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ABSTRACT

TRANSFORMING DEVELOPMENT PRACTICE
AND ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP:
A SYSTEMIC EXPLORATION OF SPIRITUALLY-INSPIRED
DEVELOPMENT IN THE BAHA'l FAITH

By

Ronald James Whitmore, Jr.

One way in which to abate environmental degradation may be to
transform human behavior. But the systemic nature and spiritual
dimensions of that process of transformation are poorly understood.
The objective of this study, therefore, is to explore the role of
spirituality in the systemic transformation of individuals and
communities into better environmental stewards who practice more
sustainable development. Using systems concepts and theological
data, a model is developed of one example of this process of
transformation as delineated in the writings of the Bah4’i Faith. This
model is then compared to similar models to develop a more
comprehensive framework for understanding the spiritually-inspired
transformation of environmental stewardship and development

practice.
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INTRODUCTION

This study is a preliminary effort at filling two gaps in human
understanding. The first gap could be called the ‘process’ gap. Most
research focuses on ‘what is’; that is, it attempts to empirically explain
or describe the world in order to better understand it. Likewise, in
response to ‘what is’, visionaries often articulate their hopes for ‘what
could be’, or improved versions of ‘what is’. This study is premised on
the assumption that both the ‘what is’ and the ‘what could be’ are
already well articulated but that the ‘process’ by which people can
move from ‘what is’ to ‘what could be’ is less well understood.

The second gap could be called the ‘spirituality’ gap. Most
research focuses on material reality to the complete exclusion of all
things spiritual. The assumption in this study is that ‘what is’, ‘what
could be’, and the ‘process’ that connects them can all be better
understood by accounting for their spiritual dimensions. The objective
of this study is to begin filling these two gaps by exploring a process of

spiritually-inspired change through which individuals and communities



become better environmental stewards who practice more sustainable
development.

This study examines spiritually-inspired resource development as
one example of that process. But what is ‘resource” development’?
Most generally, it is resources being developed by people™. More
specifically, it is a system, a complex whole with interrelated,
interacting, and interdependent components. These components
include tangibles, such as human and nonhuman (i.e., natural)
resources (which together comprise nature); intangibles, like attitudes,
world views, and theories” ; and the linkages between them, like

behavior and practice, which connect people’s attitudes, world views,

"The term ‘resource’ is used despite the anthropocentric
utilitarian connotations that it may have for some people.

" Again, the author recognizes that this entire discussion of
resource development is anthropocentric in orientation. Whereas one
of his major assumptions is that the thoughts and actions of people are
the root of the environmental crisis, he feels that such an orientation is
justified.

" Attitude (a state of mind or feeling), world view (a framework
of belief about the world and one’s relationship with it), and theory
(knowledge, abstract thinking, or a set of assumptions) are used
synonymously throughout the study to refer to the cognitive or
affective components of resource development.
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and theories with natural resources and other people. Moreover,
resource development is a dynamic system or process, and this
dynamism is captured in the word ‘development’, which is used in this
context to mean ‘qualitative improvement’ of both human and natural
resources. In short, resource development is the dynamic, systemic
interaction between natural resources and human theory and
practice; it is the process that connects ‘what is’ with ‘what will be’ in
the context of environmental stewardship and development practice.
Resource development that is spiritually-inspired has the added
dimension of being infused with spirit — animating force(s) distinct
from, yet interacting with, material and intellectual existence. In other
words, it is resource development that includes spiritual components,
such as faith and love and their linkages throughout the rest of the
system. Spiritually-inspired resource development is therefore the
dynamic, systemic interaction between spirit, natural resources, and
human theory and practice. Resource development and its spiritually-

inspired rendition are explained in more detail in Chapter 1.



The model of spiritually-inspired resource development
considered in this study is developed using the literature of the Bah4’i
Faith. A major assumption of this study is that a religion, like the
Baha’i Faith, is essentially spiritual in origin and nature and can
therefore be used to develop a model of spiritually-inspired resource
development. It is useful to explore resource development in the
Bah4’i Faith, in particular, because 1) a central teaching of the Faith is
the transformative power of spirituality, 2) sustainable development
and environmental stewardship are explicit goals of the Faith, 3) both
have been explored in depth by Bah4'’f scholars, and 4) the Faith lends
itself to scholarly study. It should be made clear from the start,
however, that this study is primarily an exploration of spiritually-
inspired resource development, not of the Bah4'i Faith. The author
proposes that insights into spiritually-inspired resource development
can best be gained by comparing one model of it with related literature,
as is done in the penultimate chapter of the study.

A second important caveat worth mentioning is that resource

development is a predominantly subjective process, and its impacts are



therefore not always positive for those involved with or affected by it;
what is ‘qualitative improvement’ for some may not be for others. In
other words, the ‘what will be’ is not always the ‘what could be’ for
everybody. It is therefore useful to distinguish sustainable resource
development from unsustainable resource development. Sustainable
resource development is conducted on equal and just terms and does
not threaten ecological stability or compromise the development of
present and future generations. Because the objective of this study is
to explore processes of spiritually-inspired change through which
individuals and communities become better environmental stewards
who practice more sustainable development, the study focuses on a
model of spiritually-inspired resource development whose explicit goal

is positive, sustainable change (i.e., ‘what could be’).

What follows in Chapter 1, the ‘Problem Analysis’, is further
clarification of the rationale behind such an undertaking. Given the
study’s unconventional nature, it is useful to be explicit about the

assumptions being made to justify it. These assumptions, cach of



which builds upon those previous, are explicitly noted below. In
Chapter 2, the ‘Research Design’, an appropriate research methodology
for such a study is outlined. It is proposed that, because the subject of
the study is a complex systemic process, it can best be understood
using systems methods and tools. Similarly, because the initial model
is being developed using the literature of the Bah&’i Faith, the
ontological, epistemological, and methodological foundations of Bah4’i
scholarship are then outlined. It is proposed that a theological
approach be taken in the study, using the literature of the Bah4’i
canon as the source of primary data. Chapter 3 is the heart of the
study in which the systemic model of spiritually-inspired resource
development in the Bah4’i Faith is created. Drawing from the Bah4’
canon, the process of Baha'i resource development is first described.
Then the systemic nature of Bah4'i resource development is explored.
In Chapter 4, the systemic model of Bah4'i resource development is
compared to three similar models: Parker Palmer’s process of ‘knowing

as we are known’, Richard Bawden et al’s systemic development, and

Ken Wilber’s integral vision of evolution. In Chapter 5, the four



models are synthesized into one comprehensive framework of
spiritually-inspired resource development, and supplementary
observations and recommendations for future scholarship and practice

are offered.

This is a very unconventional study. The investigator, therefore,
has justified in detail each line of reasoning. As a result, the study is
relatively lengthy. An effort was made to organize it with useful
headings and subheadings so that the reader can more easily follow the
arguments, and major points are highlighted in bold. The reader who
is most interested in short synopses of the purpose of the study, the
research design, Bah4'i resource development, and the study
conclusions can turn directly to pages 46, 127, 214, and 325,
respectively. Although terms are defined as they are introduced in the

text, there is also a glossary on page 497 for easy reference.



CHAPTER 1: PROBLEM ANALYSIS

‘What Is’: The Current State of Environmental Stewardship and
Development Theory and Practice

Assumption #1: Environmental degradation persists despite

existing knowledge about how to steward natural resources more

sustainably: There is wide recognition of the threat of global climate
change, loss of biodiversity, water pollution, depletion of soil and water
resources, hazardous wastes, deforestation, and other forms of
worldwide ecological degradation (Miller; Brown). Many researchers
and scholars go no further than to identify, describe, or decry these
environmental problems. Conversely, a great deal is also known about,
and more research is being done to develop, technologies or practices
to more sustainably steward natural resources. A sustainable
stewardship of natural resources enhances short and long term, local
and global ecological stability. Nevertheless, as was made clear at the
1997 Rio+5 conference, current scientific, technical, economic, and
political approaches to addressing environmental threats have

produced only limited successes.



Assumption #2: Environmental stewardship and development

practice are inextricably linked, so one root of environmental

degradation is unsustainable development: Some have argued that the

roots of environmental degradation are in the modernization
paradigm of development that is founded on the premise that
development is equivalent to linear economic growth (Braidotti et
al; Daly and Cobb; Merchant). In this discussion, ‘paradigm’ and
‘world view’ are used to refer to the framework of beliefs through which
individuals and cultures understand the world and their relationship
with it. In other words, world views and paradigms are expressions or
functions of both ontological and epistemological assumptions.
‘Paradigm’ is used when discussing societal or cultural perspectives,
while ‘world view’ refers to the perspectives of individuals (Kuhn, 23;
Kuhn and Pirages and Ehrlich, in Engel, 8; Clark, 17; Coufal, 23;
Bawden 1996). The assumption underlying this perspective is that
paradigms and world views are important because they are the
foundation for ethical, economic, scientific, and environmental

decision-making and action (Coufal, 9).



The modernization paradigm of development is grounded in two
products of Western Enlightenment thought: 1) neoclassical capitalist
economics and 2) positivist science, with the former being driven by
technologies produced by the latter (Braidotti et al; Capra 1982;
Merchant). The basic assumptions of neoclassical economics include:
private ownership of the means of production, including labor, land,
and capital; individuals rationally pursue their self-interest; self-interest
is equivalent to private gain; pursuit of self-interest provides the
motive force for the market; scarce resources are allocated most
efficiently by responding to aggregate demand; and competition over
resources serves the public welfare (Daly and Cobb). Positivist
science, in turn, provides the technologies for increasingly more
efficient use of resources. Ontologically, it assumes a universal,
knowable, decontextualized, material reality, and epistemologically, it
assumes that this reality can be discovered through value-free,
dualistic, objective reductionism.

From this perspective, the modernization paradigm has

profoundly influenced the way in which people understand and

10



practice development. Development, in this paradigm, is defined as
economic growth, and the industrialized countries, after having
adopted this paradigm themselves, have been exporting it to less
industrialized countries since the end of World War II. It is assumed
that as aggregated material standards of living increase, the lives of
individuals and communities improve. Therefore, a significant
percentage of development thought, planning, and money is invested
in ways to raise income, and this usually requires exploiting natural
resources. In short, the goal of modernization development is elevated
incomes, irrespective of negative impacts on the environment.
Granted, modernization development has resulted in many
tangible benefits, particularly for the minority of the world’s population
who occupy the middle and upper classes. However, critics argue that
this paradigm of development is unsustainable (Daly; Daly and Cobb;
Engel and Engel et al; Goulet 1992). They challenge the paradigm’s
ontological and epistemological assumptions by suggesting that
capitalism and positivist science have elevated individualism,

consumption, and competition as well as dualistic, mechanistic, and
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hierarchical thinking to the rank of virtues and have made the
extraction of non-renewable natural resources, the production of
disease-causing pollution, the extinction of species, and human
exploitation necessary and acceptable externalities of ‘progress’.
Without even considering the social and cultural impacts of
modernization development’, it is clear that the Earth cannot sustain
limitless economic growth founded on the consumption of largely non-
renewable natural resources. Ironically, even the Brundtland
Commission’s report, Our Common Future, which includes a
commonly-quoted definition of sustainable development, suggests that
it is possible for “economic growth and environmental protection [to]
go hand-in-hand around the world” (in Engel, 1). Critics reject these
approaches as essentially camouflage for maintaining the status quo
mode of development that created the crisis to begin with.

From that perspective, development may be better defined in

"There exists a large literature on the economic, social, political,
and cultural injustices associated the modernization paradigm of
development, including but not limited to the works of Denis Goulet,
Robert Chambers, Rosi Braidotti et al, Carolyn Merchant, David
Korten, and Jan Knippers Black.
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terms other than economic growth, like the evolutionary, qualitative
improvement of any and all aspects of life (Goulet 1992, 467, 469;
Engel, 10; Bawden 1996). Likewise, the term ‘developmentalism’ (as
used by Escobar) can be used to better describe professional
development practice, or the what is commonly referred to as
‘international development’, ‘urban development’, or ‘rural
development’ — the business of promoting economic, commercial, and
other forms of development programs, projects, interventions, etc.
Developmentalism is distinct from development, which is an organic
(in the sense of being analogous to the development of a living
organism) process of improvement. Sustainable development then
becomes participatory paths to human progress that equitably meet the
holistic, long term aspirations of the present generation without cither
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs or
threatening short and long term, local and global ecological stability.
In sum, ‘what is’ is worldwide ecological degradation fueled by

unsustainable developmentalism.
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‘What could be’: Alternative Developmental-Environmental Theories

Assumption #3: There exist alternative paradigms and world

views of environmental stewardship and developmentalism: Following

the above critique, many eco-philosophers, environmental ethicists,
social ecologists, ecofeminists, post-modernists, and systems thinkers
have called for a developmental and environmental paradigm shift
(Engel and Engel et al; Daly and Cobb; Capra 1996; Naess; Berry;
Tucker and Grim et al; Milbraith). Laszlo suggests that efforts should
focus on changes inside of people rather than external, symptomatic
problems:

The critical but as yet generally unrecognized issue
confronting mankind is that its truly decisive limits are
inner, not outer. They are not physical limits due to the
finiteness or vulnerability of this world, but psychological,
cultural and political limits inner to people and societies,
manifested by individual and collective mismanagement,
irresponsibility and myopia. They eventuate in scores of
other world problems. . . .

There are hardly any world problems that cannot be
traced to human agency and which could not be overcome
by appropriate changes in human behaviour. The root
causes even of physical and ecological problems are the
inner constraints of our vision and values. We suffer from
a serious case of ‘culture lag’. We cast about for innovative
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ways to satisfy obsolete values. We manage individual
crises while heading towards collective catastrophes. We
contemplate changing almost anything on this earth but
oursclves (Laszlo Inner Limits, 3).
Sterling likewise argues that “The most pressing need is for the
emergence, clarification, and adoption of a new ecological world view
that can create a sustainable culture capable of treating the Earth with

gentleness and respect. As Gregory Bateson wrote, ‘the world partly

comes to be

becomes

how it is imagined” (Sterling 1990, 77).
Sterling and Laszlo’s views are shared in a general sense by a wide
variety of scholars who question the ontological and epistemological
foundations of the modernization paradigm of development. Rather
than a more functional incremental approach, the basic argument here
is for structural change, which is based on the assumption that if
paradigms and world views change, behaviors and practice will follow
suit.

Some have outlined the elements of ‘what could be’, or
ecological world views or paradigms that could inspire more sustainable

environmental stewardship and developmentalism. The three most
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popular world views are deep ecology, social ecology, and ecofeminism
(Braidotti et al; Capra 1996). Many others, including Wendall Berry
and Henryk Skolimowski, have articulated elements of alternative,
ecological world views. Milbraith’s comparison of the ‘New
Environmental Paradigm’ with the ‘Dominant Social Paradigm’ is
representative of the way in which these ecological world views depart

from the modernization paradigm (Figure 1).

Resource Development as the ‘Process’: Transforming Developmental-
Environmental Theory and Practice

But the problem of how to get from ‘what is’ to ‘what could be’
remains. What does the ‘process’ of getting from a state of worldwide
ecological degradation fueled by unsustainable developmentalism to a
different state characterized by an ecological paradigm that could
inspire more sustainable environmental stewardship and
developmentalism look like? In other words, how can humans become
better stewards of the world’s natural resources? This section outlines

efforts made to answer those questions.
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Contrasts between Competing Paradigms

New Environmental Paradigm

Dominant Social Paradigm

. Hugh valuation on nature

. nature for its own sake—worship-
ful love of nature
b. wholistic-relationship between

1. Lower valuation on nature

a. use of nature to produce goods

b. human domination of nature

humans and nature
c. environmental protection over c. economic growth over environ-
economic growth mental protection
2. Generalized compassion toward . Compassion only for those near and
a. other species a. exploitation of other species for
human
b. other peoples b. lack of concem for other people

3.

c. other generations

(;gsieiul plans and actions to avoid
ri
a. science and technology not

c. concern for this generation only

. Risk acceptable in order to maximize

wealth
a. science and technology a great

always boon to humans
b. halt to turther development of b. swift development of nuclear
nuclear power power
c. development and use of soft c. emphasis on hard technology
technology
d. government regulation to protect . deemphasis on regulation—use of
nature and humans the market—individual responsi-
bility for risk
4. Limits to growth . No limits to growth
a. resource shortages a. no resource shortages
b. increased needs of an exploding b. no problem with population
population
C. conservation c. production and consumption
5. Completely new society . Present society okay
a. serious damage by humans to a. no serious damage to nature by
nature and themselves humans
b. openness and participation b. hierarchy and efficiency
c. emphasis on public goods c. emphasis on market
d. cooperation d. competition
e. simple lifestyles lex and fast lifestyles
f. emphasis on worker satisfaction f. em| is on jobs for economic
6. New politics . Old politics

a. consuitation and participation

b. emphasis on foresight and
planning

c. willingness to use direct action

d new party structure along a new
axis

a. determination by experts
b. emphasis on market control

c. opposition to direct action—use
of normal channels

d. left-right party axis—argument
over ownership of means of
production

Figure 1: Contrasts between the modernization paradigm
and an alternative ecological paradigm (Milbraith, 119).
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Assumption #4: Processcs of change in world views and

behavior are commonly explored, but rarely systemically: Some have

suggested how or why world view and paradigm shifts occur or have
explored the different factors that may influence the evolution,
maodification, and adoption of world views and the practices they
inspire. Kuhn suggests that scientific revolutions are non-cumulative
developmental episodes in which an older paradigm is replaced in
whole or in part by an incompatible one (Kuhn, 1). Students of adult
learning explore the role of learning in attitudinal and behavioral
change. Those in the field of community development and leadership
examine similar dynamics within communities and organizations.
Senge, for instance, employs the term ‘metanoia’ to describe
fundamental shifts, changes, or movements of mind. Similarly, the
field of ‘soft systemics’ is an exploration of how new ontologies,
epistemologies, and systems of shared values emerge from dynamic,
collaborative, ‘epistemic cognition’. Given the transdisciplinary nature
of the transformation process, scholars from many different fields have

addressed it. For example, philosopher Warwick Fox, psychologist
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Theodore Roszak, biologist Mary Clark, and many others explore the

different dimensions of environmental and developmental world view

shifts.

Gaps in the Understanding of Resource Development

Few, however, think about these processes holistically or
systemically within the context of the environment and development.
Some focus on the integration of theory and practice, the interplay
between ontology, epistemology, and methodology, or what Argyris
calls ‘action science’: “an inquiry into how human beings design and
implement action in relation to one another. Hence, it is a science of
practice . . .” (Argyris, 1). Others refer to this integration as ‘praxis’, a
productive, free, and creative activity that integrates theory and
practice (Goulet, Markovi¢, Crocker, and Omo-Fadaka, in Engel, 11).
Schon calls this ‘reflection-in-action’ (Schon, 30). Those who prefer
to blur the lines between scholarship and practice are sometimes called
‘scholar-practitioners’. From their point of view, in contrast to the

perspective of those who suggest that a change in world view
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automatically implies a change in behavior (see Engel and Engel et al;
Daly and Cobb; Capra 1996; Naess; Berry; Tucker and Grim et al;
Milbraith; Sterling 1990), world views (theory) and behavior (practice)
are mutually-reinforcing. That is, there exists a dynamic interplay
between the two as both are simultaneously transformed. Therefore, if
the concern is to mitigate environmental degradation, the answer
may not lie so much in the shifting of world views as it does within
the dynamics of action science, praxis, and reflection-in-action. In
other words, it makes little sense to call for paradigm shifts without
first understanding the nature of the world view-behavior, theory-
practice interplay.

Others focus on the interaction among people, their
development activities, and the environment. As is demonstrated
above in the discussion of ‘what is’, developmentalism and the
environment are tightly integrated (see Sachs). Regardless of how
much people may venerate the Earth, natural resources must be
developed for humans to eat, build shelter, clothe themselves, and

otherwise live productive lives.
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If one were to synthesize these two areas of study — the
integration of theory and practice at the convergence of the
environment and developmentalism — and to think of the product as
a systemic ‘process’, it could be called ‘resource development’.
Resource development is an appropriate label for this process because
its human, natural, and other resources are engaged in the process of
their mutual, interactive development. For this discussion, resource
development is used to refer to the dynamic, systemic interaction
between natural resources and human theory and practice. It is
important to note that resource development is not being used here to
refer to an alternative process of change reserved for use or study by
scholars, practitioners, and ‘experts’. Rather, it is simply a label used
to simplify the discussion that follows, a name for a ‘process’ of
transformation connecting the ‘what is’ with ‘what will be’ in which
everybody is regularly engaged. The change or transformation can be
positive or negative and may often be both depending on one’s
perspective. Sustainable resource development is the process toward

‘what could be’ by engaging humans and the environment on equal
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and just terms and not threatening ecological stability or compromising
the development of present and future generations. The
modernization paradigm of developmentalism outlined above, in
contrast, fuels unsustainable resource development.

Despite the universality of resource development, it is not

commonly studied as a whole, systemic process. As noted above,

much is understood about ‘what is’ and ‘what could be’ — a
considerable amount is known about ecology and techniques for how
to more sustainably steward natural resources, and theoretical models
of more sustainable environmental-developmental paradigms and
world views have been articulated. But much more needs to be
learned about the ‘process’ connecting ‘what is’ and ‘what could be’
that has been labeled sustainable ‘resource development’. Questions
about the dynamic, systemic nature of the relationship between theory
and practice and between world views and behavior need to be
addressed in the context of the interaction among people, their

development activities, and the environment.

Several scholar-practitioners have identified the need to address
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these questions. Engel and Engel et al began to explore the dynamics
of resource development, but Engel also concluded that much more
work needs to be done:

. . . ecofeminist ethics must be integrated with
ecophilosophy; the leaders of the various religions of the
world must continue their dialogue with one another and
with more secular points of view; environmental ethicists
and development ethicists must expand the dialogue that
is now just beginning between them; professional ethicists
must find new ways to collaborate with their peers in the
fields of environment, development and resource
management; and serious collaboration must begin
between ethicists and educators, artists, writers and other
creators and bearers of human culture (Engel, 19).

Kothari suggests that “There is a vast area of research and
development that lies ahead in this field” (Kothari, 34-35). In short,
while some isolated elements and relationships of resource
development have been examined, more must be done to explore its

systemic characteristics.
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Spiritually-Inspired Resource Development
Spiritualizing Environmental Stewardship and Developmentalism

Assumption #53: People are inherently spiritual, so spirituality is

an important dimension of resource development: Scholar-

practitioners have suggested that an important dimension of ‘what is’,
‘what will be’, and ‘what could be’ is spiritual (Berry; Engel and Engel et
al; Tucker and Grim et al; Rockefeller and Elder et al; Daly and Cobb).
For example, Schumacher identifies the aspiritual nature of
modernization development (i.e., ‘what is’) as a problem: “[T]here is
the immediate question of whether modernization, as currently
practiced without regard to religious and spiritual values, is actually
producing agreeable results. As far as the masses are concerned, the
results appear to be disastrous . . .” (Schumacher, 180). Roszak does
the same for ‘what will be’: “It’s not that our technological
achievements are all worthless. . . .It is rather that they are meaningless
in the absence of a transcendent correspondence. They leave
ungratified that dimension of the self which reaches out into the world

for enduring purpose, undying value” (Roszak, 348).
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Others express their hope for the role spirituality can play in
creating ‘what could be’. Some twenty-five years ago, when finishing
work on Limits to Growth, Jorgen Randers concluded: “Probably only
religion has the moral force to bring about [the necessary] change”
(Rasmussen, 175). The Universal Code of Environmental Conduct of
the Declaration of the NGO/Media Symposium on Communication for
Environment, which took place in Thailand in 1990, also states:

The world is in a deep environmental crisis. This crisis is
rooted in global patterns of human behaviour that are
ecologically unsustainable, socially alienating and
economically unjust. We nced a transformation of human
purpose that unites material and spiritual realities and creates
a common conscience which restores and nurtures a world
of balance and harmony, peace and justice, caring through
community trusteeship, stewardship and accountability for
now and future generations (in Lalonde Geographical, 5)

(emphasis added).
Korten is less subtle:

Now, spiritually impoverished and on the brink of
destroying the natural and social fabric on which human
life and civilisation depend, we face a fatal choice. Forsake
the ways of greed and violence. Acknowledge and nurture
our capacities for love and compassion. Or perish forever
from this earth as a failed evolutionary experiment (Korten

1997, 46).
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Interestingly, even those whose lives are testaments to the influence of
the modernization paradigm of developmentalism agree. In “An Open
Letter to the Religious Community”, thirty-four internationally
renowned scientists led by Carl Sagan and Hans Bethe wrote that
“Efforts to safeguard and cherish the environment need to be infused
with a vision of the sacred” (Rasmussen, 175).

Proponents of these perspectives argue that developmentalism
failures and environmental degradation are rooted in a spiritual failure;
that the human will is in bondage to the forces of greed, desire, and
selfishness; that cravings for power and pleasure are the motivating
powers behind the dominant materialistic world view; that new ethics,
world views, or moral resolve are not enough’; that a change in the
human will is necessary; that this can only be accomplished with
the help of spiritual discipline, grounded in faith, that restores the

proper relationship of humans to the ‘ground of being’; and that for

““The knowledge upon which a global environmental ethic might
be founded already exists. Ideas regarding the interdependent
relationship between human beings and the rest of creation can be
found in numerous cultures around the world. We do not need to
devise new or ‘radical’ formulas” (Lalonde Geographical, 4).
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many people, spiritual beliefs are guideposts for living that both ward
off despair and provide an alternative to flawed secular guideposts
(Engel, 12; Gottlieb, 11). Others, from a slightly different perspective,
suggest that, although actions, ideas, values, beliefs, world views, and
cosmologies are all interrelated and interdependent, far too little
attention is given to cosmologies — people’s fundamental beliefs about
the nature of life (Sterling 1998). If viewed hierarchically, cosmologies
are the core, the foundation of people’s thought and behavior; they are
‘deeper’ than world views and paradigms. And because cosmology is
the realm of the spirit, spirituality is an integral dimension of resource
development.

This is not to ignore, however, the fact that spiritual and
religious beliefs have contributed to many of the world’s environmental
problems. White’s classic essay implicates the Judeo-Christian
tradition as one of the pillars of the modernization paradigm of
developmentalism and therefore one of the roots of environmental
problems (White, L., 184). Others have since suggested that

environmental apathy or abuse can be linked to religious beliefs (Guth
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et al; Greeley); commonly heard fatalistic calls to denial and inaction
like “God won'’t let it happen” or “It must be God’s will” support this
view. Without ignoring these perspectives, those who argue for
strengthening the role of spirituality in resource development choose
to highlight traditions that undergird positive environmental and
developmental world views and their translation into behavior and
practice (Engel, 13). Responding, in part, to the criticisms noted
above, many religious organizations and movements have publicly
supported spiritually-inspired alternatives to unsustainable
developmentalism (Engel, 4; Gottlieb; Rockefeller and Elder, 10-11).
A dialogue about the spiritual dimensions of ‘what is’, ‘what
could be’, and resource development is taking place in the scholarly
and popular press, at conferences, and on web pages. For example,
Resurgence is a thirty-year-old periodical that publishes articles
“promoting creativity, ecology, spirituality and frugality” and
advocating “science with a soul” (http://www.gn.apc.org/resurgence/).
Another periodical, Earthlight, recognizes that “The root of this

environmental crisis is a spiritual crisis” and “explores the relationship
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of nature and religion, science and the sacred, cosmology and
community to the end of grounding and empowering its readers”
(http://www.earthlight.org). In 1997, the first issue of an academic
journal, World views: Environment, Culture, Religion, was published to
“explore the environmental understandings, perceptions and practices
of a wide range of different cultures and religious traditions”
(http://www.cep.unt.edu/wview.html). Development and World
Development, two popular scholarly journals in the field of
developmentalism, devoted entire issues to the connections between
religion and development in 1980. There are also conferences like
EarthVision held “on ways of integrating and deepening environmental
and religious witness . . . , for the earth is an essential component
of . .. religious faith” (http://www.earthlight.org/carthvision.html).
Many other examples can be found.

Of particular interest are the meetings and conterences that have
been sponsored by the World Bank and the United Nations. In
February 1998, the World Bank co-hosted a dialogue on “World Faiths

and Development” (http://worldbank.org/html/extdr/faithsdialogue/),
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during which avenues for communication and collaboration between
organized religions and the World Bank were explored. The Bank also
co-sponsored (with the World Bank Spiritual Unfoldment Society) a
conference in 1995 entitled “Ethics and Spiritual Values: Promoting
Environmentally Sustainable Development”. Similarly, in preparation
for the 1995 World Summit on Social Development, the Secretariat of
the United Nations sponsored a seminar on the “Ethical and Spiritual
Dimensions of Social Progress”.

There are also many examples worldwide of spiritually-centered
families, societies, communities, and organizations exploring the
spiritual dimensions of resource development and ‘what could be’. A
few examples include: Amish communities; traditional Native
American cultures; spiritual communities like Claymont in West
Virginia; and the cultures described in Croll and Parkin’s anthology.
Some spiritually-inspired conservation projects also exist (Sullivan,
568-70; Daneel, 572ff). Others have created new practices
(meditations, prayers, worship services) and organizations in response

to environmental degradation (Gottlieb, 10, 448ff). Still others

30



actively work for change through political action and activism

(Gottlieb, 514ff).

The Theory of Spiritually-Inspired Resource Development

Assumption #6: One dimension of processes of change can be
spiritual, and religions are spiritual in origin and nature: For this
discussion, ‘spiritual’ is broadly defined as “of, relating to, consisting of,
or having the nature of spirit” — animating force(s) distinct from, yet
interacting with, material and intellectual existence (Webster).
Similarly, religion is defined broadly as “those systems of belief, ritual,
institutional life, spiritual aspiration, and ethical orientation which are
premised on an understanding of human beings as other or more than
simply their purely social or physical identities” (Gottlieb, 8). It is
assumed for this study that religions are spiritual in origin and nature.
Examples of spirituality therefore include traditional, organized
religions, indigenous beliefs, practices, and traditions, and other forms
of experiencing and interpreting transcendence involving meditation,

prayer, martial arts, dance, music, and the like. Spirituality can

31



\@©




therefore be understood as another way of knowing or form of
intelligence as discussed by Gardner, Goleman, Palmer, and Bawden;
as a nonmaterial way of being as outlined by Vaill; or as one dimension
of ontologies, epistemologies, and methodologies.

Clearly, one’s world view is a function not only of social, cultural,
and environmental but also spiritual influences and experiences.
Spirituality strongly influences behavior, so it is a vital force, a resource
that complements human and nonhuman natural resources. A critical
aspect of resource development, therefore, can be spiritual. If resource
development is defined as “the dynamic, systemic interaction between
natural resources and human theory and practice,” then spiritually-
inspired resource development becomes the dynamic, systemic
interaction between spirit, natural resources, and human theory and
practice. Spiritually-inspired resource development, as a more
comprehensive example of sustainable resource development, is the
topic of this study.

Few scholar-practitioners have begun examining spirituality’s

role in influencing paradigms, world views, and behavior, including
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ecological world views and the developmentalism they inspire.
Mirroring the arguments of eco-philosophers, environmental ethicists,
social ecologists, and ecofeminists, Nasr frames the challenge in terms
of the need for a paradigm shift that would “make available a world
view where religious understanding of the order of nature in the
traditional sense would be accepted as authentic along with sciences
based on particular dimensions of nature, such as the quantitative, all
within a metaphysical whole . . .” (Nasr, 273). A number of such
spiritually-inspired ecological world views (i.e., ‘what could be’) have
been articulated (Engel and Engel et al; Gottlieb et al; Kinsley;
Rockefeller and Elder et al). These generally either reinterpret old
traditions, extend more familiar religious beliefs, or synthesize elements
of different traditions into ecological world views (Gottlieb, 10).
Typically, what is described is the “dream” or vision of what might be,
while the assumption is made that the process of change is already
known and that people can be “enchanted” into changing their

behavior (Carroll, 5).

Others, who are less willing to assume that the process of change
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is well understood, have explicitly called for strengthening the role of
spirituality and religion in the ‘process’ of resource development
(Gottlieb, 183). Some draw on the community development,
leadership, adult learning, and systems traditions to explore spiritually-
inspired resource development. In his discussion of lcarning as a way
of being, Vaill suggests that people “are capable of seeing and feeling
the spirit in virtually anything” (including nature), and the extent to
which they are able to do this as part of their spiritual development
partially determines their success in life (Vaill, 177-188). As an adult
educator, Elias grapples with the “opposition of theory and practice” in
religious education and concludes that “the integrity of both must be
maintained in their integration” (Elias, 3-15). Toward that end, in
Studies in Theology and Education, he explores the theory-practice
dialectic in spiritual development. While Vaill and Elias do not
specifically address environmental issues, their discussions are relevant
to spiritually-inspired transformations of any kind.

Palmer suggests that education is central to processes of

transformation and that conventional, objectivist education could be
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improved by acknowledging spiritually-inspired epistemologies. This
process begins by interacting with the world rather than passively
observing it, by engaging the inner reality of teachers and students
rather than just the mind and body, by creating communal learning
experiences rather than rewarding individualism and competition, and
by acting as participants and co-creators of the world rather than
manipulators (Palmer, 34-39). This implies that, in addition to
curiosity and control, compassion or love should serve as a source of
knowledge (Palmer, 7-9). In other words, Palmer suggests that
resource development can be improved if understood and practiced as
a holistic system in which people are engaged with one another and
the environment in a spiritual way. He concludes To know as we are
known: Education as a Spiritual Jowney with practical suggestions for
how to do this.

Using different language and a more concrete framework,
Bawden (1997) makes many of the same arguments. He models the
‘inspirational learning subsystem’ of an integrated critical learning

system, which has “practical application as a ‘road map’ for the design,

35



maintenance, development, and evaluation of ‘learning communities’.”
Bawden suggests that resource development is essentially a learning
process and that meaning, which is the prerequisite for responsible
action, emerges from the systemic interaction of the inspirational (or
spiritual) subsystem with an experiential subsystem.

Wilber offers perhaps the most comprehensive model of
spiritually-inspired transtormation (Wilber 1996). He develops what
he calls the ‘integral vision’ of evolution driven by internal and
external self-transcendence by both individuals and societies. He
suggests that the key to evolution is holarchic emergence (which is
explained in more detail below) and that Spirit is the process of

evolution that manifests itself more in each emergent holon.

The Problem: Gaps in the Understanding of Spiritually-Inspired

Resource Development
Again, as is the case for all resource development, the problem of
how to get from ‘what is’ to ‘what could be’ remains. What does the

spiritually-inspired ‘process’ of getting from a state of worldwide
P Yy P P g g
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ecological degradation fueled by unsustainable developmentalism to a
different state characterized by an ecological paradigm that could
inspire more sustainable environmental stewardship and
developmentalism look like? In other words, how can spirituality
facilitate the process of humans becoming better stewards of the
world’s natural resources? Despite how loudly people call for
spiritualizing environmental stewardship and developmentalism or
adopting spiritually-inspired world views, little is understood about
how this can be done. A considerable amount is known about ecology
and techniques for how to more sustainably steward natural resources,
and secular and spiritual models of more sustainable environmental-
developmental paradigms and world views have been articulated. But
much more needs to be learned about the ‘process’ connecting ‘what is’
and ‘what could be’, one example of which has been labeled spiritually-
inspired resource development. Questions about the dynamic,
systemic nature of the relationship between spirit, theory, and practice
and between faith, world views, and behavior need to be addressed in

the context of the interaction among people, their development
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activities, and the environment.

Engel suggests that an urgent task at hand is exploring “how to
implement moral principles more effectively in practice [to] create the
new sustainable communities of the future” (Engel, 19-20). Similarly,
Rockefeller observes that “[T]he environmental crisis cannot be
addressed without coming to terms with the spiritual dimension of the
problem, and the spiritual problems of humanity cannot be worked out
apart from a transformation of humanity’s relations with nature”
(Rockefeller? 141). Gottlieb also questions how spiritual teachings and
approaches relate to sccular environmental philosophies and activism
(Gottlicb, 10). In short, while some isolated elements and
relationships of spiritually-inspired resource development have been
examined, much remains to be done to explore it as a systemic
‘process’. Exploring that process in more depth and detail could
benefit all scholar-practitioners interested in sustainable development.
More specifically, it could help improve the scholarship and practice of
individuals and communities interested in the dynamics of resource

development.
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Assumption #7: For an improved understanding of spiritually-

inspired resource development, it is useful to develop a theoretical

framework grounded in an established spiritual system: Several

alternative approaches could be taken to address this gap in
understanding. One possibility is to empirically study examples of the
‘process’, to consider a single real-world case or compare several cases
of spiritually-inspired resource development. While this would shed
light on the process, it is premature. What is needed first is the
integration of the secular and spiritual literature in relevant fields,
including environment, development, adult learning, community
development, and systems, into a more comprehensive resource
development framework. Such a theoretical framework could be
considered the ‘what could be’ of the ‘process’ that connects the ‘what
is’ and the ‘what could be’ of environmental stewardship and
developmentalism. Individual cases of spiritually-inspired resource
development could then be empirically studied in light of such a
framework. A purely theoretical framework could be developed, or

one that is based on an established system of spiritually-inspired
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resource development could be outlined. The latter has the advantage
of being rooted in a belief system of relevance to certain individuals
and communities. Therefore, this study explores spiritually-inspired
resource development using an established spiritual system, that of the

Bah4'i Faith, as a case in point.

Spiritually-Inspired Resource Development in the Bahd’i Faith

It is useful to explore resource development in the Bah4’i Faith,
which is simply referred to as ‘Baha’i resource development’, because
1) a central teaching of the Faith is the transformative power of
spirituality, 2) sustainable development and environmental
stewardship are explicit goals of the Faith, 3) both have been explored
in depth by Bah&’i scholars, and 4) the Faith lends itself to scholarly
study. The first three of these reasons are explained in more detail in

the section that immediately follows, while the fourth is addressed in

Chapter 2.
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The Bahd’i Faith

Assumption #8: The literature of the Bah4’i Faith is a useful

resource with which to develop a model of spiritually-inspired resource

development: The Bah4'’i Faith, established in 235 countries and

territories throughout the world, is the youngest but second most
widespread of the world’s independent, organized religions. Its
founder, Baha'u’llah” (1817-1892), is regarded by Bah4’is as the most
recent in the line of Messengers of God that stretches back beyond
recorded time and that includes Abraham, Moses, Buddha, Zoroaster,
Christ, and Muhammad. The central theme of Bah&’u’llah’s message is
that humanity is one single race and that the day has come for its
unification into one global society. In the words of Bah4’u’llah, “The

. . *x . . . .
earth is but one country, and mankind " its citizens” (Gleanings from

"Bah4’u’llah translates from the Persian as ‘the Glory of God'.

"It is important to note that much of the Bah4’{ canon was
translated when ‘man’ and ‘mankind’ were still used to refer to the
entire human race, regardless of gender. One of the fundamental
principles of the Bah4’ Faith is the equality of women and men, so
references to ‘man’ and ‘mankind’ in Bah4' literature can be accepted
as genderless.
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the Writings of Bahd'u'lldh, 250).

Among the principles and measures that the Bah4’i Faith
promotes as vital to the achievement of world unity are the
abandonment of all forms of prejudice; the equality of women and
men; the elimination of extremes of poverty and wealth; the realization
of universal education; the establishment of a world federation; the
adoption of an international auxiliary language; the coordination of the
world’s economy; the adoption of a code of human rights for all
peoples; the development of an integrated mechanism for global
communication; and the use of a universal system of currency, weights,
and measures.

Bah4'is believe that these ideals can only be achieved through
the respiritualization of humanity. For those reasons, Bah4’u’lldh
instituted mechanisms and laws designed to prevent secularization and
division within the Faith, the core of which was the establishment of a
democratically-elected administrative order with local, national, and
international components. There are no clergy in the Bah4'’i Faith,

decisions are made by consensus, and individuals are encouraged to
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investigate truth on their own, so power is decentralized, and the
responsibility for the spiritual development of individual Bah4’is and
their communities lies largely in their own hands. Mostly for these
reasons, there are no sects or denominations in the Bah4’i Faith, and
the power of spiritual growth as an instrument of change continucs to
be a central teaching of the Faith.

Sustainable development and environmental stewardship are
explicit goals of the Faith. Bah4’i community development institutes
and schools have been established worldwide based on the premise
that spiritual development can transform people’s lives. Bah4’is are
actively engaged in development work, and the Bahd’f International
Community (BIC), an international non-governmental organization
that both encompasses and represents the worldwide membership of
the Baha'i Faith, is a member of World Wildlife Fund for Nature’s

Network on Conservation and Religion.
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Resource Development in the Bahd'i Faith

Many elements of ‘what could be’ have been explored in the
Bah4’i scholarly literature. Coleman outlines the relevant ecological
principles for responding to the environmental crisis as well as Bahd’i
principles for more sustainably stewarding the environment. Dahl
outlines a framework of ecological and community values founded on
the concept of global unity. Hanley suggests that agricultural
development is a fundamental principle conducive to development; he
outlines the Bah4' teachings about the importance of agriculture in
the development of an ecologically sustainable world order. Vick and
Momen (Development 1988) outline the basic elements of Baha'i
development. Compilations of Bah4'i writings on “Social and
Economic Development,” “Conservation of the Earth’s Resources,”
and “Nature” have also been published. The BIC has also published
several related statements. In short, as is true in general, the ‘what
could be’ of Bah4'i developmentalism and environmental stewardship
has been outlined, but no one has yet explored the ‘process’, i.e.,

Bah4’i resource development, for getting there.
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However, several Bah4’i scholars have called for more closely
examining the systemic integration of theory and practice in the
fields of environment and developmentalism. Bell calls for more
studies that examine the “nexus between environmentally sustainable
development, the ethical principles that derive from the Baha'i
scriptures, and the model of social order being developed by Bah4’i
communitics . . ."” (Bell, 87). That call has yet to be answered. White,
after outlining a Baha'i ecological world view, concludes that “[TThe
Bah4'’i writings offer a vision of wholeness in our relationship to Nature
and of spiritual purpose in the whole evolution of life that empowers
individuals to become agents of transtormation in developing an
ecologically sustainable global civilization” (White, R., 71). The
question: “How can that vision empower individuals and
communities?” remains unanswered, however. Similarly, Lalonde
concludes with:

One way in which many of the ideas expressed in this

article could be analyzed in more depth is to examine the

feasibility of this proposition: The development and

environmental ethic toward which humanity is striving is
based on an all-encompassing spirituality . . .; the practical
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means by which global systems could be managed on a

cooperative basis is based upon that cthic. This article has

highlighted the first part of this proposition. . . .Examining

the second part of the proposition presents a challenge,

since there is not yet a substantial body of evidence upon

which to base one’s analysis. Through further investigation

of some of the movements described earlier and their

activities and communities around the world, it would be

possible to determine whether such an ethic is feasible and

effective. Many people in general and Bahd’is in particular

perceive a growing coalition of effort to begin creating the

mechanisms for change (Lalonde Unity, 70).
Scholar-practitioners have yet to accept the second part of Lalonde’s
challenge by investigating the secular and Baha'i literature for clues
about how that ethic can be realized as a mechanism for change. In
sum, these scholar-practitioners acknowledge that the gap in
understanding of resource development outlined above also holds true

in the case of the Baha'i Faith and are calling for more exploration of

the systemic characteristics of Bah4'f resource development.

Purpose of the Study
Environmental degradation may be mitigated with sustainable

resource development. Some characteristics of resource development
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have been well articulated. Others emphasize the spiritual dimension
of resource development. But the dynamic, systemic nature of
spiritually-inspired resource development, which integrates theory,
practice, and spirituality within the context of the interaction between
people and natural resources, is poorly understood. Therefore, the
purpose of this study is to develop a framework for understanding
spiritually-inspired resource development by modeling the systemic
characteristics of resource development in one belief system, that of
the Bah4'i Faith, and examining that model in light of literature in

which similar processes or elements thereof are examined.

Onrganization of the Study
In the process, several questions are addressed by chapter as

follows:

Ch. 2: What is an appropriate research methodology for such an
exploration? To answer this question, spiritually-inspired
resource development is situated within the systems
litcrature and the Bah4'{ studics literature.

Ch. 3: What are the systemic characteristics and dynamics of
Bah4'i resource development? To answer this question, a
theoretical model of spiritually-inspired resource
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development is developed to describe Bahd'’f resource
development.

Ch. 4: How does this model of Baha'{ resource development
compare and contrast to the literature of related fields?
Specifically, how have other scholars, by examining similar
models or elements thereof, explored the nature and
extent of the relationship between theory, practice, and
spirituality and between people and the environment, and
how does their inquiry compare to the model developed for
Bah4’f resource development? To answer this question,
the model from Chapter 3 is considered in light of select
relevant literature in related fields.

Ch. 5: What implications does the above exploration have for
scholarship and practice in the field of resource
development? This question is answered by developing a
general framework based on the comparison in Chapter 4
for understanding spiritually-inspired resource
development.
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH DESIGN

Tao can be talked about, but not the Eternal Tao.
Names can be named, but not the Eternal Name.

As the origin of heaven-and-earth, it is nameless:
As “the Mother” of all things, it is nameable.

So, as ever hidden, we should look at its inner essence:
As always manifest, we should look at its outer aspects.

These two flow from the same source, though ditterently named;
And both are called mysteries.

The Mystery of mysteries is the Door of all essence.
- Lao Tzu Tao The Ching

What is an appropriate rescarch methodology for the exploration
described in Chapter 17 How can one best “develop a framework for
understanding spiritually-inspired resource development”, using Baha'’i
resource development as a case in point? These questions can be
answered by addressing four sets of more specific questions, namely:

Part I: Can systems theory and methods be used for this
study?: What are systems? What are the strengths of the systems
perspective? Why does the study of Bahé' resource development lend
itself to systemic exploration? Where does this study fit within the
different areas of systemic thought and practice? How are systems
appropriately explored? What are the characteristics of systems?
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Part II: How are religious systems sfudied? and What is the
nature of Bah4’i scholarship?: What is the difference between
theology and religious studies, and which is most appropriate in this
exploration? What is an appropriate theological methodology, and
what are the data of theology? Is this study appropriate for a Bahd’i?
What is a Bahd’i ontology!? What is a Bah4d'{ epistemology? What is a
Bah4’i methodology? What are the data of Baha'i scholarship? What
is the role of the researcher in this type of study? What was actually
done? What data were collected? How?

Part III: How were the data examined?: The Problem-
Focused Literature Review: What was read? Why? How was
literature selected?

Part IV: What are the limitations of this design?

Part I: Can systems theory and methods be used for this study?
What are systems?
According to Bawden:

To the systems theorist, a system is an organised, coherent,
whole entity, which has, or can be assumed to have,
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properties which are unique to it as a whole entity. More

formally stated “a system is a group of interacting

components (subsystems) that conserves some identifiable

set of relations with the sum of the components plus their

relations (i.e., the system itself) conserving some

identifiable set of relations to other entities (including other

systems) (Laszlo and Laszlo, 8)” (Bawden 1997, 2).

‘System’ derives from the Greck synhistanai (“to place together”).
Therefore, as Capra points out, “To understand things systemically
literally means to put them into a context, to establish the nature of
their relationships” (Capra 1996, 27). According to Brush and Turner
(1987, 27), “[T]he systems approach . . . helps identify what processes
exist and how sets of interrelated components function together” (in
Moore, 21-22) (emphases in original).

While systems can be useful intellectual constructs, it is
important to remember that “Systems are not objective realities of
Nature; they are subjectively defined by human observers” (Waelchli,
5) and that “Systems are tools of understanding devised by human
minds for understanding situations. . . . They are arbitrary constructs”

(Vickers, 7). Moreover, a clear distinction must be made between

‘systemic’ (i.e., holistic) and ‘systematic’ (i.e., step-by-step) thinking or
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approaches.

What are the strengths of the systems perspective?

A common tendency in contemporary society is to identify a
problem (i.e., one superficial dimension of ‘what is’) and then try to
address it directly without giving careful consideration to its underlying
roots. As a result, problems tend to persist or quickly reemerge
because their underlying causes are not addressed (i.e, ‘what is’ persists
and ‘what could be’ remains illusive). This is particularly true in the
case of developmentalism and environmental stewardship. Measures
are generally taken to address problems at a superficial level (e.g., to
combat poverty, poor health and sanitation, soil erosion, pollution,
etc.), but usually less is done to address the roots of those problems.

At the opposite extreme, classical reductionist approaches to
science seek to “analyse complex phenomena by looking for
explanations at a lower, more basic level” and then to develop, by
induction, generalized hypotheses (Momen 1991, 15). Little attention

is paid to the interrelationships among the basic parts of the whole
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(i.e., the rest of the system). This approach works well to the extent
that the subject or system in question is relatively simple, but its
usefulness is indirectly correlated with the complexity of that system.
In response to the weaknesses of both superficial and
reductionist approaches to investigation, many have suggested that
complex processes like resource development can best be studied using
systemic tools (Bohm; Clayton and Radcliffe). Korten notes that
“When we limit ourselves to fragmented approaches to dealing with
systemic problems, it is not surprising that our solutions prove
inadequate. If our species is to survive the predicaments we have
created for ourselves, we must develop a capacity for whole-systems
thought and action” (Korten 1995, 11). Such a systems paradigm is
grounded in a unique set of ontological and epistemological
assumptions — that the nature of reality is a function of one’s
perspective (i.e., a relative rather than objective ontology) and that the
nature of reality is best understood as a whole (i.e., a holistic rather
than reductionist epistemology). The systems paradigm, therefore, is

characterized by a focus on:
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* the whole rather than the parts;

e systems within their context or environment rather than in
isolation;

* the interconnectedness and interrelationships of networks rather
than linear cause-effect chains of individual objects or variables;

* patterns rather than details;

¢ structure and process rather than structure alone;

* dynamic change rather than static ‘snapshots’;

* synthesis rather than reductionism;

* cyclical rather than lincar processes;

* epistemic agency rather than scientific objectivity; and

* more adequate approximations and understanding rather than
scientific certainty (from Sterling 1998 drawing on the work of

Capra and Benathy; Capra 1996, 36-42; Senge, 68-73).

It is important to note, however, that systemic approaches are
different from but not necessarily better than other approaches,
including reductionism. There is an element of truth in all
perspectives; no perspective is ever ‘wrong’, and most are ‘inadequately
right’ (Sterling 1998), so the dualistic replacement of reductionism (or
any other approach) with systems thinking is inappropriate.
Recognizing this truth, the faculty of the Centre for Systemic
Development at the University of Western Sydney (Hawkesbury)

developed the Hawkesbury Spiral, a hierarchy of problem-solving
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strategies (Figure 2). It is a vertically arranged helix structure that
ranks a variety of problem-solving approaches along the reductionism-
holism continuum. The premise of the spiral is that the problem-
solving approach used depends on the question asked. Starting at the
top and working down the helix/continuum, one matches the question
being explored with sample questions provided in the spiral (ranging
from “Given this phenomenon, why is it so?” at the bottom to “Given
this conflict situation, how can it be improved in an ethically
defensible way?” at the top). Each question corresponds with the most
useful and appropriate problem-solving strategy for addressing that
question (ranging from “basic learning” at the bottom to “Critically
normative heuristic” at the top). The Hawkesbury Spiral, or a similar
heuristic, can be used to determine the most appropriate approach for
a given situation. The important point, which is often ignored, is to

consciously choose the strategy best suited for the question at hand.
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HOLISM

PROBLEM FOCUS

HEURISTIC

GIVEN THIS CONFLICT
SITUATION, HOW CAN
IT BE IMPROVED IN AN
ETHICALLY-DEFENSIBLE
WAY?

NORMATIVE
CRITICALLY

GIVEN THIS COMPLEX
PROBLEM SITUATION,
HOW CAN I IMPROVE IT?

GIVEN THIS SYSTEM,
HOW CAN 1 OPTIMIZE
ITS PERFORMANCE?

GIVEN THIS
COMPONENT, HOW CAN
I IMPROVE ITS
EFFECTIVENESS?

GIVEN THIS
PHENOMENON,
‘WHY ISIT SO?

Figure 2: The Hawkesbury Spiral: A hierarchy of problem-solving

strategies (adapted from a handout distributed by Roger Packam of the

Center for Systemic Development during the course “Systems

Thinking and Learning for Change” at Schumacher College, Devon,

England, April 1998).
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Why does the study of Bahd'i resource development lend itself to systemic
exploration?

In this case, the question at hand is “What is the nature of the
process of spiritually-inspired resource development?”. The strategy
best suited to addressing that question is a systemic one because
spiritually-inspired resource development qualifies as a system. It is an
organized, coherent, whole entity (in this case a subjectively defined
process) with properties unique to itself, interacting components (e.g.,
people, natural resources, attitudes, world views, behavior, faith, love,
etc.), an identifiable set of relations among those components and
between the components and the whole system, and relations with
other systems (e.g., the ‘what is’ and the ‘what could be’).

Some would argue, however, that spiritual or religious systems
are unworthy of study because of their complexity and subjectivity:

[T]he positivistic position regards religion as too hopelessly

lacking in objectivity to be accessible to scientific

treatment. It is true, of course, that the subject matter of

religion is more complex than that of, say, physics because

it includes more parameters. In the same way, biology is

more complex than physics, psychology more complex than

either and religion the most complex of all. In this sense,
religion is indeed more “subjective” for the presence of
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many parameters makes objectivity harder to obtain since
the effort to make all parameters explicit is correspondingly

much greater (Hatcher 1977, 35).

But neither a system’s complexity nor its subjectivity should preclude it
from study. As a matter of fact, as is explained above, some

(emergent) properties of systems cannot even be revealed using
reductionist approaches; they can only be discovered by studying the
system itself, including its objective and subjective dimensions, making
systems approaches are more useful in the study of complex systems
(Bawden FSRJE, 8-9).

In particular, when accounting for the spiritual dimension
(which is both complex and highly subjective) of human systems, it is
especially useful to take a systemic approach (Momen 1991, 17). The
natural alternative to reductionism in the study of spiritual or religious
systems, therefore, is a more integrative, relativistic, holistic approach:

For scholars who adopt this approach, the key to the study

of religion lies in understanding the phenomenon of

religion in itself (i.e., at its own level and not by reduction

to lower levels). The goal must be to understand the

religion or the religious phenomenon in its own terms (i.e.,

at its own level of complexity) — to understand how men
come to believe as they do and why they act as they do
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(Momen 1991, 16).
Bah4’i resource development is a subsystem of the Baha'i belief system.
If religious systems are best understood systemically, then so are their
subsystems. Therefore, the study of Baha'i resource development lends

itself well to systemic exploration.

Where does this study fit within the different areas of systemic thought and

practice?

While there is not complete agreement among scholars, the
different areas of systemic thought and practice may be distinguished
as follows (please refer to the outline below): There are two major
categories, (1) the development of systems thinking and (2) the
application of systems thinking to explore holistic systems and
processes. Within the former, a distinction can be drawn between
(1.1) the theoretical development of systems thinking and (1.2)
problem solving applications of systems thinking. Examples of
subdisciplines concerned with the theoretical development of systems

thinking include (1.1.1) cybernetics, the science of communication
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and control, and (1.1.2) general systems theory (GST), which “oftered
a meta-methodology of holism which aspired to embrace different
sciences by discovering concepts, laws and models applicable to
systems of all types” (Lane and Jackson, 219). Problem solving
applications of systems ideas can be subdivided into (1.2.1) ‘hard’,
‘purposive’ (i.e., externally specified) systems applications such as
systems engineering that “seek to model [a] system of concern with a
view to optimizing its performance in pursuit of some pre-defined goal”
(Lane and Jackson, 221); (1.2.2) the use of systems ideas as decision

4

making aids like operations research; and (1.2.3) ‘social’, ‘soft’, or
‘purposeful’ (i.e., internally generated) systems applications on weakly
structured, usually human-centered problems. Soft systems
applications may also be subdivided into at least (1.2.3.1) systems
design; (1.2.3.2) general evolution theory; (1.2.3.3) ‘emancipatory’
systems thinking, which “deals with ways in which systems approaches
can be used in coercive situations to assist less powerful groups” (Lane

and Jackson, 226); and (1.2.3.4) ‘critical’ systems thinking, which is

founded “on critical reflection and social awareness, on
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complementarism and on ethical commitment” (Lane and Jackson,
p

227). This may best be understood in outline form (adapted from
Checkland, 95-96 and Laszlo and Laszlo, 13):

1. The development of systems thinking
1.1 Theoretical development of systems thinking
1.1.1 Cybernetics
1.1.2 General Systems Theory
1.2 Problem-solving applications of systems thinking
1.2.1 Work in ‘hard’ systems
1.2.2 Aid to decision-making
1.2.3 Work in ‘soft’ systems
1.2.3.1 Systems design
1.2.3.2 General evolution theory
1.2.3.3 Emancipatory systems thinking
1.2.3.4 Ciritical systems thinking
2. Application of systems to explore holistic systems and
processes

This study falls under “2. Application of systems thinking to
explore holistic systems and processes” by applying the theory of
(1.1.1) cybernetics, (1.1.2) general systems theory, and other systems
theory. The objective of the study is to model spirituallydrispired
resource development, to apply systems thinking to the dynamics of

spiritual transformation. This is distinctly different from (1.2) the

more proactive, problem-solving application of systems thinking in
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which prominent authors like Bawden and Checkland engage.
Providing an example of the difference between the two applications,
Bawden draws a distinction between (2) “research into farming
systems” (describing the nature of nature) and (1.2) “systems research
into farming” (exploring the nature of knowledge) (Bawden FSR/E, 3).
This study uses the former to describe an example of the latter. In
other words, this is an exploration of or investigation into a system, not

the use of systemic methods in practice.

How are systems appropriately explored?
Capra provides some useful insights into how to best approach
the exploration of systems:

[Slystems cannot be understood by analysis. The
properties of the parts are not intrinsic properties but can
be understood only within the context of the larger whole.
Thus the relationship between the parts and the whole has
been reversed. In the systems approach the properties of
the parts can be understood only from the organization of
the whole. Accordingly, systems thinking concentrates not
on basic building blocks, but on basic principles of
organization. Systems thinking is “contextual,” which is
the opposite of analytical thinking. Analysis means taking
something apart in order to understand it; systems thinking
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means putting it into the context of a larger whole (Capra

1996, 29-30).
This requires identifying the context, the whole within that context,
the parts of the whole, their interrelationships, and their relationships
with the whole. To embark on such an exploration, it is first necessary
to understand the basic characteristics of systems, which are outlined

below.

What are the characteristics of systems!

The key characteristics of any system include (following Flood
and Carson, 7ff and others as cited below):

Observer: The observer and his/her subjective purpose in
observing the system in question are essential aspects of any system, as
is demonstrated below in the discussion of system boundaries. These
were identified in the previous chapter for this exploration.

Unifying or organizing principle: This principle defines the
system. It is what makes the system interesting for the observer,

distinguishes it from the sum of its parts, and maintains the system’s
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integrity.

Emergent properties: This unifying principle is an emergent
property. ‘Emergent properties’ are those characteristics of a system
that are unique to the system and cannot be explained as the sum of
the parts of the system. According to Laszlo and Laszlo:

Structurally, a system is a divisible whole, but functionally
it is an indivisible unity with emergent properties. An
emergent property is marked by the appearance of novel
characteristics exhibited on the level of the whole
ensemble, but not by the components in isolation.

There are two important aspects of emergent
properties: first, they are lost when the system breaks down
to its components — the property of life, for example, does
not inhere in organs once they are removed from the body.
Second, when a component is removed from the whole,
that component itself will lose its emergent properties. . . .

The notion of emergent propertics leads to the
concept of synergy, suggesting that, as we say in everyday
language, the system is more than the sum of its parts

(Laszlo and Laszlo, 9).
Checkland elaborates further on emergent properties:

[T]he general model of organized complexity is that there
exists a hierarchy of levels of organization, each more
complex than the one below, a level being characterized by
emergent properties which do not exist at a lower level.
Indeed, more than the mere fact that they ‘do not exist’ at
the lower level, emergent properties are meaningless in the
language appropriate to the lower level. “The shape of an
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