
Integral Health and Healing -- Development of an integral meta-paradigm 
for health, healing, medicine, and herbalism.
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Why is an Herbalist doing a PhD involving Integral Theory?

Every healing modality has a different framework! The lack of common understanding 
is becoming increasingly problematic for caregivers and clients. While studying herbal 
medicine, I found no coherent meta-paradigm connecting Western herbal medicine and 
conventional and alternative medicines -- no vehicle for communication across 
disciplines. Neither doctors nor clients currently know to whom to turn to address 
various health concerns, nor can this be easily discussed via the current ways of 
understanding.  I am convinced that a cohesive meta-framework is needed in order to 
best support clients, to evaluate and integrate the diverse approaches to health and 
healing, and to facilitate open dialogue between different modalities of healing -- such 
as between allopathic and herbal medicine. 

Integral Theory is a powerful tool for developing this framework. As a herbalist and 
psychotherapist-in-training, I have the opportunity to turn theory into practice. Once a 
basic framework for Integral Healing has been developed, it will be invaluable to be 
able to test it “in the field.” I am hoping this will take the form of an integral approach 
to cancer treatment and support -- one that coherently integrates many fields of 
knowledge and healing modalities into a synergistic approach to treating cancer and 
other conditions.  

Individual and Ecological Health - Coherent Coupling

A great deal of motivation arises from the desire to help my herbal and therapeutic 
clients.  I would like to more directly apply the principles of transformation and the 
individual’s “coherent coupling” with her environment. I am especially interested in the 
intersection between individual and ecological health. Ken Wilber and others have 
stated that in order to surmount the environmental challenges before us, we need more 
than activism, economic, and political change.  We also need personal transformation. 
This realisation reconciled many of my diverse interests and passions; spirituality and 
meditation, sustainability, herbal medicine, science and nature. I believe part of a 
herbalist’s or therapist’s role is to be an agent for transformation and healing -- not just 
of the individual, but also of his environment.

 From Pathology and Healing 
to Transformation, Wholing, and Flourishing

What is the inter-relationship between transformation and healing? Integral Theory is 
perfect for addressing this question because developmental and evolutionary principles 
are an important dimension of its primary meta-framework, AQAL. This helps form a 
meta-framework for healing that makes transformation, personal development, and 
growth explicit in the healing process. 

Integral Methodological Pluralism 

IMP provides guidelines for grasping the various perspectives of medical systems and 
modalities, for understanding their strengths, weaknesses, and blind-spots before 
coordinating them. Integral Medicine requires a biological grounding in up-to-date 
scientific theories and paradigms. Theorists have been developing IMP-like approaches 
for the sciences by incorporating principles such as partial/truth, both/and vs. either/or, 
quadrant focus, levels of complexity, and so on.  These include the works of Helen 
Longino, Edgar Morin, and Sandra Mitchell’s Integrative Pluralism.

 “My conclusion is that we need to think about scientific laws in a very different way: 
to recognize a multidimensional framework in which knowledge claims may be located 
and to use this more complex framework to explore the variety of epistemic practices 
that constitute science.” (Mitchell, 2003).

The Three Phases of Research

 My approach will involve a cyclical feedback system with 
three basic phases:

Two Main Methods

1. In-depth interviews with “integrally-informed” health 
practitioners to understand how they apply Integral Theory to 
their practice.  Incorporation of their insights into my meta-
framework.

2. Case studies coordinating an integral approach to treatment in 
collaboration with other health professionals.  This will provide 
invaluable feedback and data that can be used to improve and 
refine the foundational meta-framework.
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The big picture: 
drawing the large-
scale map. Systemic 
literature review and 
development of a 
basic meta-
framework for 
health, healing and 
wholing.

Using the map to 
explore the 
territory. Seeing 
how well it fits. 
Application and 
testing of the meta-
framework and of 
its basic premises 
“in the field.”

Adding more detail -- 
developing smaller-
scale maps followed 
by revaluation, 
correction and 
elaboration of the 
large-scale map in 
light of the results.

Theoretical Foundations for an Integral Medicine

An integral medicine requires a foundation in theories that expand the current 
understanding of the human condition and bridge the elements of AQAL. These include 
complexity and systems theory as well as auto-poeisis and structural coupling 
(Maturana and Varela). Frijof Capra’s synthesis of these concepts is particularly 
valuable. Evolutionary Medicine, the theory of Allostasis (Schulkin), the Bio-psycho-
social model, and (eco-)psycho-neuro-endo-immunology also provide us with 
increasingly coherent scientific theories that have practical applications.  

  A Practitioner’s Perspective on
Highly Integral Modalities for Health and Medicine.

A number of more encompassing modalities and models for health and medicine are 
well-developed and can contribute to an integral medicine.  

Herbal Medicine often incorporates AQAL, addressing all Quadrants and a deep 
understanding of Types (“Constitution”). It has a holistic and ecological perspective, as 
well as tapping into the subtle energies of plants for supporting transformation. 
Herbalists understand the co-evolutionary context of people and plants. 
 
Functional Medicine is grounded in the principles of biochemical individuality, 
patient-centered care, the dynamic balance of internal and external factors, web-like 
interconnections of physiological factors, health as a positive vitality, and promotion of 
organ reserve. It incorporates an “organismic” approach along with social and 
environmental factors, as well as a functional vs. strictly structural perspective.

HeartMath is a scientifically-validated set of tools and techniques involving Heart-
Rate-Variability biodfeedback and the cultivation of states of psychophysiological 
coherence. HeartMath bridges AQAL with a strong focus on States, emotional, 
interpersonal, and self-sense Lines of development. 
 
Energy medicine systems incorporate the subtle energy bodies and are particularly 
effective at bridging Mind and Body and incorporating both the psychological and 
spiritual aspects of an individual.  
 

Paradigms for Medicine and Science from the East: Ayurveda, Tibet, China. 
Function/Process vs Structure/Anatomy. 

Many valuable skills (diagnosis, constitutional assessment, and physical, emotional, 
cognitive and behavioral interventions) and integral perspectives are already present 
within Eastern medicine.  These provide them with unified language and a model for 
making coherent interventions at all these levels.  Furthermore, their typological 
understanding of individuals, pathologies, herbs, and foods allows for a great deal of 
subtlety and specificity when matching a person and her health condition to a medicine. 
Another strength of these paradigms is their dynamic, process-, and function-based 
perspective -- as opposed to the static, structural and mechanistic understanding typical 
of reductionist medicine. The person is understood as a living web of interdependent 
processes, not as a set of physically distinct anatomical structures. 
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