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Background: Evaluation Paradigms present evaluators with
differing approaches to evaluating a program’s merit, worth,
and value. Grounded in varying ontologies (i.e., notions of
reality) and epistemologies (i.e., ways of knowing), these
paradigms advance differing views of what counts as
knowledge. The privileging of Western-centric knowledge
(i.e., empiricism) over traditional and revealed (i.e., spiritual)
knowledge, places the reigning evaluation paradigms at odds
with Indigenous paradigms and presents numerous risks to
individuals, communities, and ecosystems. This paper invites
readers to step into the ethical space (Ermine, 2007) between
epistemologies to interrogate Western knowledge
assumptions and identify common philosophical ground
between Indigenous and Western ways of knowing. Through
an examination of Aristotelian and Cartesian thought and a
review of transdisciplinary support for an interactive
epistemology which embraces empirical, traditional, and
revealed knowledge, | argue that embracing the Knowledge
Trinity concept advances the decolonization of evaluator

heart and mind and provides a new epistemological
foundation upon which to construct a Decolonizing Paradigm.

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to encourage the
decolonizing of Western-trained evaluators’— Indigenous
and non-Indigenous alike—heart and mind by arguing for
embrace and integration of empirical, traditional, and
revealed knowledge in evaluation theory and practice.
Setting: Not applicable.

Intervention: Not applicable.

Research Design: Not applicable.

Data Collection and Analysis: Not applicable.

Findings: Not applicable.
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Introduction

As a transdisciplinary field, evaluation seeks
knowledge of the merit, worth, and value of
programs, personnel, products, policies, and
performances across a diverse disciplinary
landscape. The theories and methods evaluators
use to gather this knowledge reflect held ontologies
(i.e., notions of reality) and epistemologies (i.e.,
ways of knowing). As a result, for Western-trained
evaluators—Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike
(Singh & Major, 2017)—the risk of advancing
methodological colonialism (Puebla, 2016) is real.
To combat this risk evaluators are encouraged to
decolonize their theory and practice and numerous
scholars share recommendations for doing so
(Chilisa, 2012; Denzin et al., 2008; Mertens et al.,
2016; Waapalaneexkweew, 2018). Kovach (2009)
outlined seven steps evaluators can take to
decolonize their theory and practice, two of which
are discussed in this paper: (a) decolonizing one’s
heart and mind, and (b) rejecting Western-centric
notions of relationship with Indigenous peoples
and knowledge. While some may argue that
decolonizing one’s own thinking does not
necessarily lead to decolonizing data collection
approaches or ways of reaching -evaluative
conclusions, Kovach contends that it is a necessary
first step toward decolonizing research and
evaluation.

Indeed, failing to decolonize one’s heart and
mind and interrogate Western foundations of
knowledge presents numerous risks. In previous
work (Billman (2022), I outlined four of these risks:
unpreparedness of Western-trained evaluators
engaging non-Western communities; alienation of
Indigenous evaluators; irrelevancy of—or, worse,
harm caused by—evaluation findings to local
communities; and deception in reporting.
Additional risks include inadequate evaluation
practices derived from inadequate ways of knowing
(Dohn, 2014); policies built upon fragmented
knowledge (Traore, 2016); defunding of programs;
partnerships which perpetuate power inequalities
(Contu & Girei, 2014); disempowered communities
(Duijs et al., 2019); and ecological destruction
(Gallagher & Ofir, 2021). Collectively, at a global
level these risks may contribute to delays in
achieving the UN’s SDGs, and to continued
destruction of life-sustaining habitats. For
individual evaluators, the risk of failing to
decolonize one’s heart and mind is the failure to
experience what it means to be fully human (Freire,
1970/2018) through a life lived interconnected with
nature and others.

To mitigate these risks, this paper leads
Western-trained evaluators, both non-Indigenous
and Indigenous, through the first step of
decolonizing one’s heart and mind, i.e., the
interrogation of the philosophical foundations of
Western knowledge. To do this, I invite readers to
step into the space between Western thought and
Indigenous thought. Cree scholar Willie Ermine
(2007) refers to this space as the ethical space and
defines it as a theoretical space between cultures
and worldviews. While much attention has been
given to the superficial differences between
Western and Indigenous thought, Ermine argued
that “what remains hidden and enfolded are the
deeper level thoughts, interests and assumptions
that will inevitably influence and animate the kind
of relationship the two can have” (p. 195). When
writing of the need to decolonize relational systems
thinking, Goodchild (2021) described this sacred,
ethical space as a teaching space that affirms
human diversity, promotes respect and generosity
of spirit, supports connection rather than
separation, and unlocks a deep capacity for love.

Stepping into this ethical space to interrogate
the philosophical foundations of Western
knowledge, this paper (a) begins with a discussion
of the diverse ways of knowing and how each is
important in evaluation, (b) explores the history of
Western knowledge fragmentation and how it
impacts evaluative understandings, (c) interrogates
the philosophies of the founders of Western
thought, i.e., Aristotle and Descartes, to reveal
common understandings between ancient Western
and Indigenous knowledge systems, and (d)
provides current support for diverse knowledge
representation in evaluation theory and practice.
My hope is that through stepping into this ethical
space to interrogate Western knowledge
assumptions, evaluators will be able to identify
common philosophical ground between Indigenous
and Western ways of knowing such that new

relationships  form  which  advance a
transdisciplinary, transontologic (Billman, 2022;
Shemsedin, 2016), and transepistemologic

decolonizing of evaluation.

Ways of Knowing and the Knowledge
Trinity

Addressing the complex problems of the day (e.g.,
climate change, poverty, war, disease) requires that
the evaluation field tap into the multitude of ways
that people understand the world and their
experience in it. These ways of knowing, i.e.,
epistemologies, reflect one’s understanding of
reality, i.e., one’s ontology (Billman, 2022). The
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current Western-centric epistemologies privilege
empirical knowledge, tentatively accept traditional
knowledge, and generally discredit revealed
knowledge. This knowledge fragmentation
differentiates Western knowledge systems from
Indigenous knowledge systems that recognize all
three ways of knowing as legitimate and necessary
for understanding reality.

The words used to describe empirical,
traditional, and revealed knowledge highlight the
perceived differences between them. Terms like
empirical, reductionist, rational, experimental,
quantitative, deductive, measurable, controlled,
observable, generalizable, material, objective, and
written describe Western empirical knowledge.
Comparatively, terms used to describe traditional

knowledge include holistic, relational,
interactional, interrelational, particular, non-
generalizable, subjective, intuitive, nonlinear,

cyclical, fluid, inclusive, animate, spiritual, and
qualitative. (Kovach, 2009; Mazzocchi, 2006,
Sumner, 2008). With its emphasis on oral modes of
knowledge transmission (e.g., stories, songs,
proverbs, metaphors, and talking circles),
traditional knowledge further differentiates itself
from empirical knowledge (Waapalaneexkweew,
2018; Chilisa, 2012; Desmoulins, 2005; Mucina,
2011; Lavallée, 2009; Roos, 2012; Simpson, 2000).
Furthermore, traditional knowledge should not be
confused with Indigenous knowledge. Indigenous
knowledge is much broader than traditional
knowledge, encompassing all three forms of
knowledge: empirical, traditional, and revealed
(Castellano, 2000; Pierotti, 2011).

Revealed knowledge, also often confused with
traditional knowledge, differs from it in one key
aspect: revealed knowledge is supra- or
supernatural knowledge. It is sacred knowledge
that originates from outside the natural boundaries
of physical existence yet engages with it.

Inconsistent ways of talking about revealed
knowledge contribute to the confusion surrounding
it in Western discourse. Referred to as revealed
knowledge, spiritual knowledge, religious
knowledge, or sacred knowledge, care should be
taken not to confuse it with religion. Wilson (2008)
differentiated between spirituality and religion,
stating that spirituality is “one’s internal sense of
connection to the universe” (p. 91) while religion is
“the external manifestation of spirituality” (p. 91).
In this way, revealed knowledge encapsulates
spirituality as sacred knowledge that may be
revealed through spiritual experiences such as
prayer, ceremony, dreams, fasts, sweats, or visions
(Chilisa, 2012; Kovach, 2009).

Certainly, the politicization of religion has
contributed to disregard for spiritual experience

and the wholesale discrediting of revealed
knowledge. Webb (2017) detailed numerous
arguments against revealed knowledge. These
arguments state that revealed knowledge is non-
generalizable, unfalsifiable, unverifiable, and
naturalistically explainable. However, each of these
arguments can be countered. First, if people act
upon their beliefs and their beliefs emerge from
their experiences, then whatever forms these
experiences take—whether grounded in a natural
sense experience or a supernatural sense
experience—the experiences themselves are
“treated as foundational, in need of no further
justification” (Webb, 2017, p. 7). Ferguson et al.
(2018) stated that “religious and spiritual
experiences share common phenomenological
elements across cultures and theistic faith
traditions” (p. 104), suggesting that the
commonality of these supernatural experiences
validates them. According to Maxwell (2003)
revealed knowledge can be validated through
Wilbur’s three-step verification process, whereby
comparison between an individual’s spiritual
experiences and resulting experiential data
validates the experience. Despite neuroscience’s
identification of specific brain regions activated
during spiritual experiences, (Ferguson et al., 2018;
Ferguson et al., 2021, Kapogiannis et al., 2014),
there remains no consensus among neuroscientists
regarding the naturalistic explanations of these
experiences (Laker, 2015). If supernatural
experiences are rejected because of their
correspondence to neurological activity, then all
experience must be rejected, since all experience
corresponds to neurological activity (Webb, 2017).
Granted, accepting that a supernatural experience
occurred and accepting that this experience
revealed certain knowledge, does not imply that the
belief grounded in that knowledge itself is true. Yet,
currently, mainstream, desacralized Western
knowledge systems reject the very existence of
supernatural, spiritual experience and the revealed
knowledge linked to it.

Although the Western-centric view of
knowledge depicts it in a fragmented form, a
trinitarian perspective emphasizes the unique but
equal value of each knowledge to understandings
about reality. Figure 1 depicts this relationship
between the three knowledges, empirical,
traditional, and revealed. Like Maxwell’s (2003)
epistemology of inner knowledge, which aligns with
Saint Bonaventure’s three “eyes” (eye of the flesh,
eye of the mind, and eye of contemplation; p. 263),
the Knowledge Trinity purports that the three
knowledges are not separate. They are continuously
interacting, each representing one facet of one
knowledge; “equal yet differentiated” (Goodchild,
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2021, p. 81). The knowledges interact and
interconnect; alienation of one from the others
resulting in limited knowledge and understanding.

Figure 1. The Knowledge Trinity

Empirical
Knowledge

At first glance, this recommendation to
embrace the Knowledge Trinity may resemble
mixed-methods evaluation design’s call for
triangulation. As a tool to improve the validity and
credibility of evaluation evidence, triangulation
requires incorporating multiple data sources,
theories, approaches, methods, or evaluators in an
evaluation. However, triangulation itself does not
require that the selected theories, approaches, or
methods reflect each of the three ways of knowing.
Application of the Knowledge Trinity in evaluation
would raise the expectation for triangulation to
include data sets, theories, approaches, methods, or
individuals representative of each of the
knowledges, i.e., empirical, traditional, and
revealed. At minimum, recognition of the
Knowledge Trinity reminds evaluators to explore
multiple ways of knowing when determining what
evidence to gather and how to go about gathering
that evidence.

Failure of the Western field of evaluation to
acknowledge the interaction of empirical,
traditional, and revealed knowledge discredits the
lived experiences of individuals, Indigenous and
non-Indigenous alike, who embrace the Knowledge
Trinity. Wilson (2008) wonders, “How is it that
spirituality is so important to Indigenous people
when Western society has so distanced itself from
anything spiritual?” (p. 29). Kovach (2009)
grounds alienation of Indigenous knowledge in the
unacceptance of sacred (i.e., revealed) knowledge in
Western research. She writes, “The proposition of

Revealed
Knowledge

Knowledge

Traditional
Knowledge

integrating spiritual knowings and processes, like
ceremonies, dreams, or synchronicities, which act
as portals for gaining knowledge, makes
mainstream academia uncomfortable, especially
when brought into the discussion of research” (pp.
67-68).

Because it is easier to deny the significance of
revealed knowledge then to defend it within the
Western framework, revealed knowledge exists for
most as something “peripheral, anthropological,
[and] exotic” (Kovach, 2009, p. 67), a mere vestige
of past times considered largely irrelevant to
knowledge acquisition today.

A Brief History of Western Knowledge
Fragmentation

The narrowed, modern Western-centric view of
knowledge resulted from the gradual alienation of
traditional and revealed knowledge due to the
selective advancement of empirical knowledge.
Although both Aristotle and Descartes relied on
multiple approaches to knowledge generation,
embrace of only some of these approaches
underlaid the development of modern Western
thought. Selective application of Aristotle’s
emphasis on observation and reason and Descartes’
emphasis on reductionism, rationalism, reason,
and methodological doubt drove the narrowing of
Western thought during the 16th and 17th centuries.
With the advance of the scientific revolution, the
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reigning beliefs propagated by the religious
establishment about nature and humanity’s place
in it were displaced. Marked by mathematical
advancements and a rise in confidence in
humanity’s ability to reason about the natural
world, the scientific revolution ushered in the Age
of Enlightenment. French, German, and Scottish
scientists and philosophers of the 17t and 18tk
centuries advanced “the process of undertaking to
think for oneself, to employ and rely on one’s own
intellectual capacities in determining what to
believe and how to act” (Bristow, 2011, p. 3). In
privileging the individual as the primary source of
knowledge, Enlightenment philosophies rebuked
other sources of knowledge. These other “carriers of
authority (such as tradition, superstition, prejudice,
myth, and miracles)” (Bristow, 2011, p. 3) stood in
stark contrast to Enlightenment reason and as such
were pushed to the margins of Western discourse.
Although “the spiritual[,] as a complement to the
purely mechanical, remained an important
methodological thread of the Scientific Revolution”
(Anderson & Hepburn, 2016, p. 9), as
Enlightenment advanced, revealed knowledge and
traditional =~ knowledge @~ were  increasingly
discredited. Even empirical knowledge underwent
a winnowing, upholding the primacy of natural (as
opposed to supernatural) sensory engagement
through scientific methodology (observation and
experimentation). Thus, the stage for Western
thought was set with both ontological and
epistemological commitments to knowledge
derived through reason or experimentation, rather
than tradition or revelation. From this stage the
Western field of evaluation emerged, from its start
alienating, , spiritual, traditional, and holist
knowledge systems.

Currently, although many evaluation funders

consider quantitative evidence representing
empirical knowledge the gold standard for
evaluation, qualitative evidence representing

traditional knowledge is increasingly embraced and
accepted. Certainly, the rise of mixed methods has
proven effective in linking empirical and traditional
knowledge domains in a more interactional
manner. Yet, despite this re-entrance of traditional
knowledge into the Western knowledge landscape,
spiritual experience and the revealed knowledge
linked to it have yet to be widely (or even narrowly)
recognized in Western scientific thought.

This continued fragmentation of knowledge
fails to prepare evaluators for engaging with
communities that embrace all three ways of
knowing: empirical, traditional, and revealed.
When a knowledge system is devoid of traditional
and/or revealed knowledge all the methodological
tools emerging from it will fall outside the

Indigenous knowledge domain. Consequently, only
tools derived from within a paradigm
acknowledging all three knowledges—empirical,
traditional, and revealed—will be useful to non-
Western communities. Wilson (2008) states, “We
will always face problems in trying to adapt
dominant system tools to our [Indigenous] use” (p.
13). Although “a recognition of spirituality allows
researchers to explore the interconnections
between the researched’s experience and the sacred
and the practical aspects of research” (Chilisa,
2012, p. 114), revealed knowledge remains largely
unaddressed in evaluations, even among those
using qualitative methods. While empiricism
indeed plays a role in knowledge production, it does
not account for knowledge production through
other pathways, notably tradition (i.e., tacit,
cultural knowledge) and spirituality (i.e., spiritual,
revealed knowledge) (Castellano, 2008; Pierotti,
2011), both accounted for in Indigenous
epistemologies. Because of this, when a Western-
trained evaluator conducts a program evaluation in
a non-Western community, use of tools stemming
from a limited epistemology may lead to limited
understandings of program efficacy and harm to
the community and land. To address this, reflection
on the Knowledge Trinity prompts evaluators to ask
what may be missed when relying on only one way
of knowing and encourages evaluators to
interrogate why it is they hold to certain ways of
knowing over others.

Shared Understandings in Western and
Indigenous Philosophy

Decolonizing one’s heart and mind requires
interrogation of held ontologies (Billman, 2022)
and epistemologies. A Western-trained evaluator’s
recognition of the limited epistemological
foundation of their training is the first step of this
interrogation. In contrast to Western epistemology,
Wilson (2008) describes an Indigenous
epistemology as one “built upon relationships
between things, rather than on the things
themselves” (p. 74). This emphasis on relationship,
including abiotic—biotic and material-immaterial
interactions, challenges Western-trained
evaluators hesitant to move away from what they
were taught to believe about reality and how best to
understand it. Yet, deep interrogation of the
foundation of Western thought reveals that its
founders, namely Aristotle and Descartes, agreed
more with Wilson than most realize. Recognition of
an alignment between Western and Indigenous
knowledge systems opens the door for engagement
as it invites evaluators into the ethical space
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between epistemologies so that new relationships
between knowledge systems can emerge.

Figure 2. The Flow Cycle

Life @ Interaction

sustained

Disequilibrium
maintained

between 2
entities

Disruptive
event

&Flow cycle

initiated

At its inception Western thought acknowledged
the existence of and interaction between the
material and the immaterial. Aristotle termed
unknowable, immaterial, unchanging entities
Prime Movers and attributed the origin of all
motion to them. He argued that knowledge extends
from an awareness of the unchanging nature of the
Prime Movers, i.e., the “invariable and necessary
truths about nature” (Parry, 2014, 3; Aristotle, n.d.,
para. 3), and the impact their immutability has on
all other entities. Similarly, René Descartes
emphasized the role of motion in knowledge
production. He argued that we become aware, i.e.,
knowledgeable, of an object because its motion
produces a perceptible change in the environment
(Smith, 1963, p. 112). These changes in the
environment create a disruption leading to a new
state or a return to the previous state (Figure 2),
prevent equilibrium, and sustain life (Pierotti,
2015; Bejan & Zane, 2012). Because death occurs
when all free energy is consumed, living systems
sustain life by maintaining disequilibrium through
continuous energy transformations. While life is
sustained through disequilibrium, knowledge of an
entity emerges from the interaction. Thus, an
interactive relationship between the material—-
immaterial and abiotic—biotic undergirds all reality
and knowledge production. Yet, despite this
awareness, desacralized Western thought does not
recognize as equally valid all interactions nor the
knowledge linked to them.

Recognizing this, evolutionary biologist and
Indigenous scholar Pierotti (2015) argued that
Indigenous recognition of abiotic factors as
participating in flow cycles aligns with ancient

Aristotelian thought as well as modern laws of
physics, namely constructal law (Bejan & Lorente,
2010). Explaining how flow occurs in the direction
of configuration (e.g., water carves out a pathway
which enhances its flow), physicists Bejan &
Lorente argued, “The configuration phenomenon
unites the animate with the inanimate” (p. 1337).
For Bejan, knowledge is not information but flow,
defined as “the ability to affect, to make, to design
change” (as cited in Dimancescu et al., 2015). As
flow, knowledge is not bounded by any material
state, animate or inanimate. For example,
Goodchild (2021) describes how dialogue
understood in the Two-Row Wampum Treaty is
“meaning flowing through” (p. 83). This emphasis
on flow aligns with Constructal Law and supports
two Indigenous concepts: (a) that meaning comes
through relationship and interaction, and (b) that
life encompasses any entity through which energy
flows (Pierotti, 2015).

This recognition of a shared dependency of
Western and Indigenous epistemology on
interaction and flow to produce knowledge invites
evaluators into an ethical space that supports
systems thinking and emphasizes the interaction
and interdependence of all living things and their
environment. Hill (as cited in Goodchild, 2021)
pointed out that “knowledge is innately tied to the
land, it’s right there, it’s waiting for us to pay
attention to it, to guide us, through dreams,
through visions, through practice, and maybe that’s
our greatest strength, is getting people reconnected
to the source of knowledge” (p. 89). That source of
knowledge is the interaction and relationship of the
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different knowledge systems in the sacred, ethical
space.

When evaluators trained within a narrowed
Western-centric knowledge system step into this
sacred, ethical space, they are freed to engage
Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies that
value knowledge gained through interactions with
both the material and immaterial (Chilisa, 2012;
Wilson, 2008). Quantum physicist Fernando Sols
(2013) discussed realities that fall outside the
domain of materialistic worldviews:

Whether one wants to wuse this self-
acknowledged limitation of science to infer the
existence of realities outside the domain of
science, with an element of immateriality, it is
a philosophical choice. Many can find it natural

to conclude that the proved existence of
internal limits to science reinforces the notion
that there are also external limits, i.e., that
there are realities not fundamentally attached
to the domain of matter. (p. 698)

If evaluators make the philosophical choice to
accept the shared epistemological premise of
interaction and flow, a pathway for integration of
Western and Indigenous epistemologies emerges.
Extending game theory’s interactive epistemology
(Aumann, 1999), an emergent interactive
epistemology (Figure 3) may help evaluators
conceptualize how interactions among all things,
animate and inanimate, as well as material and
immaterial, produce knowledge.

Figure 3. Emergent Interactive Epistemology Conceptual Model

Knowledge

Acceptance of an emergent interactive
epistemology calls into question the current state of
evaluation paradigms, each with its limited
epistemology. These paradigms’ epistemologies
reflect the boundaries placed on ancient
Aristotelian and Cartesian thought as Western
thought evolved. Failure to recognize these
boundaries resulted in misapplication of
Aristotelian and Cartesian epistemic principles. In
a practical sense, placing boundaries on Western
thought freed investigators to tackle the questions
most likely to yield answers (Lewontin, 2000). Yet,
Leroi (2014) warned against mistranslating
Aristotle by “attributing to him ideas that he could
not possibly have had” (p. 9), as he existed long
before modern scientific methodology emerged.
Likewise, Hatfield (2018) asked, how modern

interpreters could “get Descartes so wrong?” (p. 51).
He suggested that postmodern theorists and
practitioners rarely read Descartes’ writings
firsthand and, in failing to do so, uncritically
embrace and pass on the misunderstandings of
their mentors. Without direct engagement with
these original works, misunderstandings about
reality and how it can be known abound. These
misunderstandings result in tensions between
paradigms, which manifest as debate over
deductive or inductive reasoning and quantitative
or qualitative methodology.

Numerous philosophers and researchers have
attempted to resolve these tensions by arguing that
Aristotle viewed knowledge as more inclusive than
most realize (Dawes, 2017). While most of his
writings focus on knowledge of the material
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through empirical means of inquiry, Aristotle also
wrote about immaterial realities and the subjective.
Despite his focus on the material, which laid the
groundwork for the desacralization of knowledge,
Aristotle subjugated all knowledge of the material
to the existence of the immaterial (i.e., the Prime
Movers). Further interrogation of Aristotle’s
writings reveals that he embraced knowledge that
was both holistic and reductionist, inductive and
deductive, quantitative and qualitative, subjective
and objective. Coupled with his adherence to
immaterial Prime Movers as the source of all
knowledge, Aristotle promoted epistemological
diversity as key to understanding the world.
Therefore, although some attribute “The whole is
greater than the sum of its parts” to Aristotle,! his
writings on mathematical wholes and parts and
animal wholes and parts (Aristotle, ca. 350
B.C.E./n.d.), do not privilege holism over
reductionism, or vice versa. Instead, Aristotle’s
approach to knowledge is inclusive. Historically,
then, Aristotle provides a model for how knowledge
can be acquired through both holism and
reductionism.

Similarly, Aristotle’s method of inquiry was
both inductive and deductive (Ellwood, 1902).
Aristotle argued that because one does not possess
a priori knowledge of all living things, deductive
methodology must give way to inductive
methodology. Early philosophical commentators,
namely Averroes in 1169 and Gersonides in 1323,
suggested that Aristotle’s approach to this
methodological dilemma was a synthesis of “the
two opposing methods of scientific discovery: sense
perception and rational reasoning” (Gaziel, 2012, p.
340). Gersonides, further argued that discovery,
i.e., knowledge production, proceeds through
“heuristic reasoning ... a style of back-and-forth
between theory and empiric evidence” (as cited in
Gaziel, 2012, pp. 341—342), between observation
and reflection. Clearly these thinkers of antiquity
recognized the importance of an interactive
epistemology for knowledge acquisition.

Furthermore, Aristotle embraced both
quantitative and qualitative as well as subjective
and objective ways of knowing. Neuenschwander
(2013) argued that the antagonism between quality
and quantity reflects the modern scientific period
but not the foundation of the sciences. “Aristotle’s
world view was to a large extent a qualitative one”
(p. 2599) and he addressed questions of quality and
quantity. However, as instrumentation and

1 In Metaphysics 1045a8-10 Aristotle writes of things
“which have several parts and in which totality is not, as
it were, a mere heap, but the whole is somethings
besides the parts” (Cohen, 2016), which is the closest

statistics developed and scholars attempted to
quantify qualities, quantitative inquiry displaced
qualitative inquiry. Eventually, mathematicians
and physicists recognized that “dynamical, complex
systems can never be fully objectively known” (p.
2606). Hanson (2015) extended Neuenschwander’s
argument, stating that the debate over subjectivity
and objectivity did not concern Aristotle. Because
Aristotle wrote humans into the process of
knowledge legitimization, his empiricism affirmed
“human subjective social constructions ... [and]
recognized the importance of human subjective
perceptions” (p. 862).

Recognizing that one of the founders of
Western thought embraced multiple pathways to
knowing frees Western-trained evaluators (a) to
challenge the narrowed ways of knowing gained
through their Western training, and (b) to explore
multiple ways of knowing in theory and practice.
This freedom—which accompanies the
decolonization of hearts and minds—takes
evaluators beyond mere embrace of mixed methods
and ushers them into the ethical space between
epistemologies. Sharmer (as cited in Goodchild,
2021) described the ethical space between objective
and subjective knowing as resonance and defined it
as a place of deep sensing. He explained that “deep
sensing requires interacting with a system not only
from the outside (3rd person view), but also from
within (adding the 1st and 2nd person views to
scientific activity)” (p. 88). It is in the ethical space
between epistemologies that evaluators engage in
this deep sensing and in so doing advance their
ability to address society’s complex, wicked
problems (Billman, 2019; Brown et al., 2010;
Hopson & Cram, 2018).

Like Aristotle’s epistemology, Descartes’
epistemology is not as narrow as the Western
epistemology that grew from it. For one, Descartes
grounds all knowledge in an immaterial,
imperceptible reality. What to Aristotle were the
Prime Movers, now is Descartes’ God. Descartes
(1641/2018) wrote, “And thus I very clearly see that
the certitude and truth of all science depends
strictly on the knowledge alone of the true God,
insomuch that, before I knew him, I could have no
perfect knowledge of any other thing” (p. 49). Upon
this truth, Descartes constructed a methodology of
doubt. Holding that ideas lie within a person and
are thus not dependent on the senses to be known,
Descartes subjugated Aristotle’s empiricism to
reason. Unlike Aristotle, who did not provide a

statement to the more popularized yet misattributed
statement “The whole is greater than the sum of its
parts.”
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systematic epistemology (Dawes, 2017), Descartes
provided a systematic method for deconstructing
all ideas until arriving with certitude at an idea
upon which knowledge could be constructed.
Despite his reductionistic approach to knowing,
Descartes embraced the contextualization of
knowledge and acknowledged that “depending on
the context [emphasis added] of inquiry, the
standards of knowledge-worthy justification might
vary [emphasis added]” (Newman, 2016, p. 8). If
this be the case, then Descartes’ reason may be
considered a contextualized justification for
knowledge, but not its sole justification, opening
the door for multiple approaches to knowledge
justification based on context.

Granted, as Western thought evolved, it
became increasingly desacralized and fragmented
as Descartes’ reductionism was decontextualized
and his embrace of an immaterial source of all truth
ignored. Indeed, Descartes’ machine metaphor laid
the foundation for modern Western knowledge
systems which privilege reductionism and reject the
holism embraced by Indigenous knowledge
(Kovach, 2009). However, Lewontin (2000) argued
that overreliance on Descartes’ metaphor “led to an
overly simplified view of the relations of parts to
wholes and of causes and effects” (p. 72). “Like any
metaphor, it catches some aspect of the truth but
leads us astray if we take it too seriously” (p. 38).
Although Lewontin recognizes the value of the
reductionist model and its many contributions to
understanding life, he warned against its universal
application. Similarly, Beresford (2010) warned of
overreliance on a philosophy of reductionism.
Outlining three weaknesses of reductionism,
Beresford (2010) contends that reductionism (a)
isolates knowledge in the hands of a few and
alienates the broader populace, (b) can be
systematically biased, leading to oversimplification
of complex problems, and (¢) may lead to
misrepresentation of causal pathways (p. 721).
Evaluators confront these challenges when they
overextend the Western metaphor in Indigenous
settings without acknowledging the limitations of
this approach. For both Beresford and Lewontin,
then, the Western epistemic model is but one
approach to knowing, valuable in certain contexts
but not all.

Most surprisingly, the fact that Descartes
grounded all his thinking on revealed knowledge
seems irreconcilable with modern notions of
desacralized Cartesian thought. The modern
emphasis on Descartes’ reason and reductionism
overshadows his own declared dependency on
revealed knowledge and his ontological
commitment to an immaterial existence. Most
modern writings about Descartes pick up with his

development of methodic doubt and his
proclamation that “I am, I exist, is necessarily true
whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in my
mind” (Newman, 2016, p. 31; Med. 2, AT 7:25)—
more parochially, “I think, therefore I am.” This
separation of the mind from the senses promoted
knowledge fragmentation. Yet, writing in his
Meditations on First Philosophy, Descartes
(1641/2018) stated that after full deconstruction of
all his held ideas,

There only remains, therefore, the idea of God,
in which I must consider whether there is
anything that cannot be supposed to originate
with myself.... For though the idea of substance
be in my mind owing to this, that I myself am a
substance, I should not, however, have the idea
of an infinite substance, seeing that I am a finite
being, unless it were given to me by some
substance in reality infinite [emphasis added].

(p. 31)

Thus, by Descartes’ own admission, Cartesian
methodology emerged from revealed knowledge
given to him through dreams. Recognition of this
fact challenges the philosophical assumptions of
modern Western thought which reject revealed
knowledge.

For those trained in the West and taught to
reject revealed knowledge, learning that the father
of rationality grounds all knowledge in revelation is
epistemologically disruptive. Indeed, most texts
altogether avoid the topic of Descartes’ dreams,
with only a handful of philosophers attempting to
reconcile this perceived irrational mode of
knowledge transmission with the father of modern
rationalism. As Keevak (1992) points out,

There seems to be a very real danger that the
philosopher who (at the very least) is given
credit for the founding of modern rationalism—
the most “awake” of all philosophers, in other
words—might have begun his career with a
series of enthusiastic and therefore “irrational”
dreams, in which in fact “the human mind had

played no part.” (p. 375)

Moreover, writing in his unpublished Olympica,
Descartes claims that it had been revealed to him
that he would have these dreams several days
before they occurred and “that the human mind had
no share in them” (Smith, 1963, p. 38). Through his
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three dreams2 Descartes concluded that the Spirit
of Truth had bestowed knowledge to him and
opened his mind to “all the treasures of all the
sciences” (Smith, 1963, p. 37). Descartes resolved
the tension between revealed knowledge and
empirical knowledge by postulating that “all
human knowledge (not only knowledge of the
material world through the senses) depends on
metaphysical knowledge of God” (Bristow, 2011,
p.6). Perhaps anticipating the tensions between
reason and revelation others may experience when
engaging his work, over time Descartes’ own
writings acknowledged this pivotal moment in his
life less and less (Keevak, 1992). Nevertheless, the
provocative nature of Descartes’ dreams
authenticates their existence and highlights
Descartes’ commitment to divine, supernatural
existence and revealed knowledge. As Keevak
(1992) stated, “their very ‘absurdity’ seems to be a
guarantee, in short, ... that the dreams had ‘come
from above’ ” (p. 391). Although the meanings of
Descartes’ dreams and their relevancy to him have
been debated (Browne, 1977; Campbell, 2013;
Gabbey & Hall, 1998; Keefer, 1996; Keevak, 1992),
their authenticity has not (Smith, 1963).

The above interrogation of the philosophical
foundation of the modern Western view of
knowledge demonstrates that the recognized
founders of Western thought—Aristotle and
Descartes—held to broader ways of knowing than
what most acknowledge today. However, as time
advanced Aristotle’s embrace of an integrative
epistemology and Descartes embrace of revealed
knowledge  were ignored, forgotten, or
misrepresented. This resulted in a fragmented
knowledge system alienating the majority of the
global population, who attest to the existence of the
supernatural. Ferguson et al. (2021) reported that
“eighty percent of the world’s population consider
themselves religious with even more identifying as
spiritual” (p. 1). In another global study of unbelief,
even atheists and agnostics reported belief in
supernatural phenomena, with less than a third
adhering to strict materialism (Bullivant et al.,
2019). Given that the majority world population
embraces spirituality and immaterial ways of
knowing, epistemologies that do not include
revealed knowledge fail to tap into the fullness of
the human experience. This realization should
prompt evaluators to examine their guiding
principles to see if/how they explicitly recognize
ways of knowing beyond empirical knowledge, i.e.,
traditional and revealed knowledge.

2 Smith (1963, pp. 33—39) provides the most widely
accepted English translation of Descartes’ dreams.

Transdisciplinary Support for Revealed
Knowledge in Evaluation

Of the three knowledges of the Knowledge Trinity,
revealed knowledge and the spiritual experiences
linked to it remain discredited as valid evidence by
many evaluators trained in the West. Ferguson et
al. (2021) defined spirituality as “a stable shift in
worldview towards belief in forces that cannot be
rationally [emphasis added] comprehended or
objectively proven” (p. 1). Reflecting on Scriven’s
philosophical ~writings regarding rationality
provides a glimpse into the field’s epistemological
past and opens the door for evaluators to enter the
ethical space between epistemologies. In Primary
Philosophy, Scriven (1966) differentiated between
rational and irrational thought, defining rationality
as use of the best method available to attain a
certain outcome (p. 11). Through numerous
examples and explanations, he outlined several key
points about rationality as he understands it.

1. Rationality is using the best method to obtain a
desired outcome.

2. Ifaprocedure produces knowledge, then it is a
rational approach.

3. Good evidence consists of similar occurrences
that serve as reliable predictors.

4. If useful, then inclusion into the knowledge
framework should be granted.

5. Irrationality is use of the wrong method.

As a rationalist, Scriven argued that “reason is the
only route to knowledge” (p. 16) and the “only guide
to truth is reason” (p. 18). Thus, for Scriven, there
is but one path to knowledge, i.e., one
epistemological route—the path through reason
and rationality that emerges from sense experience.
He wrote, “We want to be right, about the future,
about our beliefs, about our practical choices. The
best way to be right is to be rational” (p. 17). For
Scriven, being right—being rational—is choosing
the best method.

Certainly, choosing the best method to
accomplish a task seems rational, and evaluators
make these rational choices when selecting the
theory, method, approach, tools, etc. they will use
in an evaluation. However, when working within a
fragmented knowledge framework, the options
available to an evaluator are limited. Opening the
door to a more interactive epistemology that
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embraces multiple ways of knowing, Scriven (1966)
acknowledged that “as soon as a procedure can be
identified as producing knowledge ... it becomes
part of the rational approach to that end” (p. 16). If
this be the case, any approach that produces
knowledge is a rational approach, making
empiricism, tradition, and revelation equally
rational pathways to knowledge production. Yet,
many discount traditional knowledge and revealed
knowledge’s evidentiary validity, excluding them
from their evaluation theories and practices.

On this point Scriven (1966) again opened the
door for an interactive epistemology when he
argued that good evidence consists of empirical
knowledge in the form of records of similar
occurrences in the past that now serve as reliable
indicators of the future. If good evidence is the
accumulation of similar events with predictive
power, Pierotti (2011) explained that traditional
Indigenous knowledge is empirical knowledge
because it is based on years of data collection in the
form of stories vetted by community members and
tested over time for their reliability and validity.
Not bound to written transmission, Pierotti
asserted that stories subjugated to constant
revision based on additional experiences ensure
their validity and, in this way, Indigenous
knowledge eclipses Western knowledge (p. 10). As
Scriven (1966) acknowledged, knowledge holders
are like instruments calibrated by experience (p.
39).

Granted, the integration of revealed knowledge
with traditional and empirical knowledge as
exemplified in Indigenous knowledge systems
presents a challenge to a desacralized Western
philosophy. Referring to revealed knowledge as
unexplained ways of knowing, Scriven (1966)
discounted such knowledge as good evidence
because it cannot be subjected to systematic testing.
However, when recounting the development of the
Western number system, Scriven (1966) argued
that the eventual inclusion of some numbers which
were initially rejected made the number system
more useful. Thus, usefulness provided a defense
for their inclusion in the accepted knowledge
framework. Applying this logic to knowledge
production, embrace of traditional and revealed
knowledge alongside empirical knowledge would
make the “franchise useful for the purposes of
evaluation” (Scriven, 1966, p. 30) and support the
decolonization of evaluation.

Though the epistemology espoused in Primary
Philosophy (Scriven, 1966) represented the
reigning desacralized, Western worldview at the
time, more recently, Scriven questioned its
relevance to solving the complex issues of the day.
In 2010, Scriven called for a reconceptualization of

evaluation from the ground up, a Copernican
revolution, “a radical shift in the framework of our
thinking about a substantial subject matter area,
i.e., a rejection and/or redefinition of the most
fundamental assumptions involved in the theories
and possibly the language and data formats of the
area” (para 2). This call parallels Cajete’s (2000)
call for a cosmological reorientation of human
thought. Such a radical shift and reorientation
requires a raising of consciousness (Freire,
1970/2018; Goodchild, 2021) that occurs through
“a bombardment by examples, each of which could
be dismissed in itself but which aggregate to a
voltage level that overloads the defensive circuits
and forces one into a different attitude” (Scriven,
1980, p. 11).

Although few researchers embracing revealed
knowledge find a voice in the published literature of
Western-centric  science, scattered  across
disciplines there exists support for inclusion of
revealed knowledge in the Western knowledge
system. Pulling those supporters’ voices together
here provides solid evidence that despite its
alienation in Western thought, revealed knowledge
remains a viable form of knowledge. As a
transdiscipline, the field of evaluation, its theorists,
and its practitioners should take note of the
multidisciplinary nature of this support and
incorporate revealed knowledge into evaluation.

From the theoretical sciences, quantum
mechanics provides support for the existence of a
quantum reality which can be known through
spiritual experiences. Making the argument that
quantum mechanics provides the bridge between
empirical scientific knowledge and spiritual
knowledge, Mensky (2014) explained, “the
phenomenon of super-consciousness ... refutes the
imaginary incompatibility of scientific and spiritual
forms of knowledge and explains “mystical” powers
of consciousness as existing due to the specific
quality of quantum reality” (p. 78). Furthermore,
this super-consciousness can occur in human and
non-human individuals. Echoing Mensky, Maxwell
(2003) elaborated on quantum theory’s blow to
scientific materialism. He stated that Western
science, grounded in a narrowed understanding of
Cartesian thought, leads to fragmented thinking
and perception, resulting in alienation (pp. 258—
529). Quantum theory, on the other hand, provides
a holistic worldview that allows for integration of
scientific empiricism and spiritual experience.
Recommending an integrated epistemology that
combines sensory experience and its empiricism,
mental experience and its rationalism, and spiritual
experience and its mysticism (p. 264), Maxwell
asserted that only through integration will the
current crisis of fragmentation within Western
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thought be resolved. Such integration is reflected in
the Knowledge Trinity.

The effects of the current Western knowledge
fragmentation may be most realized by health care
professionals and their patients. Hartrick (2002)
argued, “The dissociation between the domains of
knowledge continues to perpetuate the
fragmentation of people’s health and healing
experiences” (p. 27). Reporting on the effects of
knowledge fragmentation in health care settings,
Schaefer et al. (2012) stated that the lack of spiritual
knowledge among nurses leads to fragmented care
given to patients. Because many Ojibwe credit their
awareness of treatment to dreams, fasting, or
contact with spirits, Turton (1997) emphasized the
need for nurses to be knowledgeable of and
accepting of revealed knowledge. If nurses reject
revealed knowledge as valid, they are less likely to
support patients with their spiritual needs, which
may negatively impact a patient’s healing.
Fortunately, through educating nurses on spiritual
knowledge, nurse comfort with revealed knowledge
and readiness to support patients with their
spiritual needs can increase (Lovanio & Wallace,
2007; Meredith et al., 2012; Schaefer et al., 2012;
Wallace et al., 2008).

Considering education more broadly, several
scholars point out the lack of attention given to
spirituality in education pedagogies grounded in
the Western scientific paradigm. Snively and
Williams (2019) pointed out that spirituality is
rarely addressed in the science classroom although
it cannot be separated from the physical world (p.
5). Likewise, Watson (2009) proposed that spiritual
knowledge be included alongside scientific
knowledge and argued that the rejection of spiritual
knowledge in the classroom damages children’s
well-being. In contrast, providing space in the
classroom for dialogical discussion of the
contributions of both science and spirituality can
“help humanity explore ways of living and learning
together” (p. 321).

Similarly, Beringer (2006) challenged the fields
of environmental education and environmental
studies to “reclaim religious-spiritual paradigms,
and guard against the dominant scientific
worldview” (p. 39). With a focus on the current
global environmental crisis, Beringer reflected on
the fragmentation of nature from the sacred as
secular humanism infiltrated the environmental
science classroom. This fragmentation resulted in
educational curricula with limited tools to help
students address environmental crises, the
alienation of people groups from the environmental
discourse, and delayed environmental mediation
efforts. Beringer (2006) recommended
environmental students and scholars engage

Indigenous  spiritualities to embrace a
“resacralized, spiritualized, sustainable world” (p.
40) and recognize spirituality as the foundation of
all knowledge (Benally, 1992). In agreement,
Goodchild (2021) advanced an ecological systems
view of life grounded in spiritual awareness. When
discussing science and spirituality, geologist Riggs
(1998) stated, “Science and spirituality, in any
form, cannot be the simple antitheses of each other.
They must be viewed rather as complementary
functions, each of which contributes immensely to
the knowledge of the human species” (p 218).

Benefits of the application of revealed
knowledge extend beyond the environment.
Women'’s studies scholars suggest that the practical
aspects of revealed knowledge may assist with
resiliency of the oppressed. Reflecting on the role of
ancestral and spiritual knowledges of Indigenous
women, Neeganagwedgin (2013) emphasized the
struggles endured by Indigenous women living in a
Western culture that rejects spiritual knowledge.
For these women, ancestral and spiritual
knowledges equip them to overcome oppression.
Likewise, Tangenberg’s (2000) study of mothers
with HIV revealed the importance of spiritual
knowledge in equipping women marginalized by
race, disease, and poverty. As a social worker,
Tangenberg advocated for validating forms of
knowledge—including revealed knowledge—that
influence individuals’ everyday life which would
enhance “understanding of social problems and the
development of meaningful and effective policies
and intervention strategies” (p. 47).

However, care should be taken when
incorporating revealed knowledge into an
evaluation, study, or project. Weatherdon (2017)
recorded the conflicts that arise when Western
knowledge paradigms attempt to include revealed
knowledge, but only in the abstract, separating
spirituality from everyday experiences. Examining
the relationship between the Canadian Nuclear
Waste Management Organization (NWMO) and
North American Indigenous peoples, Weatherdon
noted that despite the NWMO’s acknowledgment of
the central role of revealed knowledge in
Indigenous communities, it was “removed from its
geographical, social, and cosmological context, and
disjoined from the realm of practical experiences
and everyday relationships” (p.104). As this case
demonstrates, recognition and inclusion of
revealed knowledge does not guarantee its
influence in corporate decision-making processes.

To assist organizations with their attempts to
embrace revealed knowledge, Steingard (2005)
presented a model for spiritually informed
organizational management theory, i.e., spiritual
management. In contrast to “current attempts to



Journal of MultiDisciplinary Evaluation

57

situate spirituality within management [which]
transmogrify = the freshness, depth, and
transformative potential of spirituality into yet
another vehicle to more efficiently produce the
materialistic ends business demands” (p. 231),
Steingard’s model equips organizations to address
the negative practical implications of rejecting
spiritual ~ knowledge  within  organizational
leadership.

Although collectively these scholars provide a
strong case for inclusion of revealed knowledge in
Western knowledge, the potential impact of their
shared voices remains elusive due to the
disciplinarian fragmentation prevalent in the
academy. Yet, when presented in aggregate, they
attest to a growing dissatisfaction with the reigning,
dominant Western knowledge paradigm. The
combined effect, as Scriven might put it, “forces one
into a different attitude” (1980, p.11). Because
evaluators engage each of these disciplines, it
behooves evaluators to explore how to incorporate
revealed knowledge into their theory and practice.

Conclusion

Ermine (2007) called for an ethical space—the
space between epistemologies—where “meaning
through flow” can occur between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous peoples. For many Western-
trained evaluators, taking the first step into this
space may be the hardest, as it requires confronting
the epistemological indoctrination of their training,
which privileges empirical knowledge while
dismissing traditional knowledge and outright
rejecting revealed knowledge. Built upon
misapplication of Aristotelian and Cartesian
ontologies and epistemologies, this knowledge
fragmentation fails to recognize the fullness of the
ontological continuum (Billman, 2022) and
multiple pathways to knowing (i.e., the Knowledge
Trinity). For Western-trained evaluators seeking to
decolonize their hearts and minds through
recognition of the Knowledge Trinity, education on
revealed knowledge can help avoid
misappropriating it in evaluation theories and
practice. But education alone may not lead to
liberation if revealed knowledge is not granted
influence in decision-making processes throughout
an evaluation. As Sumner (2008) warned,
“Squeezing spiritual knowledge into a Western
analytic framework can distort and even
instrumentalise it in a way that was never intended”
(Knowledge aporias: What is left out section, para.
4). Clearly, if the evaluation field is going to
embrace revealed knowledge in its theories and
practice, it will take work.

Decolonizing one’s heart and mind (Kovach,
20009, p. 169) is work. It requires wrestling with the
philosophical premises of the evaluation field and
the indoctrination occurring within evaluator
education. It requires entering the sacred, ethical
space between epistemologies to discover how the
epistemologies people hold can lead them to either
harm or nurture one another and nature. It
demands refusal to participate in opportunities that
exclude multiple ways of being and knowing. It may
cost materially. But as each person commits to this
work—commits to doing one thing
(Waapalaneexkweew, 2018)—and shifts from a
colonizer mindset to a decolonized mind, the field
of evaluation will follow. My hope in writing this
article is that the information shared here (a)
releases Western-trained evaluators, Indigenous
and non-Indigenous alike, from the belief that there
is no room in Western thought for epistemological
integration and (b) encourages evaluators to
embrace empirical, traditional, and revealed
knowledge in both theory and practice.
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