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1. Introduction

In the search for holism in futures inquiry, I propose that the Wilber–Slaughter version of integral is one of a number of

movements toward holism in futures, and to unduly privilege it at the expense of other approaches is to un-necessarily close

down the dynamic diversity necessary for such a process of inquiry to unfold in a healthy andmeaningfulway.While Integral

Futures (IF) has made important contributions to futures theory, it also contains certain problems and limitation. The way

forward is neither a complete rejection of the Wilber inspired conception of integral, nor its complete and blind acceptance

as the only ‘integral’ possible. There is a third way, which is to see the Wilber inspired integral futures created by Slaughter

and others as one of a number of existing and possible conceptions of the movement toward holism in futures inquiry. This

entails an opening up of the various alternative conceptions of ‘integral’, ‘integrative’ and ‘holism’ in other fields as well as

alternatives in futures studies, such that we can qualify Wilberist claims, provide a wider vision and have an ongoing open

and dynamic dialogue that will lead to fruitful innovation.

Richard Slaughter and others (includingmyself) developedwhat Slaughter dubbed ‘Integral Futures’ (IF), primarily based

on the work of KenWilber (and as Gidley [1] points out EF Schumaker as well), but also incorporating other influences [2,3].

Integral Futures has made important contributions to futures inquiry. It has been a bold attempt to broaden out and

legitimise the epistemological spaces from within which futures inquiry is conceived (e.g. through Wilber’s four quadrant

model). In doing so, it has provided an easy entry for beginners into some of the key debates that have punctuated Western

discourse. As well, the four quadrant model has become a facile analytical framework that can be used in many situations to
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dissect issues. The correlating frameworks on collective and individual development offer deep insights into locating and

understanding ways of seeing, acting and knowing as stages in the development of consciousness [4]. Overall Wilber has

attempted a bold and grand synthesis of science and spirituality [5]. Wilber’s ‘orienting generalisations’ offer broad

correlations that bring forth a greater overall pattern with respect to the ways people know the world. It is an ambitious

attempt to address fragmentation at disciplinary and social levels, and it has added to the wider debate about what

constitutes complete ‘integral’ and holistic work, teaching, and research, in futures inquiry and in other areas. Thus in my

opinion Wilber’s work and Slaughter’s (and others) extension of his work into IF has definite value.

In my estimation, however, this has not been unproblematic, as the Wilber approach and what it has inspired carries

certain potential dangers and pitfalls. These dangers and pitfalls are not specific to those who use Wilber, but rather are

associatedwith ‘Wilber-ism’ – an ideological orientation to theWilber version of holism. Of course, ideology can be said to be

a persistent human problem that emerges in many traditions and cultures, of which ‘Wilber-ism’ is just one manifestation.

As well ‘indicators’ of these dangers and pitfalls do not appear across all uses of Wilber, but in certain cases. Yet these cases,

or examples, have ledme to see an overall pattern that needs to be address. Simply put the potential danger and pitfall in the

use ofWilber is the tendency tomarginalise alternative conceptions of holism, by subordinating them into its developmental

hierarchy (in the guise of ‘refreshing’), appropriating alternative conceptions into its model as less complete theories or

approaches, which are purely defined inWilberian terms. And thus, within this Wilber-ism, alternative conceptions of what

holism mean are not accepted on their own terms and language.1

2. Premature foreclosures

For Latour, social theories understand reality through their particular categorical assumptions, and are inadequate for

understanding the social (in his terms ‘associative’ worlds). Social theories prefigure the world they see through ontological

projections, constructing categories by which the social is understood, and by doing so the social is, in part, a projection of a

standpoint. While the Wilber model aspires to seeming universality, a Latourian perspective shows that Wilber’s Theory of

Everything (TOE) is just another social theory, and that the ontological categories of AQAL are a conceptual projection as

opposed to essential features of reality in and of themselves. He writes:

‘. . . the very success of social explanations has rendered them so cheap that we now have to increase the cost and the

quality control on what counts as a hidden force’ [6] (p. 50).

Wilber uses a cartographic metaphor, two axis based on two (seemingly universal) variables creating four categories

(interior/exterior and individual/collective). The principle variables used are rarely questioned or substituted with

alternatives such as gender (masculine/feminine), power (enfranchised/disenfranchised), or as through Pierre Bourdieu’s

alternative cartographic representation, the variables of cultural and economic capital [7]. This might be especially

confounding from a Wilberian perspective, which wants to put post-modernists in their place (as part of the ‘mean green

meme’), and would certainly not want to see itself as just another discourse with its attendant ontological assumptions. Yet

Latour is not a post-modernist or any of the other epithets attached to post-modernism (e.g. post-structural); he is rather an

empirical-constructivist, who argues that depth understanding of the social requires rigorous tracing of ‘actor-networks’

that cannot be understood through prefigurative categories, and that one of the constituent elements in tracing the social is

to take into account conceptual formations and how TOEs guide action in the world, of which Wilber’s is one [5]. The irony

here is that whileWilber attacks the post-modern, from a Latourian actor-network theory (ANT) perspective,Wilber’s TOE is

part of the post-modern phenomenon which Latour critiques as leading to social theories ‘so cheap that we now have to

increase the cost and the quality’. Integral ends up being yet another grand discourse through which a world is framed, and

every time someone apologetically adds ‘it’s just a model’, it becomes ever more part of the post-modern phenomenon of

proliferating social theories.

The Wilberian discourse, which purports to see the world in its totality, defines the world on its own terms, through its

specific language and conceptual frameworks (primarily through the notion of ‘all quadrant all levels’ – AQAL). The chief

problem here is that inWilber’s (and Slaughter’s) terms, Integral does not seem to be a discourse, but rather ‘a-perspectival’,

meaning that it somehow sits above discourses and the flux of the perspectival world.2 While I welcome epistemological

pluralism, the Wilberist tendency seems to be to take its framework as the ultimate perspective by which to frame the

world.3 It is from this premise (of ‘a-perspectival’) by which we can be led to the self-referential dead end of ideology.

Ideologies (well developed systems of thought) comprise self-referential realities: once a conceptual system is strong

enough, it has the power, through people, to define everything in terms of that system of thought. In itsmost pernicious form

people holding such an ideology lose choice as to whether or not to interpret the world based on a given system of thought,

there is no way out. For example, my critique of the Wilber model, seen from a Wilber ideology, is evidence of how I hold a

‘green’ worldview (in the language of Spiral Dynamics) which is characterised by ‘post-modern/critical/multi-cultural/

1 Indeed Sohail Inayatullah argues that from a non-western view, Wilber-ism remains foundationally Western, continuing the orientalist tradition of

appropriating non-western categories a-contextually and a-historically. Personal communication, June 30, 2008.
2 Another way this ‘a-perspectivity’ has been framed is as a ‘a neutral framework’, see: Richard Slaughter [10], p. 121.
3 For a critique ofWilber ‘a-perspectivity’ see: JeffMeyerhoff, ‘Six Criticisms ofWilber’s Integral Theory’, http://www.integralworld.net/meyerhoff4.html.
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counter-cultural’ thinking, or equally damning, that I display ‘pre-conventional’/childlike behaviour, or worse, that I have

committed the ‘pre-trans fallacy’.4 It is not seen as evidence of a personwith some reservation regarding a system of thought,

whatever that might be, whichmight be worth hearing (who’s to say?). Hampson critiques just this ‘premature foreclosure’

in respect to Wilber’s mythic construction of the ‘Mean Green Meme’ [8].5

As with orientalist accounts of the world, armed with ones own theory, one interprets the world from that framework,

and every new occurrence provides the necessary self-referential evidence. Where is the room for disconfirmation when

self-referential language frames everything in its own terms? This was one of the problems Adorno identified, in particular

his concern with the ‘domination of the conceptual sphere’ and ‘identitarian’ reductionism, in terms of what the ‘concept’

leaves behind and omits. He argued for the need to ‘defend the irreducibility of non-conceptual material (of the real in its

opacity) against the ravenous power of the concept’, and to maintain the creative tension between the conceptual and non-

conceptual – to dwell in the contradictions between thought and experience [9]. Slaughter himself acknowledged thismuch:

it is vital to remain aware of the dangers of reification. The four quadrants, for example, are a device for thinking—they

do not exist in the outer world. Care should be taken, therefore, not to make them—or any other part of the integral

operating system (IOS)—‘too real’ [10] (p. 121).

Yet on the same page Slaughter calls Integral ‘a neutral framework’ [10] (p. 121). Is he implying it is a framework which is

not brought forth by a perspective, that it privileges nothing, favours no one position, and hence describes theworld (inner

and outer) as it is? In respect to such (potential) claims we need to examine what is espoused as opposed to what is

practiced.

3. An integral monopoly?

A related challenge to Wilber’s TOE comes from the action research tradition, through the concept of the ‘model

monopoly’. Participatory action research challenges the use, by experts and initiates, of ‘model monopolies’ [11]. The use

of expert models create power relationships between those that understand and accept expert models, and those that do

not. In action research, ‘Model monopolies’ are challenged, and client groups and stakeholders are encouraged to develop

their own particular models or frameworks that are useful and meaningful to them in their particular circumstances. A

model that purportedly applies to all circumstances, universally, is arguably viewed within action research circles as

fraught with both practical as well as political problems. The action researcher’s obligation is to combine their action

research frameworks with the local stakeholder’s understanding of local context into a third ‘local theory’ that emerges

from the co-research. Out of this process local stakeholders learn how to conduct action research on their own, furthering

their own empowerment and a democratisation of the research/action praxis [11]. Model monopolies set up the dynamic

of inner circle initiates (with depth understanding of the model) vs. an outer circle yet to be initiated, or worse, obstinate

critics, rejectors, and in Wilberist terms ‘flatlanders’ (objectivists) and ‘post-modernists’ (subjectivists/cultural

relativists), who in other conceptual schema might be considered the equivalent to ‘Luddites’ or ‘counter-

revolutionaries’. Hardened model monopolies can be seen to be expressions of specialised self-referential systems of

thought veering into ideology.

An extension on the problem of the model monopoly is the claim of origination or invention associated with Wilber’s

Integral and Slaughter’s Integral Futures, e.g. the presumption that Wilber is the first example of true Integral, and that

Slaughter’s IF combination of ‘integral’ and ‘futures’ is also the first. Over time I have become increasingly aware of a number

of examples that expressed holism or ‘integrality’ in their futures work, but simply didn’t call it that.6 For example Ashis

Nandy expressed a view for the need for empirical, cultural and critical futures research as awhole [12]. Hazel Henderson has

over a long period of time explored holism through a post-conventional lens [13,14]. Sohail Inayatullah documented the

development of predictive, interpretive, critical and participatory approaches to futures inquiry, arguing for their parallel

uses depending on the context [15].7 And of course William Irwin Thompson has for many decades explored holism and

historical transformation and the conception of planetary futures [16,17]. Yet none of these authors necessarily called their

4 Recent research from within the Spiral Dynamics community demonstrates it is in fact the blue-orange DQ/ER v-meme which showed the highest

tendency to reject the green FS v-meme, while ‘second tier’ yellow GT did not tend to reject Green FS v-meme, also indicating that Wilber’s attack on the

‘mean greenmeme’ via ‘Boomeritis’ and other examples are riddledwith conceptual errors. The research goes on to show thatWilber’s analysis (second tier

dismisses green) is partially based on attempts to discredit critics, and not necessarily indicative of his ‘second-tier’ and ‘post conventional’ consciousness,

as his followers might have been led to believe. See: Natasha Todovoric, ‘The mean green meme hypothesis: fact or fiction?’, NVC Consulting, 2002; http://

www.spiraldynamics.org/documents/MGM_hyp.pdf, accessed July 20th 2008.
5 Gary Hampson has commented that the signifiers ‘postconventional’ ((Cook-Greuter [73]) via Kohlberg), ‘aperspectival’ (Gebser [74]) and ‘second tier’

((Beck & Cowan [75]) via Graves) all have their own unique histories and contexts, and ‘Postformal’ should also be identified within this conceptual family.

Personal communication: June 20, 2008.
6 Apparently Somporn Somchaiwas the first towrite on inner and outer integrated futures, in a piece in 1973 for JimDator in the EastWest Centre futures

series. From personal communication with Sohail Inayatullah, June 15, 2008.
7 S. Inayatullah first charted the shift from predictive to critical futures in ‘Deconstructing and reconstructing the future: predictive, cultural and critical

epistemologies’ (1990) Futures, vol. 22, no. 2, March, pp. 115–141 and predictive to participatory futures in ‘Reductionism or layered complexity? The

futures of futures studies’ (2002) Futures, vol. 34, issues 3–4, April, pp. 295–302, and most recently in Questioning the future: futures studies, action learning

and organisational development (2002) Tamkang University Press, Taiwan.
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work or their consciousness ‘integral’. Thus it seems to be amistake to take integral futures as only those that are claiming to

be doing ‘integral futures’, as opposed to those that have demonstrated a movement toward holism, the core principles of

integral or ‘integrative’ in practice, even if this was not explicitly stated through language. Ignoring these tacit practices and

examples fails to acknowledge the work that preceded them, obscures alternative sources of holism that can expand the

overall enterprise, and seems to reflect a tendency to want to ‘lock-up’ ownership of the Integral ‘brand’, on the presumption

that it was recently invented or originated.8 Branding spirituality, like the branding and locking up of many other aspects of

our common heritage, is a form of predatory intellectual capitalism [18,19].

To personalize this, while criticising Wilber or Slaughter at the Australian Foresight Institute was difficult for me

(and perhaps others), any criticism of Wilber himself apparently invites total denunciation and ostracisation from the

Wilber inner circle [20]. The pattern that has emerged seems to be an extreme vehemence toward competing theories of

integral, be they from California Institute of Integral Studies (CIIS), or even Wilber derived variations.9 This mirrors the

pattern in which Marx and Engels, in the 19th century, also denounced any competing socialist theories, labelling them

‘utopian’ and dismissing them as naı̈ve and unworkable [21] (p. 698). In this pattern, only one theory can survive.

Visceral attacks against alternative and dissenting views, and extreme denouncements of alternative conceptions,

‘intellectual bullying’, enforce a model monopoly through sheer intimidation. As Watkins argued [22], modern

ideologies tend toward utopianism, and tend to over-simplify reality and construct false ‘friend and enemy’ dualisms,

explaining:

Anyone who believes that his goals are absolutely and overwhelmingly in the public interest will suspect something

sinister about the motives of those who reject his conclusions. Surely those who persist in refusing so great a good

must be greatly bad, or at least invincibly ignorant. [22] (p. 8)

4. An Integral ‘end of history’?

Developmentalism is another manifestation of the model monopoly, with its teleological projection about the

past and future course of human development, and presumptions of cultural superiority, which express a historicism

that closes down alternative futures. It re-hashes key assumptions that were the basis for justifying the Western

colonisation of the world and the global genocide and enslavement which ensued. Such a-historical developmentalism

obscures the geo-political power dimensions of ‘de-development’, how the West actively and consistently undermined

the development and welfare of other cultures over the past 500 years [23,24]. The social evolutionist model that

buttressed colonialism was simply re-packaged as modernism and now the development model [25], put forth by the

International Monetary Fund and the World Bank over the past 50 years, despite a shaky record of success.10 Wilber’s

version of integral mirrors many of these colonialist assumptions. We see in this integral developmentalism, not only

the tendency to define whole cultures and nations in ‘integral’ terms, but an equal resistance to seeing its own

perspective as culturally located, as opposed to universal [5] (p. 119). In Nandy’s words, this developmentalism basically

means:

societies in Africa, Latin America and Asia, they are supposed to be societies on a particular trajectory of history. They

are all supposed to be trying to be in the futurewhat Europe and North America are today. So, in that sense, technically

there are no options open to them in the future. They are today what Europe was in the past; tomorrow they will be

what Europe is today. [12] (pp. 434–435)

Wilber’s correlations of individual psychological development [4], while a great contribution, have already fallen into the

trap of Wilber-ism. It is based on the seductive notion that those that read Wilber or use a Wilberian integral model are

‘post-conventional’, or have ‘second tier’ consciousness, or express an ‘a-perspectival’ view. This kind of spiritual

hyperinflation presumes to be able to locate others as part of the ‘spiral’ or developmental levels, with normative

assumptions regarding what is to be regarded as ‘transcendent’, and knowledge of the psychological make-up of those

people who have enough development to take us into an integral world. Wilber’s political writings that draw upon well

known ‘clash of civilisation’ and ‘end of history’ neo-conservativesmakes for an odd, if not disturbing, parallel with his one

integral teleology [20,5] (pp. 114–115). The self-referentiality of integral developmentalism is possibly an expression of a

dominant culture unable or unwilling to see the world from alternative cultural perspectives, unconsciously imposing the

categories, values and termsofwhat is considerednormal, rational and acceptable, ‘developed’ and ‘integral’. In shortwhen

one evaluates alternative approaches entirelywithin a perspective or framework (in a completely self-referentialmanner),

it is all too seductive to see ones approach as more ‘encompassing’ and ‘integral’ and other approaches as incomplete [10]

(p. 132).

8 Inventing and trade marking ‘integral’ in the context of the many previous thinkers-practitioners such as Aurobindo, Steiner, Gebser and the perennial

traditions which preceded them might be likened to Monsanto ‘inventing’ and patenting corn.
9 See: www.wilber.shambhala.com/html/interviews/Shambhala_interview.cfm/, www.integralworld.net/mcdermott2.html, and www.deepspirit.com/

sys-tmpl/replytowilber/.
10 This type of developmentalism was put forth at AFI as worthy of serious consideration. See Ray Harris’ ‘The memes at War’, http://

www.integralworld.net/harris3.html.
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5. Context vs. ‘Everything’?

While Wilber attempts to subsume all contexts into his model, I argue that context subsumes all integral theorists, no

matter how clever they are.We are all ‘situated’ within a cultural and physical ground of being, and ‘everything said is said by

someone’ [26] (p. 27). Integral theories emerge in particular cultural-historical situations, through people grapplingwith the

complexities of their lived challenges. These complexities are context specific. Whether one is in a particular field, for

example Health, Sociology, Ecology,Medicine, or in a particular culture, one brings their perspective into a context, to achieve a

greater wholeness. I argue, therefore, that it is with the perspective of a person, and from within the grounded-ness of a

situation, with all its constraints and details, where integration makes sense. These situations are not dis-embodied

abstractions, but specific fields of shared experience and action. These embodied ‘places’, provide the ingredients by which

integration can emerge. Without such a grounding in a perceptual-experiential situation, there is little to moderate the

human inclination toward dis-embodied conceptual abstraction on scales of ever increasing grandeur, referring to nothing

more than our own mental projections we mistake for being the ‘world’.

My last point therefore concerns whether a TOE is possible. If ‘Everything’ presupposes ALL contexts, and yet integration

exists only within a context, what is that context from within which the IF integration happens, besides the placename of

‘everything’? The use of ‘everything’ seems to leaveWilber and his followers without a context in which to situate the work

of integration. ‘Everything’ can mean many things, depending on where and what problem a person works on, and the

perspective a person applies in their practices. Many have searched for wholeness in their lives, but this has progressed

differently according to the different situations people find themselves in. My contention here is that the movement toward

holism must go beyond ‘orienting generalisations’ and have some ‘long-ish histories of something’, or more modestly be a

‘theory of something’, there must be some correspondence between ‘substantive theory’ [27] (p. 111). TOEs or ‘Histories of

Everything’ leave the gate open to an intellectual decontextualising that can endlessly imagine conceptual schema and social

theory without feeling the pinch of context specific situations, and the complexities and lived challenges they throw up. As

Adorno argued, ‘Identitarian thinking is subjectivistic even when it denies being so’ [28].

By focusing on ‘Everything’,Wilber-ismdisowns the local and particular, individual practice and context. Contextmatters

because many of the established principles or theories within a given field exist for good reasons, and any movement

towards holism that attempts to ‘integrate’ disparate regions cannot simply over-generalise the complexities that exist in

these areas.Wemust be careful that, in themovement toward holism, we are not lost in dis-orienting over-generalisations –

a careless transfer of (metaphoric) language that does not honour the knowledge that has been rigorously developed in

specific contexts [29], or equally important the ambiguities and controversies that still exist.11 I argueWilber’s AQAL model

does not correspond to a totality, but rather corresponds to Wilber’s projection of ontological assumptions about the

constituent categories of a totality. This is not to say that Wilber inspired TOEs have no value, but we need to be alert to

potential dangers and pitfalls associated with Wilber-as-ideology, summed up very well by Rich Carlson:

An integral theory which valorizes its own epistemology by denying other traditions, theories, practices their own

voice, or by simply mis-characterizing them segregates rather than integrates. Any theory which asserts itself

ideologically by cannibalizing other traditions and appropriating the voice of alterity as a function of its integralmodel

while discarding the ten thousand nuances, subtleties, traces of culturewhich are essential to indigenous identity, fails

at the level of integration itself. Such theoretical practices are not integral but imperialist, such discourses do not

achieve cultural hybridity but rather cultural hegemony. Such an integral theory is colonialist at its worst and

patronizing at its best.12

6. Alternatives to Wilber’s TOE

In ‘transcending and including’ the meta-physical assumptions of a universal and generalisable TOE, I would like to

present a few of the alternative approaches to conceiving of holism that I am aware of, ‘integralisms’ that are indeed context

specific attempts at conceiving what is ‘meta’. Lakoff and Johnson are perhaps foundational in this regard, arguing that any

conceptual schema we devise is ultimately based on concrete experience [30].13 They have developed an approach to

cognitive linguistics which steers clear of the ‘myths of objectivism and subjectivism’, showing how our understanding of

phenomena is based on metaphorical language coupled to experience, and how reality is composed of ‘experiential gestalt’

which become sedimented metaphorically in language. We might see the many movements toward holism in this way, as

metaphoric constructions that emerge through experience in a specific time and place as inquiry seeking holism.

11 From the heights of meta-theory it is very easy to lose contextual grounding and to put other aspects of reality into a framework that does not

accommodate for the nuance of contexts. For example, Slaughter [2] (p. 159) andmyself [58] bothmade themistake of putting Action Research in the lower

left quadrant of Wilber’s scheme, as a completely inter-subjective process. Yet action research cannot be so reduced, it is actually a process of inquiry that

incorporates a heuristic movement through experimental action, concrete experience, empirical observation, personal and dialogic reflection, and can thus

be considered a movement toward holism.
12 Richard Carlson gives an excellent analysis of the ideological dimensions of Wilber’s work, as well as the connections to neo-conservative pundits.

Richard Carlson, Integral Ideology: an ideological genealogy of Integral Theory and Practice, 2009, published at http://www.integralworld.net/carlson.html.
13 Ideas drawn from conversation with Josh Floyd, personal communications March–June 2008.
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As previously mentioned, Latour’s ‘actor-network theory’ (ANT) offers a fundamental challenge to all social theory that

would apply amodel or frameworks to define aworld, and argues that, to begin to understand the social wemust begin with

the complex networks of actors that comprise associative phenomena [6]. His challenge to social science research is to trace

‘actor networks’, characterised by both human and non-human elements, with ideational, biological and physical

dimensions. The individual is composed through associative actors, while the social is reciprocally composed of distinct

actors. From a spatial point of view, he challenges researchers to ‘localise the global’ and ‘globalize the local’, in depicting the

way that actors make up a social. I would argue Latour’s approach can be considered an ‘integrative’ approach to the area of

sociological research. And parallel to the empirical-constructivism of Latour is the ‘Santiago School’ pioneered by Maturana

and Varela. Their work can be seen to be another integral approach, applied to the area of biological development and

cognition. Their work has furthered our understanding of cognition as an emergent aspect of social and biological self-

organisation. Their term ‘ontogeny’ captures the way that biological and social organisms carry a history of experience and

action as they develop, and how organisms are structurally coupled through bio-cognitive means to niche domains,

concretely linking knowledge and action in the world [26].

Gunderson and Holling developed an approach called ‘Panarchy’, which examines the coupling of socio-ecological

processes, their resilience, and comprehensively examined the worldviews by which humans construct and then interact

with ‘nature’, looking at the complex feedback processes between culturally embedded ways of knowing and our

interactionswith the ecosystemswe depend on [31]. In an earlier socio-ecological approach, Trist explored the emergence of

meta-organisation [32]. He argued that meta-networks emerge to deal with meta-problems, problems to complex for

isolated organisations to deal with alone. One of his many insights was that meta-networks and the emergent domains they

emerge to deal with are both cognitive constructions as well as bio-physical entities.

The California Institute of Integral Studies (CIIS) in California has been a pioneer in integrative education.14 Work at CIIS

has emphasised the role of dialogic processes in education as a form of integration and participatory spirituality [33], as well

as the inner confrontation of forms of violence, such as racism and sexism [34], through process oriented action-reflection

work. A similar example in Australia is the Oases graduate program, which has become home to a diverse network of people

developing ‘Integrative and Transformative Education’ and whose stated goal is ‘Transforming our future through

collaborative thinking, purposeful dialogue and mindful action’.15 Work at CIIS and Oases draw upon an ‘integrative’

approach to action research (AR). Reason and Bradbury [35] and Torbert [36], conceived of first, second and third person

action research (AR), as a way toward a more holistic approach to research practice. First person AR refers to work aimed at

developing critical subjectivity and enhancing the researcher’s awareness of his or her core assumptions and developing an

understanding of themeaning of personal experience in theworld (one example being auto-ethnography); second person AR

refers to work in groups that is typically associated with AR; and third person AR refers to developing a reflexive stance

toward the impersonal world of ideas/media/literature and social phenomena/events.

In the area of community development, Manfred Max Neef developed a holistic approach to understanding human

development – an antidote to the reductionism of economic determinism. His approach is based on an understanding of the

basic needs of human communities and synergetic pathways to satisfying these needs [37] (pp. 186–192).16 Jim Ife has also

developed an integrated approach to community development, which draws together economic, social, political, ecological,

cultural, and personal/spiritual dimensions [38]. To this can be added the work of Arnold Mindell, who pioneered Deep

Democracy, a psycho-social-political approach to human development [39]. The concept of Deep Democracy proposes that

within society, organisations, communities or ourselves, even the most contradictory, counter-positional and controversial

voices, emotions, interests that exist need to be heard and honoured in a process toward the development of a more robust

and dynamic ‘self’, psycho-social ecology and body politic. This approach has resonance with the peace work of Galtung and

Ikeda [40]. Also connected to this is Hal and Sidra Stone’s work, who developed a psychological process called ‘voice

dialogue’, an approach throughwhich one learns to bring forth an ‘aware ego’ that can identify, balance and integrate aspects

of self: dominant, marginal and disowned selves and energies in healthy ways [41].

This short overview is based onmy (limited) understanding, and no doubt a more thorough group reviewwould uncover

verymanyworthy of being considered approaches to holism.17 Each one represents an approach that is context specific, they

emerge in particular areas with particular concerns – biology, linguistics, community development, social research, politics,

education, psychology, etc. Thus given the variety of approaches to holism, I wonder why we would ever want a TOE to

subsume them all, or to define what is and is not ‘integral’. Each approach described reflects a richness of inquiry and

language specific to the challenge of making sense of an aspect of the world. These examples are at once modest yet

powerful. I see no reason to collapse all of them into one (self-referential) taxonomical schema. I believe we can only

preserve the quest for holism by appreciating what it means in their conceptual and practical diversities.

14 See: www.ciis.edu.
15 See: www.oases.org.au.
16 Max Neef’s holistic conception of fundamental human needs includes: Subsistence, Protection, Affection, Understanding, Participation, Leisure,

Creation, Identity, and Freedom, cross referencedwith the existential categories of Being, Having, Doing and Interacting, creating a complex and rich view of

the dimensions of human development.
17 This is without even touching on (for lack of knowledge) some of the known other integral thinkers: Jean Gebser, Rudolf Steiner, Sri Aurobindo, Arthur

Young, Teilhard de Chardin, Haridas Chaudhuri, Alfred North Whitehead, etc. See Jennifer Gidley’s article in this special issue.
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7. Movements toward holism in futures inquiry

Likewise I feel it is both a factual error and a strategicmistake to consider the synthesis ofWilber’s TOE and Slaughter’s IF,

as the only variant worthy of consideration in the area of futures inquiry. There aremany alternative synthesis of futures and

integrative/holistic thinking. Even if ones does not name what they are doing as ‘integral’ and ‘futures’, they may

nevertheless be expressing an approach to foresight which is a movement toward holism.

There are many examples of holism in futures inquiry. Previously mentioned were Ashis Nandy, Hazel Henderson, and

William Irwin Thompson. Sohail Inayatullah has developed a number of approaches toward holism in futures inquiry, such

as a layered conception of the use of futures methodology [15], Causal Layered Analysis [42], historio-graphic analysis [43],

Anticipatory Action Learning [44] and most recently work linking futures inquiry with the integration of selves [45]. Ervin

Laszlo has also articulated a vision of macro-historical change in which the human species is undergoing a leap in the

evolution of consciousness toward planetary holism [46]. Many other examples exist, including: Jennifer Gidley’s work on

the ‘emerging post-formal-integral-planetary consciousness’ [1]; Marcus Bussey’s work linking neo-humanism, education

and futures [47]; Tom Lombardo has written extensively on psychology of future consciousness and its evolution and

historical development from prehistoric to contemporary times [48]; Michel Bauwens theory of social change, based on the

peer to peer movement is another worthy example of a work of holistic foresight in the area of alternative futures of

globalisation [49]; Gio Braidotti explored the Taoist principle of ‘non-action’ as a post-conventional or integral approach to

innovating responses to crisis [50]; (the late) Dennis List’s ‘scenario networkmapping’ is also a significant contribution [51];

While not within Futures Studies per se, Yoland Wadsworth has developed a theoretical approach to ‘the living fabric of

complex human systems-in-process’, with a complex analysis of the phase changes between is (now) and ought (futures) as

personal, organisational and cultural dynamics [52] (p. 15).

Within AFI itself, integral applications of futures, over time, diversified, and it is fair to say that, while Wilber’s integral

remained the orthodoxy and common linguistic reference point, a variety of intellectual predilections and influences created

a more plural and diversified conception of what integral futures means. Hayward and Voros developed the ‘Sarkar Game’,

which drew upon themacro-historical conceptions of P.R. Sarkar, and indeed used this approach to experiential learning as a

way of teaching ‘a-perspectivity’ [53].18 In teaching in the area of sustainable futures, Josh Floyd has linked futures with the

philosophy of enactive cognition developed by Evan Thompson [54], finding correspondence between many integrative

approaches: systems theory, action learning, Lakoff and Johnson’s cognitive linguistics, Maturana and Varela’s work,

togetherwithWilber [55].19 Alex Burns’ discussion of Futures Studies as art or science, as well asmuch of his other work, can

also be seen as movements toward holism [56].20 Using the myth of the Fisher King, Chris Stewart developed an integral

narrative of alternative futures of globalisation, addressing the threat of human self-destruction and strategies for action

[57]. At AFI I also developed several ‘metascans’ that drew upon a variety of influences (including Wilber) applied to the

domains of Foresight Practice in Australia [58]. What is important in these examples is that there was a correspondence

between different approaches to holism in the futures inquiry, diversity which has led to more robust conceptions of holism

for the various contextual applications in the field.

Finally, if we count sustainability theory and practice as a futures oriented one, as I would, then we also need to include

other approaches into the mix, such as Jacques Boulet’s approach to thinking about sustainability and community

development [59], Frank Fisher’s work on ‘eco-literacy’ and ‘meta-responsibility’ [60], and work in domains such as

Permaculture, Health Promotion and Eco-Design [61].We can also consider Clive Hamilton’s and other’s attempts to address

economic reductionism through the expansion of the concept of progress and the development of indicators that can

measure a new multi-dimensionality of value and change as an important movement toward holism [62].

8. Toward geneologies and ontogenies of holism in futures inquiry

Two inter-related concepts can help give clarity to this effort to pluralise the concept of integrality (holism) in futures

inquiry: ‘genealogy’ and ‘ontogeny’.

Through the lens of Causal Layered analysis, we can examine movements of discourses through time. The Foucaldian

notion of genealogy, in part, describes how certain discourses come into existence, become dominant or victorious or fade

into oblivion. Through the lens of genealogy we can begin to appreciate the various traditions and discourses of holism, as

well as their application in futures inquiry, that emerge in different historical periods, places, cultures or situations, and

apply themselves differently with varying influences and impacts. We might use Inayatullah’s questions in this area:

Which discourses have been victorious in constituting the present? How have they travelled through history? What

have been the points in which the issue has become present, important or contentious? [63] (p. 818)

18 Hayward was also the resident systems thinking expert, and conducted workshops on various systems approaches, such as that of Maturana, Varela,

Peter Checkland and others, and how these might be incorporated into futures. His work also draws heavily upon developmental psychology and the work

of Gebser.
19 From a unit Josh Floyd and Frank Fisher teach at the National Centre for Sustainability at Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne 2008.
20 At AFI he was one of the chief critics of Wilber’s appropriation of the Clare W. Graves developmental model (now known as Spiral Dynamics).
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This can also be linkedwithMaturana and Varela’s theory of cognition; different approaches to holism in futures can be seen

to be expressions of particular ‘ontogenies’ (histories of becoming) which are embodied diversely [26]. Each embodiment

brings forth what ‘integral’ means differently depending on the context, situation, background, and the people involved. It

will be different through the way each person brings it forth to grapple with the particular circumstances, complexities and

challenges that are faced in different situations. We can expect that this process will continue indefinitely, there is no final

integral, as ontogenesis (the generation of our being) is ongoing andwill forever change in respect to where new holisms are

needed to deal with new challenges.

The concepts of ‘genealogy’ and ‘ontogeny’ point toward this insight: ‘integral theories’ and themovement toward holism

in futures inquiry emerge differently in different contexts, and for different purposes. No onemodel can have amonopoly on

what holismmeans. Indeed we need such diverse movements, such variants, as they will travel through the world and time

with nuance and relevance. Rather than one AQAL map, we need to begin to appreciate the genealogies of holism in futures

inquiry, making the varieties visible, and to see how these movements toward holism in futures inquiry are expressed

ontogenetically (as lived and evolving practices) across different actors dealing with unique circumstances and challenges.

9. Integrative foresight as an alternative movement toward holism

My deep involvement with both theorising and practicing action research has been fundamental in re-orienting my

thinking in regards towhat integralmeans tome. It has leadme toward the conception of ‘integrative’ as an action-reflection

oriented process, as opposed to ‘integral’ as a cognitive map or model somewhat dis-embodied from practice that can be

superimposed on the world as social theory. This has been influenced by a number of sources [26,33–36,44,64–68].

By articulating an ‘integrative foresight’ I want to provide an explicit space in which to discuss what holism in futures

means from my perspective. First, it is the practical marriage of action research traditions with futures inquiry [69]. The AR

tradition provides the theoretical principles as well as a rich pool of practical examples and case studies that offer a general

direction for what this means. The AR distinctions of first, second and third person inquiry/practice can also be invoked here.

Secondly, it is fundamentally participatory, it is a process of engaging in futures inquiry which is inclusive of diverse

perspectives, yet grapping with common challenges. Thus, thirdly, it is a processes of shared engagement in dialogue about

our shared challenges that leads to present actions – individual/personal, group/organisational and social experiential

learning processes which can be seen to be recursive and cyclic. Fourthly, a process of ‘anticipatory innovation’ [70] flows

from this ongoing heuristic engagement in futures inquiry and present action, such as projects, initiatives and programs for

change. Fifth and finally, it represents what Josh Floyd, Alex Burns and myself have called ‘embodied foresight’,21 practical

being and action in the present, and a (more) coherent, meaningful and appropriate response to our ongoing futures inquiry.

This is expressed throughMaturana’s statement that: ‘knowing is effective action, that is, operating effectively in the domain

of existence of living beings [26] (p. 29).

10. Conclusion: dialogue as a vehicle for our journeys

To conclude, I would like to present dialogue as way forward in themovement toward holism in futures inquiry. Dialogue

entails an engaged process of relating between a diverse group of people. It is a way to bring together multiple perspectives

on an issue, which leads to a richer understanding. In a paper written on the subject, Peter Hayward, Allan O’Connor and

myself explored what it means to innovate across disciplinary perspectives (in conditions of complexity), in the face of

wicked problems [71]. In undergoing an experiential dialogue process we uncovered some key insights. We found that some

of the key obstacles to dialogue included the discussing or debating of ideas (the win/lose argument dynamic), searching for

shared purpose (rather than searching for understanding), introducing theory (with its attendant power dynamic), and

performing our social role (in this case the role of academic-intellectual). The enablers of dialogue we discovered included

the attraction of not knowing (genuine mystery), the suspension of purpose and outcome, the primacy of the present

experience, and the re-owning of the Other (that whichwe have ‘disowned’). Overall we realised that to even get to dialogue

we had to undertake a process of coming together in some shape or form, un-encumbering as an active process of identifying

and loosening existing assumptions, and unlearning as the active letting go of our attachments to outcomes and ideas. From

here we could authentically dialogue in a way that led to emerging insights, the adoption of new ideas, new roles and plans

for action.

For me the challenge in dialogue is to find a way of balancing the impulses of individuation and communion (the impulse

toward differentiation vs. the impulse toward assimilation) – and create a vehicle that can hold the tension between

totalising and diversifying forces [72]. In dialogical processes, there is simultaneously the impulse to differentiate (to voice

within the position of one’s experience) and the impulse to commonness (to create shared understanding, purpose,

perspective, and to agree). In dialogue we want people to speak their experience authentically, which implies invoking

differences, yetwe alsowant to come to a greater understanding that is shared, that creates holism out of fragmentation [64].

The unchecked impulse to differentiate leads to fragmentation, while the unchecked impulse to create the common leads to

stifling totalitarianism. We need to honour both movements to productively innovate and address the trenchant and

21 This term ‘embodied foresight’ emerged in a written unpublished dialogue conducted between Josh Floyd, Alex Burns and myself in 2005.
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complex problems we face. These seemingly contradictory movements are actually complementary, but only if processes

and rules exist to allow them both to be resources rather than unchecked obsessions. Diversity and communion form the

basis for dynamic interaction, and through communication and dialogue an emergent common can be woven.

This is the challenge in the movement toward holism – to retain the veracity of context specific understanding, based on

diverse experiences, while also moving toward coherence. It is not in the integration of a diversity of elements into a single

model where we will find holism, but rather I believe it is to be found in an ongoing relational process of dialogue across

diversities, where holisms can emerge as aspects of our ongoing journeys. We will need to pack our bags for a long trip with

many paths. I believe that through a process of relating dynamic difference, we canweave new common and not so common

movements toward holisms in futures inquiry.
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