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Preface

This is a thesis in sustainable futures. Sustainable development and the future are topics that cut
across traditional disciplinary boundaries. There is much overlap between the sustainable
development literature and the futures literature; the concept of sustainable development is
explicitly long-term and future-otiented, and most explorations of the future are committed to
sustaining human civilisation. The marriage of these two concepts and literatures in the term
sustainable futures is a natural one. Sustainable and desirable futures will require action by people
from all disciplinary backgrounds, all walks of life. Integration and synthesis of specialist
disciplinary knowledge that is presently compartmentalised is a central challenge for researchers
interested in sustainable and desirable futures. In this thesis, I attempt integration and synthesis of

work from diverse fields related to sustainability.

This thesis is also intended as an example of integral futures work. Futures work in general, and
integral futures work particularly, draws on numerous disciplines to explore the implications of
probable, possible and preferable futures. Therefore, as an integral futures perspective on

sustainable development, this thesis is unavoidably and unashamedly cross-disciplinary.

A cross-disciplinary thesis asks more of the reader, and ranges more widely, than a traditional PhD
thesis. It may introduce the reader to disciplines with which they are not familiar, challenging them
to understand not just new material, but new ways of thinking about or approaching reality. To help
the reader to engage with these new disciplines, a cross-disciplinary thesis may include more
introductory material, and assume less knowledge. As a result, some sections of this thesis may
seem basic to the reader who is familiar with that discipline, while others may pose more of a
challenge. I hope that the insights provided by a cross-disciplinary and integral approach outweigh
the challenges to the reader. Nevertheless, I ask for your patience with material that is unfamiliar or

too familiar.

When I began the research reported in this thesis I was not familiar with integral philosophy, let
alone the emerging applications of this philosophy to futures work and many other fields, from
ecology, to politics, to art, to sustainable development. The original intent of my research was to
develop energy and greenhouse response scenarios for Australia using backcasting, systems theory
and spreadsheet modelling, over the period 2000 to 2030. I hoped to identify technically and
economically feasible pathways to achieve a 50 per cent reduction in Australia’s energy-related
greenhouse gas emissions by 2030. The resulting scenarios would provide images of a sustainable
energy future to challenge the unsustainable futures promoted by Australian governments and

businesses.

As an environmental engineer, trained primarily in science and mathematics, 1 initially approached
the research as a difficult modelling exercise, requiring a long period of data collection and analysis.

However, after reviewing the diverse literature on the study of the future, I came to question the

\%



value of such a modelling exercise. Specifically, I became awate of the crucial role of subjectivity in
our perceptions of the future. Any scenario I created, no matter how detailed, would only serve to
project my particular values, and perhaps those of other research participants, into the future. It
seemed to me that this would do little to influence those who were committed to existing energy
and greenhouse policies, as their values appeared quite different to my own. This realisation led to

something of a crisis in the research, where I questioned the value of continuing.

Fortuitously, around this time, I discovered the work of Ken Wilber and the emerging field I have
called integral theory in this thesis. I also discovered Richard Slaughter’s specific application of
integral theory to futures studies. Integral theory provided an explanation for the crisis in my
research, and offered a way forward. After reading Wilber’s .4 Brief History of Everything, 1 realised
that my original research proposal was trapped in the ‘flatland’ he describes.! My proposed
modelling exercise would provide a useful objective map of the types of technological and
economic development required to substantially reduce Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions. But
this map would ignore the crucial role of subjective values in determining the shape of the future. It
would be a map with no depth, uninformed by an understanding of the interior transformations
required to bring about a sustainable energy future. I began to realise that a truly holistic and

sustainable approach to development had to consider both exterior and intetior development.

With this realisation, my research began to take a very different shape. My grounding in the social
sciences and my understanding of subjectivity was not sufficient to allow an immediate switch to an
integral perspective. Indeed, it took at least a year for the implications of Wilber’s writing for my
research to become clear and another year before I began to think of my work as an attempt to
apply an integral approach. However, having realised the inherent limitations of my research, 1
could not be satisfied unless I attempted a more integral approach, sensitive to both the objective
and the subjective. As Wilber puts it: ‘I don’t know of any intelligent person who, after studying

and grasping the integral overview, chooses a narrower alternative’ (Wilber 2004, p.xi).

I hope that the resulting thesis makes a useful contribution to the development of integral studies
as a valid field of academic inquiry and helps to demonstrate that sustainable development must be
both objective and subjective. There is much to gain from dialogue between integral theorists,
futurists and advocates of sustainable development. I look forward to participating in this ongoing

conversation.

Christopher Riedy
November 2004, Sydney, Australia

! Flatland is Wilber’s term for a world of surfaces, without any depth or meaning, obsessed with objective
exteriors and ignorant of subjective interiors. For more on flatland, see Section 2.4.4.
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Abstract

In this thesis, I explore the implications of integral theory for sustainable development and climate
change response. Integral theory secks to integrate objective and subjective perspectives using a
developmental orientation. It addresses issues of subjectivity that have received inadequate
attention in mainstream approaches to sustainable development, while also providing theoretical
grounding for the developmental aspect of sustainable development. According to integral theory,
there are four main epistemological approaches to any problem: behavioural, systemic,
psychological and cultural. The first is objective and individual, the second objective and collective,
the third subjective and individual and the fourth subjective and collective. Development occurs

within each of these realms.

To test the value and implications of integral theory for sustainable development, I adopt a case
study on climate change response in Australia. I begin the case study by using the four perspectives
of integral theory to guide a review of the energy and climate change literature. I follow the
literature review with a critical review of Australian energy and greenhouse policy, providing the
starting point for development of an integral climate change response. While there is attention to
subjectivity in the literature, it is not reflected in Australian policy practices. An objective

perspective and an instrumental form of rationality dominate policy.

In the literature review, I identify two gaps in the literature that deserve attention. The first is the
role of public subsidies in creating the observed cost differential between renewable energy sources
and fossil fuel energy. I examine the relative magnitude of subsidies to fossil fuels and renewable
energy in the Australian energy and transport sectors and conclude that the distribution of these
subsidies distorts the market in favour of fossil fuels, particularly in the transport sector. The
second is the application of a developmental perspective to cultural theories of climate policy
discourse. I introduce a method called meta-discourse analysis to identify consistencies and
relationships across discourse descriptions by different authors and demonstrate that aspects of

each discourse can be related developmentally.

Drawing on the literature review, policy review and other work, I propose an integral policy
response to climate change that could be applied in Australia. The policy response combines
participatory integrated assessment, normative futures work, a modified version of the cooperative
discourse model for public participation, an evolutionary policy orientation and several methods to
promote subjective development. The proposed policy approach should be equally applicable to

other sustainable development issues.
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