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I. The Problem
Contemporary conservatives have built an extraordinary political, social and cultural movement on the powerful view of human nature most famously promoted by Thomas Hobbes.  Human beings, according to this resonant analysis, are naturally inclined to a “war of all against all.”  If you listen to the speeches of the conservatives, and if you review their political ads, it is clear that, at the root of their programs, policies and principles is a core view of human beings as separate, selfish and scared—the three S’s of the contemporary conservative moment.  All of their programmatic themes—from the irrational worship of neo-classical economic theory to the promotion of a patriarchal, imperial presidency—are based on this “darker view of human nature.” 

Many people sense that the conservative view of humanity as irrevocably separate, selfish, and scared is leading us down the wrong path as a nation.  They also sense that this Hobbesian vision condemns each of us to a pretty miserable, anxiety-filled personal life.  But few people see any real alternative being offered by Democratic public officials, or by the issue-oriented activists that dominate what passes for the left in America.
Progressives, by definition reject the conservative vision of human nature.  After all, we cannot truly believe that mankind is capable of fundamental progress if we think that our basic nature inclines us to a “war of all against all”.
  Yet very few progressive activists are willing to engage on this issue.  It is time for some honesty about the reason for this failure to challenge the conservative movement at its core.  
The ugly secret of the American left is that millions of moderates, liberals and even “progressives” -- in their most private moments -- believe that Hobbes was right.  Their own personal experience of life tells them that  human beings are naturally separate, selfish and scared.
II. Integral Activism
Integral activism is an approach to progressive social transformation that seeks to address the essential disconnect between our personal experience of being and our political work.  It rejects the distinction between work on personal transformation and our efforts to transform society.  The integral activist path necessarily includes both.

Above all, this is an extremely practical approach to social and political work.  Integral activists believe that we cannot build a social movement to create a more just and compassionate society if our personal sense of self tells us that human nature is essentially inconsistent with our political vision.  

The fundamental principle of Integral Activism is the understanding that, while we all experience ourselves as separate, selfish and scared some of the time, we also experience a more progressive awareness of being.  This sense of our basic nature is characterized by connection, compassion and courage (Our 3 C’s).  Practical, effective techniques to further our awareness of this aspect our own nature are essential to a true progressive alternative to Hobbists of both the right and the left.
Integral activists seek to build more genuine progressive politics through our own inner work, our social conduct, and our collective efforts to transform society.  The Integral Activist Forum is a vehicle for exploring the practical application of these ideas.

III. Progressive Self-awareness 
“Social being determines consciousness.” “Social being determines consciousness.” “Social being determines consciousness.”  Everyone engaged in a personal contemplative practice should repeat this three times before rising from the yoga mat or meditation cushion.

That having been said, a critical component of integral activism is progressive action on a deeply personal level.  Practices such as meditation and reflection serve to further our internal understanding and self-awareness.  And, because our intellectual framework controls our interpretation of these practices, philosophical inquiry is also essential to developing and nurturing our progressive awareness of being. 

Here’s what our friend, Ethan Nichtern, had to say about the role of meditation in our personal and social evolution:

The Buddhist tradition talks a lot about helping people, and these teachings are studied by cave-dwelling yogis and social revolutionaries alike. There are many techniques of meditation explicitly designed to instill in the practitioner greater awareness and care for others. There is incredible power in the instructions for dissolving the dichotomy between self and other, so we can extend compassion beyond absorption with our own problems and needs. My friends, especially those who are interested in helping the world, say things like "So, remind me: how does sitting on your ass help anybody, exactly?" From the outside, meditation can seem mystical, indulgent, and weird.
***
Ultimately, meditation is a catalyst—it brings about a "chemical reaction" of change in the various elements that make up our life. When we meditate, we're putting ourselves directly in touch with the basic interface we have for experiencing our life and the world around us. We only have one wireless connection with the real Internet, and that's our mind. There isn't a single moment in our lives when our mind is not functioning as the basis of all our interactions—not even one. So it makes sense to train ourselves in the skillful operation of this basic interface. This is what meditation is for… 
It might simply offer a little bit more calmness and clarity. But as the practice proceeds, we might begin to empathize more deeply with the people we stand in personal relationship to, and find some ways to bring the benefits of practice into our interactions with them. Maybe we'll start thinking about our community differently, and how our actions have tangible effects on society at large. You might even have a glimpse of your connection with all beings. And when that glimpse comes, why not raise the bar higher for your reasons for practice, and aspire to help everyone you encounter? (E. Nichtern, One City, pp.60-62)
IV. The Progressive Alignment of Social Being
Integral activism also includes progressive action on a social level.  While we are limited by circumstances, we all have the potential for evolution in our social conduct.  We can choose to deal with people in ways that are collaborative and cooperative, or in ways that are dishonest or competitive. Conduct that is consistent with, and in furtherance, of our progressive awareness of being is pretty easy to distinguish from conduct consistent with, and in furtherance of, the 3 S’s.  A very basic aspect of this effort is choosing to spend time with people who support progressive work.  As the Yogis say: “Company is more important than willpower.”  

Integral activism seeks to adapt the social structures and institutions in which we operate in ways that reflect and further our progress as individuals and as a society.  Organizations dedicated to social justice, world peace, and spiritual practice frequently operate internally in ways that are unjust and divisive.  So the second aspect of Integral Activism is our work to align our social structures with our essential progressive awareness. 
IV. Political Action
The most important aspect of our personal evolution is rarely in the twenty or forty minutes of meditation we do each day.  It is in the other 23+ hours in which we function in a massive, interdependent social structure.  We are linked to millions of others in a global economy in which the profit and benefit we derive from the suffering of others is more transparent than ever.

Ken Wilber, in his discussion of the four quadrants of being with which he frames our inner, outer, individual and collective existence, wrote:

What good does it do to adjust and integrate the self in a culture that’s itself sick?  What does it mean to be a well-adjusted Nazi?  Is that mental health?  Or is a maladjusted person in a Nazi society the only one who is sane...A malformation—a pathology, a “sickness” in any quadrant will reverberate through all four quadrants…So a society with an alienating mode of production—such as slave wages for dehumanizing  labor—will reflect low self-esteem for laborers and an out-of-whack brain chemistry. (K. Wilber, A Brief History of Everything, p.125)
Integral Activism sees our personal evolution as inextricably linked to the evolution of our society.  Social being—our work, our consumption, our participation in the economy and culture of our society—has a profound influence on our consciousness.  Unless you are living in a cave as a renunciate, you can not honestly pose as a passive participant in our social and political structures.  As Arundhati Roy noted, “The trouble is that once you see it you can’t unsee it.  And once you’ve seen it, keeping quiet, saying nothing becomes as political an act as speaking out.  There’s no innocence.  Either way, you’re accountable.” 
Americans have the good fortune to live in a republic in which we can vote, serve on juries, speak out, write, blog, organize, demonstrate and run for office.  It is far from perfect, but it opens the door to all who would join in the conscious engagement with our world through the progressive political work that is a critical component of the integral activist path.

To me, this work is to be enthusiastically embraced.  We have gone from the rule of kings, to plutocracy, to constitutional government, and we are now pressing towards economic as well as political liberty, and towards a broader definition of “equality.”  While there have been frequent periods of backsliding, this is not a history consistent with the Hobbesian view of human nature.  It is consistent with our turbulent evolution towards a society centered on our innate sense of ourselves as connected, compassionate and courageous.  As with our personal transformational work, our goal is to open ourselves to that progress—not to conquer some innate evil in the human soul.  
In order to pursue the unified path of personal, social and societal progress that is Integral Activism, it is essential to understand that there are two aspects of all political work—transactional politics and transformational politics.  Transactional politics is pretty obvious: it’s trying to get the best result possible right now.  What’s the best deal I can negotiate on a gun control bill, or on an immigration bill during this year’s legislative session? How do I elect my ally this November given what voters think right now?  

Transformational politics is what we do to move public consciousness—and the political infrastructure—so that the deal we can get next year is better than the deal we can get today.  

Many politicians treat the American people as if they were static beings with ideas frozen in time.  In fact, ideas change radically over time.  And the most essential part of progressive politics is to provoke and engage in a dialog with the public to open hearts and minds to the programs that we believe will make all of our lives better.  

The political work of Integral Activism incorporates the understanding that major shifts in the use of our collective resources require changes in consciousness and language as well as in tax rates for the rich.  Universal health care, excellent schools in every community, affordable higher education and housing, and an end to our assault on the environment (and on other people) are all within our grasp if we integrate our work to accelerate the evolution of mankind towards a world in accord with, and furtherance of, our experience of connection, compassion and courage.

� For a remarkably candid admission that Hobbes’ “darker if more realistic view of human nature” provides the philosophical platform for contemporary conservatism, see “Human Nature Redux” by David Brooks in The New York Times on February 18th, 2007.


� The modern idea of societal “progress,” defined as the “greatest good for the greatest number” emerged in Europe in the wake of  the enlightenment.  It evolved to form the core of the political movements in the early 20th century that came to be identified as “progressive.”
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