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The Direction of Baha'i SED

In its message of 20 October 1983 to the Bah&i world, the Universal House of Justice called
for the incorporation of socia and economic development processes into the regular pursuits of
the community of the Greastest Name. During the past ten years, many communities have
responded to this call and a consderable number of projects- mostly in education but dso
severd in hedlth, agriculture and community development- are now being actively pursued. A
few of these projects have achieved the stature of development organi zations with reasonably
complex programmatic structures and significant spheres of influence. Beyond the successes of
this collection of projects and organizations, however, the most vauable outcome of the
devoted efforts of the believersin this field has been the accumulated knowledge on how to
operationalize adigtinctively Bahdi gpproach to socia and economic development. The
October 1983 message set out some of the most noteworthy elements of this approach, among
whicharethe following:

The oneness of mankind, which is a once the operating principle and ultimate god of
Bahau'llah's Revedation, implies the achievement of a dynamic coherence between the
spiritual and practica requirements of life on earth.

The chdlenge of engaging in socid and economic development evokes the
resourcefulness, flexibility and cohesiveness of the many communities composing the
Bahai world.

Thefirg sepsto be taken must necessarily begin in the Bahdi community itsdf, with
the friends endeavoring, through their gpplication of spiritud principles, ther rectitude
of conduct, and the practice of the art of consultation, to uplift themsalves and thus
become sdlf-sufficient and sdf-reliant.

Progressin the development field will depend largely on naturd stirrings at the grass
roots, and should receive its driving force from those sources rather than from an
impogition of plans and programs from the top.



All, irrespective of circumstances or resources, are endowed with the capacity to
respond in some measure to this chalenge, for al can participate in the joint enterprise
of applying more sysematically the principles of the Faith to raising the quality of
humen life

Activitiesin the development field should be viewed as a reinforcement of the teaching
work, as a greaster manifestation of faith in action.

The wholehearted involvement of the friends in these activities will ensure a deeper
consolidation of the community a dl levels.
The key to success is unity in spirit and in action.

The experience gained during the past ten years is now sufficiently broad to alow the Bahdli
community to systematically expand the number and range of its socia and economic
development activities in the years to come. In this respect, anumber of ideas merit careful
consideration.

Degrees of complexity

In generd, socia and economic development projects at the grass roots best begin with a
relatively smple st of actions. The friends should be alowed to gain experience from, and
increase the range of, their activities naturdly, without undue pressure from opinions thet are
often based solely on theoretica considerations. A tutorid school, for example, canin principle
become a center for activities such as hedlth educeation, family counsding and reforestation, but
in mogt cases, it is advisable for it to start smply as aschool focusing al its resources on the
children it proposes to serve. Ingstence on initid smplicity of action at the local level does not,
of course, contradict the inherent complexity of the development processitsdlf. In fact, to raise
locd action to areasonable levd of effectivenessit is necessary to gradudly develop
corresponding structures in the micro-region, the region, and the nation itsalf cgpable of deding
with increasing degrees of theoretical and adminigtrative complexity. Otherwise socid and
economic development runs the danger of being reduced to a set of laudable activities lacking
the coherence and integration which are indispensable for consistent progress.

Capacity buildin

It has often been said that development is not a product to be ddlivered by the "developed” to
the "underdeveloped”. Rather, it is a process the main protagonists of which have to bethe
people themsdves. The greatest concern of Bahai projects has to be the development of the
friends capacity to make decisons about their spiritud and materia progress and then to
implement them. In an ideal project, while concrete action is directed towards visble
improvement of some aspect of life, success is measured by the impact these actions have on
the capacity of the community and itsingitutions to address devel opment issues at increasingly
higher levels of complexity and effectiveness.



In this context, the relationship between development and ddivery of services needsto be
examined. For Bahdlis, of course, serviceisabasic principle of human existence; every act,
every persond or community project, isto be carried out in the spirit of service. It isimpossible
to imagine aBahdi socia and economic development project that does not operate on the
principle of service. Nonethdless, the delivery of services should not be viewed as the main
purpose of Bahai development undertakings. Approaches to development centered on the
donation of goods and services, so characterigtic of traditiond religious charity and the
programs of the welfare state, are known to have debilitating effects and often lead to parayss.
In the villages of the world, the Bahdi community should become the spearhead of spiritud,
socid and economic transformation. A village does not develop merely because it receives
ample sarvicesin primary health and sanitation, in primary education or in agricultura extenson
structured around credit and technologica packages.

Learning

Centrd to the capacity of a Bahdi community to lead a process of transformetion is the ability
of its members and indtitutions to apply the Revelation of Baha u'llah to various aspects of life
and thereby establish congistent patterns of change. In fact, learning to gpply the Teachingsto
achieve progress could be taken as the very definition of Bahdi socid and economic
development. Such learning has to occur localy, regiondly, nationdly and internationdly and
become the axis around which our development efforts are organized at dl levels.

Learning in thissenseis not limited to study and evauation. It comes about in combination with
action. The believers must regularly engage in consultation, action, reflection- dl in the light of
the guidance inherent in the Teachings of the Faith. Such alearning process can occur in avery
smple manner & the village and locd leve, but with greater sophidtication by nationd agencies
and inditutions. At the internationd leve, it calsfor a higher degree of conceptudization, one
that takes account of the broader processes of globa transformation as described in the
Writings and servesto adjust the overdl direction of development activitiesin each country
accordingly.

Development of human resources

Learning and the building of capecity are closdy linked to the development of human resources.
That development ideas and projects are not imposed from above, and that indtitutions are to
respond to aspirations and initiatives at the grass roots, are established characterigtics of Bahai
development. However, the vigilant application of these principles does not imply that no
initiative can be taken from the top. Proven and well-concelved programs and approachesto
development can be promoted nationaly or internationdly, primarily through training. Training
methods would, of course, have to foster participation and be carried out with a humble attitude
towards learning. Otherwise, training tends to produce a cadre of individuas who are davesto
agiven way of doing things.



Moreover, the need for development of human resources is not limited to the direct participants
in the actua projects. Thousands of Bahai youth in colleges and universties throughout the
world, as well as an increasing number of professonasworking in fields related to socia and
economic development, should be encouraged to participate in a worldwide learning process
designed to grow in size and range. Indeed, Bahai development projects may be seen as sites
where training is provided for an increasing number of individuas from both materidly poor and
wesdlthy nations and from various sectors of society.

Influencing society

Irrespective of whether or not an individua who has benefited from a period of collaboration
with a development project finally becomes directly involved in such projects, the ability to
apply the Teachings of Bah& U'l18h to the affairs of society- learned in action condtitutes a
vauable asst for his or her future efforts to serve and influence society. Development projects
in themsalves offer great opportunities to the friends to become involved in the life of society in
ways that far transcend efforts to improve the lot of afew people. Openness to collaboration
with people of capacity and leaders of thought concerned with issues of progress, and
willingness and &hility to invite them to participate in goplying the Teachings to Specific
problems, have to be cregted at dl leves, if we areto fully exploit this dimension of our
development endeavors.

Integration

Certain lessons that have been learned in the larger society need to be incorporated into Bah&i
thinking about socid and economic development. Paramount among these is the inescgpable
need for integration. Experience has shown that fragmented activities in various fidds such as
hedlth, education, agriculture, or industria development do not lead to sustainable devel opment.
The knowledge that should be brought to bear on development problems of the communities of
the world does nat fit in asingle discipline. Effective deve opment unequivocdly cdls for
coordinated interdisciplinary and multi-sectoria action.

Theideaof integral development may seem to contradict the principle enunciated above that
grass roots action must begin smply and in away that can be managed by the community itsdlf.
However, this gpparent contradiction disgppearsif locad action is seen asameans for building
capacity. In this case it does not matter with which activity the development of acommunity
actudly begins, complexity will arise naturdly in an organic way. What isto be avoided isthe
artificia fragmentation created by separate programs set in motion in agiven population by
professonas in pecific disciplines, each ignoring the knowledge and experience of other
groups, each competing for resources and for the constant attention of the people they are to
serve.

For Bahdli programs integration poses an additiona chalenge. Within the Bahai framework,
materid progress cannot be separated from spiritual development. Socid and economic
development endeavors have to be carried out in the more general context of the expansion and



consolidation of the Faith. When this does not occur, when the various inditutions that serve the
local community are not well aware of each others efforts and do not consult on the nature and
the range of their activities, development projects become difficult to manage. Divorced from
the basic processes of the expansion and consolidation of the Faith, Bahai socia and economic
development cannot prosper and is prone to falure.

In our zed to pursue socia and economic development in the context of expansion and
consolidation we should avoid a pitfal that leads to the dissipation of energy and confusion:
impressed by the interconnectedness of al the factors that lead to community development, one
may be tempted to define socid and economic development as a synonym for the development
of the Bahdi community. According to such a definition, al efforts to develop the community,
including the establishment of the Nineteen Day Feedt, the holding of classesfor the spiritua
education of children, and the strengthening of Loca and Nationd Assemblies and their
agencies, would have to be regarded as socid and economic development projects. Such a
broad definition overlooks the fact that the growth of the Bahdi community is the result of a
number of interacting processes, each directed by various ingtitutions of the Adminidtrative
Order and their agenciesin collaboration with one another. Socia and economic development is
only one component and must play a particular role in the growth process.

The Office of Social And Economic Development

The observations made in the previous section suggest the gradua establishment in each nationa
community of channels through which ingtitutions, agencies and organizations can serve the
needs of the friends in their efforts to goply the Reveation of Bahdu'lléh to achieve materid
progress for themselves and their people. What flows through these channelsis primarily
learning, athough the extending of financid support and the offering of guidance to solve
problemsthat arise naturally through community action are dso important.

The Office of Socid and Economic Development (OSED) in Haifa assgts the Universal House
of Justice in the promotion and coordination of Bahdi socia and economic development
worldwide. The primary purpose of OSED isto facilitate learning about development by
fogtering and supporting action, reflection on action, study, consultation, the gathering and
systematization of experience, conceptudization, and training- dl carried out in the light of the
Teachings of the Faith. Ensuring that materid resources become increasingly available to Bahdi
development efforts, coordinating the internationd flow of such resources and administering
some of the funds intended for projects are dso important functions of OSED.

Individuals and ingtitutions frequently seek advice from OSED on how to design, implement and
promote socid and economic development projects. Based on the knowledge generated
through the analysis of substantive reports and the documentation of systematic advancesin the
Bahai experience of development, OSED is able to offer these individuals and inditutions
guidance and share with them the results of the learning occurring in the Bah&i community.

As projects grow in size and complexity, whether they are under the direct aegis of Nationd
Spiritua Assemblies or administered by Bahai-ingpired organizations enjoying the guidance and



support of the inditutions of the Faith, OSED's relationship with them often becomes more
involved and demanding. In order to interact effectively with mgor Bahai programs and
organizations, OSED invites individuas, experienced in the fied of development, to collaborate
with it, each in promoting the progress of one particular organization. In hisor her roleasa
collaborator, such an individua assumes a number of responsbilities on behdf of OSED. Chief
among these is to help the organization establish aclear vison of itsdf, itsrole and its purpose, a
visgon which will be periodicaly reexamined, modified and restated in kegping with the progress
of the Faith in the region. According to this evolving vison, well-defined strategies are to be
devised and regularly adjusted. On the basis of these Strategies, projects are created dong
diverse lines of action and appropriate proposals are developed and properly presented to
various agencies, both within and outside the country, for financing or other assstance. The
designated collaborator dso assstsin developing aflexible organizationa structure, one free of
contradictions, with clear channels for decision-making, appropriate instruments for
implementation, and adequate methods for evaluation. All of these tasks are, of course, to be
carried out under the guidance of the Nationd Spiritual Assembly and in consultation with the
Counsdllors, whose vitd rolesin this respect have been set forth in the 20 October 1983
message from the Universal House of Justice.

It is hoped that by facilitating direct contact among its collaborators, OSED will be gble to
develop an informal network through which experiences can be shared and learning can occur in
anaturd way. The existence of such anetwork of individuas, anumber of whom will have their
own contacts with funding sources, will sgnificantly broaden the basis for the interaction of the
Bahdi community with donor agencies. These individuds will dso hdp put universty students
and professonds interested in socid and economic development in contact with Bahdi
programs so that, over time, an increasing number of these programs and organizations offer
training through internships of various durations.

In addition to offering collaborative support to magor programs and organizations, it is expected
that OSED will itsdf promote, on an internationd scale, certain gpproaches and methodologies
to development that have proven to be effective. For example, during the past few years a
highly effective gpproach to literacy has emerged. A worldwide campaignisenvisoned in
which, in country after country, a group of sdlected individuds are familiarized with the
underlying concepts of the approach and are asked to adapt its methods and prepare materias
for usein their own country. Subsequently, these same individuas can train othersto act as
facilitators of literacy classes, so that classes can be established in hundreds of localities
throughout the country. Likewise, in primary hedlth care, excellent experience has been gained
in recent years. This experience can now be andyzed, the gppropriate methods and materids
can be defined, and again, in country after country, the training of health workers can be
vigoroudy pursued.

Major Areas of Action

The mgor areas of action OSED isto pursue in the coming years include education, literacy,
primary hedlth care, and sustainable rurd development. As mentioned above, literacy and



primary hedth care are to be addressed by focusing on regiond training campaigns. Asfor
integra rurd development, thisisafied in which sysematic Bahdi experience is scarce.
However, thereis agreat ded of vauable experience outsde the Faith, and with the help of
certain Bahdi individuas who are known and accepted in the fidld, it is possible to gather the
necessary knowledge, andyze it and make a beginning in this essential area of development.
What is called for is not acomplex development scheme but a path of action of increasing
complexity that can lead to the establishment of programs of integrd, sustainable development at
the level of the micro-region.

There can be no doubt that education will continue to be the greatest concern of Bahai socia
and economic development endeavors throughout the world in the foreseegble future. Three
interrelated areas- Bahdi schools, specid programs for junior youth and mora education merit
Specid attention.

Experience has shown that there are at least three chdlenges Bahdi schools must face in various
dtages of their development. The first has to do with the functioning of the school- the
organization of its physical space, the sdection of an acceptable program, and the erection of a
working academic and adminigirative structure. This has proven to be a formidable task for
most schools and has required an inordinate amount of time and energy. With the experience
gained over the past decade, however, it is now possible to develop a set of guidelinesto help
Bahai schools, whether privately owned or belonging to the ingtitutions, to meet this chalenge
with greater ease.

A second chdlengeis rdated to the process by which the Bah&i character of the school
becomes manifest. Thisis usualy addressed in terms of the atmosphere of the school,
relationships among people and extra-curricular activities. An hour or two of courses, vaguely
described as mord education, are also offered at this stage. It is interesting to note that even
with smdl changes in afew components of the educationa process, Bahai schools become
known for their standards of excellence and enjoy considerable esteem in the communities
within which they operate.

A third chalenge, scarcely addressed until now, concerns the development of Bahdi-inspired
curricula. The approach to such a development has to be uniquely suited to the conditions and
opportunities of the worldwide Bahdi community. It is unreasonable to expect that Bahai
education will be invented by a group of individualsimmersed in academia, no matter how
profound their knowledge of the Faith and of education. The gradua development of contents
and methods of Bahai education will most probably occur as the result of the diverse activities
of an increesng number of educators working in varied cultural and ecological settings
throughout the world. Systemetic research and high quality academic study are cdled for, not as
isolated activities, but as components, dbet important ones, of a process in which the desgn of
curriculais closaly connected with educationd practice and systematization of educationa
experience. Therole of OSED in fostering such a processis crucid. Any effort to ignoreit by
introducing, for example, the concept of a universal core curriculum at too early a stage would
be counterproductive.



Significant as Bahdi schools are, to concentrate al our energies on their development does not
condtitute a sound strategy. As the educationa systems of the world collapse, the demands of
educationa establishments- beginning with villages, towns, and municipdities and soon reaching
entire countries- for new content and for teacher training will rise dramaticaly. With the same
effort that is spent to build and maintain one Bahdi school, hundreds of teachers belonging to
officia systems can be trained how to include in their daily activities severa educationd eements
inspired by the Faith. In two areas- namely, mora education and the preparation of youth and
junior youth for future life- the opportunities for Bahdi influence are dmost unlimited.



