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Abstract 

This paper will describe ‘alternative pathways through new theoretical paradigms and creative 

responses’ to our predicament. For the purposes of this paper ‘our predicament’ is embodied in 

the question – how do we (all of life) live sustainably on our fragile planet?  

 

The paper will describe some of the fundamental ontological shifts that are necessary to better 

answer the complex question above. One that I will focus on arose from reading the Call for 

Papers for this Conference.  Many academics, including it seems the conference organisers, take 

a stance of critiquing which they imply leads towards solutions, but according to the Oxford 

English Dictionary (1964) critique is ‘detailed analysis and assessment’; analysis is ‘a detailed 

examination of something in order to interpret or explain it’ or ‘the process of separating 

something into its constituent elements’ and detail is ‘a small individual feature, fact or item’ 

from de (expressing separation) and tailler ‘to cut’. Detailed analysis does not necessarily lead 

to creative responses. The Oxford English Dictionary says that creative is ‘relating to or 

involving the use of the imagination or original ideas to create something’ and response is ‘an 

instance of responding; an answer or reaction’. But here notice that I am doing what I implied 

was not necessarily useful I am separating the constituent elements and cutting and as you can 

see it does not takes us to creative responses. One ontological shift that is necessary is to move 

from a stance of critique towards one of conceiving of new futures – both desirable and feasible, 

collectively, in order to generate creative responses. The real question is how do we, 

individually and collectively, make this ontological shift?  

 

Theoretical, strategic and community approaches will be provided to ‘show’ means of 

conceiving desirable and feasible sustaining futures, as well as ways of ‘putting through’ the 

creative solutions generated. Our work at oases in the Master of Integrative and Transformative 

Studies will be used to provide examples.  
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This question is an important one I think, but, in the process of thinking about writing this 

paper, after the interactions of the conference, I think that the question should be rephrased as  

 

How do we sustain (all of) life on our fragile planet? 

 

Sustain is a verb, rather than describing some thing it is a description of an action – sustaining 

life. Note that it is not just a question of humanity it is a question of life, in all its splendour, 

humanity and ecology are deeply interconnected – the gaia hypothesis (Lovelock, 1979) 

suggests that life regulates our planet. 

 

In this question I describe our planet as fragile even though the gaia theory would have the 

world as robust and resilient through the regulation that life provides. The world has become 

fragile as a result of the actions of (some of) humanity – what we call Western culture – which 

is a ‘shorthand’ for a range of ways of knowing, doing and being in the world, which we 

recognise as distinct from other more organic, more holistic ways of being (Sheldrake, 1994, 

Tarnas, 1996). Our particularly Western humanity has the potential to destroy life as we know 

it.  

 

We know now through the work of scientists of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(2007) that human activity is having an effect on climate, and that certain nations have been 

‘drivers’ of this change – with profligate use of resources, including fossil fuels. We also know 

that new nations are joining this same approach – e.g. India, China. Further the effects of 

climate change will be felt in security, food and water, energy and health, aid and migration. 

(Chandler, 2008). We also know from the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) that 

ecosystems that we rely on are being destroyed. Our global circulatory systems - climate and the 

oceanic conveyor are changing – on average it is becoming warmer with increasing variability 

in our climate (drier in some places, wetter in others and in some places both drier and wetter at 

different times of the year) and vast changes are occurring in the ocean particularly close to the 

ice sheets causing increased sea levels (Hardy, 2003).   

 

We also know that natural systems – our ecosystems – rely on interconnectedness to survive 

and when they are rudely disconnected through deforestation, or through the addition of large 

quantities of freshwater from thawing ice, or through restriction of the amount of water flowing 

into wetlands that they become stressed and die. Forests are vital carbon sinks, particularly 

rainforests, as are peat-bogs and tundra, through the capture and recycling of CO2 and other 

Greenhouse Gases. Wetlands and oceans also provide ecosystem services on which life 

depends. (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment Board, 2005) 

 

Yet many of humanity’s systems are linear in nature – take for example Melbourne’s water 

‘system’ shown Figures 1 & 2 – water is ‘caught’ in our dams, it flows through pipes to our 

cities, it is used to flush toilets, it goes from here into a one-way pipe system to vast waste 

treatment plants where it is treated and the majority goes into the sea. This water is then ‘lost’ to 

our ‘system’ – unless we desalinate and then we will use large amounts of energy to remove salt 



and other matter. This matter is then ‘dumped’ and is ‘lost’ to our ‘system’ – as either brine to 

the sea or as waste matter to be buried on land.  

Also our water use is ‘de-contextualised’ 

– water is water – people don’t normally 

think about whether the water they are 

using is ‘fit-for-purpose’ or where it goes 

and how it is treated afterwards. When we 

do look at ‘re-use’ of water we move to 

answers like ‘re-cycling’ of washing and 

shower water and then the energy monster 

raises its head – not only in the 

‘operation’ of the technology – the 

pumping and the filtering, but also in the 

creation of the technology (but most 

people don’t think of this).  

 

And then the question is asked “what 

‘products’ should be used for washing 

clothes and cleaning – so that the water 

produced is OK for watering the plants in 

our exotic gardens?” There is a quite clear 

‘cause’ and ‘effect’ notion in play here 

and yet it is never this clear in a natural 

system, it is more subtle, interconnected 

and circulating. 

 

This example of linearity is for water but 

it is also true of other areas, such as 

energy production – for electricity and for 

transport and our products. 

 

Even our education system has a 

linear nature – we believe that 

people can be taught the 

‘fundamentals’ in a number of 

different areas (science, maths, 

language, geography) and then they 

can ‘build’ on these fundamentals 

in each of the subject areas and 

somehow they will do the 

‘integration’ of this knowledge on 

their own, without context. 

 

Here we can see in two of our 

major ‘systems’ that the thinking is 

still deeply linear (a basically one-

way system) and built on 

Newtonian, mechanical metaphors 

– cause and effect is strong, the ‘system’ is being made more efficient and optimised.  
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Figure 1: Melbourne's Water/Waste Water 

System 1 developed from info (Melbourne 

Water, 2008) 

Figure 2: Melbourne's Water/Waste Water System 2 – 

from (Melbourne Water, 2008) 

 



Conferences are also examples of a mode of working of this type. I was drawn to this Ecology 

and Community Development Conference – as it brought together two ideas that we often keep 

apart – ecology and community development. I am careful in my use of words so in Table 1 I 

explore both the nouns of the Conference title as well as the active form of these words, for I am 

interested in not only knowing (epistemological explorations) but also doing and being 

(ontological explorations), as well as congruence between knowing, doing and being. All 

definitions come from the Oxford English Dictionary (1964). 

 

Noun Translate Verb 

 

Community 

Joint ownership, fellowship 

 

 

���� 
 

commun-ing 

Hold intimate intercourse (with 

person, with one’s own heart, 

together) 

COMMON 

Development 

Gradually unfolding, fuller working 

out, growth, evolution, well grown 

state, state of advancement 

 

���� 
develop-ing 

unfold, reveal, bring or come from a 

latent to an active or visible state 

Ecology 

Branch of biology dealing with 

living organisms habits, modes of 

life, and relations to their 

surroundings 

 

 

���� 

 

liv-ing 

Be alive 

Life 

Conference 

Consultation; meeting of any 

organisation, association etc for 

consultation etc 

 

���� 
 

 

confer-ing 

Converse, take counsel (bring) 

Epistemology 

– as a ‘thing’ that we (need to) 

know about 

 

���� 
Ontology 

- as a way of being 

Table 1: Translation of conference descriptors from nouns to verbs 

The feelings that I have when I read the definitions of the nouns are quite different from those 

that I have when I read the verbs on the right. The difference for me is quite striking - I am 

drawn to those on the right. Community Development and Ecology Conference becomes 

holding intimate intercourse together, conversing that unfolds, reveals or brings to an active or 

visible state. 

 

What would a process look like that could be described as “holding intimate intercourse 

together, conversing that unfolds, reveals or brings to an active or visible state”?  

 

This is not my experience of a ‘normal’ conference – the paper presentation and keynote 

speaker form provides little time or space for new ‘stuff’ to emerge or intimate intercourse or 

even conversation. And yet in the Call for Papers for this conference we were asked for 

‘alternative pathways through new theoretical paradigms and creative responses’ – I relate this 

to our predicament. 

 

Before exploring alternative pathways or maybe this is an alternative pathway into this 

discussion, I would like to explore the nature of the world. An engineering conference called for 

us to take part in “connecting teaching, research and industry in engineering education.” The 



Call for Papers, described “huge opportunities to bridge the divides between teaching and 

research and teaching and industry to create graduates who are ready to step into a fast-moving, 

globalised engineering workplace surrounded by uncertainty.” (Goricanec, 2007) “I am sure 

that many engineering educators would agree that this is a description of their world of 

engineering education.” This is probably also true of other disciplines - “teaching and research 

are separate (divided), as are research and industry, occasionally these are ‘bridged’ when 

research is brought into the teaching space, or when they are engaged with some industry 

problem. Engineers will then metaphorically travel over the rivers or ravines via these bridges 

to connect these separate ‘countries’. Also in this portrayal, engineering educators are creating 

graduates who are ready to ‘step’ out of the ‘education world’ into another completely separate 

world, that of the ‘fast-moving, globalised engineering workplace’ as engineers, this separate 

territory of the workplace is ‘surrounded’ by uncertainty. In this portrayal all the parts are 

separate and they connect by the slimmest of threads, when necessary. And somehow 

uncertainty doesn’t appear until engineers are out in the workplace.” (Goricanec, 2007)  

 

This is not the dynamic, complex, composite, heterogeneous world of networks / systems / 

ensembles of people – industry, governments, engineering educators; instruments of power (e.g. 

authority, regulations, laws, curriculum), protocols, research experiments, teaching experiences, 

machines, colleagues, allies, and other stakeholders that I live in. It is described as more-or-less 

static, relying on fixed metaphors of bridges and separate worlds, with people intentionally 

moving around on these bridges or in these distinct ‘worlds’. 

 

A game 
From my perspective the world is more like a game where the rules change and nobody tells 

you that they have changed. Just say, for example, that you were part of a game of rugby where 

only passing back was allowed, and then a minute later you were only allowed to pass forward; 

not only did the rules change but no one tells you, you have to abstract it from the play and the 

referee. I would extend this metaphor to argue that the shape of the field may also change – the 

goal posts might now be much closer than you expected and seconds later the individual posts 

might be closer together and collectively further away, your depth perception is challenged – 

what seemed far away a microsecond ago may be right up close and personal now and the 

players may shape-shift too; they may become new sorts of animals – lions and tigers and bears 

– oh my! New ‘players’ may enter the play without warning like the ‘dementors’ in the Harry 

Potter stories and also you may end up in a totally different environment – by a tombstone 

dealing with ‘he who cannot be named’. But also, in the past the rules may have stayed constant 

just long enough for you to think that they are fixed and now you are faced with the prospect 

that everything is potentially changing.  But you also can have a big affect by doing seemingly 

simple things – what before you thought of as being done to you may now be seen as your 

agency, the mere thought – what if? makes things change. And there is no escaping – you are in 

it, and of it. 

Extract 1: The world as a 'game' (Goricanec, 2007) 

What I am describing is sociotechnical thinking, we spoke further of this way of thinking in an 

earlier paper at the International Conference on Innovation, Good Practice and Research in 

Engineering Education (Young et al., 2004). Key aspects of putting this type of thinking into 

practice are that there are high levels of ambiguity, we only ever really make partial connections 

with humans and non-humans and that any connections that you do have may be come 

unravelled at any point.  

 

 



Further, in trying to describe the world that I live in I use metaphors like  

−−−− Turbulent (Emery, 1977a) – humanity has had such an effect on the world that our systems 

and organisations resonate with/against each other and are affecting our atmosphere and our 

ecosystems 

−−−− Generative Flux (Law, 2004) – ‘a sense of the world as unformed but generative flux of 

forces and relations that work to produce particular realities.’ 

−−−− A game - see Extract 1. 

 

A further question that I ask is related to the nature of our relationship - do we live in the world 

or do we live with the world? The two variations are ‘in’ and ‘with’ - ‘in’ is a preposition 

expressing inclusion or position within limits of space, time, circumstance, etc., whereas ‘with’ 

is in or into company of or relation to, among, beside. (Oxford University Press, 1964)  

 

And another question - what are we considering as surviving from all this action 

−−−− the fittest or 

−−−− organism-with its-environment? 

 

Somehow we have to respond effectively and appropriately to our predicament…subtly, re-

connecting, circulating, within context and with completely different ways of thinking, doing 

and being. There is lots of writing and thinking around this. Some that I have found insightful is 

work on ‘systems’ – open (Emery, 1977b) and whole (Hargroves and Smith, 2005), as well as 

social ecology (Emery and Trist, 1973), transdisciplinarity (Nicolescu, 2002, Somerville and 

Rapport, 2000) and problem-based learning (PBL). 

 

For this paper I want to focus attention on integrating and transforming as key ideas in resolving 

our predicament and creating sustaining futures… 

 

There is an important distinction in this last sentence that I would have you see – this is the use 

of the verbs integrating, transforming, creating, sustaining.  

 

What questions, feelings, responses might emerge from the verbs 

−−−− integrating ? 

−−−− transforming ? 

−−−− creating ? 

−−−− sustaining ? 

or even 

−−−− human being ? 

 

I have purposefully moved to active words. But this active work is also a ‘conscious’ work. 

Conscious of purpose, conscious of moving towards sustaining futures, conscious of not 

knowing. 

 

As an engineer I use Wulff’s (1998) notion of engineering as creating what can be and link this 

with sustaining futures. This is purposive – I am articulating my purpose. But note – I do not 

use the word sustainability which has the sense of ability to sustain but not necessarily actually 

doing or being sustaining – my piano has the ability to sustain a note and it is therefore 

sustainable but only when I am playing and I use my fingers or the sustain pedal are the notes 

sustained. You, like the piano, can ‘know’ how to do something without actually doing it, 

indeed, our education system teaches us lots of stuff that we don’t actually use. Also the word 



sustainability has a sense of an end point that we can get to the point of being sustainable but I 

believe that we will have to come to understanding that we will need an ongoing process of 

consciously sustaining – there will be no end-point. 

 

I believe that if we continue to unconsciously respond to what is happening in the world we are 

not going to have sustaining futures. I have extracted just 14 points from a list of around 100 

trends from the very recent record of a search. (oases Graduate School, 2008) 

1. Accelerating rate of climate change 

2. Increasing variability of human caused climate change 

3. Increasing realisation of 1 & 2 

4. Increasing ability/capacity to measure 1 & 2  

5. Increasing variability of response to 1 & 2 (global variations in response) 

6. Public education is getting dumber / low level manipulated knowledge 

7. Specific things are improving (e.g. water through public education campaign has 

improved behaviour) 

8. But there is misguided water saving occurring 

9. Taking little chunks and problematising and finding solutions 

10. Fragmentation of responses 

11. Lack of connectivity between these fragmented responses 

12. Making famous disrespectful behaviour (Corey and the party) 

13. Belief that anyone can do good (with technology) - they can shift the whole thing 

14. Focus on survival issues (job, food, houses, living) can mean people feel out of control 

or the good life is out of reach, how to hang on to your house 

 

So how do we shift the ‘whole’ (what could be called the system of systems, networks and 

processes)? 

 

Processes that start with the whole are from my perspective more likely to bring us to new 

understandings of effective response. My work attempts at being holistic (holos), integer, 

integral or having integrity from the word integritas (undivided quantity, untouched whole) 

rather than integrating from the word integrare which is to make whole or to complete 

(imperfect thing) by addition of parts. (Oxford University Press, 1964)  

 

Remember that parts are made - “Contrary to what pragmatists believed, the difference between 

theory and practice, for example, is no more given than the difference between content and 

context, nature and society. It is a divide that has been made.” (Latour, 1999) Also as Zander 

and Zander say in their book The Art of Possibility “It’s all invented.” “We see a map of the 

world, not the map itself” The world we see is “sorted and packaged” by the dictates of 

evolution as well by the “culture we live in, by learning, and by the meanings we form out of 

the unique journey each of us travels”. So as it’s all invented “we might as well invent a story or 

a framework of meaning that enhances our quality of life and the life of those around us.” 

(2000, pp. 11 - 12). 

 

It is wholeness that is reflected in the accredited
1
 Master of Integrative and Transformative 

Studies at oases Graduate School
2
. This program provides, as Professor Elery Hamilton-Smith

3
 

said, “effective integration of knowledge within each student’s experience” – in part through 

                                                 
1
 Accredited in October 2007 by the Victorian Quality and Regulation Authority (VQRA) 

2
 Information can be found at http://www.oases.edu.au    

3
 Professor Ellery Hamilton-Smith AM, D. App. Sci. and member of the IUCN: The World Conservation Union 

Member; Commission on Environmental, Economic and Social Policy 



projects. Projects in this context are vehicles for learning rather than an end in and of 

themselves, they provide a (personal � professional � whole of life) integrative theme, 

they provide context for learning. As the participants are all professionals they bring with them 

experiences and practices in their chosen profession and these are part of what needs to be 

integrated into the wider context of sustaining futures. The accreditation panel for this program 

declared in their Review Panel Report (August 2007) that there is “…a pressing need for this 

alternative approach to higher education.”  

 

Our experience with a number of engineering, business, sustainable practice, environment and 

planning higher education programs suggests that there is a significant gap in the development 

of 'integrative' skills through these programs' (purposeful) design (Hiley and Goricanec, 2007). 

This is supported by the work of Sandra Welsman in her recent paper (2007) where she notes 

that a number of students “revealed an underlying search for points of intersect and integration” 

in their double degrees of science and law; “Students were looking for high-level integration 

and intellectual leadership to extend them into arguing and testing – daily essentials in industry, 

policy and community enterprise.” But they didn’t find that these higher modes of learning were 

designed into their programs, it happened more because of the personal attributes of the students 

rather than by design. And she notes that “it seems universities and academics expect more of 

young incomers than of themselves.” 

 

We, at oases, have designed an integrative spine to our program, where we as leaders take 

responsibility for providing a space and ‘processes’ that support integral conversations. This is 

designed as a significant portion (10 full days (around half the overall face-to-face time) in each 

year) of the participants’ interaction with us. As Whitehead said, “emphasis is the acme of 

consciousness” and where one places the emphasis is indicative of the determinant 

consciousness (Mills, 2005).   

 

Figure 3 displays the landscape of our program from the perspective of an individual’s journey.
4
 

Participants enter a journey of four years (with multiple journeys of becoming occurring) in 

which there are regular integrative conversations together, as well as individual project work. 

They also enter into themed units – aesthetic, social, ecological and spiritual. Further on they 

select units which although starting from a ‘place’ always traverse the whole. Later in the 

journey the participants perform a thesis or exegesis. The nature of the project work and the 

exegesis are not constrained – they can take any mode. The image in Figure 3 has been 

described as linear but the ‘lines’ are complex. The use of the term spine is purposeful – like a 

spine in animals, it is deeply connected to the rest of the body. This together with the idea of 

landscape as descriptors provides this image with some extra ‘body’. Although the landscape in 

the image is white – it is a very complex, dynamic world within which this spine resides. The 

spine provides the ability to move – shifting with what emerges while holding the whole 

together. 

 

What we in oases have to offer in, for example, climate change adaptation is not the 'climate' 

specifics but specifics in 'response', 'change' and 'adaptation' in human and social systems. We 

believe that skills in response, change and adaptation are at least equally important to combine 

with the climate science if it is humans that need to change and adapt both themselves and their 

systems. We use the words ‘climate science’ in the broadest sense. 

 

                                                 
4
 It should be noted that there are always multiple participants in our program. The spine is thus collectively 

generated by these participants and the faciltators/difficultators. 



Our interest is where these things – what is traditionally held apart – come together. Note that 

the specifics of climate science can be accessed through the amazing array of information 

technologies that are now available to us – the Internet, libraries and individual experts.  

 

We believe that all professionals need to develop 

climate change adaptation skills as all are inherently 

involved in social processes in their (professional) 

lives. Effective responses, changes and adaptations 

with our predicament (which includes climate change) 

are deeply socio-ecological in nature. We offer 

students a program which engages them in 

transforming our future through collaborative 

thinking, purposeful dialogue and mindful action. 

This all will naturally play out in their work, but 

particularly through their project work in areas such 

as building adaptive capacity in settlements and 

infrastructure, natural ecosystems and water 

resources.   

 

But also, ‘transformation happens less by arguing 

cogently for something new than by generating active, 

ongoing practices that shift a culture’s experience of 

reality’ (Zander and Zander, 2000, p. 4).  

 

But further, as a wise member of our genesis said 

“oases has a particular educational philosophy, with 

particular emphasis. Important elements of that 

philosophy are, firstly an emphasis on beginning with 

the needs, concerns and problems of the students as a 

beginning point for the process of learning, including 

what would be discussed and how it would be 

discussed – not beginning from a prescribed body of 

knowledge as embodied in a course description 

dominated by a teacher…” (Mills, 2005) 

 

Our influence in the climate change sector will take place through the active engagement of our 

students in the world, through our activities as academics.  

 

As leaders in this program we figure it is critical for us to participate with energy, with passion 

and with congruence between what we are learning and how we are behaving in our 

professional (teaching) and personal practice.  

 

We believe that it is critical for program leadership in integrative and transformative practice to 

be congruent with the implicit and explicit intent of the program itself and, in order to be so, 

needs intentional, ongoing attention to ‘holding the whole’.  

 

Indeed we believe that the primary ‘task’ of program leadership is ‘holding the whole’ on behalf 

of its students, its staff, of oases and the program itself, especially providing ‘spaces’ that 

encourage the ‘bringing together’ or integration and that inspire transformation of response or to 

use the popular word ‘adaptation’. 

Figure 3: Landscape of oases' 

Integrative and Transformative 

Studies Program 



 

Now let’s return to my initial question – how do we sustain (all of) life on our fragile planet? 

Sustaining life requires a way of being – an ontological philosophy that is deeply natural, that 

uses empirical methods and ontological explanations (rather than purely epistemological or 

efficient-cause explanations – these though are needed they are part of the necessary truths of 

what is) (Scribner, 1999). Many are starting to move in this direction - books like Biomimicry 

(1997) where Janine Benyus describes the work of many scientists using nature as model, 

nature as measure and nature as mentor; the work of Natural Sequence Farming changing 

agriculture in Australia by reconnecting water and other processes in ways that support the 

introduced hard-hoofed animals (Andrews, 2006); and the work in design of products and 

processes that are sustaining with McDonough and Braungart, (2002) are examples of these 

moves. Approaches like these together with the transforming process work of places like oases 

provide hope for our futures. We are on our way but we need to move more quickly, but at the 

same time, carefully towards sustaining life.  
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