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Abstract

This paper argues for the usefulness of Wilber’s Quadrant Model as an orienting framework that helps us move towards a constructive postmodern approach to counseling research and practice.  A key ontological unit of Wilber’s Quadrant Model is the holon: that which is a whole in one context, while simultaneously being a part in another.  All holons have subjectively-disclosed interiors and objectively observable exteriors, and all individual holons exist within collectives.  The quadrant model maps these four aspects of holons onto a simple but powerful two-by-two grid.  The model helps us build more integrated approach to research and practice by situating the underlying epistemologies and corresponding validity claims of any given theoretical or practical approach to helping.  The usefulness of the model for these purposes is explicated with a case study.

The ‘postmodern turn’ has lead to a critical re-examination of the epistemological assumptions, research methodologies and psychotherapeutic practices of counseling psychologists.  The abandonment of logical positivism as the dominant epistemology in psychology has opened the way for the inclusion and development of a wide array of approaches to knowledge production and counseling practice that have been previously marginalized.  Although an important creative development, the result has also been a tendency by some to move towards an extreme epistemological relativism, radical subjectivism, and eclecticism in practice that at worst becomes syncretistic and solipsistic.  We argue for the development of a constructive (as opposed to deconstructive) postmodern approach that can weave a range of epistemologies, methodologies and interventions into an orienting framework.  It should be noted at the outset that this kind of system for understanding is not a slip backwards into the straightjacket of foundationalist thinking, but rather constitutes a step towards a more fully-realized, postmodern, post-metaphysical understanding.  To meet this requirement, such an orienting framework would need to be open-ended and dialogical, not closed and monological.  Wilber’s integral model (Wilber, 1995, 1997, 2000) provides such a framework.

This article explicates the “quadrant” component of Wilber’s psychological model (2000) through both theoretical discussion and the presentation of a case study.  Pulling out one aspect of Wilber’s multi-dimensional model risks inappropriate de-contextualization.  Nevertheless, in the confines of a short paper we believe this is necessary, with the potential benefits outweighing the risks.  To make the discussion relevant to the practice of counseling adults, we will also endeavour to show, through a short case study and analysis of two interventions, how the Quadrant Model could apply to the counseling of adults.  As of yet, only a few scholars and practitioners are using Wilber’s model in an explicit sense.  However, the recent formation of the Integral Institute, an organization dedicating to refining and applying Wilber’s model in many domains, signals a growing interest in this approach.

Definition of Terms

Holons.  Wilber’s key ontological category is the holon  -- a term he borrows from Arthur Koestler. The concept of the holon incorporates a pivotal insight of postmodernism – that of the contextual nature of meaning and reality.  Contextualism demands that nothing can be understood just as it is -- this essentialist view was a key tenet of modernity -- but instead only in its context.  Therefore, a holon as an ontological entity  (of which a person is but one example) is defined by Wilber to be not a part, and not a whole, but a whole/part.  He states, “… with reference to the phrase, ‘the bark of a dog’, for example, the word bark is a whole with reference to its individual letters, but a part with reference to the phrase itself.” (Wilber, 1995, p.26)  However, holon theory departs from some versions of postmodernist contextualism in its explicit acknowledgement of naturally occurring holarchies, defined as orders of holons of increasing inclusiveness.  One simple natural hierarchy is that of atoms to molecules to cells.  Molecules ‘transcend and include’ atoms; cells, in turn, transcend and include molecules.  In the creation of his all-quadrant theory, Wilber incorporated more than 200 holarchies found in fields as diverse as systems theory, neuroscience, developmental psychology and cultural anthropology.  Figure 1 below illustrates holarchical sequences unfolding in each quadrant of Wilber’s “all-quadrant” model.
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Figure 2. Validity Claims for Each Quadrant (Wilber, 1997, p.13)






There are two important, overlapping points to note in Wilber’s use of holarchy/hierarchy.  The first is that development towards increasing complexity of systems involves a process of differentiation as greater self-organization emerges, and simultaneously, it involves a process of integration of the previous into the new suprasystem (Wilber, 1995; 2000).  Disturbance of this process leads to pathological hierarchies (the kind which postmodernists rightfully reject).  Thus Wilber clearly distinguishes between natural holarchy and pathological hierarchy, noting that if a given holon tries to become a whole -- and therefore free of context! – a pathology occurs that can endanger the health of the entire system.


Wilber’s Quadrant Model 

Establishing holons as our basic unit of discussion (there are in fact two other basic entities in the larger model – heaps and artifacts, but they are not necessary for our discussion at this point) paves the way for an elaboration of the all-quadrant model, since holons are the fundamental elements.  Essentially, the all-quadrant model maps the subjective/invisible/interior aspects and objective/visible/exterior aspects of both individual and collective holons.  In visual terms, the result is a two-by-two grid with four quadrants:  individual-subjective (Upper Left or UL for short); individual-objective (Upper Right or UR); collective-subjective or intersubjective (Lower Left or LL); and collective-objective, or interobjective (Lower Right or LR). Each of these quadrants has its own validity and corresponding epistemology and truth claim (Wilber, 1997).  Figure 2 below outlines the different “truth claims” for each quadrant.  Simplifying Wilber’s theory, the left-hand domains (those of depth or consciousness) are revealed only through interpretive methods such as hermeneutics and meaning-oriented therapies, while the right-hand domains (the surfaces) can be engaged through empiric-analytic processes and behavior-oriented therapies.  
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Interestingly, the quadrant model corresponds to the first-person, second-person, and third-person intersubjective structures of language (Wilber, 1997) – namely the ‘I’ domain (the upper left); the ‘We’ domain (the lower right), and the ‘It’ domain (the right hand quadrants in both singular and plural).  In developing his model, Wilber incorporates key insights from Habermas’ universal pragmatics, in which it is asserted that, “With any speech act, the speaker takes up a relation to something in the objective world [It], something in a common social world [We], and something in his own subjective world [I]” (Wilber, 1995, p.150).  The claims made in speech with reference to each of those worlds have their own validity criteria: propositional truth (referring to an objective state of affairs, or It), normative rightness (cultural justness or appropriateness, We) and subjective truthfulness (or sincerity, I). Through the application of a reconstructive science, these features have been demonstrated as inescapable and irreducible, forming a kind of foundationless foundation termed the “Big Three” (Wilber, 1995).  Habermas elaborates:


The “world” to which subjects can relate with their representations or propositions [propositional truth] was hitherto conceived of as the totality of objects or existing state of affairs [it].  The objective world is considered the correlative of all true assertoric [propositional] sentences.  But if normative rightness [we] and subjective truthfulness [I] are introduced as validity claims analogous to truth, “worlds” [quadrants in Wilber] analogous to the world of facts have to be postulated for legitimately regulated interpersonal relationships [we] and for attributable subjective experiences [I] – a “world” [quadrant] not only for what is “objective”, which appears to us in the attitude of the third person, but also one for what is normative, to which we feel obliged in the attitude of addresses, as well as one for what is subjective, which we either disclose or conceal [sincerity] in the attitude of the first person (cited in Wilber, 1995, p.150).


Any claim for validity, whether in speech, and by extension, theory development or practice, needs to be backed up by evidence that can be checked.  However, the kind of evidence for each quadrant is different, allowing us to honor different ways of knowing, but not in a strongly relativistic fashion – the quadrants are differentiated aspects of holons.  As Habermas states:


Correlative to the three fundamental functions of language [related to I, we, it] {Wilber’s parentheses}, each elementary speech act can be contested under three different aspects of validity.  The hearer can reject the utterance of a speaker by either disputing the truth of the proposition asserted in it (or of the existential presuppositions of its propositional content), or the rightness of the speech act in view of the normative context of the utterance (or the legitimacy of the presupposed context itself), or the truthfulness of the intention expressed by the speaker (that is, the agreement of what is meant with what is stated)
(cited in Wilber, 1995, p.151).

Two immediate implications of the model are noted.  First, because each quadrant has its own epistemic privilege, it is protected from colonization by the other quadrants, from reductionist attacks launched by theorists and practitioners who wish to champion one and negate others. For example, extreme postmodernists sometimes reduce the I and It quadrants to We; extreme existentialists reduce the We and It to the existential I; scientific materialists reduce the We and I to It, and so on.  Second, each quadrant is contextualized by the others and the four co-evolve together (Wilber, 2000).  Because contextualism implies that none of the quadrants can be understood or changed effectively without understanding or changing all of them, an integrative methodological pluralism needs to be developed for both knowledge inquiry and for the practice of psychotherapy.  To take the ‘I’ quadrant, for example, the individual subject is embedded within his/her objective brain/biological structure, the objective system of such organisms (as disclosed by ecology, economics, sociology, etc), and the collective context of cultural values, language, and so on.  Therefore, none of the quadrants can be understood without referring to and understanding all of them (Wilber 1995; 1997; 2000).  

The model emerges as the beginning of a powerful critical theory for examining research and practice in counseling.  We can use it to investigate theories and practices by examining the dominant epistemologies which inform them, and thus can constrain those items to the domains where they apply.  We can honor the perspective each affords us, neither unduly privileging nor rejecting one over the other.  Then, we can proceed from this basis to construct more comprehensive approaches to theory and practice.  

For example, traditional behavioral and systems theories rely on an empiricist epistemology, and therefore fall within the individual-objective and interobjective domains respectively.  In light of the quadrant model, they are limited in studying and understanding the depth of human experience by reason of their exclusion of “consciousness” (which resides in the left hand domains).  Much of traditional psychotherapy, furthermore, has relied on first person introspective processes or phenomenological epistemologies, which would be seen to correspond to the individual-subjective domain.  However, relying purely on a phenomenological approach will overlook the intersubjective and social structures, not to mention the brain biology, that inform what is experienced and expressed phenomenologically. And to give one more example, more recent postmodern psychotherapeutic theories such as narrative therapy incorporate understandings from studies of background cultural and linguistic contexts, which would be seen to correspond to the inter-subjective quadrant.  However, in their extreme forms, some of these theories and practices negate the existence of the individual subjective realms entirely (Gergen, 1991; Harre & Gillet, 1994).  The ‘I’ is viewed as nothing but a text and the objective realm of science as nothing but a dominant metaphor.  According to the all-quadrant model, an integrated approach to theory and practice needs to honor all four quadrants:  the individual as individual, in both interior/subjective and exterior/objective occasions, in addition to the collective, in both interior/subjective and exterior/objective occasions.

Case Study: Application of Wilber’s Model to Counseling

Our focus now turns to the application of the model to a case study of newly immigrated professionals, and two interventions presented in the literature to serve this population.  Because the quadrants appear to be inescapable features, any theory or practice that does not attend sufficiently to one or other of the truth claims of the different domains will experience that domain ‘coming in through the back door’ in the form of self-contradictions or distortions that can be spotted through integral analysis (Wilber, 1997).


The case study is drawn from the article, “Right Skills, Wrong Country” (Calleja, 1998) which chronicles the story of Kanwal and Tarvinder Kukreja, successful young doctors who immigrate to Canada from India with their young daughter, and subsequently struggle to adapt to North American society and continue with meaningful careers.  Let’s imagine that one of them, say Tarvinder, has come for counseling shortly after arriving, and finding out, with much alarm, that her credentials are not being recognized by the College of Physicians and Surgeons. As a newcomer, we can imagine that she is unfamiliar with the background cultural context (i.e., the norms, values and behaviors that are implicitly in operation, and thus largely out of the phenomenological awareness of most of the host population, but which are immediately sensed by someone from a different context who arrives here – the lower-left quadrant).  She will also be unfamiliar with the objective systems – transportation system, employment policy and other government regulations that govern the functioning of society here (the lower-right quadrant).  As discussed by Ishiyama (1995), the experience of cultural dislocation, with its attendant experiences of unfamiliarity, disorientation, and feelings of homesickness, may pose a threat to her sense of self-validation – these interior experiences corresponding to the upper-left quadrant.  To complete our initial tour around the quadrants, the stress of the change would likely affect, even if only temporarily, her brain neurochemistry, perhaps resulting in a decrease in serotonin production (upper-right quadrant). 

Reiterating a fundamental point, while each quadrant is irreducible to any of the others (which allows us to analyze Tarvinder’s situation in the way we just did), it is simultaneously always already embedded in each of the others (Wilber, 2000).  The individual subject can never be cut away and studied apart from the intersubjective context, which can never be cut away and studied without reference to the objective social system, and so on.  The implication is that in developing and reflecting on our theory and practice we must explicitly honor the differentiation and integration of the quadrants.

Let’s turn our attention to two interventions found in the counseling literature by first analyzing how they emphasize different quadrants (remembering that nothing is ever only related to one quadrant – the four are inescapable) and then looking for synergies.  The Validationgram (Ishiyama, 1995) activity focuses on the subjective world of personal values and meanings disclosed through a phenomenological process, and thus provides an excellent way of anchoring the counseling process within the upper-left quadrant. Through a self-reflective process (possibly facilitated through conversation with the counselor), the individual articulates a constellation of relationships to people, things, activities and places that the individual interprets as meeting key needs for identity and belonging, competence and autonomy, security and comfort, among others (Ishiyama, 1995).  Figure 3 below is of a Validationgram worksheet.  
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Figure 3. Validationgram (Ishiyama, 1995)

By explicitly acknowledging that one’s identity is closely related to changes in one’s relationship with the social environment (Gergen, 1987; McCall, 1987), the Validationgram approach can be seen to be moderately incorporative of how culture and society influence and condition the individual, interior self. 

What the Validationgram activity in and of itself does not do, however, is directly intervene to change individual behaviors (upper-right quadrant) that will facilitate success within the socio-cultural context.  For this purpose, we can look to the ExceLL socio-cultural skills training program (Westwood, Mak, Barker & Ishiyama, 2000).  The ExceLL program consists of six three-hour sessions carried out in a group consisting of two trainers and 12 to 25 participants, with each session designed to teach a specific skill deemed necessary for successful functioning in a Western social context.  The six skills chosen for inclusion in the curriculum are the following: participating in a group or team setting, making social contact and social conversation, seeking information or seeking help, making a request or refusing a  request, expressing disagreement or challenging another person, and giving effective feedback.  The authors of ExceLL have developed Western “cultural maps” of specific micro-behaviors that constitute the successful performance of these culturally-embedded acts. These behaviors are then taught using a microskills approach.  ExceLL is based on the more objectivist cognitive-behavioral paradigm (right-hand or It domain epistemology and methodology).  The developers propose that “integrating instructional implications from established models of classical … and operant conditioning … and social cognitive learning … in a role based group training program can address these potential barriers [socio-cultural skills deficits] and provide optimal conditions for acquiring sociocultural competencies” (Westwood et al., 2000).  This program explicitly acknowledges the differentiation between the inner interpretive world of its participants, and the objective, social world in which they find themselves, with “social self-enhancement, rather than cultural assimilation” (Westwood et al., 2000) being the objective.  In other words, the approach helps individuals use specific behaviors (upper-right) to fit in (lower-right – remember, functional fitness is the validity claim of the purely objective social domain), without demanding that people reject their cultural or individual values (left-hand quadrants) .  The message is that we will show you what to do, rather than expect you to change who you are or what it means to you.  The overall approach is much more empirical in nature, focusing on the exterior, while the Validationgram is phenomenological and hermeneutic, centered within.  Thinking about Tarvinder’s case, we can imagine that a successful outcome from ExceLL training, as well as enhancing her viability in the socio-cultural milieu, might encourage a positive shift in her individual interior sense of self-validation, as long as she feels free to interpret any benefits on her own terms.

To help make this example more concrete, let’s imagine that as part of an integral action research project designed to simultaneously help Tarvinder as well as track relationships between quadrants, we facilitate the Validationgram activity in a one-to-one session before and after Tarvinder’s participation in the ExceLL program. We plan to use the Validationgram as a measure/intervention for self-esteem (upper-left quadrant), with self-esteem thus designated a dependent variable in our (somewhat informal) pre-post study design.  Change in socio-cultural competence, as measured by the degree of success in the ExceLL program, is the independent variable.   While it is impossible in the space of this short paper to fully describe the Validationgram activity and to present sample before and after diagrams, let’s imagine that Tarvinder’s before diagram basically shows a cluster of family members close to the Self under the Relationships category, but few others.  Demonstrating her sense of dislocation, Tarvinder records only Places in India as being significant to the Self (we will leave Things and Activities out of this streamlined example).  

Continuing our thought experiment, we imagine that Tarvinder completes the ExceLL program, and experiences benefits such as the following reported from actual participants during a recent delivery of a modified version of the ExceLL program in a community college setting: 1) more comfort speaking in a group; 2) a sense of support from leader and members; 3) more sense of connection to each other; 4) the skills worked in personal life; 5) awareness of self and role in interactions, and 6) a better understanding of how to handle cultural differences.  Our post-treatment measure/intervention (remembering that this is action research) is to help Tarvinder 

notice, elaborate, and consolidate new personal meanings (upper-left quadrant) by re-administering the Validationgram activity.  Based on the quadrant theory, we know that the individual-subjective domain is integrated with, but differentiated from the collective and objective domains, and thus we specifically support Tarvinder’s interior self-reflection process.  In the after activity, then, we find that Tarvinder’s post-treatment Validationgram includes under Relationships one new person from the group with whom she has begun to develop a friendship.  Furthermore, given her increased confidence in navigating the new cultural milieu, she has explored the city and found a particular park where she now takes the family, or goes to just have some time apart from the business of each day in her career adjustment process.  She records this park under Places.  Overall, she reports that conducting the activity has helped her consolidate positive changes in personal meanings that have occurred from participating in the program. To summarize the research outcome of our efforts, we have found that participation in the ExceLL program leads to positive changes in the individual’s interior sense of self-esteem.  Thus, the inter-relatedness of quadrants is confirmed.

While the foregoing process, then, forms part of a more comprehensive approach to helping Tarvinder, the quadrant model helps use remember that neither of these approaches address changing the fabric of the social system or cultural context explicitly.  Tarvinder was shocked to find out that her credentials were not recognized; no amount of self-validating activity or social skills training can address this structural constraint in the lower-right quadrant.   A more integral approach, then, would optimally entail intervention at the structural level itself to help Tarvinder, through the efforts of groups not entirely composed of those people needing help, acting as advocates to change the credential evaluation process, or the policies of professional organizations.  Obviously, any given approach can be seen to be partial in some way (recall, all holons are whole/parts).  The intent is not to use this partiality to condemn any given method, but rather to contextualize it. 


In conclusion, then, our aim has been to introduce Wilber’s quadrant model as an example of a constructive postmodern approach to theories and practices in counseling psychology.  By assisting us to notice both partialities and synergies, the all-quadrant model helps us reflect upon and refine our practice and understandings.  It is our hope that this article might spark interest in further exploration of the application of this model to a range of challenges faced by counseling psychologists in the postmodern era.
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� Adding a layer of complexity, Habermas notes there are three basic modes that correspond to the three domains:  cognitive (it), moral (we) and expressive (I) can be applied to studying any of the domains (for example, the subjective domain can be studied objectively – for example through personality tests – but it cannot be “captured objectively without remainder” – in this case, the map is not the territory (Wilber, 1995).  This point can help us when analyzing a theory or practice from an integral standpoint.  Again, let us use the case of personality tests or value sorts to illustrate.  Such tests make use of an empirical method (right-hand quadrant), but they are studying the upper-left quadrant.  They are, then, using the attitude of the It domain, to study the I domain.  This is legitimate, as long as the attempt is not made to reduce the I to the It.  It is most accurate, then, when analyzing a theory or practice, to look at both its attitude and the object of that attitude.  
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Figure 1. The Four Quadrants (Wilber, 2000, p.62)



