Introduction - Agoras


INTRODUCTION


The International Society of the Systems Sciences (ISSS), whose original name was Society for General Systems Research, has a long and 111enerable history.  It began at Stanford in 1954 in a discussion between four Stanford Center fellows: Ludwig von Bertallanfy (biology), Kenneth Boulding (economics), Ralph Gerard (psychology), and Anatol Rapaport (mathematics).  As related to Bela Banathy by Boulding, they were engaged in an intense discussion.  Another Center fellow walked in and asked: "What’s going on here?"  Boulding answered, "We are angered about the state of the human condition and ask: What can we do—what can science do—about improving the human condition?" "Oh!" their visitor said, "That is not my field” (Banathy, www.isss.org. under genesis heading). 


The 47th annual conference of ISSS, July 2003 in Crete dealt with this originating question of its founders.  It addressed the troublesome issue of our age, globalization, and prescribed a solution, construct agoras.  Accordingly, the theme of the conference was:

Conscious Evolution of Humanity

Using Systems Thinking

To Construct Agoras of the Global Village.


This theme advocates building livable, free, democratic spaces as the principal way to achieve conscious evolution.  All the concepts in this theme are addressed in this double issue.  Two concepts, however, are pivotal and somewhat novel: globalization and agoras.  They require further explanation.  In the conference announcement, their relationship was described as follows.


Globalization is being described by many as an emerging new system of world order that has accelerated following the end of the Cold War order in 1989.  Systems thinking must make clear what is being eliminated and what constructed by globalization.  We must rise to the challenge of democratizing the processes of conscious evolution to ensure that globalization empowers all peoples and not just elites.  

Dialogue is essential for understanding cultures and subcultures in the emerging global village.  Boundary-spanning dialogue across disciplines and civilizations, if conducted wisely, can generate democratic agreement on the courses we must pursue to create agoras and avoid Big Brother.  Thus, the ability to engage in dialogue becomes one of the most fundamental and most needed human capabilities.  Dialogue becomes a central component of any model of conscious evolution.  

Dialogue was practiced very effectively in the agoras of Ancient Greece, like the one in Athens.  The agoras were public spaces where people congregated and deliberated on their issues.  If we want to democratize the emerging global village, we must provide agora-like places where people can engage in meaningful dialogue.

GLOBALIZATION


Increasing global interaction is creating a new world.  In this generic sense, globalization is inevitable.  In terms of politics and economics, technology and transnational commerce seem to be an irresistible force propelling us into an uncertain future.  Many of us expect that this force will spread understanding, freedom, and harmony. The economically powerful among us, however, may seek to further their control of the global economy.
Opposing the irresistible force of globalization is the immovable object of tradition. To proponents of globalization, tradition is superstition, an enemy to be vanquished.  To multitudes in the world, however, tradition is a source of meaning and security. These multitudes are ambivalent about progress that promises economic abundance, but threatens their traditional culture.  Their ambivalence is captured in Thomas Friedman’s book, The Lexus and the Olive Tree (2002).  Many people in non-affluent countries view globalization as a hostile force that destroys their institutions, demeans their values, and pillages their resources. 
Benjamin Barber (1995) describes the conflict between globalization and ethnic tradition as the fight between McWorld and Jihad.. McWorld is a personification of Western efforts toward world domination. Jihad is any militant form of resentment (not just Islamic) that rejects Western policies and ideals.  On September 11, McWorld and Jihad assumed center stage. Peoples around the world are asked to choose sides.
The authors of Shell's Global Scenarios to 2020 www.shell.com/scenarios  acknowledge this rift and evaluate our future in its terms. They identify opposing scenarios: Business Class (existing Washington consensus, McWorld) and Prism (sectarian traditionalism, Jihad) as the likely protagonists for business in the coming decades.

Systems thinkers are in a position to understand these ideological clashes and to mediate them.  By applying the tools at their disposal, they can enlighten public policy so that we escape the social extremes of monolith and chaos.  With intelligence and diligence, they can point the way to a livable global village.

A LESSON FROM ATHENS
As Greece was coming out its Dark Age (c. 800 BC) the ancient ideal of extravagant wealth and power, habrosyne, pushed Athens into cutthroat mining and commerce with no regard for the rights of the disenfranchised. A wise seer, Solon the Lawgiver, seeing that Athens had become an inhospitable place, rallied the people of Athens to reject habrosyne. In its place, he proposed sophrosyne, moderation, the Golden Mean. The Greeks did not on that account renounce competition (eris), they even deified it in the goddess Eris, but they demanded a level playing field for competition. This combination of fairness and competition created an environment in the agora of Athens for the growth of democracy.
There are many people who criticize globalization in the following terms: Globalization is functional in the extreme with the overriding concern of facilitating trade by all means possible.  Its dominant ethos is “profit over people.”  It makes little or no room for environment, cultural integrity, moral reservations, or just and equitable relations between the powerful and the weak.  It widens the chasm between rich and poor.  Solon described this kind of behavior a long time ago as habrosyne.  If he were alive, he would no doubt prescribe massive doses of moderation for today’s world rulers.

Jack Welch former CEO of General Electric expresses the opposing point of view: "The first duty of a company is to make a profit."  Without profit, a company cannot provide jobs; it cannot contribute to economic and civic development; it cannot help the world achieve increasing prosperity.  Some apologists for the present system claim that it is a natural result of evolution in which the more fit dominate over the less fit.  
 
Both of these viewpoints have millions of adherents who seldom listen to each other.  Dialogue between them would reduce the stridency of our political and economic discourse.  In this and many similar areas, dialogue would help us make sound consensual decisions.  What do we as systems thinkers have to offer that would make productive dialogue happen?

AGORAS OLD AND NEW

Traditional agora-like democracy has functioned well at times in situations that are not too complex and have limited participation. It worked in the town hall meetings and civic associations of 19th Century America, described by de Tocqueville.  It still works in some specialized contexts, such as jury rooms.

In today's complex world, remote forms of constitutional representation pass for democracy. Traditional democratic forums, being cumbersome and unfocused, can no longer guide effective civic action. Town-hall meetings and conferences (whether international or academic) are pale vestiges of agoras.  They are staged events that deal superficially and/or narrowly with complex processes.

The difficulties involved in systemic and in-depth communication have been the focus of systemic investigation and facilitation ever since the beginnings of systems theory and cybernetics.  Soft systems theorists and practitioners such as C. West Churchman, Russell Ackoff, and Peter Checkland were leaders in the field followed by Critical systems leaders like Werner Ulrich, Robert Flood, Michael Jackson, and Gerald Midgley.  Bela Banathy stepped beyond soft systems by incorporating the dialogue approach of David Bohm.  Stafford Beer led the way in applying cybernetic theory to social system via the Viable System Model and Team Syntegrity.  Many other thinkers have followed in their wake including Peter Senge.  

Another person has dedicated 35 years of his life to mastering the process that enables diverse groups of people to develop consensual action plans based upon mutually understood leverage points.  Alexander Christakis participated in the Delos conversations (1963-69) as an aide to their host Constantine Doxiadis.  He observed firsthand the difficulties that distinguished, brilliant people such as Arnold Toynbee, Buckminster Fuller, Margaret Mead, Barbara Ward, and Leonard Duhl experienced in trying to holistically understand the world situation and propose plans to improve it.  He came to realize that they did not share a common language.  Economists could talk productively with economists, architects with architects, sociologists with sociologists, etc., but not across their disciplines with each other.

Later, Hasan Ozbekhan, Aurelio Peccei, Erich Jantsch, and Christakis wrote the generative proposal of the Club of Rome (www.isss-conference.org under Resources).  Christakis worked as Peccei’s liaison with world leaders in organizing a Geneva meeting of the Club of Rome that would launch a global effort addressing world problems in a systemic way (cf. Christakis, 1988).  The Club tentatively approved the proposal, but they were intrigued by the ideas of Jay Forrester whom Christakis had invited to the meeting.  At a subsequent meeting at MIT, the executive council voted to scrap the original proposal and to go with that of Forrester, which was later published as Limits to Growth (Meadows et al, 1972).

Ozbekhan and Christakis left the Club at that time mainly because they felt that the Forrester proposal was oversimplified.  Christakis went on to team with John Warfield at the Batelle Institute in Columbus Ohio, and later at the University of Virginia and George Mason University where they developed and practiced the system of Interactive Management to deal with decision-making among diverse stakeholders in complex environments.  For the past 15 years, Christakis has continually simplified the methodology (trade name: CogniScope) in applications ranging from community groups, Indian tribes, corporations, non-profit and national professional associations, government departments, and international agencies.

PRE-CONFERENCE DIALOGUE

When Christakis was elected president of ISSS, he selected the theme of the 2003 conference (above) and invited the Crete Coordinating Committee (CCC; 23 people from around the world) to participate in an online version of the CogniScope (the WebScope) to decide priorities for the conference.  During September 2002, the CCC engaged in open and disciplined online dialogue in response to the triggering question: “In light of the 2003 ISSS Conference theme, what in your opinion should be the purpose(s) of the conference?” At the end of this process, the CCC had developed an influence pattern that embodies their conclusions.  This pattern is reproduced below.

Insert Pattern One

This pattern suggests the two deep drivers, those purposes with the most leverage are  #24 on level VII and #38 on level V.  For that reason, the conference concentrated on #24: engaging in trans-disciplinary, trans-cultural, and transgenerational inquiry that is inclusive of different peoples regardless of their level of education, gender, and social class; and #38: enabling a forum for understanding and appreciating systemic foundations common and different across physical, biological, and social systems. (To view the entire process, see www.leadingdesigns.org/webscope.) 


The deliberations of the CCC were open to the ISSS membership and they encouraged other less structured dialogue among the people in the topical groupings that self-organized the conference agenda.  This openness and attention to the major leverage points contributed significantly to synergy and enthusiasm at the conference. 

STRUCTURED DIALOGUE DURING THE CONFERENCE

Several interest groups during the conference went beyond the usual conference format of reading and discussing papers.  Several made use of Open and Critical Systems methodologies. The evolutionary development group employed Bohmian dialogue. Other groups used more eclectic methods to structure other discussions.

There was a special demonstration by Team Syntegrity conducted by Allenna Leonard (Canada) and Markus Schwaninger (Switzerland). Syntegrity sessions use a simplified web methodology structured by the surface of regular polyhedrons.  In this web, the edges of the polyhedron are connections and the vertices where these edges come together are the nodes.  In the model, individuals are the edges and the nodes are the small group meetings that they hold to discuss aspects of a situation.  Each node has three people, and each person is connected to two or more nodes.  In this way, in-depth discussion of aspects of a problem are distributed among the nodes, and the understandings and decisions reached at each node are passed informally throughout the whole group until all edges and vertices of the polyhedron are integrated.

This demonstration Syntegration dealt with the future of ISSS.  It had six teams (nodes): Identity of ISSS (Red), Promote Systems Science and ISSS (White), Social Purpose of ISSS (Light Blue), Technology (Black), Special Integration Groups (Orange), and Membership and Community (Brown).  This demonstration session was truncated for two reasons: It was not fully representative of the diversity of interests and opinions within ISSS, and it did not probe deeply into evaluating suggestions because of time restrictions.

Among the many challenges facing ISSS, this Syntegrity session identified several that are of particular importance in efforts to construct agoras, such as:

· How to address public policy issues without getting too far into politics or alienating members whose interests are in research or in business

· How to do projects using ‘real world problems’ to generate interest without having a project or evaluation budget

· How to balance internal coherence with external social message (and establish where the line is before someone has already stepped over it)

Among the specific suggestions suggested the following relate to constructing agoras:

· Build bridges with other organizations in different countries

· Help people ask the right questions about such issues as globalization

· Address real-world problems

The article by Angela Espinosa in this issue explains Syntegration in greater detail.

Two Co-laboratory of Democracy/CogniScope sessions took place during the conference: one real and one demonstration:  Laura Harris (Comanche) conducted an Indigenous Wisdom of the People Forum (co-laboratory) involving American Indians, New Zealand Maoris, and interested individuals from around the world.  This co-lab advanced the work of the Advancement of Global Indigeneity (AGI) www.aio.org  in building worldwide awareness of Indigenous culture and cooperation among Indigenous peoples.  In particular, it devised ways to enhance leadership interactions in the context of globalization and laid the groundwork for regional Wisdom of the People forums in Australia, North Africa, and Latin America.

The triggering question for the demonstration co-laboratory was: What local and global challenges do we anticipate in constructing agoras of the global village with the engagement of local stakeholders?  It was conducted by Alexander Christakis (USA/Greece), Surinder Batra (India), and Marios Michaelides (Cyprus) and attended by people from around the world.  

This co-laboratory directly addressed the concerns of this double issue of World Futures.  It began with high hopes, worked with diminished expectations, and produced a modest result.  Paul Hayes of Kwansei Gakuin University in Japan joined this co-laboratory as a participant.  He described the diminished expectations in these words:

From the texts circulated before the conference, the goals were very clear and the urge to provide agoras across the global village to help empower people everywhere was strong.  Whatever the intentions were … the emergent behavior was very different.  It became clear that the focus of the forum had to shift from these high expectations to a more generic question of agoras and how they might be implemented. (Hayes, as yet unpublished).

The difficulties experienced in the demonstration sessions were:

· Most participants were more interested in experiencing the methodology than in addressing the triggering question.

· Participants were drawn away by the many interesting topics that were being discussed in other rooms while the co-laboratory was being conducted.

· Too many shortcuts were used in setting up the co-lab dialogue.

For all that, this co-laboratory did achieve some modest results.  It identified and grappled with key questions that need answers if agoras are to make a difference in the world:

· Who are the stakeholders?

· Who owns the agora?

· What is the process?

· Who should act?

· What is a well-formed observation?

This dialogue, truncated and flawed as it was, did produce a useful enhancement pattern that identifies tentative deep leverage points that need to be addressed if systems practitioners are to make a difference in the ways we live in the era of globalization.  That enhancement pattern is below.

Insert Figure 2

This pattern superimposes an influence pattern of proposed activities (options) upon an influence pattern of perceived challenges that will be faced in constructing agoras. [Note: because of time and the academic nature of this co-lab, the number of options and challenges in the influence pattern is abbreviated.]  The challenges are located in the light gray boxes toward the top of this figure.  The action options are located in the dark gray boxes toward the bottom.  The most influential leverage points, the deep drivers, are located on the lower levels of the diagram as indicated by the arrows.  The options on level VI have the greatest leverage in efforts to construct agoras. By considering them individually and collectively, we may begin to see how we can efficiently contribute to building networks of functioning democracies.

Option 4: Identify/reveal dominators/owners: This is a research function that operates in small organizations and global ones. Checkland’s CATWOE requirements incorporate this need and specify the importance of Weltanschauungen in specifying who the owners might be.  Critical Systems stresses the alternative to existing power structures.  It seems that we, as systems practitioners, should tackle the project of identifying owners of organizations according the world views that they incorporate.  We might generate a useful taxonomy that would enable common discourse and cooperative activity.

Option 24: Link to an established entity that has the capacity to initiate Agora construction activity:  The Institute for 21st Century Agoras was set up to meet this need and there are other organizations in the same field, notably the Institute of Cultural Affairs (www.icaworld.org)  with its long history of active facilitation, Bela Banathy’s Agora Project (www.21stcenturyagora.org) and many more.  There are numerous other organizations that might want to band together in common endeavors.  The practitioner circle that developed within the conference might evolve into an effective coordinating institution.

Option 18: Promote a climate of community ownership and partnership in addressing concerns/problems/issues: We all do that in our practices and we might devise ways to coordinate and disseminate our methods.

Option 2: Find the resources to support the process of construction: The resources are financial and personal:  If we were to formulate a strong program as a consortium of methodologies and practitioners, we would have the requisite personnel and would be a strong magnet for the necessary funds.  This is especially true if our programs are practical, measurable, and on the ground.

Option 5: Provide infrastructure (that is, methodology and facilities) to continuously support the construction and sustainability of global Agoras:  Among our various methodologies, some are especially useful in different areas or stages of agora-building: theoretical understanding, inclusion of stakeholders, initiating dialogue, conflict resolution, generating quality observations, identifying leverage points, ongoing support, building coalitions, training practitioners, etc.  By webbing together, we can provide the best of facilitation to our communities and organizations in lively communal atmosphere.

Option 12: Organize planetary networks: There are hundreds of future-looking networks today.  Most of us are active in a number of them and we have electronic links to hundreds of them.  Some of these organizations, such as Leonard Duhl's Healthy Cities movement (www.healthycities.org), are on the ground in hundreds of locations.  We can make ourselves available to these groups to facilitate their efforts and to enlist them into a coherent world force. 


We might consider the agora-building processes that were shared in Crete as a first iteration of a process that we (1) might work to improve and (2) might want to implement.  As to (1), we might follow up by generating a specific triggering question that emotionally engages us as practitioner stakeholders and pursuing it electronically at-a-distance by means of some appropriate methodology, be it WebScope, Syntegrity, Technology of Participation, etc. or some combination that we generate.  As to (2), if we find that we agree on leverage points, we might work out scenarios of cooperation that work on those points.


At this conference a circle of systems practitioners met to examine what we have in common and lay the groundwork for possible future collaboration.  This fledgling group has 35 members from 22 countries.  It exists at present through shared e-mails.  Members of this group are systems thinkers who work on the ground as facilitators and consultants and who desire to make a difference in this world.  They are still looking for a coherent shared agenda, and they welcome like-minded practitioners to join them.  To do so, send an e-mail to ken@globalagoras.org. 

CONTRIBUTIONS IN THIS ISSUE


Most of the authors in this double issue are members of the practitioner group.  All of them address parts of the conference theme.


Emilio Gonzalez-Diaz uses Luhmann’s concepts of paradox and time to unravel the philosophical conundrums posed by the ideas of anti-globalization and conscious evolution.  He provides a needed cautionary understanding that can help us avoid oversimplifying the task we have set ourselves.


Gianfranco Minati examines how elections in Western democracies have been reduced to the selection of political commodities from a predetermined list.  He documents how moneyed interests frame the questions that establish the parameters of  political and economic selection.  In the resulting rigged politics, people who campaign on the basis of reasoned programs are at a distinct disadvantage because they work in the context of dominant metaphors developed and marketed by moneyed interests.


Ken Bausch frames the question of globalization in terms of the global hegemony of the United States.  He observes that hegemony is a far-from-equilibrium condition that can be maintained only by maintaining harmony within the global system.  Old hierarchic, domination practices cannot maintain stability because they overstrain the energies of the dominator.  New web-based models of organization offer a long-term global solution.  The effective way to spread web-based solutions is through effective dialogue.


Richard Bawden describes how academics at Hawkesbury Agricultural College have committed themselves for a quarter of a century to public discourse about the nature and scope of the development of rural Australia.  They have employed systems theories and practices within an experimental pedagogy and an ethos of deliberative democracy.  The results wrought by their persistence, intelligence, and democratic spirit teach us what can be accomplished if we apply ourselves.


Yiannis Laouris describes a ten-year bi-communal effort to build peace in war-torn Cyprus, which is still divided by a no-fire zone between Turkish and Greek Cypriots thirty years after the cease-fire that stopped military hostilities. No traffic is allowed between the Turkish and Greek enclaves.  Starting in 1992, a Bi-communal Steering Committee began to work toward rapprochement between their conflicting societies. They made great initial progress using Interactive Management in separate meetings and an occasional joint meeting in the neutral zone between 1994 and 1997.  Then in December 1997, the Turkish and Greek sectors were sealed to communication, and years of peace-building were in jeopardy.  The peace activists out of necessity devised an electronic peace portal for which they had neither the relevant technology nor the requisite funds.  They were successful and are still at work.


Richard Arias-Hernandez and Ernesto Lleras in separate papers present the philosophy behind Colombia’s Learning Communities and how they are formed.   Arias-Hernandez explains the destructive results for schools of trying to use and interpret information technology in the imported, mainstream paradigm.  He describes how Colombia’s learning communities came to understand technology and develop it in accordance with their needs.  Lleris describes how dialogical learning communities have transformed labor relations that have been marked by patterns of discrimination that oscillate between the extremes of forceful domination and paternalism. These communities have developed self-reliant enterprises and cooperative organizations.


Alexander Laszlo and Kathia Castro Lazslo explore the concept of evolutionary advantage that is emerging as a sustainable and profitable business strategy.  A strategy of Strategic Evolutionary Advantage redefines success, fosters organizational change, and reinforces harmonic relations in marketplace and society.  This strategy is well adapted to the organizational dynamics of our time and provides a model component for a livable and prosperous future.


The first article above, on paradoxes, presents philosophical clarifications and limitations for agora-building activities.  The next two, on buying consensus and hegemony, present systemic weaknesses in present-day politics and economics.  The following four describe long-term dialogic interventions in the fields of agriculture, peace-building, technology, and community development.  The immediately preceding article visualizes a possible and sustainable future that we can strive for.  

We all know that unstructured conversations on complex problems often lead to peripheral sidetracks, interminable debate, and death in a whimper without accomplishing much of substance.  The following articles present an array of methods that enable real and effective dialogue.  They deal with agora-building situations from simple to complex.  

Heiner Benking, Farah Lenser, and Sherryl Stalinski analyze the difficulties faced in trying to dialogue across geographical and cultural boundaries.  They examine two effective and relatively simple methods for bring awareness and consciousness into a group of strangers: Open Space and Magic Roundtables.  These methods work by themselves in situations where mutual understanding is the goal and as icebreakers in situations that demand planning and concerted action.

Stuart Umpleby, Tatiana Medvedeva, and Alisa Oyler explain Technology of Participation, the world’s most widely used participatory decision-making and strategic planning method.  They describe its into training sessions with the faculties of two Russian universities.  They discuss the importance of participatory methods for organizations in Russia and other transitional economies.

Angela Espinosa discusses two outstanding contributions of the late, great Stafford Beer: the Viable Systems Model (VSM) and Team Syntegrity (TS).  VSM provides a metalanguage that enables organizations to evaluate their viability and increase their ability to adapt.  TS increases people’s abilities to interact in mutually strengthening ways.  Together VSM and TS offer a toolbox for building evolutionary learning networks.

Finally, Roxana Cardenas and Carmen Moreno reflect upon their participative planning experiences in cities and communities in Latin America.  They evaluate their success in designing regional development plans based upon the shared vision of their constituent communities.  They describe their use of Interactive Management and the Critical Heuristics of Werner Ulrich.

In addition to the methodologies described in the above articles several other methodologies that enable participative decision-making are represented in the practitioners’ circle that was formed in Crete.  Of special note are the methods used in the work of numerous Open and Critical Systems practitioners; the Moderation approach currently used by Swiss and German international development agencies for guiding group problem solving and decision making processes (described by Surinder Batra); and the planning approached based upon the law of requisite holism that is used in Slovenia described by Matjaz Mulej).  Other approaches and practitioners are invited to join this practitioner. 

Using methods like these, we can generate islands of effective democracy.  On a globe where all of us are enmeshed in systemic and chaotic webs, what we do in Dubuque, affects a lecture in Tehran.  Information about successful change drives rapid evolution. Successful agoras—in neighborhoods, villages, nations—model healthy behavior for the world. They spread the contagion of hope.
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