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Introduction

I am grateful for the opportunity to say a word about conflict at this Regional Association of Bahá’í Studies conference and I want to thank the organizers for extending to me an invitation.
  I understand that this will be a working conference and so the question that I have chosen to explore in service to our consultation is the question: Does Conflict Have a Future?  

Another way to ask the question that I have in mind when I ask whether conflict has a future is to ask whether conflict is a metaphysical necessity of reality; that is, whether there is something about the nature or structure of reality that necessitates conflict and that makes it, essentially, unavoidable.  I wish to share with you a Bahá’í-inspired perspective on this question and I hope that these ideas will serve as catalysts for your reflection.  

I should note from the outset that a Bahá’í-inspired perspective is necessarily a theo-centered perspective; that is, it is a perspective grounded in the belief that God exists and that the history of both the individual and of civilization is essentially the record of our discourse with God over the vast reaches of time.  Within this discourse conflict, of various types, has been a recurring phenomenon.  Sometimes this conflict has manifested itself in the psychological realm, sometimes in the interpersonal realm, sometimes in the socio-cultural realm, and sometimes in the relations among nations.  But the point is that as soon as we posit the existence of God, we are faced with a series of conflicts and dilemmas that philosophers and regular folk all over the world have been struggling with for a long time.  These conflicts and dilemmas are, essentially, moral in nature, and so here today I want to limit my discussion of conflict to its moral parameters. 

Conflict and the Structure of Reality

Since we are taking a broad theo-centered perspective on conflict we should clarify from the outset that there are widely held theological perspectives that are at variance with Bahá’í metaphysics.  These systems suggest that there are actually two fundamental forces that are operative in the world: the forces of evil and the forces of good.  The forces of evil and the forces of good are said to be in a battle, and the arena of this battle is said to be human history.  History, from this perspective, is a narrative account of the doings —of the failures and of the successes —of these two fundamental forces.  All conflict, from this view, is essentially the result of the friction produced inside the individual, the family, the community, or between nation-states when these two forces collide.

To say that there are two qualitatively different forces in the world is to say that conflict is at the very heart of the structure of reality.  It is to say that reality is simultaneously good and evil and that anyone who participates in reality will have to come to grips with this fundamental truth.  From this view, God and His servants are generally said to be the progenitors of good, while Satan and his agents are said to be the progenitors of evil.  This basic motif is manifested in many of the world’s sacred and philosophical systems and is embodied in the problem of theodicy.  The problem of theodicy states that if there is a God, He cannot be both omnipotent and good.  For inasmuch as there is much evil in the world, if God is indeed all-powerful, God is responsible for this evil —since He could prevent it if He chose to.  

The distinguished Bahá’í scholar, Professor William S. Hatcher, recently commented on this problem when he wrote: “The problem of evil is a real one, for the choice which seems to be imposed by the above argument is hard indeed.  If God really is not all-powerful but is good, then what is the limit of his power?  Precisely, evil and his inability to conquer it.   Certainly a good God must wish to overcome evil, and since he evidently has not, it follows that it is because he has not been able to do so.  Thus, evil and its force would seem to be more powerful than such a God, and he ceases to be any sort of God at all.  He is, at best, a sort of ally with us (or some of us) in the struggle against evil.”

One way to resolve this problem is to say that if God is indeed all-good and all powerful and that there is yet evil in the world, then this evil must actually be good in disguise.  That is to say, what appears to be evil is actually another manifestation of good. Another way to resolve this problem is to say that while evil does exist, its existence is due to a force other than God.  And as has been noted, the origins of this additional force is said to be Satan or the devil.  There are many, many problems with these kinds of arguments and neither my time nor my training will permit a careful elucidation of them.  Suffice it to say that from a Bahá’í perspective there is no evil force at the foundation of the world. Evil becomes manifest in the world when otherwise good powers and qualities that have been placed at the disposal of human beings are used in ways unbefitting.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá has explained that “certain qualities and natures innate in some men and apparently blameworthy are not so in reality.”  He continued:

For example, from the beginning of his life you can see in a nursing child the signs of greed, of anger and of temper. Then, it may be said, good and evil are innate in the reality of man, and this is contrary to the pure goodness of nature and creation. The answer to this is that greed, which is to ask for something more, is a praiseworthy quality provided that it is used suitably. So if a man is greedy to acquire science and knowledge, or to become compassionate, generous and just, it is most praiseworthy. If he exercises his anger and wrath against the bloodthirsty tyrants who are like ferocious beasts, it is very praiseworthy; but if he does not use these qualities in a right way, they are blameworthy. 

Then it is evident that in creation and nature evil does not exist at all; but when the natural qualities of man are used in an unlawful way, they are blameworthy. So if a rich and generous person gives a sum of money to a poor man for his own necessities, and if the poor man spends that sum of money on unlawful things, that will be blameworthy. It is the same with all the natural qualities of man, which constitute the capital of life; if they be used and displayed in an unlawful way, they become blameworthy. Therefore, it is clear that creation is purely good (‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, p. 216).

And so from a Bahá’í point-of-view, the conflict that exists in the world is not due to a fundamental force that exists in opposition to the force of good.  It is due to something else.  I think to put it simply we could say that much of the conflict that is experienced in the world arises out of the moral challenges that are associated with human life.  I would suggest that when we confront these moral challenges in a morally authentic way the conflict that we experience turns out to be a source of good; and when we confront these challenges in a morally inauthentic way the challenges that we experience create more conflict.  In other words, challenges, by their very nature create a sense of conflict.  But challenges also fuel development.  And so I want to talk about the relationship between moral challenge, conflict, and spiritual growth. Inasmuch as the natural world is the theatre in which human spiritual growth begins, conflict will ever be a part of the human experience.  In this sense, conflict does indeed have a future. Let us explore the pedagogical value of conflict.

Intra-psychic Conflict and Moral Development

There is a wonderful story that is told by Reverend C.L. Franklin, the late father of Aretha Franklin.  The story is about the way that eagles teach their eaglet offspring how to fly.  

According to Franklin, when eagles have eaglets they build their nests very high overlooking deep valleys.  They also build into their nests briars and other sharp materials that are at first at the bottom of the nest.  Once the eaglets hatch and begin to grow their mothers begin to stir the nest so that the briars that were once at the bottom begin to move toward the surface.  In this way is the nest into which the eaglets were born gradually transformed into a very uncomfortable place to be.  The discomfort is made worse because as the eaglets grow and get heavier the briars and thorns begin to dig into them and they must begin a search for where to go.  Since the nests are built up high, and since eaglets do not appear to know at birth that they are capable of flight, as they look over the side of the nest into the valley below, they become afraid because the only way to go appears to be down.  After much hesitation the eaglets throw themselves out of the nest into the deep valley below, and in an effort to save them selves they naturally begin to flap their wings.  In this way they learn that they are capable of flight. 

Reverend Franklin describes this process in a wonderful sermon called “As the Eagle Stirs Her Nest.”  His point is that without conflict and discomfort the eaglets would never be in a position to discover the wonderful capacity for flight that is the gift of the Creator.  From a Bahá’í perspective, this story embodies a very essential principle of reality, and that is that difficulties, hardships and troubles are one of the essential processes fueling the development of beings.  In this way is conflict seen as integral to the pedagogical function that the universe was designed to serve.

Evolutionary theory has shown that for most living organisms, development is fueled by exposure to threats and challenges. Consider another example from the plant kingdom. A few years ago scientists developed a self-contained ecosystem that they named Biosphere II.  All was well in Biosphere II except for one problem that puzzled the scientists for quite a while. The problem was that the trees in Biosphere II, though growing tall, could not stand upright. After numerous studies, one of the researchers was struck by the realization that in this totally enclosed ecosystem, there was no wind. Since saplings acquire the strength to stand by resisting the wind, the lack of exposure to wind during their early development rendered these saplings incapable of fully functioning as adult trees. 

In a similar way, human beings acquire emotional and psychological strengths by encountering psychosocial and emotional challenges in childhood and youth. When these challenges occur in situations of love and justice, and when we confront these challenges with the help of competent models, we acquire psychological robustness and emotional competence. These strengths are needed to face the more difficult challenges that attend the responsibilities of adulthood. When we confront adult challenges without these skills, our responses are often childish, maladaptive, and ineffective. Rather than benefiting from the conflicts that are generated by challenge, we respond in ways that only intensify these conflicts.  Since we are social organisms, the internal conflict that we feel naturally finds expression in the ways that we relate to others.  In this sense, conflict may become for us a mode of functioning that has little positive value and that makes little sense either to us or to others.  Under such circumstances it is easy to begin to feel that there is something fundamentally wrong with the world and that the world is a place of senseless pain, meaningless hardship and un-abating conflict. 


There is another source of conflict that has its roots in the moral struggle to become what we are capable of becoming.  Consider the following dream:

Last night I dreamed of a blood-sucking creature — part bug, part animal — which crawled along the floor, as does a cockroach or a lizard. I knew intuitively that it was dangerous, and that if left alive, would suck the blood from its victim, leaving it lifeless and without spirit.  I was its intended victim and knew that only I could slay it.  Although it moved rapidly, I was able to step on it with my foot, smashing part of it into the floor and releasing from it a white, foamy substance that belied its dangerous nature.  But when I smashed a part of it, it had the ability to turn its head upon itself, and biting itself, to restore its body to health.  Thereupon, it would continue its struggle to drink of the blood of my life.  Several times I did slay it; and several times it brought itself back to life.  But I persisted and I smashed it again and again.  When I had smashed it several times, I smashed it yet again, and beheld that in an instant, it had become a brown slipper — a comfortable shoe that I could wear. Inside the shoe there was again the white, foamy substance, but it had become a warm, soft cushion. 
This dream, uncommon perhaps in the details but recognizable in form, symbolizes the archetypal struggle that everyone engages in to some degree with the lower self. The effort to master the lower self and to bring it under the stewardship of what the ancients referred to as the higher self is a recognizable motif in every culture across time. Islam commands this struggle when it prescribes jihad or holy war; and while jihad is frequently invoked to justify acts of terrorism and violence, the jihad spoken of in the Qu’ran may also be understood as a call to the holy war to conquer one's self. One who engages in jihad seeks to achieve a state of inner purity and self-mastery. Commenting on this fact, the Islamic Sufi mystic Bawa Muhaiyaddeen observed: “For man to raise his sword against man, for man to kill man, is not holy war. True holy war is to cut away the enemies of truth within our own hearts. We must cast out all that is evil within us, all that opposes God. This is the war we must fight.”  Buddhism, the Bahá’í Faith, Christianity, Hinduism, Judaism, the Zoroastrian faith, and the moralists of the humanistic school all address this struggle, as it is a universal one without which civilization is impossible.  In the world’s mystic, philosophical, and religious literatures, stories and parables abound about the conflict, tests and difficulties that are related to self-purification and self-mastery.

In the Republic, for example, Plato is engaged in discourse with those who do not understand the necessity of this struggle and who therefore say that the best in life is to do injustice without penalty, while the worst is to suffer injustice without being able to take revenge.  Inasmuch as the state would be poorly run if people committed injustice without fear of punishment, Plato’s detractors affirm that the whole purpose of law is to prevent injustice by providing threats and punishments to those who would otherwise be unconstrained in pursuing their passions.  To illustrate the force of their popular, albeit misguided, argument, Plato draws upon the mythic story about the power that the ancestor of Gyges of Lydia possessed:
The story goes that he was a shepherd in the service of the ruler of Lydia.  There was a violent thunderstorm, and an earthquake broke open the ground and created a chasm at the place where he was tending his sheep.  Seeing this, he was filled with amazement and went down into it.  And there, in addition to many other wonders he saw a hollow bronze horse.  There were windowlike openings in it, and, peeping in, he saw a corpse, which seemed to be of more than human size, wearing nothing but a gold ring on its finger.  He took the ring and came out of the chasm. He wore the ring at the usual monthly meeting that reported to the king on the state of the flocks.  And as he was sitting among the others, he happened to turn the setting of the ring towards himself to the inside of his hand.  When he did this, he became invisible to those sitting near him, and they went on talking as if he had gone.  He wondered at this, and, fingering the ring, he turned the setting outwards again and became visible.  So he experimented with the ring to test whether it indeed had this power – and it did.  If he turned the setting inward, he became invisible; if he turned it outward, he became visible again.  When he realized this, he at once arranged to become one of the messengers sent to report to the king.  And when he arrived there, he seduced the king’s wife, attacked the king with her help, killed him, and took over the kingdom.


Let’s suppose, then, that there were two such rings, one worn by a just and the other by an unjust person.  Now, no one, it seems, would be so incorruptible that he would stay on the path of justice or stay away from other people’s property, when he could take whatever he wanted from the marketplace with impunity, go into people’s houses and have sex with anyone he wished, kill or release from prison anyone he wished, and do all the other things that would make him a god among humans.  Rather his actions would be in no way different from those of an unjust person, and both would follow the same path.  This, some would say, is a great proof that one is never just willingly but only when compelled to be. No one believes justice to be good when kept private, since, wherever either person thinks he can do injustice with impunity, he does it.

In defense of his “virtue is its own reward” perspective, Plato devotes the Republic to demonstrating that the virtuous life is one in which the elements of the soul are properly coordinated; that such a life is healthy and is characterized by wisdom, courage, moderation and justice; and that a life adorned by such virtues is one in which true happiness can be achieved. Only when this fundamental principle of human life is understood, affirmed Plato, will the inner psychological order of the individual and the outer social order of the state attain felicity.


Plato advances this thesis by invoking two metaphorical devices. The one that we will examine here is of a single being, a “multicolored beast” that is an amalgam of different animals, some of which are gentle and some, savage. These animals represent the various aspects of the human personality but are joined together such that anyone who sees only the outer covering and not what is inside will think that it is a single creature, a human being.  Plato is in discourse with his student, Glaucon:

Then, if someone maintains that injustice profits this being and that doing just things brings no advantage, let’s tell him that he is simply saying that it is beneficial for him, first to feed the multiform beast well and make it strong; and second, to starve and weaken the human being within, so that he is dragged along wherever either leads; and third, to leave the parts to bite and kill one another rather than accustoming them to each other and making them friendly.


Yes, that’s absolutely what someone who praises injustice is saying.

But, on the other hand, wouldn’t someone who maintains that just things are profitable be saying, first, that all our words and deeds should insure that the human being within this human being has the most control; second, that he should take care of the many-headed beast as a farmer does his animals, feeding and domesticating the gentle heads and preventing the savage ones from growing; and third, that he should make the lion’s nature his ally, care for the community, and bring them up in such a way that they will be friends with each other and with himself?…In light of this argument, can it profit anyone to acquire gold unjustly if, by doing so, he enslaves the best part of himself to the most vicious?  If he got the gold by enslaving his son or daughter to savage and evil men, it wouldn’t profit him, no matter how much gold he got.  How, then, could he fail to be wretched if he pitilessly enslaves the most divine part of himself to the most godless and polluted one and accepts golden gifts in return for a more terrible destruction than Eriphyle’s when she took the necklace in return for her husband’s soul?

Plato’s purpose is to show that human nature is an amalgam of qualities and that when an individual cannot regulate his own passions and must be regulated wholly by a force outside of the self (such as the force of law and threat of punishment), the noble and rational part of the self becomes enslaved, atrophied, and incapable.  Furthermore, inasmuch as health, in any system, requires the proper balance and regulation of constituent forces, and health is a precondition of human happiness, such enslavement, while perhaps allowing for the uninhibited pursuit of pleasures, precludes the possibility of achieving a sense of inner peace and well-being.  To the contrary, a life pulled in different directions by the force of desire is one that leads to various forms of torment, regret, shame, degradation and a dulling of the human sensibilities. 


Echoing Plato’s observation more than three thousand years later ‘Abdu’l-Bahá wrote that one of the most essential attributes of a truly learned individual was that he “opposes his passions.”  In the Secret of Divine Civilization, a document written with an eye toward rehabilitating the civil forces of society, he says that to oppose one’s passions “is the very foundation of every laudable human quality… the impregnable basis of all the spiritual attributes of human beings….the balance wheel of all behavior, the means of keeping all man's good qualities in equilibrium.”  He continues: 

For desire is a flame that has reduced to ashes uncounted lifetime harvests of the learned, a devouring fire that even the vast sea of their accumulated knowledge could never quench.  How often has it happened that an individual who was graced with every attribute of humanity and wore the jewel of true understanding, nevertheless followed after his passions until his excellent qualities passed beyond moderation and he was forced into excess.  His pure intentions changed to evil ones, his attributes were no longer put to uses worthy of them, and the power of his desires turned him…into ways that were dangerous and dark…The primary purpose, the basic objective, in laying down powerful laws and setting up great principles and institutions dealing with every aspect of civilization, is human happiness; and human happiness consists only in drawing closer to the Threshold of Almighty God, and in securing the peace and well-being of every individual member, high and low alike, of the human race; and the supreme agencies for accomplishing these two objectives are the excellent qualities with which humanity has been endowed.

In the Mathnaví of Rumi the story is told of four evil birds that, once put to death, are transformed into four birds of goodness.  The allegory refers to the human quest to subdue our evil passions and qualities and to replace them with qualities that reflect the good.  This effort is one beset with hardships, trials and sometimes setbacks that may generate in the heart a surging sea of conflict. Indeed, so great is the struggle with the lower self that the Bahá’í writings suggest that it is impossible for human beings to be victorious in it without the assistance of God. And thus there are many Bahá’í prayers that are written to attract the heart and mind away from the self and towards God.  Here is one my favorites from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá:


O My Glorious Lord!


Help me to refrain from every irregular inclination; 


To subdue every rebellious passion;


To purify the motives of my conduct;


To conform to that meekness which no provocation can ruffle;


To that patience which no affliction can overwhelm;


To that integrity which no self-interest can shake,


that I may be qualified to serve Thee and to teach Thy holy word.
Inter-group Conflict and the Problem of Materialism


Before closing I wish to say something about those moral conflicts that arise out of competition for what are perceived to be limited resources.  These conflicts have been much written about by the central figures of the Bahá’í Faith and are described as offshoots of the problem of materialism.  As Shoghi Effendi, the appointed head of the Bahá’í Faith between 1921 and 1957 has affirmed, the future of humankind depends primarily on our success in overcoming the problems associated with “crass materialism, which lays excessive and ever-increasing emphasis on material well-being, forgetful of those things of the spirit on which alone a sure and stable foundation can be laid for human society.”  

Concerning the problem of materialism, Shoghi Effendi went further to observe that “the steady and alarming deterioration in the standard of morality in America” is related to this evil, and that it is “pervading all departments of life.”  He continued: “It is this same cancerous materialism…which Bahá’u’lláh in unequivocal and emphatic language denounced in His Writings, comparing it to a devouring flame and regarding it as the chief factor in precipitating the dire ordeals and world-shaking crises that must necessarily involve the burning of cities and the spread of terror and consternation in the hearts” of the peoples of the earth.  In his analysis of the pernicious impact of the eclipse of religion and the ascendancy of both crass and philosophical materialism, Shoghi Effendi tendered the following remarkable observation:

This vital force is dying out, this mighty agency has been scorned, this radiant light obscured, this impregnable stronghold abandoned, this beauteous robe discarded. God Himself has indeed been dethroned from the hearts of men, and an idolatrous world passionately and clamorously hails and worships the false gods which its own idle fancies have fatuously created, and its misguided hands so impiously exalted. The chief idols in the desecrated temple of mankind are none other than the triple gods of Nationalism, Racialism and Communism, at whose altars governments and peoples, whether democratic or totalitarian, at peace or at war, of the East or of the West, Christian or Islamic, are, in various forms and in different degrees, now worshiping. Their high priests are the politicians and the worldly-wise, the so-called sages of the age; their sacrifice, the flesh and blood of the slaughtered multitudes; their incantations outworn shibboleths and insidious and irreverent formulas; their incense, the smoke of anguish that ascends from the lacerated hearts of the bereaved, the maimed, and the homeless. 

The theories and policies, so unsound, so pernicious, which deify the state and exalt the nation above mankind, which seek to subordinate the sister races of the world to one single race, which discriminate between the black and the white, and which tolerate the dominance of one privileged class over all others - these are the dark, the false, and crooked doctrines for which any man or people who believes in them, or acts upon them, must, sooner or later, incur the wrath and chastisement of God.

In an illuminating series of studies conducted in June of 1954, Muzafer Sherif and his colleagues found that conflict over material resources is a primary source of inter-group hostility, prejudice and violence.
  Sherif and his research team discovered this when they took two groups of 11 year-old boys to a summer camp called Robber's Cave located in the San Bois mountains near Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.  The Robber's Cave State Park provided a 200 acre site with fishing, swimming, canoeing, hiking and other camp games and sports for the unsuspecting participants in Sherif's experiment.  


All those who went to Robbers Cave that summer were white, middle-class males with no record of psychological, school or behavioral problems.  They became involved in the experiment when their parents secretly agreed to let them participate in a field study of intergroup conflict.  None of the boys knew that the camp counselors and directors were all social psychologists; and because Sherif had sent each group to camp on a separate bus, for one week, neither group was aware of the other's presence.  


In the first week at Robbers Cave, each group gave itself a name.  One group called itself the "Eagles" and the other -- the "Rattlers".  For a week the Eagles and the Rattlers took part in separate activities designed to promote group cohesion.  Each group developed its own norms and leaders and each developed its own flag.   After the Eagles and Rattlers had established close bonds among themselves, conditions were arranged so that they would "discover" one another.   


When the Eagles first saw the Rattlers using what they regarded as "their" ball field and "their" hiking trail it sparked demands for a competition.  As had been planned, the staff arranged a four-day tournament including basketball, tug-of-war, a treasure hunt, and other events.  The experimenters promised the winners a trophy, badges, and multi-bladed pocketknives.  Both groups worked hard in practice, cheered on their teammates, and booed and insulted the competition.  Hostilities escalated as the tournament progressed, culminating in a flag burning when the Eagles lost the tug-of-war.


The Eagles ultimately won the tournament and collected the trophy and pocketknives.  But while they were celebrating their victory, the Rattlers raided their cabins and stole their prizes.  The rivalry quickly escalated into a full-blown war.  Name calling, fist fights, cabin raids and food wars occurred around the clock.  The experiment had successfully transformed twenty-two normal boys into two gangs of violent troublemakers -- full of hostilities, prejudices and resentments.


Sherif and his colleagues had set up this experiment to understand how intergroup conflict and hostilities develop and how they can be resolved.  Conflict, Sherif found, arises out of a perceived incompatibility of goals: "what one party desires, the other party sees as harmful to its interests."  The primary source of conflict is competition.  In the conflict between the Eagles and the Rattlers, each group sought to defend its swimming and playing territory; each stole the other's most valued possessions, and each engaged in athletic competition with the knowledge that only the winners would received new pocketknives.  The resulting escalation in hostilities thus arose out of competition for limited material resources.  

  
The Robber's Cave experiment shows how easy it is for group competition to escalate into hostility, prejudices and violence.  In situations of conflict, groups demand loyalty, solidarity and adherence to group norms.  Group members "close ranks" and present a united front.  Interaction or empathy with the out-group is condemned; thereby widening the gap between the groups and making further conflict nearly inevitable.  Group leaders take advantage of the unifying effect of conflict to consolidate and strengthen their personal power.  This is what Sherif and his colleagues found in the Robbers Cave experiment.  Historical evidence suggests that the same conditions tend to develop among competing groups in the wider society.  

Having accomplished their first goal, Sherif set out to discover how these two antagonistic groups might be brought together.  Their first approach to establishing intergroup harmony was based on the assumption that pleasant contacts between members of conflicting groups would reduce friction between them.  Thus the Eagles and the Rattlers were brought together for social events: going to movies, eating in the same dining room, intergroup parties, and so forth.  Far from reducing conflict, each time they were brought together the conflicts between them only multiplied.  The Eagles and Rattlers simply used these situations as opportunities to further berate and attack one another.   In the dining hall line they shoved each other aside; they threw food and paper at each others' tables; an Eagle touched by a Rattler was warned by his fellow Eagles to brush "the dirt" from his clothes.  Thus under pleasant conditions, the rift between the two groups grew wider and deeper.


Then Sherif and his research team hit upon an interesting idea.  They returned to the assumption that just as competition creates conflict and friction, working in a common endeavor should promote harmony.  So they decided to create problems that would adversely affect both groups and which could not be solved until the Eagles and Rattlers worked together.  To test this hypothesis, Sherif created a series of urgent, natural challenges, which required cooperative action on the part of both groups of boys.  


The first problem they created was a breakdown in the water supply.  Water had been delivered to Robbers Cave through pipes connected to a tank about a mile away.  The experimenters arranged to interrupt it and called the rival groups together to inform them of the crisis.  Both groups immediately volunteered to search for the water line trouble and worked together harmoniously until the camp's water supply had been fully restored.


Another problem emerged when the boys requested a movie.  When they were told that the camp could not afford to rent one, the two groups got together, figured out how much each group would need to contribute, chose the film by a vote, and then enjoyed watching it together.


On another day, the two groups went on a hike to a lake some distance from the camp.  A large truck, they were told, had been sent for the food.  But at just the time when everyone was getting quite hungry, they were informed that the truck (which the experimenters had disabled)  would not start.  After a brief consultation, the boys decided to get a rope and pull together in an effort to start the truck.  Interestingly, the same rope they had used in their acrimonious tug-of-war was used in this cooperative effort to get the truck started.  

 
These cooperative efforts between the Eagles and the Rattlers did not immediately dispel all hostility.  Following the resolution of the first few crises, the Eagles and Rattlers would immediately return to their bickering and name calling.  But gradually, as they faced and overcame an increasing number of wide-ranging problems, these cooperative acts began to reduce friction and conflict between them.  Over time, the antagonism between the Eagles and the Rattlers gave way to a sense of collective pride and solidarity.  Out of the two contending groups, they were becoming one.  Sherif noted that gradually the members of the two groups began to feel more friendly toward each other: 



The boys stopped shoving in the meal line.  They no 



longer called each other names, and sat together at 



the table.  New friendships developed between



individuals in the two groups.  In the end the groups 



were actively seeking opportunities to mingle, to enter-



tain and "treat" each other.  They decided to hold a joint



campfire.  They took turns presenting skits and songs.



Members of both groups requested that they go home



together on the same bus, rather than on the separate 



buses in which they had come.  On the way the bus 



stopped for refreshments.  One group still had five dollars



which they had won as a prize in a contest.  They decided to



spend this sum on refreshments.  On their own initiative



they invited their formal rivals to be their guests for malted



milks.


There is much to be learned from this study.  Crises create what Sherif and his colleagues call "superordinate tasks".  Superordinate tasks are problems that are so difficult or complex that no group working alone can possibly solve them.  Thus superordinate tasks force groups into cooperation who would otherwise be unwilling to work with, or even associate with, one another.  Examples of superordinate tasks that have forced the whole planet into consultation include threats to the ecosystem such as global warming and the proliferation of nuclear and non-nuclear wastes, threats to the life and health of millions of the earth's peoples due to the spread of AIDS, global economic crises occasioned by the transition from a military based economic system to one that is more suitable to the maintenance of peace, and mass migration of refugees from war-torn, economically devastated, or politically oppressive regions of the globe.


Sherif's study shows that when antagonistic groups are forced to work together for mutually important goals, conflict tends to decrease and group members’ attitudes about one another also tend to change. The Bahá’í writings have suggested that the deepening crises in the social, economic and political fabric of the world have the effect of impelling heretofore antagonistic and competitive nations and peoples to consider transracial, transcultural, and transnational cooperative ventures heretofore untried.   In this way too conflict fuels development.


Of the many scientific truths discovered in the century just ended, none is more profound in its implications than is the knowledge of interdependence.  From the smallest particles of matter, to the grandest stars and planets, the universe is a tightly woven fabric of interconnected energies, entities and processes. While science has illuminated the laws and principles that facilitate the unific functioning of diverse systems in the mineral, plant and animal kingdoms, we are only recently beginning to understand the unific forces that harmonize the diverse needs and interests of human beings.  The most potent of these forces is love. 


From a Bahá’í perspective love is the antidote to conflict and is reflected in a myriad of principles and values.  Of all love-related values, justice is affirmed to be the most important.  Justice regulates the expression of individual self-interests by requiring that the rights and needs of others be taken into consideration when determining a course of action.  In this way, justice embodies the recognition of interdependence and makes community life possible.  In the absence of justice, the kind of conflict that fuels destruction is catalyzed and nurtured and the development of both the individual and the social order are sacrificed.  


In their extraordinary statement, The Prosperity of Humankind, the Bahá’í International Community's Office of Public Information explains that there are many levels on which to understand justice.  On an individual level, justice is that uniquely human power that enables us to distinguish truth from falsehood; right from wrong.  It is an essential aspect of conscience and serves as a guide to human action.  A commitment to justice requires fair-mindedness and equity in one's treatment of others.    On a group or community level, the sustaining pillars of justice are reward and punishment.  The fear of punishment and the hope of reward are powerful stabilizing elements in a community: "Justice hath a mighty force at its command," wrote Bahá'u'lláh, it "is none other than reward and punishment for the deeds of men.  By the power of this force the tabernacle of order is established throughout the world..."
 When justly applied, these twin forces provide a potent means for individual and collective safety and development.  In the absence of justice, rewards and punishments become the instruments of domination, exploitation and abuse.  In such a context some prosper at the expense of others; some have their needs and interests gratified while the efforts and needs of others go unrecognized.  Once we fully accept the concept of the oneness of humankind, whenever we witness great wealth amidst galling poverty we can be sure that injustice has played a major role.


Relevant to this discussion is the research of two social scientists who have developed the concept of possible selves.  Markus and Narius have shown that young people's willingness to delay immediate gratification and to work hard for important future goals is dependent upon assessments they make about their future possible selves. Everyone, according to the researchers, has a set of "feared selves" and "hoped for selves".  A feared possible self might include the image of "me in prison"; while a hoped for self might include the image of "me as a doctor".  


What is important about their work is that it has shown that people must have both hopes and fears if they are to achieve important goals.  Young people who have  feared selves ("me in prison") without corresponding hoped for selves ("me as a doctor") will not be deterred from crime by threats of imprisonment.  Fear influences an individual's behavior only if it threatens the loss of a valued possible self.  Thus if an individual can see no real options for becoming what he or she dreams of becoming, you cannot prevent such an individual from committing crimes by increasing the severity of threats.  This is one reason why our present approach to crime in the inner cities is so ineffective.    


In a situation of injustice, people's hoped for selves cannot be realized.  As a result, their feared selves no longer serve as deterrents.   They grow to disregard the justice-related principles that govern community life because they do not expect to derive the benefits that are associated with respecting the rights of others.  Correspondingly, the threatened loss of freedom, in the absence of viable options for exercising freedom, is meaningless.  The consequence is conflict, lawlessness and a collapse of civil society.  Within many inner city communities the loss of hope has resulted in an eclipse of fear; and when hope and fear are arrested, these twin forces are incapable of either constraining destructive impulses or unleashing human potential.  


Michael Tonry, author of Malign Neglect: Race Crime and Punishment in America, reports that the number of African-Americans in prison since 1980 has tripled; that between 1979 and 1992 the percentage of blacks among those admitted to state and federal prisons grew from 39 to 54 percent; that incarceration rates for blacks in 1991 were nearly seven times higher than those for whites; and that in 1991, in the nation's capital, 42 percent of black males aged 18 to 35 were in jail, on parole, or awaiting trial.  The figure for Baltimore was 56 percent.
  To some, these high rates of incarceration suggest the presence of bad genes or irremediable character flaws; to others, they suggest a need to look more carefully at the structure of present day society.  


Because justice is the only means whereby unity of thought and action can be achieved, a concern for justice is indispensable to the progress of all societies.  In a statement on the role of justice in social and economic development, the Bahá'í International Community made the following observation:



....justice is the practical expression of awareness that, in



the achievement of human progress, the interests of the 




individual and those of society are inextricably linked.



To the extent that justice becomes a guiding concern of



human interaction, a consultative climate is encouraged



that permits options to be examined dispassionately and



appropriate courses of action selected.  In such a climate



the perennial tendencies toward manipulation and parti-



sanship are far less likely to deflect the decision-making 



process...Concern for justice protects the task of defining 



progress from the temptation to sacrifice the well-being



of the generality of humankind -- and even of the planet



itself -- to the advantages which technological break-



throughs can make available to privileged minorities.  In



design and planning, it ensures that limited resources are



not diverted to the pursuit of projects extraneous to a 



community's essential social or economic priorities.  Above



all, only development programmes that are perceived as 



meeting their needs and as being just and equitable can



hope to engage the commitment of the masses of humanity,



upon whom implementation depends.  The relevant human



qualities of honesty, a willingness to work, and a spirit of



co-operation are successfully harnessed to the accomplish-



ment of enormously demanding collective goals when every



member of society -- indeed every component group within 



society -- can trust that they are protected by standards and



assured of benefits that apply equally to all.
  
Conflict and Development: From Adolescence to Maturity


Of all of the phases of human development, none -- with the exception of the first few months of life -- are characterized by as much conflict, confusion and transformation as is adolescence.  For those familiar with the processes of growth, the upheavals that attend the adolescent phase of development are understood as necessary precursors to the young person's long-awaited coming of age.  During the past century and a half, humanity has experienced rapid, revolutionary change in nearly every aspect of life.  The globality and diversity of change renders a developmental metaphor more than apt.  In the words of writers McClaughlin, Lample and Hansen:



Whether in government or law, in science or industry,



or in the relationships between individuals and nations,



reevaluation and innovation have become the rule.  New



knowledge and new understandings are uprooting age-



old practices everywhere.  Society, in all its aspects, eco-



nomic, political and cultural, is undergoing a process of



fundamental transformation.  Accelerated change in so 



many areas of human life has posed unprecedented 



challenges to previously accepted moral codes and belief



systems.  The deepening crisis in which mankind finds 



itself starkly demonstrates the inability of these systems



to satisfy the demands of an age of transformation.

The Bahá’í writings affirm that if the challenges of the present hour are to be met, the attitudes, thoughts and habits of childhood will no longer suffice.  Collectively, we are called upon to abandon the ways of youth and to develop those qualities that will enable us to respond befittingly to the pressing requirements of a new age.  It is within the context of humanity's passage to maturity that so much of the conflict that we experience may be understood.  In this sense, although it is reasonable for us to assume that while conflict has a future, the days of our outworn and outgrown methods of dealing with conflict are numbered. 
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