself to a few major concepts, integral becomes not a 
“Theory of Everything,” but a “Theory of a Few Very Important Things.”  By failing to show 
how the full range of concepts fit together, it ceases to be “integral” at all. 

We are not claiming that our ADAPT Model is the answer. Any valid revision of Wilber’s 
AQAL and IOS will ultimately require the collaborative efforts of many authorities on the 
Integral worldview. However, we are confident that we have struck upon some key points of 
discussion that must be addressed before integral theory can evolve to its own next level. 
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The Evolution of Integral 
 
According to Strauss & Howe (Generations, 1991, and sequels), cultures may evolve over 

decades of time through a mechanism they call the generation cycle. A generation is the 
biological period of life, normally about 20-25 years, between the time one is born and the time 
one first procreates. According to the authors, dynamic cultures repeatedly pass through a 
generation cycle consisting of four characteristic generations.  

1. Prophetic generation: Conceives a new cultural vision and a new impetus for change;  
2. Reactive generation: Reacts against or detaches from the dominance of the prophetics;  
3. Civic generation: Fills out and implements the vision of the prophetics;  
4. Bureaucratic generation: Institutionalizes and standardizes what once was the prophetic 

vision.  
 
After the four generations are complete, the cycle repeats all over again – but at a higher level 

of development, and with a new prophetic vision.10 The transition from old to new vision is 
sometimes an arduous and painful one. Adherents to the old system experience its departure as 
the death of an old and dear friend. The original prophetic vision that began as a force for 
expansion and liberation can become in its later stages an entrenched “tyranny” that must be 
resolved before the next vision can be embraced. 

Integral theory is itself a culture that is progressing through a generation cycle – in this case 
telescoped into 40-50 years, instead of the normal 80-100. In this schema, Wilber is of course the 
prophetic; incisive critics and skeptics like Visser and Meyerhoff are the reactives; brilliant 
actualizers like Cook-Greuter, many other speakers at the conference (as well as the JFK 
Conference itself) are the civics; and the bureaucratics are the natural tendency in all of us to 
cling to familiar, established truths.  

We by no means presume to see ourselves as the next prophetics. However, we may be among 
the first to see the glimmering outlines of a new vision. We hope through our work to stimulate 
broader discussion on a topic of central importance – the very structure and scope of the field of 
integral theory itself.  

 

                                                 
10 Editors’ note: For additional discussion of these generations, see Ken White’s Politics in a new key: 
Breaking the cycle of U.S. politics with a generational/developmental approach in Integral Review’s 
special issue on politics, at  http://integral-
review.org/documents/White,%20Politics%20in%20a%20New%20Key%20Vol.%206%20No.%201.pdf] 
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What are basic assumptions, and which effects do they 
have in our time? On "paradigms" and "paradigm 

change" in the contemporary political and social  
domain, and the consequences. A conversation with 

Roland Benedikter, Stanford University. 
 

Was sind, und wie wirken Grundüberzeugungen in 
unserer Zeit? Über „Paradigmen“ und 

„Paradigmenveränderungen“ in der heutigen 
politischen und sozialen Sphäre – und die Folgen. Ein 

Gespräch mit Roland Benedikter, Stanford 
Universität1 

 
This talk clarifies what is meant by the pervasive but seldom-precise use of the term 

"paradigm change." While it appears that this term is often (unwillingly) misused particularly by 
integral and progressive intellectuals and civil society groups as an instrument of predicting 
future cultural change, it is argued that it should rather be used as a tool of analysis of the past 
and the present of basic cultural and scientific convictions that dominate their times. In fact, a 
"paradigm" is defined as a collective bias (or, to use a more technical explanation, a 
"knowledge-constituting collective prejudice") on certain issues. It defines the validity of what is 
meant to be true, and what to be false, and what can be accepted as valid, and what not, in a 
given society at a given time for a given period. A "paradigm" is always functioning (a) as a 
"constitutive paradox" because its claim is to define what is true and what not, but at the same 
time it is continuously replaced by new paradigms that coin different definitions - thus 
contradicting the very essence of "paradigm" as such; and (b) by incubation periods, i.e., by 

                                                 
1 Die Fragen stellte Thomas Stöckli MA, Direktor des Instituts für praxisorientierte Forschung Solothurn, 
Schweiz. 
Roland Benedikter, Prof. Dott. Dr. Dr. Dr., ist seit September 2009 Europäischer Stiftungsprofessor für 
Soziologie an der Universität von Kalifornien in Santa Barbara und Visiting Scholar 2009-13 am Europa 
Zentrum der Stanford Universität, USA. Mitarbeiter an Ernst Ulrich von Weizsäcker‘s Bericht an den 
Club of Rome 2003: Grenzen der Privatisierung - alle drei Fassungen: englisch 2005, deutsch 2006, 
chinesisch 2007 -, Autor und Herausgeber von 14 Büchern, Autor von mehr als 100 Einzelpublikationen 
in Fachzeitschriften des europäischen und anglo-amerikanischen Raums. Autorisierte Internetseiten: 
http://europe.stanford.edu/people/rolandbenedikter/ und  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roland_Benedikter.  
rben@stanford.edu oder r.benedikter@orfaleacenter.ucsb.edu. 
 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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phases where different claims on what is valid coexist or even form hybrids among them. In the 
end, "paradigms" are something irrational and in most cases un- or half-conscious cultural 
formations; but they seem to exist in every period of cultural development. This talk explains the 
mechanisms of how dominating cultural biases become "paradigms" in order to rule temporarily 
over the academic and political correctness of their times; and how and to which extent the one-
sided "paradigm fetishism" of the epoch of "postmodernity" is currently coming at its end, with 
new, more integrative and integral blueprints arising that are in their majority trying to balance 
the prevailing "paradigmatic" nominalism with new, empirical forms of neo-essentialism and 
neo-substantialism. Specifically, integral approaches try to create a paradigm for our time that 
connects deconstructivism and substantialism (realism). 

 
Frage:   Beobachter, Kommentatoren, Wissenschaftler und Medien sprechen heute immer 

öfters von einem Paradigmenwandel: in der Politik, der politischen Kultur, der 
zugrundliegenden sozialen Sphäre. Von einem solchen Paradigmenwandel ist für die 
Gesellschaften Europas die Rede, aber auch im Hinblick auf das Verhältnis zwischen 
Europa und den USA seit dem Amtsantritt von Barack Obama im Januar 2009.  Das Wort 
„Paradigmenwandel“ wird dabei sowohl sehr allgemein wie auch betreffend ganz 
konkrete Einzelfragen gebraucht, wobei der Zusammenhang zwischen großen, mittleren 
und kleinen Dimensionen nicht immer ganz durchsichtig ist. Der „Paradigmenwandel“ 
wird ausserdem auch ganz unterschiedlich terminisiert; manche setzen ihn (oder 
Teilaspekte) mit den Terroranschlägen des 11. September, manche mit den Reformen der 
Schröder-Ära, andere wiederum mit der Finanz- und Wirtschaftskrise 2007-10 an.  

 
Benedikter: Ja. Wir haben gegenwärtig sowohl eine synchrone Schichtung des Begriffs wie eine 

diachrone Streuung. Sehr allgemein wird das Wort gebraucht für aktuelle 
Systemveränderungen 1. in der Wirtschaft nach der Finanzkrise 2007-10, wo manche das 
Ende des bisherigen Leitparadigmas, des Neoliberalismus gekommen sehen; 2. im 
Bereich der Politik, wo mit der Entstehung einer multipolaren Welt der „wettstreitenden 
Modernitätskonzepte“ („competing modernities“) und dem Auftreten neuer Weltmächte 
wie China und Indien das Ende der von den USA ausgerufenen „Neuen Weltordnung“ 
naht; 3. im Bereich der Kultur, wo mit dem Auftreten neuer Idealismen und 
Essentialismen das bisherige Leitparadigma des Westens, die „Postmoderne“ an ein Ende 
zu kommen scheint; und 4. im Bereich der Religion, wo Bewegungen in Richtung mehr 
Demokratie, aber auch innere Richtungskämpfe in praktisch allen Weltreligionen, die bis 
an Spaltungstendenzen reichen (zum Beispiel in der anglikanischen Kirche, aber auch in 
Teilen des Islam) und bisherige Paradigmenformationen preiszugeben scheinen. 
Detailliert für unterschiedlichste Einzelfragen gebraucht wird der Begriff zum Beispiel für 
den „Paradigmenwechsel“ der internationalen Diplomatie nach Wikileaks; für 
Großbritannien nach der Machtübernahme der Tories von David Cameron; für den 
Bewußtseinswandel in Umweltfragen der USA nach dem Ölleck im Golf von Mexiko; für 
das angeblich schleichende Ende der europäischen Sozialstaaten; für die globale 
„Renaissance der Religionen“, seit einigen Jahren auch in Europa; aber auch für Obamas 
globalpolitische Orientierungsänderung, nämlich sein Umsteuern  des US-Schiffes vom 
Atlantik in den Pazifik. Der Begriff wird also sowohl für ökonomische, politische, 
kulturelle und religiöse Veränderungen benutzt, wobei der Zusammenhang nicht immer 
klar wird: Handelt es sich um eine große, zusammenhängende und in ihren 
Einzelaspekten (wenn auch komplex) vernetzte Systemveränderung, oder sprechen wir 
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von relativ unabhängigen Entwicklungen auf verschiedenen Gebieten, die 
unterschiedliche Geschwindigkeiten, „Tiefen“ und Wirkungen aufweisen? 

 
Frage:  In der Tat: Meist bleibt die Rede vom „Paradigmenwandel“ anregend, insgesamt aber 

eher diffus.  Klären wir also zunächst das Grundsätzliche. Was versteht man eigentlich 
unter „Paradigma“? Und was wäre also ein "Paradigmenwandel"? 

 
Benedikter: Ein Paradigma ist ein erkenntnisleitendes Vorurteil einer bestimmten Zeit, das die 

Kraft hat, gesellschaftliche Klassen und Gruppen auf gemeinsame minimale 
Grundüberzeugungen hin auszurichten, sowie grundlegende Diskurs-und Ordnungs-
Sphären wie Wirtschaft, Politik, Kultur, Wissenschaft und Religion einer bestimmten 
Gesellschaft zu einem bestimmten Zeitpunkt auf kleinstem gemeinsamem Nenner in ihrer 
Grundausrichtung und in wichtigen Aspekten ihres Basiskonsensus zu vereinigen. Ein 
„Paradigma“ ist also in gewisser Weise der Zeitgeist in der Gestalt eines meist nicht 
formalisierten oder institutionalisierten, sondern "schweigenden" Konsenses, der darüber 
befindet, was als politisch, sozial, kulturell oder wissenschaftlich korrekt gilt. Weil dieser 
Konsens schweigend ist, ist ein „Paradigma“ etwas Kulturelles. Es ist ein Aspekt der 
Kulturdimension, das alle anderen Dimensionen wie Wirtschaft, Politik und Religion in 
sich aufnimmt, sich aus ihnen ergibt, und umgekehrt sie alle dann rückwirkend 
beeinflusst. Wenn man heute von einer Paradigmenveränderung spricht, dann meint man 
damit, dass sich das zuletzt verbindliche erkenntnisleitende Vorurteil in der Kultur ändert 
- so wie es sich in den europäischen und westlichen Kulturen ja mittlerweile alle paar 
Jahre ändert. Insofern ist ein Paradigmenwandel nichts Einmaliges oder 
Aussergewöhnliches, sondern im Gegenteil etwas, das immer wieder und auch immer 
häufiger vorkommt.  

 
Frage:  Inwiefern? 

 
Benedikter: In den Sozialwissenschaften herrscht heute weitgehend Übereinstimmung darüber, 

daß die Zeit zwischen Paradigmenänderungen immer kürzer wird, weil sich - nicht zuletzt 
durch den wachsenden Einfluss von Wissenschaft und Technik - das Innovationstempo 
von Kultur und Gesellschaft ständig erhöht. Damit verkürzt sich die Geltungsdauer von 
allgemein kulturprägenden Grundüberzeugungen. Der Schweizer Wissenschaftsphilosoph 
Hermann Lübbe hat dafür einmal den (zugegebenermassen nicht sehr schönen) Ausdruck 
der "Gegenwartsschrumpfung" geprägt. Auf diese antworten die „postmodernen“ 
europäischen und anglo-amerikanischen Gesellschaften mit einer "zivilisatorischen 
Selbsthistorisierung" - das heisst mit dem musealen Festhalten und Erforschen von, aber 
auch mit dem (nicht selten ironischen) Spielen mit vergangenen "Paradigmen" oder 
allgemeingültigen erkenntnisleitenden Vorurteilen, das heisst mit Kultur- und 
Geltungsmodellen, die in ihnen früher einmal das Zentrum des Selbstverständnisses 
bildeten.  

 
Frage:   Das Interesse an einer solchen „zivilisatorischen Selbsthistorisierung“ ist in den 

vergangenen Jahren geradezu explodiert - man denke nur an den 
kulturwissenschaftlichen Trend, die 1970er, 1980er oder 1990er Jahre Revue passieren 
zu lassen, zum Beispiel in Musik, Mode, Wissenschaftsdebatten, Kunstwerken, Büchern, 
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welche die Unterscheidung zwischen „Dazugehörigen“ und „Aussenseitern“ 
thematisieren.  

 
Benedikter: Ja. Denn die „zivilisatorische Selbsthistorisierung“ hat viele Erkenntnisvorteile. 

Wenn man in die Vergangenheit schaut, dann sieht man relativ leicht, wie künstlich und 
zeitbedingt viele „paradigmatische“ Grundüberzeugungen waren - und demnach auch 
heute sind, jedenfalls aus der Sicht derjenigen, die nach uns kommen werden. Eben solche 
kontextbedingten Grundüberzeugungen aber konstituieren das "erkenntnisleitende 
Vorurteil" ihrer jeweiligen Zeit. Paradigmen sind etwas nicht völlig Rationales, sondern 
leben im Grunde auch viel von Irrationalem, aber es gibt sie zu jeder Zeit. Sie ergeben 
sich aus dem Zusammenwirken der wirtschaftlichen, politischen, kulturellen und 
religiösen Konstellation an einem bestimmten Ort zu einer bestimmten Zeit für eine 
bestimmte Dauer.  

 
Frage:  Als aus der Gesellschaft hervorgehende Grundüberzeugungen prägen sie umgekehrt 

aber auch ihrerseits die Gesellschaft? 
 

Benedikter: Richtig. Paradigmen stehen mit ihrer Zeit immer in einem Wechselverhältnis. Sie 
wirken dabei ähnlich wie Mythen: Sie bestätigen und stabilisieren dasjenige, was ist. 
Paradigmen sind nicht Motoren der Veränderung, sondern Garanten des Gleichbleibens 
der Verhältnisse. Die Verhältnisse ändern sich aber zwangsläufig. Daher müssen 
„Paradigmen“ früher oder später immer neuen, anderen Paradigmen weichen – und seien 
sie auch noch so tief in einer Zeit, einer Kultur oder einer Gesellschaft verankert. Das 
widerspricht eigentlich ihrem Anspruch, das zu definieren, was Geltung beanspruchen 
darf, und das auszuschliessen, was keine Geltung beanspruchen darf. Insofern ist ein 
„Paradigma“ auch immer etwas Paradoxales: Es beansprucht, richtig und falsch zu 
definieren, und wird doch immer wieder von einem neuen „Paradigma“ abgelöst, das 
richtig und falsch (zumindest bezogen auf ihre Gesellschaftsvalenz,  ihren 
Verbindlichkeitsgrad und ihre Praxisanwendung) wieder neu und anders definiert. 

 
Frage:  Was sind die Vor- und Nachteile von „Paradigmen“? Immerhin beruht ja die 

kulturelle Logik der westlichen Gesellschaften auf einer ständigen Abfolge neuer 
Paradigmen, die temporär herrschen und dann wieder verschwinden. In anderen, nicht-
westlichen oder vor-modernen Kulturen wie zum Beispiel in Indien oder bei den 
Aborigines gibt es einen solchen Wandel nicht. 

 
Benedikter: Das ist zumindest dann teilweise richtig, wenn wir das historisch sehen und die 

universale Technologisierung und Verwestlichung der vergangenen 200 Jahre 
ausklammern. Der Vorteil (wenn man dieses Wort hier überhaupt verwenden kann, denn 
es handelt sich um eine Tatsache eher als einen Vorteil) von „Paradigmen“ ist, dass man, 
wenn man sich mit ihnen beschäftigt, die Zeitbedingtheit von kulturellen 
Grundüberzeugungen erkennt, weil diese sich immer wieder wandeln. Der Nachteil ist, 
dass sich der Wahrheits- und Wissenschaftsbegriff, aber auch jede Wertevorstellung in 
Kulturgeschichte aufzulösen droht, wenn man sich einseitig an Paradigmen orientiert. 
Man hat dann früher oder später unweigerlich den Eindruck, dass letztlich nur künstliche, 
zeitbedingte kollektive Vorurteile als „Wahrheit“ gelten, die sich aber immer wieder, und 
in immer kürzeren Abständen, als blosse Vorurteile herausstellen. Gibt es also überhaupt 
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keine „Erkenntnis“ oder gar „Wahrheit“, sondern nur die historische Abfolge von 
kulturellen Sichtweisen? Das kann das Ergebnis sein, und das führt zu einem 
Relativismus und Nihilismus in der Wissenschafts-, Kultur- und 
Gesellschaftsbetrachtung. Das würde ich als Problem ansehen, da es der Existenz eines 
gesunden Wertezentrums in einer Gesellschaft widerspricht. Eine Gesellschaft braucht 
jedoch meiner Meinung nach gewisse Werte, die nicht von vornherein als relativ oder 
zeitbedingt gelten, und auf die sich alle ihre Teilnehmer verlassen können, um stabil und 
fruchtbar zu bestehen. Das ist übrigens auch in der heutigen Kulturanalyse und Soziologie 
vergleichsweise unumstritten. 

 
Frage:  Zum Beispiel? 
Benedikter: Zum Beispiel die Gesellschaftsform der Demokratie: sie braucht die „essentielle 

Überzeugung“ oder den „Werteabsolutismus“, dass Pluralismus, Vielfalt der Meinungen 
und Wettstreit der Ideen besser, produktiver und humaner sind als Hierarchie, 
Meinungsübereinstimmung und Durchsetzung einiger weniger „starker“ Ideen. Wenn 
man aber davon ausgeht, dass diese Werteüberzeugung eigentlich kein wirkliches 
Fundament im Wesen von Gesellschaft und Mensch hat, sondern eigentlich nur ein 
„Paradigma“, das heisst eben: ein zeitbedingtes Vorurteil einer bestimmten Gesellschaft 
zu einer bestimmten Zeit ist, dann hat Demokratie als solche eigentlich kein stabiles 
kulturelles Fundament. Und das kann ein Problem darstellen. 

 
Frage:  Ähnlich ist es wohl mit den Menschenrechten als Teil der weltanschaulichen und 

philosophischen Basis von Demokratie. Die wichtigsten Denker der „Postmoderne“ wie 
Jacques Derrida oder Michel Foucault haben in den 1980er und 1990er Jahren die 
Menschenrechte als rein „westliche Paradigmen“ interpretiert – sehr zur Freude von 
nicht-demokratischen Regimes wie China oder dem Iran. 

 
Benedikter: Richtig. Wer davon ausgeht, dass die Menschenrechte nur eine „kulturelle 

Erfindung“ des Westens darstellen, aber eigentlich kein Fundament in einer „essentiellen“ 
Wirklichkeit haben, weil es eine solche „essentielle“ Wirklichkeit gar nicht gibt, wie die 
„Postmodernen“ behaupteten – und bis heute behaupten -, der hebt die Menschenrechte 
als Grundlage einer vernunftorientieren, humanen Politik eigentlich in ihrem Zentrum auf. 
Denn die Menschenrechte beruhen auf der Annahme, dass jeder Mensch einen 
unverletzlichen, „substantiellen“ Wesenskern besitzt, der seine unantastbare Würde 
jenseits aller Kulturen, Weltanschauungen und Zugehörigkeiten ausmacht. Das heisst, die 
Menschenrechte beruhen auf der Annahme, dass es „essentielle“, zeitüberdauernde und 
universale Dimensionen des Menschseins gibt, die sich der oben beschriebenen 
„Paradigmenlogik“ entziehen. Sie gehen davon aus, dass eben nicht alles nur ein 
Paradigma ist, sondern dass es zumindest in einigen Bereichen „substantielle“ 
Dimensionen der Wirklichkeit gibt. Die „postmodernen“ Denker zwischen 1968 und dem 
11. September 2001 haben aber behauptet, alles bestehe nur aus Paradigmen. Damit haben 
sie die Menschenrechte faktisch ihres Geltungsfundaments beraubt – und in der Tat 
zumindest indirekt anti-individualistischen und anti-pluralistischen Gesellschaften wie 
zum Beispiel dem kommunistischen China in die Hände gearbeitet, das sich ja seit jeher 
notorisch gegen die Idee der Menschenrechte wehrt und diese immer schon als blosse 
westliche Kulturerfindung von nur temporärem Wert abgekanzelt hat.  
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Frage:  Auch das ist paradox. 
 

Benedikter: Ja, weil „postmoderne“ Denker wie Michel Focault, Jean Francois Lyotard oder 
Jacques Derrida, welche ihre Zeit ja akademisch auf beiden Seiten des Atlantik im 
Hinblick auf ihre erkenntnisleitenden kulturellen Vorurteile (das heisst „paradigmatisch“) 
beherrscht haben, sich als liberale Befreier verstanden. Sie waren eigentlich Anarchisten, 
die jeden Geltungsanspruch hinterfragen, wenn nicht gar untergraben wollten, um für die 
„totale“ Befreiung des Individuums zu sorgen. Dazu wollten sie nicht nur das 
„individuelle Allgemeine“ der Menschenrechte abschaffen, sondern auch jede 
„allgemeine“ Existenz von „Substantiellem“ in der Welt überhaupt zum blossen 
„Paradigma“ erklären. Aus heutiger Sicht wird immer klarer, dass dies gerade im 
Hinblick auf die wichtigsten „substantiellen“ Kernideen des Liberalismus selbst ein 
Eigentor war. Ein Großteil der europäischen Human- und Gesellschaftswissenschaften 
ringt aber immer noch mit diesem Paradoxon.  

 
Frage:  Worum geht es, wenn wir diesen Zustand produktiv weiterentwickeln wollen? 

 
Benedikter: Es geht darum, eine Unterscheidung zu treffen, wo „Paradigmen“ tatsächlich wirken 

und wo man also, wenn man mit ihrer Hilfe die Dinge betrachtet, zu sinnvollen und 
zutreffenden Erkenntnissen kommt, und wo sie nicht wirken und man mit ihrem Begriffs- 
und Anschauungsinstrumentarium eher an den Dingen vorbeigeht.  Ich denke, diese 
Unterscheidung ist eine zentrale Voraussetzung, um die heutigen Kultur- und 
Gesellschaftswissenschaften weiterzuentwickeln. Wir brauchen diese Unterscheidung, um 
mehrdimensionaler und komplexitätsfähiger zu denken, das heisst um an die 
vielschichtige Gestalt unserer Zeit heranzukommen.  

 
Frage:  Wie können wir uns diese Unterscheidung vorstellen? 

 
Benedikter: Ungefähr so: Paradigmen gibt es, und sie sind wirksam, auch im eigenen, 

individuellen Bewußtsein desjenigen, der ihnen kritisch gegenübersteht, und in seiner 
Sicht auf die Welt (so auch, wenn ich das jetzt sage, in meinem eigenen Bewußtsein hier 
und jetzt). Aber sie wirken nicht überall, und man kann mit ihnen nicht alles erklären. Wir 
müssen den irrationalen Glauben an die Universalität von Paradigmen, den die 
„Postmoderne“ in den vergangenen 30 Jahren etabliert und zum Maßstab akademischer, 
kultureller und zum Teil auch politischer Korrektheit gemacht hat, neu mit der empirisch 
nüchternen Identifikation von „Essenzen“ verbinden. Das bedeutet: Wir brauchen eine 
neue Verbindung von „Nominalismus“ und „Geistrealismus“ – in rationaler, aufgeklärter 
und wissenschaftsfähiger Weise. Dann kann sich ein „Paradigmen“-Verständnis 
entwickeln, wo man sieht: „Paradigmen“ wirken als Kulturfaktoren im weitesten Sinn, 
das heisst überall dort, wo die Realität vom Zusammenwirken von Menschen abhängt. Sie 
erreichen aber nicht die Ebene der Natur, und auch nicht die Ebene des „Wesens“ des 
Menschen oder der Gesellschaft als solcher. Wenn wir in solcher Blickrichtung uns 
fragen: Wo gehören Paradigmen eigentlich hin, sind wir auf dem richtigen Weg. Man 
wird dann weder leugnen, dass sie größten Einfluss haben (und weiterhin haben werden), 
noch sich dazu hinreissen lassen, sie als allgemeingültig und universal für alle Bereiche 
des Lebens zu erklären.  
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Frage:  Ist das nicht ein wenig wie mit einem verwandten Beispiel, das mir dazu einfällt: Mit 
Goethes „Anschauender Urteilskraft“? Sie wäre wohl das Gegenbeispiel zum 
„postmodernen“ Paradigmenfetischismus – ein Beispiel für die Überziehung von 
Geltungsansprüchen diesmal nicht aus „nominalistischer“, sondern aus 
„geistrealistischer“ Sicht.  

 
Benedikter: Ich stimme dem voll und ganz zu. Manche behaupten, das damit beschriebene 

Methoden-Prinzip einer „nominalistisch-realistischen“ Anschauung der „Idee in der 
Wirklichkeit“ (beziehungsweise in der sinnlichen Wahrnehmung) sei universal, lasse sich 
also sowohl für die Betrachtung der Natur, als auch der Gesellschaft und des Menschen an 
sich anwenden. Ich bin der Meinung, Goethe hat dieses Prinzip nur für die 
Naturbetrachtung postuliert, nicht oder nur sehr eingeschränkt aber für die Gesellschafts- 
und Menschenbetrachtung, weil es dort kontraproduktiv, ja sogar schädlich wirken kann. 
Und vor allem, weil es dort eigentlich nicht hingehört seinem ganzen Grundcharakter 
nach. Weil heute beide Seiten: die nominalistische und die geistrealistische Seite gewisse 
Schwierigkeiten haben, ihre je berechtigten Geltungsansprüche innerhalb vernünftiger 
Grenzen geltend zu machen, ist es wünschenswert für alle, vor allem aber für die 
Entwicklung eines ausbalancierten Gesamt-„Paradigmas“ für unsere Zeit, wenn wir 
versuchen, einen „Meridian“ zu bilden: Ein „mittleres“ Paradigma, in dem sich 
Nominalismus und Geistrealismus wirklichkeitsorientiert verbinden und sich dabei 
gegenseitig, soweit nötig, auch korrigieren.   

 
Frage:   Sie sprechen in Ihren Schriften davon, dass die „Postmoderne“ und damit auch ihr 

„Paradigmenfetischismus“ heute an ein Ende kommen. Inwiefern können wir heute für 
die europäischen und anglo-amerikanischen Gesellschaften von einem 
„Paradigmenwechsel“ sprechen?  

 
Benedikter: Ich würde bewußt nicht von einem „Paradigmenwechsel“, sondern von einem 

„Paradigmenwandel“  sprechen. Paradigmen „wechseln“ nicht abrupt (wie das Wort 
nahelegt), sondern sie wandeln sich langsam und stetig.  Oft überlagern sich Paradigmen 
auch, was dazu führt, dass für einen gewissen Zeitraum mehrere „Paradigmen“ 
gleichzeitig Geltung beanspruchen. Manchmal hat sich die Zeit längst weiterentwickelt, 
und ein Paradigma besteht immer noch hartnäckig weiter. Das heisst: Paradigmen folgen 
oft dem Gesetz der Zeitverschiebung mittels Inkubations- oder Antizipationszeiten: Sie 
kommen meist später als ihre Zeit, oder auch früher. Auch folgen sie dem Prinzip der 
Akkumulation: Sie integrieren so viel wie möglich, und schliessen so wenig wie möglich 
aus, um länger Bestand zu haben und breitere Wirkung zu entfalten. Das trägt dazu bei, 
dass sich Teile oder Aspekte von ihnen verändern, andere aber weiterbestehen. Aus 
diesen Gründen würde ich von „Paradigmenwandel“ sprechen, und nicht von 
„Paradigmenwechsel“.  

 
Frage:  Einverstanden. „Paradigmenwandel“ also. 

 
Benedikter: Mit der „Postmoderne“ kommt heute in Tat nicht nur ein Zeitabschnitt eines 

bestimmten „Paradigmas“, sondern möglicherweise auch der Paradigmenbegriff an sich, 
zumindest in der Totalität, mit der er die „postmoderne“ Epoche zwischen 1968 und 2001 
beherrschte, an ein Ende. Seit dem weltpolitischen und weltkulturellen Wandel der Jahre 
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1989 bis 1991, und vor allem seit dem Symptomdatum (nicht: Ursachendatum!) 11. 
September 2001 ist ein Abnehmen der Wirkmacht des universalen (De-)Konstruktivismus 
der „Postmoderne“ nicht nur in den westlichen Gesellschaften, sondern auch auf globaler 
Ebene zu beobachten. Diese Entwicklung geht mit der Suche nach neuen, „substantiellen“ 
Werten und Orientierungen einher. Die Auffassung von Wirklichkeit wird heute 
insgesamt vielfältiger, geschichteter. Während die wertvolle - und meiner Ansicht nach 
ebenso unhintergehbare wie unverlierbare - Einsicht der „Postmoderne“ in die 
„Konstruiertheit“ von Gesellschaft und kultureller Wirklichkeit zu Recht weiterbesteht, 
wird sie um Experimente mit kulturübergreifenden, „essentiellen“ Ich- und Geist-
Erfahrungen ergänzt. Der Paradigmenbegriff zieht sich gegenwärtig dorthin zurück, 
wohin er gehört: In die Kulturgeschichte, während der Wahrheits- und Erkenntnisbegriff 
in den Wissenschaften und im allgemeinen Realitätsverständnis unserer Zeit eine 
Wiederauferstehung feiert. Allerdings gibt es hier gewisse historisch bedingte 
Unterschiede: In den USA ist dieser „ausgleichende“ Trend in den Universitäten und in 
der allgemeinen Kultur sehr stark, während er in Zentraleuropa bislang schwächer 
ausgeprägt ist und langsamer voranschreitet.  

 
Frage:  Warum? Und was bedeutet es für die Entwicklung zwischen Europa und den USA? 

 
Benedikter: Das hat vielfältige Gründe, und es hat auf beiden Seiten Vor- und Nachteile. In 

Zentraleuropa ist das Misstrauen gegen alle Art von „Essenzen“ aufgrund der historischen 
Erfahrung mit den Totalitarismen des 20. Jahrhunderts noch immer viel stärker 
ausgeprägt als in den historisch Idealismus-freundlichen und „essentialistisch“ 
ausgerichteten USA. Ausserdem haben die USA das Humboldt-Modell der Universität bis 
heute weitgehend kultiviert, und damit eine transdisziplinäre und balancierte Idee des 
Verhältnisses zwischen „Paradigma“ und „Essenz“, während Europa diese Tradition, die 
es selbst erfunden hat, weitgehend über Bord geworfen hat. Europa ist meiner 
persönlichen Beobachtung konstanter und daher auch langsamer in seiner 
Kulturentwicklung, auch, weil es eine viel längere Geschichte im Hintergrund hat, 
während die USA schneller, dafür aber weniger stabil in ihren Richtungnahmen sind.  

 
Frage:  Erwin Laszlo nennt den heutigen Wandel in den Ideengrundlagen der Zeit 

"Macroshift", du „globale Systemverschiebung“. Was soll damit im Hinblick weniger auf 
die Gegenwart, als vielmehr im Hinblick auf die Zukunft gesagt sein? Mit anderen 
Worten: Welche Zukunft erwartet uns? Wie wird das Paradigma der Zukunft aussehen?  

 
Benedikter: Das ist eine sehr schwierige, vielleicht auch im Kern unbeantwortbare Frage. 

Paradigmenverschiebungen kann man meist nur im Nachhinein feststellen und beurteilen, 
wenn sie auch manchmal bereits während ihres Geschehens gewisse Züge offenbaren. Ich 
bin immer sehr skeptisch, wenn sie als Element der Zukunftskennzeichnung gebraucht 
werden, als Mittel, um die Entstehung von etwas „ganz Neuem“ zu postulieren. Einen 
Paradigmenwandel herbeizureden war in den vergangenen Jahren oft ein Mittel der 
Progressiven und Alternativen, um eine „Selbsterfüllende Prophezeiung“ zu generieren. 
Es ging oft gar nicht bewußt, sondern unbewußt darum, sozusagen zu behaupten es 
bestehe ein Paradigmenwandel mit Blick in die Zukunft, damit dieser sich dann auch 
ereigne wenn nur genügend Menschen daran glaubten. Wir müssen hier vorsichtig sein, 
denn vieles davon war und ist notgedrungen Propaganda, wenn nicht gar Ausdruck der 
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Verzweiflung an der Gegenwart. Also: Paradigmenanalysen sind als Vergangenheits- und 
manchmal auch als Gegenwartsinstrument der Anamnese und Analyse gut, als 
Zukunftsinstrument der Prognose problematisch. Natürlich kann man sie trotzdem dazu 
benutzen, aber man muss sich der damit verbundenen Probleme und Gefahren bewußt 
sein. Was ich einigermassen guten Gewissens sagen kann ist dies: Was heute im Gang ist, 
ist meines Erachtens eine durchaus globale Veränderung, die Einfluss auf alle Teile des 
Ganzen haben wird. 

 
Frage:  Sie haben eine Stiftungsprofessur in Santa Barbara und sind in Stanford engagiert. 

Wie erleben Sie von Kalifornien aus den gegenwärtigen Paradigmenwandel in den USA 
im Vergleich zu Europa? Inwiefern beeinflusst dieser Paradigmenwandel die Entwicklung 
des Politischen und Sozialen im Westen? 

 
Benedikter: Zum Teil erheblich. Das gilt allerdings meines Erachtens wiederum stärker für die 

USA, weniger für Europa. Obama ist unter dem Slogan angetreten: "Wandel, dem man 
vertrauen kann". Er meint damit offensichtlich nicht nur einen politischen, sondern auch 
einen kulturellen Wandel hin zu einer neuen Ausbalancierung von Idealismus und 
Pragmatismus, von Ideal und Wirklichkeit, von Paradigma und Essenz. Das haben seine 
visionären Reden zu Rasse, Globalisierung, Finanzwesen oder zur Aussenpolitik gezeigt, 
und Obama hat den Anspruch auf „Paradigmenbalancierung“ auch immer wieder explizit 
vertreten und als den Kern seiner Amtszeit hervorgehoben. Obama will , dass ein 
inklusives Umdenken stattfindet. Das hat viele inspiriert und tatsächliche Änderungen 
hervorgerufen – im Gesundheitswesen, in der Aussenpolitik der USA, in 
Abrüstungsfragen zwischen den USA und Rußland. Andere Änderungen sind nicht 
gelungen, so zum Beispiel im Verhältnis zu China, dem Iran oder Nordkorea, wo Obama 
viel Zeit investiert hat, aber praktisch nichts erreicht hat. Daher hat er hier zuletzt auch 
wieder eine traditionellere, konfrontativere Gangart angeschlagen. Auch innenpolitisch ist 
der „paradigmatische Brückenschlag“ zwischen den Ideen von Progressiven und 
Konservativen, zwischen Demokraten und Republikanern nicht gelungen. Ganz im 
Gegenteil: der Graben zwischen den beiden Ideenformationen mit politischer Valenz ist 
tiefer denn je, und der Weltanschauungskampf wird erbitterter denn je ausgefochten. Hier 
ist von einem „Paradigmenwandel“ noch wenig zu spüren. Es findet in den heutigen USA 
unter Obama eher ein neuer „Paradigmen- und Weltanschauungskampf“ statt, der mit 
einer allgemeinen ideologischen Polarisierung der Gesellschaft verbunden ist.  

 
Frage:  In Europa ist all dies zumindest hinsichtlich der öffentlichen Sichtbarkeit weit weniger 

der Fall.  
 

Benedikter: Ja. Führende Politiker wie Nicolas Sarkozy, Angela Merkel oder Silvio Berlusconi 
(um hier nur einige zentraleuropäische zu nennen) stehen eher für Stabilisierung denn für 
Wandel. Andere, wie etwa Gordon Brown, stehen in der Wahrnehmung der breiten 
Bevölkerungsmehrheit eher für das Alte denn für das Neue. Ich würde zusammenfassend 
sagen, dass in Europa derzeit eher ein Gefühl des „zu wenig“ an Paradigmenwechsel 
vorherrscht, während Obama in den USA eine starke, aber bislang auch stark polemisch 
und antithetisch bleibende Paradigmenbewegung ausgelöst hat.  
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Frage:   Schliesslich: Was kann die Zivilgesellschaft auf beiden Seiten des Atlantik zu einem 
positiven Paradigmenwandel beitragen? Kommt der Wandel weiterhin vorrangig „von 
oben“, oder kann er heute und künftig mehr und mehr auch „von unten“ kommen?  

 
Benedikter: Die Zivilgesellschaft kann an der Ausbalancierung des Gegenwarts-Paradigmas 

zwischen Realismus und Idealismus mitwirken, weil sie selbst genau am 
Überschneidungspunkt zwischen diesen beiden Polen angesiedelt ist. Sie kann dazu 
beitragen, eine ausgewogene und gemässigte „mittlere“ Anschauung zwischen 
Konstruktivismus und Neoessentialismus in der Gesellschaft zu verankern. Diese sollte 
ebenso nominalistisch-selbstkritisch sein, wie sie Ideale und humanistische Bestrebungen 
Ernst nimmt und als Wirklichkeiten auffasst. Damit kann sie dazu beitragen, die ganz 
ähnlichen Bestrebungen Barack Obamas, die „von oben“ kommen, „von unten“ zu 
unterstützen.  
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Wauld 
 

Art by Andrew Campbell
1 

 
Wauld is the old Indo European word for world… 

                                                 
1 Andrew Campbell is Integral Review’s Arts & Creativity Editor. He trained under the visionary artist 
Leonard McComb, D.Phil., R.A. (Keeper of Pictures) at Oxford and London and studied as a pupil of 
Mnr. A.M. de Lange, M.Sc., Goldfields, Pretoria, RSA -the discoverer of the Seven Essentialities of 
Creativity. My artwork is an integral part of the project known as Presence and Presencing, viewable at 
the web site www.dialogonleadership.org.  
andrewjamescampbell@googlemail.com  
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Into the Long 
Sara Wolcott1 
 
1. Out of the Short  

Turning the bend we imagined 
they would greet us like Giants 
these Mysteries of the Isles, instead 
they were so much smaller - 
just a circle standing on a hill-side. 
 
In that strange blue-florescent neon night-light, 
we'd be hard pressed to find a ritual 
much less a druid 
instead just  
raucous squeals and twisted dreads of that 
breed of mostly-young hippie-consumers: 
even before midnight, 
beer cans and plastic strong-bows 
litter our path. 
That throw-away culture 
colliding defiling melding - defining 
the usually clean 'English Heritage site.' 
 
Long: the plastic forks for the stringy wok noodles 
will take decades to decompose 
Long: the squeals and yells seemed to never end 
just pass from one flippant smiling baggy-jeaned girl to another 
Long: the pull, the pull of 5000 years - 
we kept walking 
Long: the sacred walk, the ancient walk, 
of breathing and rhythm and rhyme. 

                                                 
1 Sara Wolcott works to enable human development during our turbulent times of increasing crises. 
Currently a researcher with both Synthesis, a complexity-policy think tank in London and at the Institute 
of Development Studies at the University of Sussex, England, she has been nurturing her tendency for 
writing, including poetry, that interweaves the personal and the global.  
sara.j.wolcott@gmail.com 
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Picking our way amongst 
debris blankets hash 
we walked the walk 
we had never been permitted to walk before we 
crossed the barrier 
that tonight of all nights the English Heritage 
did not police 
we crossed the barrier 
that even we did not understand: 
the young coming to greet 
the Old Ones. 
 
She gasped as we crossed the barrier. 
Took my arm; her hands were cold 
she said can you believe it 
they suddenly seem so 
big. 
 
So much smaller than anything in London 
When we crossed the barrier 
size reconfigured itself to a world 
without skyscrapers just human 
muscle and laughter and (perhaps) faith. 
 
Oh, these stones. 
Crossing the barrier 
that my parents crossed 
before I was born when they 
stood here 
I now stand 
I now stand 
Amongst the standing stones 
touch 
5000 years of lichen and cold and warmth 
nothing but compassion 
we all reach out 
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to touch the Long 
Not noticing 
if we stand on beer cans. 
 
All night we 
kept staring at them. 
She popped a little seed 
told me it was acid and would only take 
a few minutes to work - 
He opened and drew back the strong bow 
glowing golden light shining through plastic - 
she carefully laid out the flimsy trash bags 
to protect us from the wet - 
(we were without wool blankets. 
we were not our mothers.) 
and we stared into the Long 
embodied in the stone. 
 
2. Centre Circle 

 
I waited till after midnight 
to fully enter into the Long - 
I feared a mosh pit 
but all that living flesh was more 
akin to swimming among a thousand seals. 
 
After my shoulders 
began slowly to move 
(how did they get so stiff? 
Where have I been? - oh yeah - Lost 
in the short.) 
I took up the meaning of my given name: 
princesssan, wise woman, minister-ess 
she who (got away with) laughing at god 
now standing on Stones. 
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Not so high 
as a corner office I could touch 
drummer’s head sitting beneath me 
let his rhythm overtake me 
dancing spontaneous yelling 
embrace me.  
 
Celebrating the longest day 
through witnessing the shortest 
(misty chilly) night: 
Raise hands above head 
draw down the moon; 
Dear druids forgive us 
we mean no usurpation; just responding 
to that calling we risk forgetting -  
into the long. 
 
Looking amongst a sea of laughing untrained warriors 
who do not know the ways of the druids 
who do not know the chants or the songs 
who do not know how to care for the dying 
who do not know how to properly wash the dead 
who do not know how to harness the energy 
Who are looking ahead only dimly, drunkenly 
I see the stones 
holding the hooting descendents of their makers 
such immense imperfection. 
 
In this time of such planetary destruction 
we are the ones they must rely upon for protection? 
(or are they the weighty Guardians?) 
do my fellow dancing fools know the collapse of the system? 
regardless: the stones hold them. 
They have seen so much more than I they know 
the rise and fall of how many kings, civilisations, children. 
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In the flashing lights of cameras 
even the stones in their stillness seem to be moving 
opening 
Maybe in the old days 
it wasn't always proper somber rituals 
by chieftains 
but sometimes 
people came to laugh drum scream 
awaken the stones danced in their stillness 
on the longest day of the year. 
 
I in my remembered-role - 
the men came to me 
dancing, telling me 
their confessions: 
how they would never miss this night 
how it gave them energy for months 
how they couldn't explain it - 
how they came to reclaim 
their heritage, not to be bought 
for 7 pounds - concession. 
 
These men 
in big boots with strong hands  
that reached  
for booze and women 
and for the stones - 
running their hands over the stones 
in homage 
turning to me he said 
isn't it all just so  
beautiful. 
 
Yes, I said. Yes. 
And you from America! they laughed 
that their cousin might see  
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what their sister 
who stayed at home to watch tele 
did not. 
 
There  
amongst the stones  
we knew ourselves: journeying 
into the long. 
 
3. The Separation 

 
After the dawn broke 
When the fields were filled with summer's colours 
Rose 21st century England's barriers between 
clean and filth, ruler and ruled, the poor and the proper 
re-emerging at the order of class and power 
taking the form of yellow-jackets with sharp teeth 
the bobbies pointed to the exit - that way. 
As if a circle ever had one exit. 
 
Instinctively: resistance. fertile?  the 
lust 
for the stones suddenly increased 
inadvertently compulsively we 
flocked to their side 
reaching out 
to caress  
the Long. 
 
We who cling to our caves and our fear 
of one another we 
hoped these 
Guardians could teach us 
of that which we can not remember 
oh how long till we can touch them again? 
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That one, the tall one 
his blue-gray skin etched with wind, rain, and kisses 
(I suspect also - swords) I could 
stand next to him and lean 
he'd murmur the sweet nothingness 
of the Long 
that accepts infinitely the sorrows and joys 
of those trapped 
in the short. 
 
But the bullet-proof vests 
(we who seek to love are dangerous) 
swept us away 
(no need to glare.  
I knew the rules of the game before I played. 
This time, at least, I obey.) 
 
Suddenly everything 
(myopic animals/election cycles/quarterly reports 
my time here) was 
too short. 
 
Leaving (not again) 
I kept looking back we all kept 
glancing as if afraid 
they had moved 
shuffling back into 'tourist mode.' 
 
From the top of the hill 
they looked small - even short. 
Certainly cleaner, 
tip bags piled neatly 
in the far corner. 
 
But my heart, 
re-aligned by Giants 
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still remembers their rhythm. 
 
So. I pick up someone else's trash 
join the bus, the chatter, the 10am pub crawl 
dozed on a train filled with suits 
failed at talking sense into a silver-cuff-linked oil-man - 
my fellow travelers confused 
stones and humans. Where is the open heart? 
 
May they also journey 
into the long 
before their short-termism 
goes on far 
too 
long 
that they forget 
those terrible curses that befall grave-robbers 
fossil-consumers 
and the burial grounds 
(where shall they go, do they know?) 
and the henge 
of standing stones 
beckoning us 
into the long. 
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A Report from the Inaugural European Society for 
Research in Adult Development (ESRAD) symposium 

on July 24-25, 2011 in Lund, Sweden 
 

Kristian Stålne 
 
On July 24-25, 2011, the European Society for Research in Adult Development, ESRAD, held 

its inaugural meeting and symposium in Lund in the south of Sweden. We were 22 participants 
from 10 countries: Sweden, Finland, USA, Norway, Germany, Great Britain, Portugal, Belgium, 
Iran (!) and Bulgaria, who met for two days of presentations, discussions, workshop, meetings, 
and getting to know each other.  This “report from the field” is our public demarcation of the 
inaugural event. 

 

 
20 of the symposium participants outside of Classicum. Photo: Gerth Hyrkäs 

 
ESRAD is connected to the Society for Research in Adult Development, SRAD, which held 

its first meeting in 1981 at Harvard University where Michael Lamport Commons was the main 
organizer. Thirty years later, Michael was one of the initiators and organizers of this first non-
American event along with Eeva Kallio from University of Jyväskylä, Finland, who had been 
promoting a European meeting for a long time, and Sofia Kjellström from Jönköping University 
and me from Lund University, both in Sweden. 
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The symposium venue, the beautiful Classicum building, is the home of the Pufendorf 
Institute, a cross-disciplinary research institute inaugurated at Lund University in 2009 to 
encourage cross discipline interactions involving all faculties. Therefore, it served to be a most 
appropriate location for the symposium. Pufendorf Institute was also kind enough to sponsor the 
symposium by lending us the house for these two days for no charge. 

 
The first day’s program had a broader aim towards various aspects of adult development, such 

as political development, development of care, abuse of older people and postformal thinking. In 
the afternoon the inaugurating ESRAD took place and officers were elected, with Eeva Kallio as 
president and website manager, Sofia Kjellström as vice president, Kristian Stålne as secretary, 
and Michael Commons as membership coordinator. We also elected a committee to further 
investigate the details of how to register and where to base the organization. 

 
The second day focused more on the Model of Hierarchical Complexity (MHC), with its 

theory and applications. Before lunch Michael, the founder, or gardener as he puts it, gave a 
workshop on MHC and presented various theoretical aspects of the model as well as the relations 
to models of adult development. The sessions after lunch aimed at applications of MHC and 
scoring according to its related Hierarchical Complexity Scoring System (HCSS). 

 
The closing and sum up session made it clear that although we had two full days to present 

papers, get to know each other, organize and plan further activities, we would have had no 
trouble in filling up another two days. With the quality and amount of research that is being 
carried out here in Europe, it really feels that we have reached and exceeded a critical mass, 
which was confirmed by the creative and engaging interactions at the symposium. 

 
The full symposium program along with abstracts and pictures is viewable at the new ESRAD 

website, http://www.europeadultdevelopment.org/, are available.  We thank all participants who 
came to Lund for the many ways they made this a great first symposium! The future of European 
adult development research certainly looks bright and we surely look forward to further meetings 
and interactions! 

 
The last word I give to José Alves, who in his speech quoted Leonard Cohen: “There is a 

crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in.” May ESRAD symposia continue to be a source 
of adult development light.  
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Organizational Transformation for Sustainability.  
An Integral Metatheory 

 
Mark G. Edwards (2010). New York: Routledge. 

 

An Appreciative (Over)(Re)View 
 

Jonathan Reams1 
 

Introduction 
 
I began studying the field of organizational leadership back in 1995. I encountered a wide 

range of theories in the course of my masters degree studies. To find my bearings, I found myself 
aligning with a few ideas that appealed the most to me, and marginalized, even denigrated many 
of what I felt were the more pedestrian theories. I could argue at length with classmates and 
professors about why the theories I liked were so much better than the ones they were espousing. 
Anybody recognize this stage of relating to a new field of inquiry? 

 
As my studies continued into a doctoral program in the same field, I took a course on leading 

organizational change. There, I had the benefit of a professor who had the capacity to vividly 
bring to life a different set of theoretical perspectives on the topic each week. I recall discussing 
with my classmates after each session that now, finally, “this was the way to understand what 
was going on.” Then the next class, “no, this is it!” After six different classes and six sets of 
theoretical lenses, we began the task of trying to see how they could all appear so true, and how 
to organize them. At this time, the professor drew upon a systems approach to try to coordinate 
and show relationships between these sets of theories. This helped make some sense out of the 
chaos, giving us a degree of meta-perspective to situate the theories.  

 
While this was indeed helpful and gave us a leg up from the feeling of being lost in the 

multitude of theories we had been exposed to, it was not able to address all the concerns I had at 
the time. Soon after this I came across Wilber’s work and saw another way to make sense of the 
patterns of theories that I had been exposed to. However, my exposure to Wilber’s work was not 
specific to the field of study I was engaged in, and left me with a lot of work to sort out how to 
make better sense of the truth domains and relationships among all these theories. Much of this 
work was left incomplete as it was demanding to do and took time, so the utility of Wilber’s 
model didn’t immediately reap its potential in this area for me. 

 
Fast forward to 2011, and I finally get around to picking up Mark Edwards’ Organizational 

Transformation for Sustainability. An Integral Metatheory. Bill Torbert says in his preface; “it 
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ought to become a required touchstone for further theorising and research in organizational 
transformation” (p. xiii). I would add that it should be required reading to help graduate students 
in the field of organizational  leadership and organizational change to enable them to have a 
domain specific foundation for understanding how to take a methodical, robust, and pragmatic 
perspective on the theories they encounter. 

 
It is with this appreciative experience that I wish to present the core themes, methods, and 

outcomes of Edwards’ work. My plan is to simply go through and describe his work in broad 
strokes to give you as a reader (and potentially a reader of Edwards’ book itself) enough of a 
sense of the scope, depth, and complexity of the work. Once I have done this, I will conclude 
with some reflections on my experience encountering Edwards’ work.  

 
Organization of the Book 

 
There are ten chapters covering the journey Edwards has taken in developing this integral 

metatheory. It is based on the substantial work he undertook for his dissertation. These ten 
chapters are preceded by a brief introduction to integral pluralism. Chapter one addresses the 
need for metatheory in the study of organizational transformation, while chapter two then sets 
out the domain of metatheory and some definitions. Chapter three takes on the task of defending 
metatheorizing from a variety of attacks is has been subject to over time. Chapter four shifts to 
the particular focus Edwards has chosen for this work, stories of organizational transformation. 
Then the method for building metatheory is laid out in chapter five. Chapter six then displays the 
results of this in the form of a multiparadigm review and analysis of theories about 
organizational transformation. Chapter seven takes this analysis and reveals a network of lens 
relationships. This leads to chapter eight where Edwards presents his integrative metatheory for 
organizational transformation. Chapter nine reflects on the work with an evaluative eye and 
chapter ten points towards an overarching integral metastudies. The scope of each chapter in 
itself is quite substantive. As Torbert says in his foreword, it is a demanding read. Demanding in 
that the reader needs to hold a complex series of highly developed constructions that draw 
essential elements out of each topic brought into view during the journey. With this quick 
orientation in mind, let’s get the journey started! 

 
The introduction sets the stage, opening with a lovely quote pointing to how a person with 

only one theory to address life in a meaningful way is truly lost. Edwards immediately sets out 
the need to be able to step outside and take theories as objects of reflection and tools to be used 
(liberating structures in Torbert’s language) rather than being limited to or had by them. Yet 
simply having an array of theories in itself can confuse more than help, thus the need for a 
metatheory that can coherently integrate middle-range theories. This is no small task given the 
diversity of such theories. Edwards points to an integral metatheory as having the requisite 
capacity to address this challenge and links it to the global challenges being faced today. To 
make the task both manageable and practical/applicable, Edwards chooses to focus on the field 
of organizational transformation as applied to organizational sustainability. His introduction then 
lays out the terrain ahead and closes with a brief iteration of how his work sits within the larger 
body of research on theory and metatheory building and how the work on developing such big 
ideas can contribute to shaping society. 

 



Reams: (Over)(Re)View of Edwards 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    October 2011    Vol. 7, No. 2 

190

Chapter one is The Need for Metatheory in the Study of Organizational Transformation. 
Edwards opens with a quote from Karl Popper about being prisoners caught in our theoretical 
frameworks, from which we can, if we try, step out into roomier ones that can serve us better. 
The job of metatheory in relation to this is seen as being “the big-picture approach to knowledge 
that attempts to integrate other theory” (p. 10).  He points out that not only do theories try and 
explain the workings (in this case) of organizations, they also influence their design. Once 
theories and metatheories are into such systems they tend to operate more as givens, the way 
things are, and are highly resistant to alternatives. Thus we become prisoners of our own ideas. 
Edwards situates his book as an effort to break out of the prisons we have become accustomed to 
by taking an integrative approach to metatheorizing.  

 
Yet he is clear that the kind of integrative approach he wants to take is a pluralistic one rather 

than a totalizing one. He sees a need to be able to utilize an expansive enough framework to 
“respond to the multitude of vying theoretical perspectives” while also finding “ways of valuing 
the differences between mainstream and more marginal scientific discourses” (p. 15). This 
tension between mainstream and marginal discourses has not been sufficiently addressed by 
existing theoretical approaches, so Edwards sets out to show how an integrative pluralism can go 
beyond the responses of integrative monism, non-integrative pluralism and, inter/multi-
disciplinarity. He then takes his more specific focus and goes deeply into the state of this 
situation in relation to organization and management theory. The existing diversity can easily 
contribute to fragmentation, exemplified by paradigm wars between functionalist and 
interpretivist approaches.  

 
Edwards next takes up the scenario I described in my introduction as he examines how this 

theoretical pluralism can be frustrating for students. Having experienced this first hand, I can 
attest to the need for an integrative metatheory. Being on the other end of the issue now, teaching 
aspects of this work, I also recognize the challenges of trying to find ways to teach the 
complexity that an integrative metatheoretical approach brings. It is not simple to convey the 
way of looking that underlies such an approach.  

 
Edwards closes this chapter by showing how an integral approach can address these 

challenges. He positions his work according to three aspects. First, that integral metatheorizing 
can be applied across disciplinary contexts, which is essential to address the kinds of diversity 
and fragmentation present. Second, he takes an appreciative meta-inquiry stance that recognizes 
that each theory contains some value. Third, he points to the long history of terms like integrative 
and integral being used in various traditions of metatheorizing, while situating his approach as 
not trying to create a “Theory of Everything.” Then he lays out the tools he will use in this work, 
namely Wilber’s AQAL or Integral Theory and Torbert’s Developmental Action Inquiry. These 
aspects, drawn together in this work, create a capacity for Edwards to approach the job of 
metatheory building in a methodologically rigorous manner.   

 
From this foundation, Edwards takes us into chapter two, Metatheoretical Domain and 

Definitions. Here he does the work of identifying the domain and scope of his research. To begin 
this he outlines the tension between the kinds of specificity definitions push for with the kind of 
tolerance for ambiguity that is part and parcel of the domain of metatheory. Within that tension, 
he then examines definitions of organizations, organizational transformation, and within that, 
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change, transformation and translation. Further distinctions are examined in relation to 
transformation and development as well as economic growth, mergers, acquisitions, and 
takeovers, and finally transitions. By surveying this range of terms, Edwards creates a model 
showing the relationship between organizational transformation, development, and expansion.  
Here we can already see hints of how his metatheoretical approach allows for greater scope and 
clarity to come into what is normally a fragmented set of discourses that don’t interact with each 
other.  

 
The same approach is brought to theory and metatheory building. Edwards goes through 

meanings of concepts, constructs, models, frameworks, theories and paradigms and how they 
relate to theory (and metatheory) building. Here he is able to show the relationships between 
grounded theory building based on case-based research, middle-range theory building based on 
variance-based research, and metatheory building based on conceptual research. The territory of 
metatheory becomes clearer as we are taken through rich descriptions distinguishing 
characteristics and relationships between these areas. He also addresses the notion of “orienting 
generalizations” in the context of metatheoretical lens. While Wilber uses the term as a way of 
justifying the foundation for his metatheory, or even as a methodology, Edwards redefines it as 
one tool for metatheorizing. Thus conceptual lenses become a core tool in the book, and are laid 
out as such:  

 
The lens metaphor is used here to emphasize the idea that theory not only receptively 
interprets research findings but plays an active role in shaping what we research. In the 
receptive sense, theory acts as an interpretive filter that structures and makes sense of the 
data and its subject matter. In the active sense, theory acts in shaping the real-world of 
empirical realities. (p. 42) 
 

Lenses as a metaphor for concepts helps us see the central role that concepts play. In the domains 
of theories and metatheories, the active aspect of lenses’ functions is often missed. Edwards goes 
on to say that “a conceptual lens does not merely interpret organizational objects, it is core to the 
process of constituting those objects” (p. 42). Thus the lenses we work with shape what we 
create, as well as how we perceive, and metatheorists use these lenses to build their overarching 
conceptual systems. Finally, to close the chapter, he draws on the term holon to have a non-
reductive way to theorize about change.  

 
Chapter three, The View from Somewhere Else, takes up the defense of metatheory, 

addressing a variety of critiques that have been raised against it. Edwards first takes on the 
modernist critique of metatheory as being a dead end because of being vague, hard to test, not 
practical, too concerned with categorization, and philosophical rather than scientific. He takes us 
through these critiques by acknowledging areas where their perspectives serve to illuminate real 
challenges (such as a lack of focus on method in the field) as well as showing biases and 
inconsistencies in the critiques. Next he addresses what are considered to be more challenging 
critiques coming from postmodern thought. These include how metatheory can be used as a tool 
for totalizing or creating “grand narratives” that marginalize various perspectives, which he 
addresses by pointing to how his pluralistic approach inherently avoids this. He also shows how 
it avoids neglecting local perspectives on issues. Another critique is that metatheory tries to take 
a view from nowhere, or perform the “God trick” of being value neutral. Further critiques relate 
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to metatheory as being uncritical and decontextualizing. By addressing all of these challenges 
that exist in various discourses, Edwards is able to show how a pluralistic integrative metatheory 
actually includes both modern and postmodern strengths while addressing their shortcomings.   

 
Having taken three chapters to do the background work of setting the scope of the work, 

laying out definitions, and addressing critiques up front, Edwards then turns to the task at hand 
and in chapter four on Stories of Transformation, reviews the scientific literature on 
organizational transformation and outlines the metatheoretical resources being used. He takes us 
through an historical overview of organizational change theories, showing how the field has 
evolved over time and used different terminology, and how those changes reflected changes in 
focus and theories in use. The different kinds of paths transformation can take are also explored, 
and a helpful table lays out the chronological stages and how they related to the prevailing 
socioeconomic factors in society at those times. The chapter also takes a more detailed look at 
the two core metatheoretical resources Edwards draws on, Wilber’s AQAL framework and 
Torbert’s Developmental Action Inquiry approach. He carefully shows the development and core 
ideas of each approach, taking five pages on Wilber’s work and four on Torbert’s. Thus the 
reader is well informed about the tools being used in this work and how their strengths and 
limitations (addressed in more depth in a later chapter) are being taken into account. 

 
Chapter five on A General Method for Metatheory Building addresses one of the major 

critiques identified in chapter three, that the field of metatheory has been characterized by a lack 
of rigorous method. Instead, it has developed through philosophical insights, rational 
argumentation or idiosyncratic theory analysis. A central contribution of Edwards’ work has 
been to address this by showing not only how a metatheoretical view can help the field of 
organizational transformation, but in the process also contribute to the field of metatheory 
building by exemplifying how to bring an adequate method to the apparent madness. To begin 
this work, he surveys existing approaches to metatheory building, covering traditional 
scholarship, the dialectical method, metatriangualtion, and multiparadigm inquiry as well as 
Ritzer’s work in metatheorizing in sociology. Once these are described, Edwards critiques each 
of them as a way of outlining their limitations. For instance, Wilber’s method can be shown to 
fall in the traditional scholarship area, which relies heavily on the unique capacities of the 
researcher. The use of orienting generalizations is then shown to be an outcome of the 
metatheorizing process rather than a method for it. Another example is in examining Burrell and 
Morgan’s metatriangulation approach. Here Edwards sees that while drawing on two specific 
paradigms to build their metatheory, it “seems highly likely that there are more paradigms and 
metatheoretical lenses employed in organizational studies than just these two” (p. 91).  

 
From his analysis and critiques, Edwards then lays out his plan. He describes an eight-phase 

general research design and method for metatheory building. This includes: groundwork, domain 
specification, design, multiparadigm review, multiparadigm analysis, metatheory building, 
implications, and evaluation. He then goes through how these phases are applied in his research 
project, giving us a clear and explicit description of how he is applying the work of bringing 
methodological rigor to his project of metatheory building.  
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With the method outlined, Chapter six takes us to A Multiparadigm Review and Analysis of 
Organizational Transformation Theories. Here we see the depth of Edwards’ work in concrete 
terms. He begins by outlining the scope of a multiparadigm review, which  

 
differs from a standard literature review in that it specifically looks for concepts and 
themes that constitute the underlying architectonic of a theoretical system. It does this 
across multiple layers of expression, that is, at the level of basic constructs, parts of 
theories, complete theories, research paradigms and metatheories. (p. 101)  
 

The units of analysis Edwards uses “are the core explanatory themes for each of the theories of 
organizational transformation” (p. 101). He subjected these to “multilayered analytical 
procedures, to develop the final, comprehensive set of metatheoretical lenses” (p. 101) used in 
understanding work on organizational transformation. Now, take the thought of doing all of this 
and apply it to a review sample of 335 books, book chapters, journal articles, and online papers! 
Edwards describes how he went from 472 explanatory themes from this review and categorized 
them according to 15 research paradigms. He notes that there was redundancy and overlap in this 
list as well, and how he used bridging and bracketing techniques to further analyze the data and 
reveal specific lenses.  
 

Further categorization occurred through identifying different types of research foci. These 
included the what, why, how, and who of transformation. By organizing the categories of 
conceptual lenses around these five common framings, Edwards enables the complexity of the 
metatheory he has built up to relate to modes of perception and questioning that we all know. 
Within each of these frames are a number of specific lenses. Further, there are a set of three 
meta-level lenses Edwards identifies. This leads to the identification of 24 lenses of 
organizational transformation. This is a rich and complex result, yet appropriate to the richness 
and complexity of the phenomena being studied.  
 

However, simply identifying these 24 lenses in itself could still leave us disoriented, 
wondering how to choose appropriately among far too many resources. Thus in chapter seven, 
Edwards goes into The Network of Lens Relationships. This work is based on three principles: 
internal consistency, high abstraction, and uniqueness. Looking at lens categories, external and 
internal relationships are examined to create categories of conceptual lenses. These include; 
holarchy, bipolar, cyclical, relational, standpoint, and multimorphic. The possible combinations 
of these lenses are beyond the scope of his work to comprehensively describe, so Edwards 
selects a few possibilities to illustrate the power and potential of this method. First he highlights 
the importance of the holon construct by looking at three forms of holarchical relationships; 
developmental holarchy, governance holarchy, and ecological holarchy. The details of these 
lenses and potential relationships among them reveal a much richer picture than what many of us 
are used to in mainly drawing on the developmental holarchy lens alone.  

 
Edwards then goes on to illustrate a number of possible combinations of lenses and how 

exclusive reliance on specific lenses can become problematic from the view of these other 
lenses. He outlines a number of relevant critiques that viewing one lens from another lens can 
produce. An example he uses is between cyclical lens theorists and those who prefer bipolar or 
holarchic lenses. These examples help to make the case for a complementary approach rather 
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than exclusionary one. Another issue he identifies is a kind of reductionism, where for example 
theories draw on only one pole of a bipolar dimension. This also applies to how multi-
dimensional lenses can be reduced to bipolar framings by theorists. As if the large number of 
challenges in this are not enough, Edwards goes on to identify issues with conflating 
relationships between lens categories. To remedy these issues, he lays out a series of ten points to 
consider as guidelines for reducing these problems. This leads into an indexing of these 
metatheoretical lenses. A table illustrates one example of this, where Edwards show how an 
ecological holarchy lens with four levels (micro, meso, macro, and macro-macro) can be indexed 
with an interior/exterior lens, resulting in eight categories of lenses available to examine 
organizational transformation. This simple example displays the power of the framework 
Edwards has assembled. Further examples are given such as crossing developmental holarchy 
with transition process lenses, bipolar with quadrant lenses, and even looking at multiple lens 
combinations. This chapter illustrates how much more can be done with the flexible use of lens 
relationships than is currently common among theorists. 

 
With all this behind him, Edwards turns to his focus of application in chapter eight on 

Sustaining Visions. An Integral Metatheory for Organizational Transformation. As is 
characteristic of his writing throughout the book, he begins by framing the topic in a manner that 
thoroughly situates the reader’s attention. The reasons behind the choice of sustainability in 
relation to organizational transformation are laid out from a number of angles, all well supported. 
He then takes us through examples from each of the six categories of integral lenses that can be 
applied to the topic. Each of the twelve examples he provides illuminate the subject in a 
powerful manner. As one after the other is described, there is a feeling of having one’s 
perception stretched as the horizon, scope, and complexity of the topic expands.  

 
Of course this is only the beginning of the possibilities offered by the development of 

metatheory. Edwards goes on to show the real power of the framework he has been busy 
building by illustrating eight metatheoretical frameworks for sustainability. These are 
combinations of the previous integral lenses that create new matrixes rich with explanatory 
power. The first example combines two holarchic lens; developmental and ecological. The result 
is a matrix that positions the four levels for ecological hierarchies in relation to the seven levels 
of development. He also shows how an interior-exterior lens can be combined with an ecological 
holarchy. This helps us see how much can be lost when limiting ourselves to an individual-
collective polarity lens. The resulting table has more granularity than the more commonly used 
four quadrant framework. Another example that extends our horizons is the combination of 
social mediation lenses with the developmental hierarchy lens. This expands the focus of 
attention from internal organizational capacities to also including relational and communicative 
processes. The use of an alignment lens with a metatheoretical set of integral lenses results in a 
powerful matrix revealing a range of options for transformation towards sustainability. Edwards 
concludes this section by providing three different examples of how the spirituality lens can be 
combined with other integral lenses. Table 8.6 lists the 24 integral lenses and how they frame 
organizational sustainability, revealing a rich and powerful set of possibilities for understanding 
and developing action.  

 
Now, with our brains thoroughly stretched, Edwards takes us over the edge, putting together a 

complete integral metatheory for organizational transformation. He begins by highlighting the 
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centrality of the holarchic group of lenses, which include the intra, inter, systemic holonic and 
inter-systemic orders. He then uses a series of diagrams to illustrate the very abstract frameworks 
created through the process of applying these lenses. First, he shows how bipolar lenses and 
cyclical lenses can be applied at the intra-holonic order. Then he illustrates relational lenses 
applied at the inter-holonic level. Another illustration addresses how the holarchic lenses can be 
applied at the systemic order. Finally, a table shows the inter-systemic order for describing 
metatheoretical lenses, focusing on the matrix created by running the stakeholder lens across the 
perspective lens. As can easily be seen, the “integrative metatheory described here opens up a 
more generous landscape for theorising about transformational change” (p. 196).  

 
Coming down from these dizzying heights, chapter nine takes a reflective look at the work as 

a whole. In Evaluating the Big Picture, Edwards takes on the task of critiquing his own work. He 
shows how “depending on its scope, metatheory can be used to compare and contrast highly 
abstract ideas across many different theories and research paradigms” (p. 197). To illustrate, he 
begins by drawing on the health-pathology lens to examine various forms of partiality in the 
different categories of lenses and how they are commonly used. He then examines reductionist 
forms of holarchic lenses, such as abbreviation of the number of levels in a lens or exclusion of 
the higher/deeper aspects or stages such as the spiritual. His examination covers a number of 
common issues found in the use of these theoretical lenses.  

 
Then the task of evaluating the integral metatheory he has created is approached by drawing 

on “three sets of criteria … (i) Ritzer’s criteria for assessing the quality of metatheorizing 
projects, (ii) Wacker’s “virtues” of good theory and (iii) Whetten’s criteria for theoretical 
contributions” (p. 206). This review and critique reveals various areas where the criteria are well 
met and others where limitations of time, resources, or space have left gaps and point to areas 
deserving further work. It becomes clear that new variables or lenses have been created from this 
work, adding value to the field through extending the range of options available for both 
explanatory uses as well as creating interventions in systems. The final criteria examined looks at 
the underlying assumptions informing the position taken, that of an appreciative and inclusive 
stance, and application of principles of unfoldment and enactment. The value of these stances is 
highlighted in relation to a model that does not include them, showing how that model has not 
sustained and evolved its contribution to the field over time due to the lack of these positions.  

 
Next, Edwards takes on the task of critiquing Wilber’s AQAL framework. True to his 

principles, this is an appreciative critique, aimed at contributing to the ongoing work of 
developing the AQAL framework. He identifies discrepancies between the lenses developed 
through his methodical approach, (compared to as noted earlier Wilber’s more traditional 
scholarship approach), as well as differences in lens relationships, flexibility, and definitional 
issues. He highlights specific definitional issues and the lack of comprehensive inclusion of 
lenses drawn on, but going beyond the five core AQAL ones (quadrants, stages, states, lines, and 
types). A table highlights formally-included lenses, ones used but not included, and conceptual 
lenses not found at all in the AQAL framework. Another critique involves lens relationships, 
where “certain perspectives are associated with certain quadrants despite there being no 
metatheoretical evidence or logical necessity that this is the case” (p. 219). Edwards then 
illustrates this with a table showing a non-reductive application of perspectival, interior-exterior, 
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and ecological level lenses. With these examples it becomes clear that this integral metatheory is 
powerful. 

 
After all of this work, we are taken in chapter ten Towards an Integral Meta-Studies. This is 

introduced by an illustration of how Charles Darwin pointed to the significant range of ideas 
preceding and contributing to his own work. By doing this, Edwards clearly situates his own 
work as primarily being involved in taking a wide range of existing, although somewhat implicit 
sets of knowledge and explicitly (as well as methodically) showing the implication and benefits 
of putting them together in a comprehensive and integrative framework. The landscape he 
surveys includes showing how various fields have already developed degrees of meta-studies, 
such as in sociology. He illustrates how theory, method, data, and interpretation sit on the 
foundation of primary empirical observation and experience, while meta-theory, meta-
methodology, meta-data analysis, and meta-hermeneutics sit at the next level. Taking all of these 
in together creates the field of integral meta-studies as a whole. This model helps to situate the 
various aspects and keep some from encroaching on the domain of others (such as how meta-
hermeneutics ventures into making claims about what is possible in terms of meta-theorizing).  

 
Drawing on this model, Edwards shows how his own work in developing an integral 

metatheory for organizational transformation could be followed by similar work in developing 
meta-methodology, meta-analytical, and meta-hermeneutics in this area of study. He then briefly 
looks at how from this integral meta-studies perspective current global issues can be reframed 
from crisis to opportunities. This leads to closing remarks on the power of big picture which 
takes us full circle back to the beginning of this work. The need for powerful, flexible, and 
practical big picture thinking is as germane today as it has ever been.  

 
Remarks 

 
Now, if reading over this brief description of Edwards’ work has not left you reeling in 

appreciation of how he has laid out a platform for extending work in multiple domains, then 
either you were sleeping while reading, are a hidden genius we have not heard from, or I simply 
have not done a good enough job of giving you a taste of Edwards’ work and you will have to 
read it for yourself (you should anyway).  As I struggled to find ways to present enough of the 
work to show the depth of thought behind it, I found myself coming to even greater levels of 
appreciation for it.  

 
My appreciative stance towards the work arises from several sources. One is as mentioned in 

the introduction, that having studied the field of organizational leadership and transformation, I 
found the organizing power and clarity of the metatheory crystalizing various lines of thought I 
had not been able to pursue previously. Recalling Nathan Harter’s philosophically oriented 
overview of leadership studies Clearings in the Forest, I felt like I had been taken up for a ride in 
a helicopter and could now make out the terrain. I could see the forest for the trees, make out 
different kinds of terrain and their relationship to each other, and zoom in for a more detailed 
look almost anywhere I choose. I feel empowered by a feeling that I can find more appropriate 
and powerful lens combinations to suit a much wider range of situations I encounter in trying to 
both teach in the classroom and provide practical training and consulting in the corporate 
environment.  
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A second source of appreciation is reflecting on the work of my own dissertation in relation to 
Edwards’ work. Not only my own work, but the many dissertations I have been fortunate to 
serve as a reviewer for. I have read many excellent dissertations, many of which do what good 
dissertations do, break new ground in a field. Yet Edwards work goes beyond this by breaking 
ground in multiple fields at the same time, (i.e., developing a methodological foundation for the 
development of integral metatheory as well as significantly expanding the domain of knowledge 
about organizational transformation), creating a generative platform to enable future work for 
scholars in multiple domains for a long time to come.  

 
A third source of appreciation, (and I’ll stop soon enough), comes from having one of my 

core values fed. I love to learn. When I can encounter a situation where I can learn something, I 
dive in and am likely to suck as much of the essence out of that situation as possible. If I’m not 
learning, I don’t feel alive. So I appreciate Edwards’ work because it taught me so much, on so 
many levels.  

 
Now, does all this mean I have no critical perspectives to offer? When I take the time to 

absorb this work and reflect on it, a variety of elements come into focus for me as areas that 
could be inquired into. For example, I am stimulated to enter into dialog about how different 
views (drawing on Roy’s (2006) distinction between view and perspective in her Process Model 
of Integral Theory) of the nature and purpose of our existence here in this world could impact the 
ways in which metatheory in a given domain might emerge. But those are thoughts for later 
conversations.  

 
For now, I will conclude by saying that if you are interested in metatheory, organizational 

transformation, sustainability, great examples of clear and thorough writing, or just like to gain a 
view from a profound set of perspectives, then get and read Mark Edwards’ Organizational 
Transformation for Sustainability. An Integral Metatheory.  
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Hope for humanity: How understanding and healing trauma could solve the planetary crisis, 

by Malcolm Hollick and Christine Connelly, is an extremely helpful book in that it invites us to 
look at ours and others’ behaviour from the perspective of trauma.  

 
Early on they say, “Trauma warps our personality, blights our health, stunts our development, 

and condemns us to living well below our potential, both as individuals and as a species.  Yet it is 
so widespread and embedded in our culture that we do not recognise it, and accept our 
traumatised way as being normal.”  

 
They further state, “We believe that our planetary crisis is the result of trauma.” In the course 

of the book they look at the causes of trauma throughout history and also show how trauma is 
compounded and passed on by the lack of acknowledgement and recognition.  They notice, in not 
recognising that often as human beings we are in a state of shock and trauma, we perpetuate 
trauma both on ourselves and on our own people as well as our enemies, generation after 
generation.    

 
I very much agree with them both from my own personal life and in my work as a 

psychotherapist, supervisor (work mentor) and trainer.  I have come to believe the 
unacknowledged shock in ourselves leads us in our day-to-day conversations and transactions to 
both shock ourselves and the people with whom we come into contact, and to being more 
vulnerable to being shocked by other people.  I think these every day exchanges probably cause 
more traumas for most of us in a semi-conscious, unrecognised way and in the way they 
accumulate over time, than obviously traumatic events.  This is probably because our collective 
understanding has moved on in the last hundred years of recognising the effect of large-scale 
disasters and the need to attend to people who have suffered them.   

 
I invite you, as do Malcolm and Christine in their book, to consider trauma to be at the root of 

our disease. You might do this the next time you are in, or witness a conversation, in which 
people are raising their voices, or getting tense or are uncomfortable, to consider that there may 

                                                 
1 Joan Wilmot has been a psychotherapist/trainer/supervisor for 40 years.  She co-founded Centre for 
Supervision and Team Development in 1979 and has a practice in London and Findhorn.  She has written 
about supervision in Passionate Supervision edited by Robin Shohet and in Supervision in the Helping 
Professions by Hawkins and Shohet.  She is the conductor of Findhorn Playback Theatre and co-author of 
The Boxing Clever Cookbook.  
joan.wilmot@cstd.co.uk  
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be some element of shock or trauma in the mix, and that in holding that perspective it gives you 
better options for being present and dealing with it.   

 
As a psychotherapist I have also found this to be true.  When sometimes I have asked a client 

if they might have been in a state of shock when they have been struggling to come to terms with, 
understand, and move on with a distressing situation in their lives, it is as if a light bulb has gone 
on. I see their eyes clear, their breathing relax, they come out of the shock and back to 
themselves.  I find then, as trauma therapist Peter Levine says in the prologue, “Not only can 
trauma be healed, it can be transformative.” Malcolm and Christine demonstrate how the 
recognition and understanding of trauma in our daily lives evokes compassion for us, our fellow 
human beings and our world, which then forms the ground for healing.   

 
The book is divided into four parts and the following summary is taken from the beginning of 

their book. They start in Part I with a description of the nature, causes and impacts of trauma. 
This is followed in Part II by a discussion of the characteristics of the human brain and mind that 
distinguish us from other animals, and make us more vulnerable to trauma.  

 
In Part III, they trace key aspects of the evolution of human culture from hunting and 

gathering to the establishment of agriculture. They present the theory that despite a potential for 
trauma, the evidence suggests that  

 
we maintained a largely peaceful, cooperative and egalitarian “partnership” culture for tens 
of thousands of years and that it was not until about 6,000 years ago that human culture 
changed. At that time, the climate dried dramatically over a huge belt of latitudes stretching 
round the globe. In its wake came famine, conflict and trauma, followed by an equally 
dramatic cultural discontinuity that Steve Taylor called “The Fall.”  
 
The events of the fall are described in Part IV, together with discussion of its causes and 

consequences, and reactions to it. Part V examines in detail the incidence of trauma in the world 
today, from before birth to adulthood, and from the individual to whole societies.  

 
I found the first five sections of the book the most useful even though I had some reservations 

about the fall theory.  The development of their thinking is thought provoking, clear, 
compassionate, and informative and expands our understanding of our human condition 
practically, psychologically and spiritually.  It does this both in terms of our concerns for 
ourselves and our own health and healing and also from the wider perspective of our immediate 
family, our extended family, our tribe, and to the global perspective of our nation and the planet. 
The book moves the reader through what in therapeutic terms is known as the “drama triangle” 
(Karpman), that of experiencing the world from the perspective of the roles of “victim,” 
“persecutor,” and “rescuer.” This is a cycle that endlessly repeats itself.  However, through the 
perspective of understanding and compassion it shows how we can move from the drama triangle 
to the beneficial triangle of vulnerability, potency, and responsiveness, which naturally leads to 
healing. 

 
Finally, in Part VI they set out a strategy for changing the course of history from domination 

to partnership, and encouraging the “emergence of the possible human.”  I personally found this 
part of the book the least useful, or perhaps a better term would be, least necessary.  Once the 
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word “must” begins to appear regularly, as it did in this section, fear has probably re-emerged 
and with that, a contraction.  It is not surprising given the subject matter of the book that the 
process would play out in the book in some ways and through the authors.  They said as much 
themselves.  As Malcolm and Christine reached the end of the book maybe the fear that its 
message would not impact the reader enough built up a rush for, and pressure for, strategies and 
solutions, which I found less informed and interesting than the rest of the book.   

 
When a shift in consciousness or a different way of looking happens, which I think the book 

invites us into, the next steps naturally happen. You can trust the individual and the group and in 
this instance the book!  Enjoy! 
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Political and Civic Leadership: A Reference Handbook  
 

Edited by Richard A. Couto (2010) Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications Inc. 
 

Review by Jonathan Reams1 
 
In his introduction to the handbook, Richard Couto indicates that he was motivated by the 

lack of good, recent material in the field of political and civic leadership that scholars and 
teachers could use to engage in dialogue about this topic as something more than authority and 
hierarchy. As well, he states an aim of bridging a gap that has existed, where leadership does not 
want to get its hands dirty by discussing politics and political science avoids the embarrassment 
of leadership. Making politics, civic life and leadership relevant for a wider range of people is a 
worthy ambition. Giving future students of both subject areas a rich resource to understand the 
core issues, this handbook offers a benchmark and starting place for future efforts to understand 
the practice of leadership in politics and civic life.  

 
This is indeed a handbook on leadership. The scope of work included is comprehensive. With 

120 chapters, it covers just about everything you could imagine in relation to political and civic 
leadership. It does not attempt to be comprehensive about leadership, steering clear of areas such 
as business and organizations. The 11 parts to the two volume set cover a range of topics clearly 
focused on politics and civic life such as philosophy and theories, purposes, failures, processes, 
institutions, contexts, psychology, tasks and tools, and finally depictions.  

 
From this vast collection of material, I choose to focus on a few names known to me to get an 

indication of the flavor, tone and substance of the volume. From Part I, Introduction to Politics 
and Civic Leadership, I read the first three chapters, Politics by Richard Couto and Leadership 
and Leadership and Values both by Ronald Heifetz. From Part II on Philosophy and Theories of 
Political and Civic Leadership I read chapters seven, on The Hero Myth by Betty Sue Flowers, 
Social Origins of Authority by Nathan Harter, and Integral Leadership Theory by Russ 
Volckmann. I will attempt to provide a brief overview of the approaches and contents of these 
chapters, make a few remarks regarding them and some summary remarks about the impression 
they give of the volume as a whole. 

 
Couto starts off his handbook by introducing his view of politics through the story of a young 

soldier he met on an airplane trip who disliked politics because in her experience it was primarily 
about the abuse of power. It serves to illustrate the common view wherein “Politics … equals 
hypocritical self-serving and inequality of freedom among different groups” (p. 3). This allows 
Couto to draw his initial broad lines on the subject, that in essence politics is about power to 
make and enforce decisions, requires legitimation and that this gives authority to thus use power. 

                                                 
1 Jonathan Reams is Editor-in-Chief of Integral Review, an associate professor at the Norwegian 
University of Science and Technology, as well as an organizational consultant and leadership trainer.  
Jonathan@Reams.com 
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The chapter then goes on to lay out how these core constructs of legitimacy, authority and power 
have been viewed, shaped and used in society.  

 
After going on to lay out the hidden dimensions of power involved Couto begins to point 

towards a “new politics of truth” (p. 7). This takes us through the territory of narratives on the 
collective good. “Power established regimes of truth about the nature of community, who 
belongs and who does not, and the legitimacy of the claims that communities can make upon 
their members for the goods and resources to produce and sustain it” (p. 9). This brings him to 
politics as leadership, rather than politics as power. In this, he shows that we each have “a degree 
of responsibility to advance narratives we prefer as true and just” (p. 10). Thus politics is indeed 
personal.  

 
I came away from my reading feeling educated about the realities of how civic or community 

life is inherently impacted by politics and the political and how we live and act in those domains 
with or without knowing it. The depth of complexities of how the issues of power, legitimacy 
and authority are woven into the fabric of our lives comes through well and sets the stage for the 
volume that follows.  

 
I then turned my attention to Heifetz’s chapters on leadership. Having long been a student of 

his work, I was looking forward to see how he might synthesize his work in a short chapter. He 
begins by clarifying the distinction between leadership and authority, both formal and informal. 
His analysis clearly decouples these conceptions, leaving the way open to find more viable 
reference points for the leadership. He does this by pointing out that “Most problem situations do 
not call for leadership. Authoritative systems are sufficient” (p. 14). Yet when situations demand 
adaptation from a group or community, the tried and true authority systems most often fail, 
leading to a need for something more – leadership. Using this reference point, Heifetz is also 
able to make a clear distinction between leadership and management. In his frame, management 
refers to “the activity of coordinating complex systems in the efficient production of solutions to 
routine or technical problems” (p.14).  

 
Understanding how to recognize adaptive challenges and decoupling leadership from 

authority enables Heifetz to analyze a number of questions relevant to understanding the practice 
of leadership. This includes leadership with or without formal authority. He illustrates how this 
can look with stories both familiar and new, large scale, at a community level and within a 
family system. This allows him to make clear another distinction, that leadership is not a 
personality trait, but an activity.  

 
In his brief chapter on Leadership and Values, Heifetz makes a clear case for leadership being 

an inherently value laden activity. He examines James MacGregor Burns’ conception of 
transformational leadership and finds that it falls prey to at least three issues related to the 
normative values frameworks it implies. Heifetz addresses this by proposing to go “further by 
building a normative conception of leadership that starts with the work of meeting these [internal 
contradictions in values held by a community] challenges” (p. 26). From this he identifies one of 
the core tasks of leadership to be building holding environments, or containers that allow for the 
pressures of those challenges to enable a community to do adaptive work on itself. This work is 
inherently value laden, but this approach does not prescribe a normative set of values to be 
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sought, but a process for communities to go through the process of creating their own higher 
order values.  

 
I found that these two chapters summarized the core elements of Heifetz’s concepts of 

leadership in a succinct and well-illustrated manner. As a way of setting the frame for leadership 
for the rest of the volume, these two chapters do an excellent job. The process or activity of 
leadership is shown to require a high (if not “integral”) level of thought from leaders as they 
must orchestrate the interactions of multiple complex systems of values through a collectively 
reflective process. This is a tall order indeed, and maybe shows why in public life we feel a real 
lack of—and thus cry for—leadership. 

 
This lack of leadership may be connected to the deeply embedded view of leaders as heroes, 

which is the subject of Betty Sue Flowers chapter on The Hero Myth. She begins by laying out 
the four part structure of such myths; the call, crossing the threshold to adventure, facing a 
supreme ordeal and returning with a gift. She then points to how the hero myth has been and is 
currently used in leadership literature, from which there are many examples to pick. While many 
of these examples can be viewed as not the best examples of the kind of leadership called for by 
today’s thought leaders, she also shows how the hero myth can illustrate a leader’s journey in a 
positive way.  

 
In line with many current views, Flowers then points out that the “hero myth is fundamentally 

individualistic” (p. 58). The shortcomings of the hero myth are shown in light of understanding 
how many leaders contribute to enabling the success of the leader who is mythologized. She also 
shows how the hero myth can marginalize women’s roles. In the end, while noting that the 
popularity of the hero myth of leadership will continue “as long as we find tales of individual 
heroes more compelling than tales of groups or systems” (p. 59). Flowers points out that the 
“problems of this century’s complex, globally interconnected world are unlikely to be solved by 
individualistic heroic leadership” (p. 59). This then brings us back to the gap that is felt today for 
leadership that goes beyond conventional mythologies embedded in our society.  

 
Nathan Harter follows next with his chapter on Social Origins of Authority. In his usual 

thorough philosophical style, he digs deeply into the ways in which followers willingly constrain 
their choices by granting authority to others. After showing the blurring boundaries that exist 
between rulers and followers, he digs into the motivations of followers. This reveals that such 
motivation for giving authority is dynamic, ambivalent, paradoxical and often a group 
phenomenon. All of this is further compounded by a set of nonconscious factors such as habit 
and subconscious influences. Here Harter draws on Freud to illuminate the depths of how such 
issues can influence the granting of authority.  

 
In further investigating his theme, Harter moves from authority to legitimacy. “Authority is a 

residual sentiment, a sense of legitimacy rooted in a present day belief adopted previously” (p. 
65). He then draws on Weber’s three sources of legitimacy, rationality, tradition or charisma and 
Mary Parker Follett’s ideas to flesh this out. After this journey through the social sources of 
authority Harter ends with the kind of phrasing that simplifies the complexity: “People want 
rulers for conscious and unconscious reasons, but at the same time, they also do not want them, 
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or they go for long periods of time when they do not really think about it” (p. 67). Such is the 
reality faced by leaders and those trying to put attention on these issues. 

 
The final chapter I choose to review is Russ Volckmann’s Integral Leadership Theory. For 

readers of this journal, the inclusion of this topic being relegated to one brief chapter might seem 
a loss of the potential perceived for it to contribute to the field. However it can also be viewed as 
an achievement that the topic is included in such a mainstream handbook. Then there is the 
daunting task facing Volckmann of trying to do justice to the topic in roughly six pages. He 
begins by noting that integral is used in two main ways; first as a stage development theory, 
second as a meta-theory. He does a good job of explaining both and showing how each of these 
usages of integral can contribute to leadership studies. He even gives some nice examples to 
illustrate the concept of holons.  

 
Volckmann goes on to show how integral (meta)theory can be useful as a framework in 

mapping the breadth of disciplinary concepts related to leadership. He demonstrates the utility of 
the integral model in providing categories that lend themselves to sorting various models and 
concepts of leadership. In addition he covers how various methods can be drawn on to enable an 
organized and coherent methodological pluralism. He also surveys the growing body of research 
and publications bringing the application of integral theory to the field of leadership studies. In 
pointing to the future of how this can be used, he notes that “these elements of the theory are 
used as mapping tools designed to help us learn more about the relationship between multiple 
intelligences and the capacity of individuals to handle higher and higher levels of task 
complexity” (p. 126). He closes by noting that this is a lifelong task of constantly learning, not 
only specific skills, but learning to develop the whole person in an integrated manner.  

 
I believe that this chapter exemplifies the challenge that integral theory faces in making its 

contribution to leadership studies in general. Brief overviews must necessarily suffer from 
truncated explanations that cannot do justice to the depth and complexity that is possible. The 
devil is in the details, and to realize the potential of integral theory requires a significant 
investment of time and energy, not to mention word counts. In contrast to some of the other 
chapters surveyed here, whose themes are relatively focused, Volckmann by necessity must 
cover a broad scope to begin to convey the topic.  

 
Having now surveyed a small handful of chapters of this handbook, I can give some overall 

impressions based on that selective reading. First of all, I believe that if the rest of the volume 
carries on with the level of writing displayed here, that it would be a worthy investment. It is a 
reference volume, not designed to break new ground in the particulars, but in the whole by 
addressing head-on the gap in the literature about political and civic life in relation to leadership. 
It appears to meet the goal set out by Couto in his introduction. To then remedy this gap by 
gathering a very thorough and comprehensive set of scholars to provide rich descriptions of the 
multitude of issues involved demonstrates the passion and commitment Couto brought to the 
project.  
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This Way, Please! 
 

Review of Edgar Morin's book "La Voie. Pour l'avenir de l'humanité." 2011. 
Paris: Fayard. 

   
Michel Nguyen1 

 
What the Book is About 

 
In his last book and essay "La Voie" (The Way), Edgar Morin shows us the way, for the future 

of humanity (reference to the subtitle), and even the Way with a capital letter: in French the 
words in titles do not have to be capitalized, which shows how ambitious the book is. It deals 
with most of the aspects of today’s human crises: politics, civilization, democracy, demography, 
indigenous peoples, water, economy, inequalities and poverty, bureaucratization, justice, 
thinking, education, medicine and health, urbanism, agriculture, food, consumption, work, life, 
family, the feminine condition, ages of life. Edgar Morin makes a diagnosis in all those areas and 
suggests many reforms on mostly political levels, but also to some extent on the civic and 
individual levels. 

 
Who is this Book for and What is the Purpose of the Book 

 
Paradoxically, the book is written on the political level, but it is not specifically written to 

political people. Rather, it is written for a large public, be it political people, intellectuals, 
engaged people, laypersons. This is to compare with “Le pacte écologique” (The Ecological Pact, 
2007) from Nicolas Hulot which begins with an open letter to the next President of France.  

 
It is a synthesis of all ideas that Edgar Morin has defended all his life. It can be understood as 

a political, philosophical, and human act aimed at a large public. It is an invitation to think about 
all the issues together. Everyone can have an overview of a new vision of politics in general at 
the civilization and human levels. An ecologically minded person can have an overview of the 
issues of economics and education and how they have an influence on ecology. An intellectual 
can learn about practical initiatives virtually unknown in France. 

 
This book may also be considered only as a draft of what the Way should be about. Edgar 

Morin explicitly invites readers to point out gaps and inaccuracies in his book. He introduces his 
book only as a first version that should be followed by a second volume written by a committee.  

 
 
 

                                                 
1 Michel Nguyen The is an alumni from the École Normale Supérieure de Lyon and holds a PhD in 
computer science from the École Polytechnique. He currently works in financial mathematics. He is a 
member of several associations having a transdisciplinary essence (Groupe Béna, Club of Budapest Paris). 
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Aim of this Review 
 
As this review is aimed at international integral-minded readers, its writing situates the book 

in the context of France, both in her history and the sociology around the book. I will not only put 
this book in perspective with Edgar Morin’s life and work but also more generally with the 
transdisciplinary and integral communities in France and in the world. 

 
Gramps Is in the Resistance! French Resistance as a Third Way 
Between Nazism and Stalinism 

 
As Edgar Morin puts it himself, this book was written out of "infinite solidarity.. This means 

the book should be first received as a message from an exemplary man to our hearts. Born in 
1921, Edgar Morin was taken in by the maelstrom of the Second World War. Not only did he 
enter the French resistance, but he also entered the communist party at the age of 20 because of 
its political ideas. As a resister he made a point not to fight Germans in general, but only Nazism. 
As a communist he always made the difference between his ideology and Stalinism. Actually, in 
the introduction of the book, Morin presents his enrolment in the French resistance as a third way 
between Nazism and Stalinism.  

 
Though Morin speaks very little of himself in the book but in the short preface, this past of 

resistance is quite important as the book appeared in France at the same time as "Une si vive 
résistance" (Such a fierce resistance, January 2011) from 89-year-old banker Claude Alphandéry, 
who developed the social and solidarity economy in France, and the best-selling three-euro short 
book "Indignez-vous !" from 93-year-old diplomat Stéphane Hessel (more than 950,000 copies of 
this last book have been sold). As for "La Voie," it can be found in the top-selling shelves of 
bookstore chains, though one cannot find it in the bookshop sections of supermarkets. The 
authors are often invited together in conferences or TV and radio shows, and when not, they 
make reference to each other. Morin wrote the preface to Alphandéry's book. Stéphane Hessel 
says that people who liked his book and need philosophy and ideas for action should get Edgar 
Morin's book. The pun "Les papys font de la résistance" in reference to the French comic cult 
movie "Papy fait de la résistance" ("Gramps Is in the Resistance," 1983) is often made in articles, 
radio and TV shows about these three people, asserting that old people today still lead the way 
for young people. Edgar Morin's conferences are always full of people among whom the young 
ones are clearly eager to listen to the voice of philosophy. 

 
One can all the more appreciate the reference to a movie when one knows that this movie 

starred famous actors, even in secondary roles, and that Morin started his career in the sociology 
of movies. He wrote a book about movie stars, namely "Les Stars" (The Stars, 1957). As he often 
says, we as spectators are often able to get the complexity of people and situations in movies, but 
forget about this complexity in real life situations.  

 
This indignation still meets some resistance today. The show starring Stéphane Hessel, Claude 

Alphandéry and Edgar Morin that was supposed to take place on France Inter on January 16th 
2011 and that many people were eager to hear was cancelled two days before for unclear reasons. 
In the same vein, a conference of Hessel on January 18th was cancelled on January 10th because 
of Jewish lobbies’ opposition to Hessel's pro-Palestinian stance. This is reminiscent of how 
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Jewish lobbies such as Avocats sans frontières and France-Israël harassed the nevertheless Jew 
Edgar Morin, when he co-wrote the article "Israël-Palestine: le cancer" in Le Monde, June 4th 
2002, stating that one people, namely the Jews, who have been subject to massacres, do not have 
the right to become in its turn a perpetrator.  

 
Edgar Morin, a Unique Voice in France 

 
In French, "voie" is homonymous with "voix" meaning “voice.” When one says "La voie/voix 

d'Edgar Morin" aloud, it means at the same time Edgar Morin's way and voice. Edgar Morin's 
voice has a lot of power and influence because he is a public intellectual who always has tried to 
write texts that are simple to understand. They remain hard to read for the “man in the street” but 
at least they convey very important ideas. 

 
Morin might well be the only French transdisciplinary thinker who is neither a scientist nor a 

full time philosopher of sciences. He had to find ways to acquire a scientific knowledge that is 
impressive. As a French resister he has a lot of credibility. He has a lot of knowledge of classical 
philosophy, of literature, and especially in history and politics where he also has a lot of insight. 
Other French transdisciplinary thinkers would find it very difficult to answer with accuracy, 
pertinence and in a useful way questions from a politically oriented journalist. In the field of 
philosophy of sciences, he had to learn and understand sciences from scratch.  

 
He also developed a few ideas of his own. He was one of the first to speak about the notion of 

amortality when it was only a highly hypothetical prospect for biologists. The typology of 
causalities he developed in his Method with a scientific basis proved to be prominent in the 
writing of the purely political book “Penser l’Europe” (Thinking Europe, 1990).  

 
First Reactions to the Book 

 
Edgar Morin's book has already met a tremendous success given the reactions that can be 

found in the public, on TV and radio shows, in reviews that can be found on the Internet and in 
journals. It is always an honour to welcome Morin in conferences in every circle, and his mere 
presence attracts a lot of people. There has been very little feedback about the book from 
intellectual and political people as yet.  

 
Genetics of the Book 

 
In many ways, “La Voie” can be seen as a compendium of Morin’s work. He has written so 

many books and articles that it is impossible to mention even all the important ones. 
Nevertheless, one can see the political side of Morin in “Penser l’Europe” (Thinking Europe, 
1990) and “Politique de civilisation” (Politics of civilisation, 1997). The ecological side can be 
seen in “Terre-Patrie” (Homeland Earth, 1993, written in collaboration with Brigitte Kern) and 
“L’An I de l’ère écologique : la Terre dépend de l’homme qui dépend de la Terre” (Year One of 
the Ecological Era: Earth depends on man who depends on Earth, 2007). The educational aspect 
can be seen in “Les Sept Savoirs nécessaires à l’éducation du future” (Seven complex lessons in 
education for the future, 2000). The call for a transdisciplinary knowledge can be found in the 
four first volumes of “La méthode” (The Method) and the subjects of humanity and ethics are 
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dealt with respectively in the fifth and sixth volumes of The Method. Spiritual aspects can be 
seen in “L’homme et la mort” (Man and Death, 1951) and “Amour, poésie, sagesse” (Love, 
poetry, wisdom, 1997). The planetary aspect can be seen in “Terre-Patrie” mentioned above and 
in “Pour sortir du XXe siècle” (To get out of the 21st century, 1984) and “Vers l’abîme” (Towards 
the abyss, 2007). It is interesting to see that all those themes were already present in Morin’s 
early works. For example, in “Journal de Californie” (Journal of California, 1970), he was aware 
of the ecological issues before the Club of Rome report was published. There are many 
biographies of Edgar Morin, but “Mon chemin” (My Path, 2008) is quite symmetric with “La 
Voie,” both in title and in contents. While Morin scarcely speaks of himself in “La Voie,” “Mon 
chemin” is a set of interviews about his life. “La Voie” deals with an impersonal future, while 
“Mon chemin” deals with a personal past. 

 
Short previews of the book can be found on the Internet, especially on the website of 

“Dialogues en humanité” (http://dialoguesenhumanite.org/331-la-voie-edgar-morin). A similar 
preview version in the form of an article, already entitled “La Voie,” can be found in the book 
"Prospective d'un monde en mutation" (Forecasting of a mutating world, 2009) edited by Carine 
Dartiguepeyrou, which contains articles of members of friends of the Club of Budapest France, 
the association that organizes the events of the Integral University of Paris. 

 
An important event that is not mentioned in the book was the summer university that took 

place in Poitiers from 27th to 30th September 2010 on the very topic "changer de voie" 
("changing paths" http://telem.fr/UIE10/uie2010). Five different circles dealt each with one of the 
following themes: the political challenge: challenge of a policy of humanity; the ethical 
challenge: relation ethics/politics; ecological challenge: water and biodiversity; the challenge of 
the nourishing Earth; the challenge of knowledge: the challenge of complexity. Morin had a 
leading role, as he concluded the event after the syntheses of the circles. This event shows that 
Edgar Morin does not work on his own and probably had this kind of committees in mind when 
he wrote at the beginning of “La Voie” that it needed a second volume written by a committee. 

 
The book remains a one-author book, though Edgar Morin had wanted to write it with Marta 

de Azeivedo Irving from Brasil. Two chapters were written by sociologist Sabah Abouessalam. A 
lot of documentary material was provided by Karima Abouessalam. 

 
Organization of the Book 

 
The book is organized in four parts: the policies of humanity; reforms of thinking and 

education; reforms of society; reforms of life. The parts are of unequal size, comprised of twelve, 
three, six, and seven chapters, respectively.  Many chapters, be they in the first part or in the 
following ones, begin with a description of the situation and a list of reforms. The first part 
contains at the same time general and more precise themes and loosely the pattern of a general 
theme followed by a subtheme. The first three chapters on politics (political thought, politics of 
humanity, politics of civilization) are followed by a chapter on democracy. Chapter 5 on 
demography is followed by a chapter on indigenous peoples. Chapter 7 on the ecological way is 
followed by a chapter 8 on water. Chapter 9 on the economic way is followed by a chapter on 
inequalities and poverty. 
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The issues are intertwined, so a similar subject can be dealt with in different chapters. For 
example, in part 3, chapter 1 on medicine and health, he speaks about reforming the content of 
medical studies (pp. 177-178), which should contain courses on psychosociology and sociology, 
on civilizations and complexity. A corresponding paragraph makes the link with the reform on 
education in part 2. Examples of communities such as Auroville are given in different chapters, 
namely p. 207 in chapter 2 on “Ville et habitat” (town and settlement) of part 2, and p. 272 in 
chapter 1 on the way of the reform of life of part 4. 

 
In a holographic way, a few chapters are richer than others and encapsulate the issues of the 

others. The chapter on the ecological way deals with capitalism, housing, water, policy of 
civilization. The chapter on agriculture and country deals with demography, urbanism, global 
governance, globalization and de-globalization, education on food and consumption. These 
resonate with many other chapters of the book. 

 
A Critical and Synthesizing Mind 

 
On each subject, Morin tries to identify what is good and what is not. He calls for a symbiotic 

way between the occidental society (critical mind, human rights…) and traditional societies 
(inclusion in the Cosmos, social and community relationships).. For example, in the chapter on 
medicine and health, there is a great emphasis on alternative medicine, both in the occidental and 
oriental or traditional societies, and he reports (p. 179) that he resorted to the Mezières method, 
an alternative physical therapy. He is fascinated by shamans who have psychic and spiritual 
powers and believes that they should be taken more seriously by occidental people. 

 
As for the economic advocates for development and the ecological mainstream for sustainable 

development, as far as he is concerned, the very notion of development should be questioned, 
even when sustainable. He balances the idea of development with the notion of envelopment, 
which implies returning to more interior values, having an interior life, putting more love and 
understanding in our relationships with other people. 

 
Simplicity and Rigor 

 
Morin is known to fight for self-critics and even wrote a book on the topic. Nevertheless, there 

can be generalities that forget the complexity and singularity of situations.. In a book of this 
scope, it is necessary not to focus on details and leave the big picture behind. Otherwise, even if it 
might be clear in the author's mind, a few ideas with too short wordings may not be understood. 
When he says that economy is not controlled and regulated, it is in fact from a global and almost 
biological point of view. A professional economist would tend to disagree, in so far as there are 
many controls and regulations everywhere, especially fiscal ones. As a matter of fact, many 
liquidity problems may result from too much regulation. An enthusiastic anticapitalist idealist 
would agree with Edgar Morin. He would agree with the sentence but would only partially 
understand it. Yes, in the end, greed is not regulated, but in the details regulations can prevent 
investors from putting money in projects where some risk is unavoidable. 

 
There are issues for which Morin did not investigate as deeply as seems desirable, and this 

may be interpreted as a lack of rigour. In the chapter on the ecological way (pp. 86-87), he 
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advocates for renewable energies and mentions several of them (water, wind, solar, photovoltaic, 
geothermic and tidal energies). He says that they should be combined, but he does not take into 
account the life cycle of these technologies. In a footnote (p, 87) he mentions a project of a 
photovoltaic factory in Paris. Many specialists think that photovoltaics in France is only 
greenwashing, given the weak energy return and greenhouse gases emissions, if one takes into 
account all the rare metals needed, the transports, maintenance, and taking care of the garbage. 
Besides, in the end, the notion of renewable energy is still a dream and there is no known 
renewable energy today. Like sustainable development, the notion of renewable energy should 
also be questioned, in the view of this reviewer. 

 
Edgar Morin in the Transdisciplinary World 

 
Morin’s situation and role in the transdisciplinary world is more complex. Through his articles 

and books, his involvement in associations such as MCX-APC, groups such as Le Groupe des 
Dix, Edgar Morin had been in touch with basically all the transdisciplinarity-oriented minds in 
France. He is also very active and recognized in foreign countries, especially in Brazil, and 
involved in CIRET in so far as he is an active member of the association: he and Basarab 
Nicolescu were the cowriters with Lima de Freitas of the manifesto of transdisciplinarity of the 
CIRET. In his Manifesto of Transdisciplinarity, Basarab Nicolescu defines the three pillars of 
transdisciplinarity as being levels of Reality, the logic of the included middle, and complexity, in 
which we see again Edgar Morin's influence with the word complexity and an implicit 
acknowledgement of the two other pillars. 

 
Now indeed Morin does use the three pillars, but dialogics is in fact a flattened version of the 

logic of the included middle, as Morin maintains the distinction without giving it a name and 
explicitly giving it room enough in another level of Reality.2 The use of level of Reality is 
implicit and he does not try to generate new levels of Reality. An example of this is that as far as 
he is concerned, the gods are mere creations of the human mind. He grants gods, ideas and 
imagination a form of existence and reality which might even supersede the material reality and 
have some control of humans, but only conditionally to the existence of the people that produce 
them. In this respect, Edgar Morin belongs more to the systemic thinkers who do include a form 
of sacredness and spirituality in their systems through ethics, poetry and culture, but who have 
not fully adopted a transdisciplinary ideology. 

 
These discussions would deserve further development and more nuancing, but another hidden 

idea in Lupascian logic is that it presents a natural side and a cultural side, which are supposed to 
be isomorphic. Even if again this can become conceptually quite messy and fuzzy, there is a 
philosophical ambition to uncover some logics binding together the human and nature, science 

                                                 
2 The expression "logic of the included middle" is no better in so far as it is in reaction to the first two 
principles it is supposed to transcend. Nicolescu often makes the distinction between the third term which 
is simultaneous to the first two terms, and the Hegelian synthesis, representative of the first entropic term, 
which is supposed to subsume the contradiction at a later time. Nicolescu also makes a distinction between 
the notion of level of Reality, representative of the third term, and the notion of level of organization, 
representative of the negentropic second term. But then he does not rearticulate the three logics in one 
concept. Like the three matters of Lupasco, he puts more stress on the third term and finally on 
transcendance, which is a biased point of view not in keeping with the transdisciplinary ideology. 
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and religion. One can find traces of similar ideas in Edgar Morin's work, especially in the 
Method, but in "La Voie" there are only very pragmatic ideas about reforming our knowledge. 
Our relationship with the Earth should change our way of living and inhabiting it, but not our 
vision of Earth. The reform of knowledge insists on reliability but tells nothing of the awe of 
science and of the philosophical, poetic and mystical aspects of science. 

 
Edgar Morin and (French) Transdisciplinarity in the Integral World 

 
The situation of Edgar Morin in the integral world is simpler to analyze. Even though Basarab 

Nicolescu is on the advisory board of the Integral Review and is also often cited in the Integral 
Leadership Review, a huge difference between transdisciplinarity and the integral approaches as 
they are sociologically practiced concerns the fields of personal development, spirituality and the 
evolution of individuals and humanity. There is a spiritual gradient between systemics, Edgar 
Morin, transdisciplinarity and the integral approaches. Though Morin advocates for personal 
development and meditation in “La Voie,” these topics are only casually mentioned in a few 
sentences and very little emphasis is put on them, which can also be seen in his life and works. 
There is no philosophical study or practice of personal development or meditation from Edgar 
Morin or Basarab Nicolescu.  

 
Transdisciplinarity is also self-limited in discarding New Age ideas in so far as it remains 

human-centered and does not ask what would be the point of view of stones, plants, animals, 
Earth, and other possible beings. The movie Avatar showed a planet able to think. The idea that 
Earth could think is a hypothesis that could be considered outside esoteric doctrines and studied 
by scientists, but it is not discussed. The planetary crisis and planetary consciousness are of no 
concern for the planet herself, except in Bolivia where people fight for Earth rights. Journalists 
only occasionally animate the Earth for rhetoric purposes, though it already means a lot from a 
psychoanalytical point of view. The following paragraph (“La Voie,” p. 85) is very representative 
of this: 

 
La prise de conscience de cette communauté de destin terrestre doit devenir l’événement 
clé du XXIe siècle : nous nous devons sentir solidaires de cette planète dont la vie 
conditionne la nôtre. Il faut sauver le soldat Terre ! Il nous faut sauver notre Pachamama, 
notre Terre mère !  Pour devenir pleinement citoyens de la Terre, nous devons 
impérativement changer notre façon de l’habiter ! 
  
…which could translate as 
 
Realizing our common Earthian destiny must become the key event of the 21st century: we 
must feel solidarity with this planet whose life conditions ours. We must save Warrior 
Earth! We must save our Pachamama, our Mother Earth! Imperatively, to become fully 
citizens of Earth, we must change our way of inhabiting it! 
 
Here the essay’s style changes to a style that is between manifesto and poetry. Earth is seen 

successively as an object, namely a planet, but embedded with life. Then it/he/she is seen as a 
male figure and a female figure. In the last sentence, it is again seen as an object, as a place where 
we live. Morin never really quits the anthropocentric reference. Earth is seen as a mother in a 
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poetic or biologic way, in relation to us, but not possibly as a living being at the human level, 
even only as a hypothesis. Morin speaks for ecocentrism but as seen from an anthropocentric 
point of view, or put more simply, an anthropocentric ecocentrism. It can be seen as a limited and 
limiting philosophical and spiritual point of view, but it also is an example of how far one can go 
with an anthropocentric ethic, and a way to sociologically be successful and appeal to a larger 
public. This is not a conscious strategy from Edgar Morin so far as he defines himself as a neo-
atheist. Pachamama is the Bolivian word to say “Mother Earth,” but there is no mention that 
Bolivians come so far as to elaborating a declaration of Earth rights.3 

 
Another area generally left out by French transdisciplinarity is the idea of human evolution, 

apart from Teilhard de Chardin followers. The ideas of ethics, self-criticism developed by Edgar 
Morin, are displayed as general and universal. There is no idea of gradiations of ethics and of 
values or of differentiated readerships for his books. This explains the emphasis on politics. In the 
same vein, Basarab Nicolescu advocates for transdisciplinarity for everyone and Henri Laborit 
promotes creativity for everyone. Despite a call for diversity, almost each transdisciplinary 
thinker has an individual idea of what the meaning of life should be. It is less true for people in 
personal development who use different typologies of personalities, like the enneagram. 

 
French Disciplinary and Transdisciplinary Work outside the So-
called Transdisciplinary Realm 

 
Even if the so-called transdisciplinary communities form a small world, there is a lot of 

important and good work done in disciplinary groups who do not market themselves as 
transdisciplinary, although they are very transdisciplinary in themselves. Many disciplines 
develop cutting edge concepts that may potentially not be less universal as the known 
transdisciplinary ones. Besides, innovation in action or in concepts does not always have to dwell 
on self-reflexive transdisciplinary meditations. 

 
Transdisciplinary and integral actors speak a lot about quantum mechanics, but only see it 

from the outside. They are blinded by superstrings and nonduality—be it logical or spiritual—and 
do not look into the details of the different internal revolutions encountered by quantum 
mechanics since its inception.  

 
Even the idea of reliability as developed by Edgar Morin that is at the core of transdisciplinary 

in many ways did not go as far as the ontology of relations developed by French philosopher 
Gilbert Simondon (1924-1989), who was Morin’s contemporary. Simondon’s philosophy gave 
birth to paradoxically more substantial concepts of identity and individuation, especially through 
a co-construction of individuals and their environments, rather than through mere dialogics 
between unity and diversity, interior and exterior. This Simondonian idea is present in Morin’s 

                                                 
3 Many systemic thinkers in France are Christian and may have a strong spiritual orientation, but generally 
they do not practice meditation a lot and are not interested in nonduality as an embodiment of 
enlightenment. In principle, Lupasco’s logic should allow him to make a bridge between science and 
spirituality, and a few confidential texts use it to study Buddhist concepts. But in practice it is difficult to 
judge how promising further development might be, all the more since Lupasco’s books are out of print 
and Lupasco is virtually unknown, hard to read and scarcely translated.  
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trinitary concept of individual/society/species (individuals, society and species mutually define 
each other) but Morin did not systematically develop it in the technological or scientific realms 
such as physics, biology, art, and psychosociology.  

 
Gilbert Simondon is cited by the philosopher Bernard Stiegler, the prospectivist Thierry 

Gaudin, and a couple of academic working groups in different areas of philosophy who are 
rediscovering him outside the sociological groups labelled as integral or transdisciplinary. 

 
Edgar Morin and Death 

 
Death played an important part in Morin's life. His mother was in a very weak condition and 

tried to abort when she was pregnant, but Edgar seemingly resisted. Her hidden death when he 
was nine would traumatize him. No wonder he wrote a book about man and death ("L'homme et 
la mort", 1951) where he explored the theme of death in almost every culture and civilization. In 
this book, the atheist Edgar Morin writes that immortality is a regression of philosophy. This is a 
different view from many integral people and cultural creatives who believe in karma. The six-
periodic spiral dynamics asserts that it is possible to return to a holistic view of the world and a 
sense of belonging in the universe that is in fact different from the archaic magic tier. As far as 
Morin is concerned, the astral and causal bodies are only beliefs, part of the culture of a few 
civilizations. He does not seem to have a Newton's trunk. The evolution of Morin is evidently 
different from Ervin Laszlo, for example, who becomes more and more aggressively spiritual and 
tries to find scientific support for the existence of akashic fields. Echoing his first big essay, the 
last chapter before the conclusion of “La Voie” deals with death and is explicitly aimed at non-
religious people. Morin says that we will all die, our sun will die, our universe will die, but that 
death should have a more explicit part in our society. 

 
Along similar non-religious lines, the French philosopher Patrick Viveret who co-wrote a 

book with Morin and who is often mentioned in “La Voie,” argues against the notion of 
sustainability by citing the fact that we will all die. This shows that our main concern should not 
be a question of survival, but of having meaningful lives. 

 
Edgar Morin appears to me to have a simple and linear view of life and death, which is fine, 

but it would have been very interesting for him to try to adopt the view of other people, even as 
an hypothesis, and use his concepts of recursive loop, hologrammatics, emergence, complexity, 
to rethink the concept of death beyond the different accounts he gave in 1951. 

 
A Techno-Biased Postconclusion 

 
In the postconclusion of “La Voie,” Morin gives glimpses of what the future of humanity has 

in store, in the areas of the nature of humanity itself, its relation to cosmos, the nature of 
knowledge. Although he acknowledges the possible existence of parallel dimensions, of 
extraterrestrials and of an increase of cognitive powers of the human, he does not make any link 
with human evolution toward more wisdom, more ethics. He only mentions colonization of 
planets, a merging of man and technology reminiscent of transhumanism and Kurzweil’s 
singularity. Regarding the increase of knowledge, Morin focuses a lot on physical aspects like the 
nature of space and time, but not on the very nature of life and humanity. The author of an article 
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in the French journal Libération is happy that Morin’s book does not contain any New Age 
babbling, but even without spiritual beliefs it would have been possible to put forward that 
humanity is not only a child in the areas of technology and knowledge, but also in the areas of 
love, wisdom, morality. Morin wrote several books stating that we are only at the stone age of 
ecology but this is not quite put forward in the end of ”La Voie.” 

  
What to Put in a Volume 2 

 
A natural idea to pursue beyond Edgar Morin’s work would be to create a benchmark of 

initiatives. The book “Des abeilles et des hommes” (Bees and men, 2010), from Thanh Nghiem, 
was written with this view in mind. 

 
We should write “do’s and don’ts.” In The Choice: Evolution or Extinction? by Ervin Laszlo, 

there is a chapter entitled “A Short Catalogue of Obsolete Beliefs and Misguided Practices.”  
 
Beyond “do’s and don’ts”, one should put them in perspective. A “do” in one context might be 

a “don’t” in another. As a specialist in permaculture would say, there are no bad lands, only bad 
farmers.  

 
Even the very idea of creating a benchmark of “do’s and don’ts” has its limits in so far as 

many important projects in their infancy are not supposed to be known by everyone. New ideas 
must be experimented with before being widespread. Ideas that may be commercially exploited 
must first seek a framework that protects them. A lot of underground work needs to be done at all 
scales, from crisis areas to the backstage of the highest levels of political decisions or of 
fundamental research. 

 
Should this Book be Used as a Blueprint? 

 
It is clear that Edgar Morin is representative of a few systemic and transdisciplinary circles in 

France and possibly abroad, and that these circles could use his work as a blueprint. On a general 
and practical basis, the book has obvious limitations in layout and contents. We have seen that 
the different parts of the book are quite unbalanced, and the previous articles also entitled “La 
Voie” may have more workable and straightforward layouts. As far as content is concerned, the 
book does not exhaust all the topics developed in Edgar Morin’s work, it is not representative of 
all the integral developments in France or in the world. Besides, a basic model like Wilber’s eight 
zone quadrants analysis shows that even if Edgar Morin’s work spans the four quadrants, there is 
an emphasis on holons seen from the outside, so that despite Morin’s notion of envelopment, the 
book would not fit people spiritually oriented. 

 
Trying to take into account all the integral and transdisciplinary approaches as does Jennifer 

Gidley is a very important work, but such a synthesis should also exist in different variants 
according to people’s personalities, contexts and goals. Stating conceptual and practical integral 
traps and impossibilities should also be important. 
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Conclusion 
 
Edgar Morin is a very generous man who during his whole life has been showing us the way. 

As a systemic atheist with a mystical poetical facet, he does not seek or sell enlightenment, but 
leads at the same time a life of service with no ulterior motive. His is the life of a man who still 
marvels at the mystery of the human and of the universe. His deep knowledge of sociology, 
history, and politics makes him unique among the transdisciplinary French thinkers. “La Voie” is 
not only a synthesis of today's different crises but also a political act to make people understand 
how linked the crises are and that all the dimensions of the human crises should be addressed at 
the same time. 

 
Aware of limitations of his book, he considers it more as an invitation to further his work. 

Many ideas that may seem unclear or limited can be better understood by reading his previous 
books. He has drawn boundaries around his work that are more or less representative of the so-
called systemic and transdisciplinary communities in France, but there exist other integral and so-
called disciplinary but nevertheless transdisciplinary working groups in France that are not 
covered by his work that international people should also take into account. 

 
There are limitations that Edgar Morin seemingly was not or did not want to be aware of, but 

it is part of the game of going the way. Beyond these practical and necessary limitations, if one 
considers the book as a philosophical and political gesture, it is indeed showing us the way. 
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Publishers. 
 

Reviewed by Nancy Glock-Grueneich 
 
In their new book, Transversity: Transdisciplinary Approaches in Higher Education, Sue 

McGregor and Russ Volckmann lay out a vision for an institution of higher education whose 
design throughout supports such integration and/or interaction of disciplinary studies and inquiry 
as are necessary to address the most urgent of our human problems, most of them complex, 
“wicked,” and necessarily “trans-disciplinary.”  They argue passionately for the need for such 
deep structural changes throughout higher education and contribute to the realization of that 
vision in this book in three ways.  

 
First they attempt to tease apart the numerous terms for, and forms of, work that crosses 

disciplines, to clarify key differences and to suggest the elements critical to the most 
thoroughgoing of such integration, i.e., “transdisciplinarity.” Secondly, they describe the 
commonalities and differences of educational initiatives they view as worthy of the term, in 
Arizona, Romania, Mexico, Brazil, and Australia, alluding as well to one in South Africa and 
one in India. In each case they describe the aspirations, guiding principles, current practices, and 
intended further developments that, taken together, qualify the programs in these institutions as 
something more than variation on inter-disciplinarities of various kinds, but as truly, or 
becoming truly, “transdisciplinary,” i.e., as “transversities” in the making. 

 
Though the book is more tendentious than collegial in tone, I found myself able to move past 

their sometimes overly polemical discourse to appreciate the useful distinctions and practical 
insights yielded by both their analysis of the literature and their range of case studies. Indeed, I 
was often excited by the potential evident in the cases they looked at, seeing not merely a series 
of well-conceived but inherently marginal pilots—with which higher education has always had 
more than its fair share—but perhaps the future of higher education itself glimmering on the 
horizon. Certainly that is what the authors intended for me to see—and I did. 

 
For good reason they take the Arizona State University (ASU) as their most fully developed 

case in point. ASU has redesigned the way graduate programs are initiated and run, and faculty 
rewarded, to encourage work not only across disciplines of specific projects or research centers, 
but the on-going collaboration and gradual re-conception of how knowledge between disciplines, 
and inclusive of stakeholders, is to be developed, tested, used, refined, rewarded, and funded. 
Students are encouraged or required to work with classmates in other fields on shared projects, 
some student run and initiated. With extensive funding from both the private and government 
sectors, ASU has seen its enrollments increase, its funding expand, and the professional and 
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academic recognition of its faculty—even within their own disciplines—increase rather than 
diminish! Thus, the authors quote the following article: 

 
Seven years ago, Arizona State University’s Department of Anthropology began its 
transformation into the ASU School of Human Evolution and Social Change. The move 
towards transdisciplinarity stirred up controversy and was deemed the deathblow of 
anthropology by some. Now, five years after the school’s official launch, an article in the 
May [2011] issue of Anthropology News reports on the reality—and success—of the 
paradigm shift. In the article, a team of school faculty and doctoral students details how the 
school, part of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, has prospered in many areas. 
Faculty size has nearly doubled, with 75 percent being anthropologists and others 
representing a diversity of fields, such as economics, science and technology studies and 
epidemiology. Overall enrollments have risen significantly, as have graduate student and 
external support. Diversity of faculty and students has increased. And while anthropology 
undergraduate and doctoral programs remain the largest degree programs, new 
transdisciplinary offerings in global health and environmental social science have been 
well received. (http://asunews.asu.edu/20110518_trans_anth). (p. 41) 

 
The authors credit the President of the University, Michael Crow, with clear and visionary 

leadership  and with the ability to surround himself with others as passionate and capable to carry 
out the vision. In particular, they mention David A. Young, Senior Vice President for Academic 
Affairs, a tenured professor of plant biology in ASU’s School of Life Sciences. Appointed in late 
2006, 

 
He is credited with leading a redesign and transformation of the college resulting in the 
creation of eight new transdisciplinary schools, more than 20 new or refocused research 
centers, several major institutes to promote transdisciplinary research and an expansive 
Learning Communities Institute to provide enhanced learning experiences for 
undergraduate students. Under his leadership, the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences is 
now organized around five themes in addition to some traditional disciplines. These 
themes comprise: sustainability, complexity, origins, health and quality of life, and global 
engagement, see http://clas.asu.edu. Young’s role was to encourage, motivate and direct 
others in the University, particularly in the early efforts of the development of a School of 
Life Sciences (SOLS). (p. 33) 

 
Each of the case studies offers new programs and new structures for supporting the gradual 

re-conception of knowledge in the institution to support true transdisciplinarity. Each stresses the 
need for a strong approach but one starting with the opportunity for all concerned to talk long 
enough to find common ground, mutual trust and inspiration, and a common language. And the 
need to continue to value and fund this process. Certainly a real strength of the book is its many 
telling if brief examples of how to work with the human processes to make it work. 

 
I found the conceptual work not entirely satisfying but that is more the challenge of the topic 

than the failing of the authors. I appreciate that they allowed diverse if convergent viewpoints to 
be heard in their own voices and drew from them salient criteria without bogging down in 
excessive concern for terminology.  
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My most serious concern with the book is that it raised so many substantive, conceptual, and 
ethical questions, and then by-passed them, preferring instead to focus on the sociological and 
political concerns of, for example, how tenure is achieved by transdisciplinarians. I appreciate 
the importance of that question for achieving the goals put forth in the book.  

 
But, more fundamental still, and still unaddressed in this book, are questions such as what of 

the traditional disciplines is critical to preserve, wherein the integrity, rigor, and power of their 
respective approaches is to be carried forward; and how full partnership with community and 
business, and funding by the latter, can protect inquiry from the self-serving biases or narrow 
vision that causes some of the problems in the “real world.” Thus, for example, in this passage—
still speaking about ASU: 

 
Again, we asked about the risks associated with such collaborations, for example, private 
industry rather than civil society setting the research agenda and supporting particular 
approaches or individuals in leading and managing these efforts, we were told that these 
have always been the risks in the marriage of higher education with other institutions that 
provide funding. Another risk is the ownership of the products of the research. 
Transdisciplinarity embraces the concept of copyleft instead of copyright, but this term 
was not mentioned in our interviews...The academic model at ASU supports making 
information widely available to foster scholarship and development; they consciously 
characterize their approach as translational research (2008-2009 Annual Report). The 
traditional industry model is to guard information closely (copyright, patents, intellectual 
property, trademarks). In a non-transdisciplinary mode, it is assumed that this information 
can make the difference in not only the profits of a company, but also its very future 
existence. ASU seems to have found a way to make these corporate partnerships work. (p. 
38) 
 
But what that “way” is, the authors don’t tell us. Who sets the research agenda in a 

corporate/university partnership, who assures the integrity of the process and the assessment of 
the results, and who owns the results—such questions are not herein addressed in any systematic 
way.  

 
These questions do have answers that can be found—and the risks they point to are still not 

reason to hold back from institutional transformations so necessary—but asked they must be, and 
well answered, if the result is to enrich and not impoverish our capacity to confront humanities 
urgent problems. They are reason to proceed with care.  

 
This book helps raise some of the questions, and begin to find some of the answers, even if it 

does not take us far enough, it helps move us closer to what the future demands. And, above all, 
it brings home the point that this movement towards the integration of knowledge, and the 
closing gap between the world of inquiry, and the world of action, is not, as the authors 
emphasize just a “fad;” it is the wave of the future.  

 
The goal to be sought, of course, is not to discard the disciplines, nor simply mush them 

together, but to hold fast to and even increase the rigor and power each discipline holds, while 
redesigning the enterprise to make more effective use of each, to build upon them, connect them, 
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create conceptual frameworks that synthesize them, and where appropriate—but only where 
appropriate—to integrate them. In short, the goal is to assure that in times now coming, those 
schooled most highly are not thereby precluded by overspecialization from making connections, 
and solving our most difficult problems, but are all the better prepared to do so having gained 
their knowledge within institutions committed to connectedness and relevance.     
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