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SANTA CRUZ, Bolivia — On the southern edge of this fast-growing city on Bolivia’s
western lowlands is the barrio of La Fortaleza. Like most of the poor shantytowns that

have sprung up around Latin American cities, it faces numerous problems, such as sub-
standard housing, illiteracy, and high rates of crime.

That environment is partly what makes the activities of 18-year-old Silvia Tarachi and
her friends so remarkable. In a place where there are few social institutions to provide
support or guidance, Ms. Tarachi and her friends have on their own organized a small
youth group to do service projects in their neighborhood.

“We meet every Saturday afternoon and we decide what we’re going to do for an activ-
ity,” said Ms. Tarachi, a student at the Luis Espinal School in La Fortaleza. “Sometimes, we
go to help do cleaning at a children’s home or to visit invalids. Sometimes we go collecting
food for the poor in the neighborhood. We’ve done that five or six times.”

Ms. Tarachi attributes her desire to serve the community to a moral leadership
training program for youth started by Nur University, a Bahá’í-inspired private univer-
sity in Santa Cruz. Established so far in 12 high schools in the city’s poorest neighbor-
hoods, the program offers workshops and activities designed to help young people see
beyond themselves and to identify with a concept of leadership that gives community
service the highest priority.

At the Luis Espinal School, students in Nur University’s youth moral leadership program pose before a garden
they have planted. Left to right are Ever Chino, Anne Isabel, Silvia Tarachi, and Franklin Barrientos.
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P E R S P E C T I V E

Corruption and moral renovation

When government leaders met in
Monterrey, Mexico, earlier this year

for the International Conference on Financ-
ing for Development, a powerful undercur-
rent in the speeches and discussions was the
importance of combating corruption.

“We know that in countries with good
governance and strong policies, aid can
make an enormous difference,” said James
D. Wolfensohn, president of the World
Bank. “Yet we know too that corruption,
bad policies, and weak governance will
make financial aid ineffective — even
counterproductive.”

At many levels, corruption is increasingly
understood as a major barrier to development
around the world — one that must be widely
addressed if the world is to move from an era
of still-too-widespread poverty to all-encom-
passing global prosperity.

Corruption, which is generally defined
as the misuse of public office for private gain,
diverts and squanders valuable resources
and assistance, undermines the confidence
of donors and investors, and, most impor-
tant perhaps, saps the will of the people to
undertake positive efforts on their own.

It encompasses abuses by government
officials such as embezzlement and nepo-
tism, as well as abuses linking public and
private actors such as bribery, extortion, in-
fluence peddling, and fraud.

In the political realm, it undermines
democratic processes and good governance.
It erodes the institutional capacity of gov-
ernment as procedures are disregarded, re-
sources are siphoned off, and officials are
hired or promoted without regard to per-
formance. At all levels, it undermines key
values like trust and tolerance.

Around the world, governments, inter-
national agencies and organizations of civil
society are increasingly collaborating in the
fight against corruption. In broad terms, the
fight is being waged on two fronts: institu-
tional reform and, in the words of one ex-
pert, “moral renovation.”

Institutional reform encompasses those
structural and legal changes that make cor-
rupt practices more difficult, that expose
them to daylight, and that seek to ensure

that those who subvert their office for pri-
vate gain will pay a high penalty.

Transparency International (TI) has
identified a range of institutional reforms
under its “National Integrity System” con-
cept. As outlined by TI, the pillars of such a
system include an emphasis on free elections
and equitable campaign financing, the in-
dependence and separation of powers be-
tween the legislative, executive and judicial
branches of government, the establishment
of independent watchdog agencies, protec-
tions for freedom of expression and the
media, and a strong civil society.

Other organizations suggest similar mea-
sures. Some stress legal system reforms and
stronger laws against corruption; others
push for transparency and accountability in
government procedures. In the end, how-
ever, there is general agreement on the ac-
tions that tend to stifle corruption.

The second direction in fighting corrup-
tion is less tangible but no less important:
“moral renovation” or “cultural change” or
even “an elevation of consciousness.”

Creating a change in moral culture is
important because there are generally ways
around new laws and institutions, and as
the barrier to specific illegal activities is
raised, clever but corrupt individuals devise
new ways to promote their own selfish in-
terests at the expense of the public good.

However, changing a society’s moral cul-
ture is widely acknowledged as more diffi-
cult than institutional reform.

It is on this point, then, that we must
consider the contribution of religion, which
has historically proven to be perhaps the
most powerful force in promoting cultural
change and ethical reform.

All of the world’s great civilizations have
at their heart a religious impulse. Social ad-
vancement, history tells us, arises from the
ideals and shared beliefs that weld society
together. Meaningful social change results
as much from the development of qualities
and attitudes that foster constructive pat-
terns of human interaction as from the ac-
quisition of technical capacities. True pros-
perity — a well-being founded on peace,
cooperation, altruism, dignity, rectitude of
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conduct and justice — flows from the light
of spiritual awareness and virtue as well as
from material discovery and progress.

Through the teachings and moral guid-
ance of religion, great segments of human-
ity have learned to discipline their baser pro-
pensities and to develop qualities that con-
duce to social order and cultural advance-
ment. Such qualities as trustworthiness,
compassion, forbearance, fidelity, generos-
ity, humility, courage, and willingness to
sacrifice for the common good have consti-
tuted the invisible yet essential foundation
of progressive community life. Religion pro-
vides the bricks and mortar of society — the
ethical precepts and vision that unite people
into communities and that give tangible di-
rection and meaning to individual and col-
lective existence.

At the root of all forms of corruption is a
certain self-centered materialism, a belief
that the acquisition of power or money out-
weighs all other virtues. All religions teach
that the opposite is true, including the Bahá’í
Faith, the most recent of the world’s inde-
pendent religions.

Underlying the Bahá’í International
Community’s general support for both in-
stitutional reforms and efforts to promote
moral renovation, is its view of the entire
enterprise of civilization as a spiritual pro-
cess involving the progressive awakening of
humanity’s moral and creative capacities.
The creation of a “corruption-free” public
milieu consequently depends on the build-
ing up of moral capacity within individuals,
communities and social institutions.

In the Bahá’í writings, those individuals
who are engaged in government service are
exhorted to “approach their duties with en-
tire detachment, integrity and independence
of spirit, and with complete consecration and
sanctity of purpose.” Their personal fulfillment
comes not from material reward but from “the
devising of methods to insure the progress of
the people,” from experiencing the “delights
of dispensing justice,” and drinking from “the
springs of a clear conscience and a sincere in-
tent.” In the end, the “happiness and great-
ness, the rank and station, the pleasure and
peace” of the public servant does not consist
in “his personal wealth, but rather in his ex-
cellent character, his high resolve, the breadth
of his learning, and his ability to solve diffi-
cult problems.”

The manner in which the Bahá’í com-
munity conducts its own affairs — through
a broadly decentralized system of freely

elected governing councils at the local, na-
tional, and international levels, with paral-
lel advisory institutions to promote and safe-
guard the common good at every level —
provides a model worthy of examination in
the search for new institutional models.

The Bahá’í system devolves decision-
making to the lowest practicable level —
thereby instituting a unique vehicle for
grassroots participation in governance —
while at the same time providing a level of
coordination and authority that allows col-
laboration on a global scale.

A unique feature of the Bahá’í electoral
process is the maximum freedom of choice
given to the electorate through the prohi-
bition of nominations, candidature and so-
licitation. Election to Bahá’í administrative
bodies is based not on personal ambition
but rather on recognized ability, mature
experience, and a commitment to service.
Decision-making authority rests with cor-
porate bodies, not individuals, thus elimi-
nating one source of power and potential
pathway to corruption.

On a practical level, the moral leadership
training program of Nur University, a Bahá’í-
inspired institution of higher education [see
page 1], offers one concrete example of the
worldwide Bahá’í community’s efforts to pro-
mote a culture of morality, both inside and
outside its membership.

As we consider how to combat corrup-
tion in our emerging global civilization,
the spiritual and ethical teachings of the
Bahá’í Faith — and the transformational
power that they have been shown to pos-
sess — become especially relevant.

The Faith’s main themes of human one-
ness, religious unity, and the creation of a
united world — and supporting progres-
sive social principles such as the equality
of women and men, the elimination of preju-
dice and the harmony of science and reli-
gion — can be embraced entirely by mod-
ern minds. In an otherwise cynical age, the
door is open for both personal transforma-
tion and social reform, suggesting new pos-
sibilities for a real change in moral culture,
entirely consonant with a globalized world.

“O people of God!,” wrote Bahá’u’lláh.
“Do not busy yourselves in your own con-
cerns; let your thoughts be fixed upon that
which will rehabilitate the fortunes of man-
kind and sanctify the hearts and souls of
men. This can best be achieved through pure
and holy deeds, through a virtuous life and
a goodly behavior. ”
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U N I T E D  N A T I O N S

UNITED NATIONS — Among the out-
comes of the 1992 Earth Summit in

Rio de Janeiro was an unprecedented com-
ing together of civil society from all sec-
tors on a global scale. Some 30,000 repre-
sentatives of non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) concerned with a wide range
of issues gathered in Rio, making the Sum-
mit among the most dynamic and color-
ful meetings of the decade.

At the time, many believed the engage-
ment of so many NGOs with the issues, with
each other, and with governments meeting
there represented a great new impulse in the
pursuit of sustainable development.

If organizers of the upcoming World Sum-
mit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) have
their way, one of the main outcomes will be a
deepening and formalizing of the burgeoning
partnerships between governments and civil
society in pursuing the goals of poverty eradi-
cation, promoting sustainable consumption
and production, and protecting the integrity
of the earth’s ecosystems — which are the main
themes of the conference, scheduled for 26
August – 4 September 2002 in Johannesburg,
South Africa.

Some 65,000 people, representing gov-
ernments, NGOs, businesses, and other
“major groups,” are expected to participate
in the WSSD. And creating  a stronger, more
effective, and more detailed partnership be-
tween them is a major agenda item.

“What a partnership can do is to give
the people who have to implement the pro-
gram at the field level, at the community
level, at the local level, at the national level,
a far more direct involvement in the design
of policies and programs that are going to
guide the deployment of financial and tech-
nical resources,” said Nitin Desai, secretary
general of the WSSD, addressing the open-
ing session of the Third Preparatory Com-
mittee of the WSSD (Prepcom III) in New
York on 25 March 2002.

More specifically, WSSD organizers have
outlined a concept called “Type II” agreements.
Such agreements “would consist of a series of
commitments and action-oriented coalitions

focused on deliverables and would contribute
in translating political commitments into ac-
tion,” according to a paper presented by Emil
Salim of Indonesia, chairman of Prepcom III.
(Type I agreements are understood to be the
traditional government-to-government agree-
ments that are typically signed at United Na-
tions meetings.)

However, many of the representatives of
civil society gathered at Prepcom III, which
ended on 5 April 2002, expressed consider-
able skepticism about pinning great hopes
for achieving sustainable development on
such partnerships, saying that governments
had so far over the last ten years failed to
meet the commitments and targets they
made in Agenda 21, the Earth Summit’s
ground-breaking action plan for sustainable
development.

The concern is that governments will use
the partnership concept to avoid responsibil-
ity for genuine commitment to change and
will place the responsibility for the main work
of solving environmental problems and pro-
moting sustainable development on the shoul-
ders of the so-called “major groups” in the
Agenda 21 process — civil society, business,
trade unions, farmers, women, and indigenous
peoples, among others..

“We are not against partnerships, but
they must be developed to support the ac-
tions and political measures that govern-
ments must agree on at the Summit,” said
Remi Parmentier, political director of
Greenpeace International. “We must not get
lost in this strategy of confusing everybody
with this Type II Partnership business.”

Civil society representatives were further
concerned by the fact that, as of the end of
the Prepcom III, many of the details about
how such partnerships might work had not
yet been worked out. As well, governments
failed to reach consensus on other major
initiatives of the Summit, such as how to
deal with the topics of oceans, energy, small
island states and Africa as they relate to sus-
tainable development.

Summit organizers hope to work out
details on those and other topics at a final

Partnership a key theme in lead up to the
World Summit on Sustainable Development
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Prepcom, scheduled to be held in Bali, In-
donesia, from 27 May–2 June 2002.

A number of NGO representatives sug-
gested that if governments do not make
more firm their commitments to implement-
ing and achieving the goals of Agenda 21,
which have been widely acknowledged to
be largely unfulfilled, Johannesburg could
be the scene of major demonstrations.

“It is still hoped that something will be
accomplished at Bali,” said Peter Pavlovic, a
member of the World Council of Churches
ecumenical team to Prepcom III. “But if not,
Johannesburg will be a second Seattle,” re-
ferring to sometimes violent protests at a
World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle
a few years ago.

Other NGO representatives, however,
believe that the action will not be extreme.
“Demonstrations won’t be intended to shut
down the Summit,” said Pieter Van Der
Gaag, executive director of the Amsterdam-
based Northern Alliance for Sustainability
(ANPED). “They will be to put pressure on
governments to get things done.”

The organizers of the NGO Forum for the
Summit said they are working hard to create
an environment where governments, NGOs,
and representatives of other major groups can
come together in a spirit of collaboration and
partnership. “Quite a lot of interaction is
planned to happen,” said Solomzi Madikane,
head of international process at the Civil Soci-
ety Secretariat of the WSSD.

Summit organizers have, for example,
created a special meeting place, the Ubuntu
Village, located roughly halfway between the
NGO Forum site and the governmental
meeting hall, to provide a place for govern-
ments, UN agencies, and major groups to
“unite on common ground to stimulate dia-
logue and maximize partnership opportu-
nities,” according to the WSSD Secretariat.

Many of the broad concerns of civil so-
ciety were outlined at Prepcom III with the
release of the “Johannesburg Memoran-
dum,” a 70-page document calling for the
widespread adoption of an alternative model
of international development that would
create “fairness in a fragile world.”

Authored by 16 independent activists,
intellectuals, managers and politicians who
were brought together by the Heinrich Böll
Foundation in order to contribute to the
global debate from a civil society perspec-
tive, the “Joburg Memo” argues for a new
balance between the concerns of the “North”
and the “South” by suggesting that the pov-

erty eradication so desperately desired by
underdeveloped and developing countries
can be achieved in the long run only by more
sustainable development practices — prac-
tices which must also be mirrored in the
developed world.

“[F]ulfilling the ambition of Rio requires
the effective response to the demand for
equity arising from the South, but in a man-
ner which takes full account of the bio-
physical limits of the Earth,” states the
Memo. “Some claim that humanity faces a
choice between human misery and natural
catastrophe. This choice is false. We are con-
vinced that human misery can be eliminated
without catalyzing natural catastrophes….
Getting ready to meet this challenge, how-
ever, requires revisiting the technologies, the
institutions, and the world views that domi-
nate the globe today. Johannesburg can forge
a new beginning.”

Peter Adriance, representative of the Bahá’í
International Community to the WSSD, said
that the Johannesburg Memorandum puts for-
ward creative and constructive ideas and up-
holds a positive vision.

“Certainly, when it speaks of the impor-
tance of ‘world views’ as they relate to sus-
tainable development, Bahá’ís see this as
something of supreme importance in achiev-
ing the kind of global transformation that is
necessary for creating a world where pov-
erty is eliminated — and the earth’s envi-
ronment is protected,” said Mr. Adriance.

“In the Bahá’í view, nothing short of a
new vision of unity, rooted in the recogni-
tion of the essential oneness of humanity,
can bring this about,” said Mr. Adriance.
“The Johannesburg Summit will be success-
ful in relation to the degree it embraces a
vision, which is essentially spiritual in na-
ture, that all humanity is as a single family,
living together in a single household.”

Carl Murrell, second from
left, alternative
representative to the United
Nations for the Bahá’í
community of the United
States, chaired a meeting of
the Earth Values Caucus
during the Second
Preparatory Committee of
the World Summit on
Sustainable Development,
held in New York 28
January–8 February 2002.
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M O R A L  D E V E L O P M E N T

LONDON — Is there a scientific basis for
morality? Is there a place in the brain

where the capacity for morality resides?
These were just two of many thought-pro-
voking questions posed at a ground-break-
ing conference on the “Science of Morality”
here on 8 and 9 February 2002.

Organized by surgeon Graham Walker and
held at the Royal College of Physicians, the
meeting sought to examine the scientific evi-
dence for a neurological location, genetic ba-
sis and/or an innate capacity for morality.

“Wherever one looks inwardly and out-
wardly, one meets conflict, mostly because
of the moral diversity caused by differing
perspectives of culture, religion and age,”
said Dr. Walker, a prominent London head
and neck surgeon and a member of the
Bahá’í community of the United Kingdom.

“What happened on September 11 was
a question of moral diversity,” continued Dr.
Walker. “Most people said this is the most
awful catastrophe, one of the most inhuman
things ever done. But some said it was the
right thing to do, in order to rectify an in-
justice. This kind of problem will continue
until we can establish a common moral
ground. And one way to do that is to appeal
to science and logic, which is independent
of culture.”

More than 60 delegates, representing a
wide variety of medical, scientific and philo-
sophical disciplines, attended the event.
Among the speakers were Ian Craig, a re-
nowned specialist on genetics from the In-

In London, a ground-breaking
exploration into the science of morality

stitute of Psychiatry in London; Baroness
Susan Greenfield, a neurobiologist at Ox-
ford University; Faraneh Vargha-Khadem, a
professor of neurosciences at the Institute
of Child Health, University College, London;
Hossain Danesh, a professor of psychiatry
and president of Landegg International Uni-
versity in Switzerland; and William Hatcher,
professor of mathematics at Laval Univer-
sity, Quebec, Canada.

“This conference was historic in that it
brought together some of the world’s most
accomplished researchers to explore, in an
earnest, open and cordial search for truth,
the biological, psychological and social fac-
tors that appear to be responsible for healthy
moral development,” said Dr. Michael Penn,
a professor of psychology at Franklin and
Marshall College, USA, who presented a
paper suggesting that a necessary precondi-
tion for moral development is an under-
standing of justice.

“To my knowledge, it was one of the first
times that scholars in biology, psychology,
philosophy, psychiatry and some of the other
social sciences gathered to explore what their
disciplines and research can tell us about pro-
cesses of normal and abnormal moral devel-
opment,” said Dr. Penn. “The hope would be
that such conferences will multiply through-
out the world as the moral dimensions of hu-
man life have not been much studied from an
interdisciplinary perspective.”

Dr. Danesh delivered the keynote speech,
exploring the consonance between science,
religion and ethics. His thesis was that hu-
manity is moving from a self-centered, sur-
vival-oriented basis towards a peace-cen-
tered future.

“Due to the fact that all individuals and
societies are subject to the universal law of
development and progress, we are able to
identify three distinctive worldviews that are
present, to a lesser or greater degree, in all
human societies,” said Dr. Danesh. “These
worldviews reflect the particular character-
istics of three distinctive phases in the de-
velopment of every individual and society,

Held at the prestigious
Royal College of Physicians,
the Science of Morality
conference drew some 60
experts in the fields of
psychiatry, neurology, and
related fields. At right are
Dr. Adam Zeman of the
University of Edinburgh,
left, and Dr. Hossain
Danesh of Landegg
International University.
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which are designated respectively as sur-
vival-, identity-, and peace-centred
worldviews.

“This assertion is based on one of the
fundamental laws of existence — the law of
growth,” said Dr. Danesh. “Evolution, at the
biological level; development and matura-
tion, at the psychological level; and trans-
formation and transcendence, at the spiri-
tual level; all are different expressions of the
same fundamental law. Thus, everything is
subject to the dynamics of change, devel-
opment and creativity that result in ever-
higher levels of order, equilibrium and har-
mony — in short, peace.”

The general discussions that followed
that presentation and other papers covered
everything from research on how brain in-
juries sometimes affect moral behavior to
the degree of self-consciousness among great
apes to an exploration of the common “con-
tent” of near death experiences.

A center of consciousness?

Baroness Greenfield sparked vigorous
discussion with her thesis that there is no
specific location for consciousness and, by
extension, for the capacity of morality in the
brain. Her research suggested that our sense
of morality is more a matter of life experi-
ence than genetics.

“There is no such thing as a center for
consciousness,” said Baroness Greenfield.
“Autonomous brains within brains makes
no logical sense. And brain imaging data on
patients under anaesthesia reveals that mul-
tiple sites are involved.”

Baroness Greenfield noted that our
awareness of the world around us and our
response to it evolves and develops from
infancy, as the brain makes connections be-
tween neurons in response to outside
stimuli. “As we go through life, personal-
ized, ‘hard-wired’ circuits form in the brain,
leading to the ability to be self-conscious and
to exercise moral judgments.”

Other speakers presented evidence that
suggests the orbitofrontal area of the brain
might be the location of a moral center.
Specifically, Dr. Vargha-Khadem and Sean
Spence, a senior clinical lecturer in psy-
chiatry at the University of Sheffield, UK,
said some studies show that injuries to the
injuries to the orbitofrontal cortex in childhood
may seem to heal only to reveal sociopathic
behaviour at puberty.”

“The late emergence of sociopathic pro-
files in children who have suffered early bi-

lateral orbitofrontal lesions suggests that
perhaps these regions assume their func-
tional significance later during childhood,
possibly after the onset of puberty,” said Dr.
Vargha-Khadem in response to questions
after the conference.

Dr. Vargha-Khadem said research of this
kind may “aid in understanding how these
antisocial behaviors and their precursors
develop during normal adolescence, how the
normally maturing individual channels in
acceptable ways the emotions and motiva-
tions that would otherwise lead to antiso-
cial behaviors, and how the maturation of
the underlying brain system normally allows
for such control.”

The effort of deception

Dr. Spence presented evidence, obtained
from brain scans using modern neuro-im-
aging technology, that the act of lying can
be associated with significantly increased
activity in the bilateral ventrolateral prefron-
tal cortices.

“Lying and deception behave like ‘higher’
executive functions,” said Dr. Spence in an
interview. “The brain takes longer to tell a lie
than to tell the truth. This is indicative of
longer processing time and is the kind of find-
ing often obtained with executive functions
when they are compared with the ‘baseline’
condition, in this case ‘truth’.

“Interestingly this accords well with St.
Augustine’s view that truthfulness was the
ground state of man,” added Dr. Spence.
“Hence, it is consistent that we find ‘higher’
— i.e. prefrontal — brain systems activated
preferentially on our model of lying.

Dr. Spence also said that lying and de-
ception seem to “develop” in the course of
normal human development — as opposed
to those syndromes where cognitive devel-
opment is impaired, such as autism. He also
noted that some reports indicate that lying
or “strategic deception” increases among

There was active
participation from the
audience at the Science of
Morality conference.
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those non-human primates with a propor-
tionally larger prefrontal cortex.

“There is an implication that you need
higher centers to develop normally in order
to be able to deceive,” said Dr. Spence. “My
take on this is that deception is an example
of the misapplication of a higher skill, while
creative activity, such as improvisation, is
its moral application.”

Brain size and primates

Robin Dunbar, a professor of evolution-
ary psychology at Liverpool University, re-
ported on his work with primates, discuss-
ing the connection between the volume of
the brain’s neocortex and social cognition
in great apes — and humans.

“In essence, neocortex volume has in-
creased dramatically through the primates
in the lineages leading to modern humans,”
said Dr. Dunbar in an interview. “This is
closely related to the increasing demands of
large group size within this group as a whole.

“The important point is that at the brain
size of great apes, there is a sudden and quite
dramatic increase in the volume of the frontal
parts of the neocortex. This seems to be be-
cause there is no further advantage in devot-
ing more neural volume to vision,” he said,
noting that the frontal cortex is “where all the
clever stuff is done.”

“It seems to be no coincidence that this
is exactly the point where you start to find
evidence for advanced social cognition,
that which underpins everything we do,”
said Dr. Dunbar.

He added that the degree of social cog-
nition required for a sense of ethics seems
beyond the capacity of the great apes. But
he said that patterns of moral behavior are
evident among apes that form social groups.

“The costs of sociality are the need to
forego one’s immediate wishes or desires in

the interests of achieving a cooperative so-
cial solution to the problems of life,” said
Dr. Dunbar. “In other words, social species
like primates opt for a cooperative solution
to the problems that beset them, but in do-
ing so they are obliged to trade-off short-
term costs for long-term benefits.

“That always leaves the cooperators open
to exploitation by free-riders. Morality is one
way we try to manage free-riders and reduce
their impact — in other words, make people
toe the social line so as to make the group
work for us the way it was intended. These
implicit social bargains are very unstable
and need intense pressure to prevent the
group being broken apart by too much
cheating on the system.”

Dr. Dunbar said that the discussion of
science and morality — and religion — that
took place at the conference was interest-
ing. “I have argued, in a book currently in
press, that religion itself is only possible with
advanced social cognition, beyond that of
which even apes are capable. In one sense,
religion and its key component — our will-
ingness to bow to the collective will in a way
that no other species is willing to do — is
perhaps the most intriguing — and unsolved
— problem of human evolution. My guess,
though, is that it is all part of the need to
manage free-riding within large complex dis-
persed social groups.”

Near death experiences

Dr. Peter Fenwick, a senior lecturer at the
Institute of Psychiatry in London and a con-
sultant neurophysiologist at Radcliffe Infir-
mary in Oxford, presented the results of inter-
views with individuals who have had so-called
“near death experiences” (NDEs), wherein
they often experience feelings of peace and joy,
the apparent entry into another world and an
encounter with a mystical being.

The research indicated that some of those
experiences took place after the individuals
had been pronounced “clinically dead,” with
little or no brain activity, suggesting that the
mind or consciousness can survive the death
of the brain, said Dr. Fenwick. Previous crit-
ics of NDE research have suggested that sur-
vivors experienced a physical manifestation
of the brain’s dying gasp as all of the brain’s
neurons fire at once.

“After studying over 2000 near death
experiences and looking at the phenomena
of the NDE, I have come to the conclusion
that reductionist explanations may not give
a complete account of the experience, par-

Dr. Graham Walker, the
convenor and organizer of
the Science of Morality
conference.
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ticularly in those NDEs which occur in a
coronary care unit, when the experiencer is
clinically but reversibly dead,” said Dr.
Fenwick in an interview.

Dr. Fenwick added that near death expe-
riences seem to be highly moral in their con-
tent. “They point to the basis of the universe
being love and light — difficult for us to un-
derstand in our everyday world — and they
also suggest that you are responsible for your
actions and thoughts and you will judge your-
self in the near death review,” said Dr. Fenwick.
“Thus there is a responsibility on every indi-
vidual because they are human, and, whatever
we do, the experience shows that we will be
unable to miss this final reckoning.”

Dr. Hatcher presented a philosophical
viewpoint on human morality in a paper
entitled “Universal Values.” In that paper,
he argued that there are indeed certain fun-
damental and universal human values, in
contrast to currently popular notions of cul-
tural relativity.

“The fact that knowledge (socialization)
profoundly affects value judgments does not
mean that all value judgments are arbitrarily
or wholly social in nature, because many
value judgments are rooted in that primal
experience in which we all naturally per-
ceived various aspects of reality as relatively
pleasant or relatively unpleasant,” said Dr.
Hatcher, giving, as an example, the fact that
all newborn humans recoil at the bitter taste
of quinine but smack their lips at the sweet
taste of honey. “This primary, binary expe-
rience of pleasant/unpleasant (pleasure/pain,
good/bad) is rooted in essential and univer-
sal human nature, and is thus fundamen-
tally transcultural.”

Universals in human nature

The fact that humans respond positively
to love, acceptance and kindness is “not just
a dictum of moralists, but a scientific fact of
human nature,” Dr. Hatcher said. “We,
therefore, posit, as a fundamental metaphysi-
cal truth, that there does exist an intrinsic,
essential, universal human nature.”

Participants said much of the research
presented at the conference pointed to a
twofold aspect to the development of mo-
rality: that it has both a physical and/or a
genetic component, and also a component
based on life experience or education.

“There was wide agreement that with-
out the proper development of a specific set
of neurobiological processes, moral devel-
opment is very difficult,” said Dr. Penn. “In

other words, the conference seemed to show,
from a variety of perspectives, that the natu-
ral world provides the necessary precondi-
tions for the development of moral capabili-
ties and that therefore, any attempt to re-
dress deficiencies in moral growth will also
need to attend to the basic biological needs
of human beings. In addition, social factors
that are not at all person-centered — such
as social justice — would seem indispens-
able to proper moral development.”

Dr. Walker, likewise, felt that partici-
pants reached a general conclusion that
“there is a neurological aspect to morality,
or the development of morality.”

“This conclusion implies that if there is
such a capacity, you can induce this with
the right type of exposure to experiences,”
said Dr. Walker. Alternatively, he said, it
seems that exposure to negative experiences
might take an individual “down the other
pathway to become immoral, and rather
more likely to be criminal or sociopathic.”

Dr. Walker said his practice of the Bahá’í
Faith had inspired him to organize the con-
ference. “While the connection between re-
ligion and science is not unique to the Bahá’í
Faith, it is certainly a strong tenet,” he said.
“If indeed there is a consonance between
science and religion, then it should be ex-
tendable to concepts like spirituality and
morality, which are among the main pillars
of religiosity.”

Dr. Walker hopes to start building a body
of respectable, affirmable evidence of a sci-
entific basis for morality which can act as a
locus where varied disciplines can meet and
agree. He is already planning a similar con-
ference next February, this time on the topic
“Can lifestyle-induced disease help to de-
fine morality?” As well, a book of the con-
ference proceedings has been commissioned
by the Royal College of Physicians.

— Reporting contributed by Rob Weinberg

Dr. William Hatcher spoke
about the existence of an
“intrinsic, essential,
universal human nature.”
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“Before the youth moral leadership pro-
gram, it was never in my mind to form such
a group in my neighborhood,” said Ms.
Tarachi. “The program has helped me to be
more creative and to be more understand-
ing. If I hadn’t been in the program, I
wouldn’t have been as socially active to help
other people who don’t have resources.”

More than 1,200 young people in Santa
Cruz have participated in the program since
it began in 1998, and they have undertaken
dozens of small projects like those of Ms.
Tarachi and her group, from planting trees
at their schools to painting classrooms or
even cleaning up a neighborhood plaza.

In March 2002, it was chosen by the In-
ter-American Development Bank (IADB) as
one of the 12 most successful youth projects
in Latin America and the Caribbean.

The youth program’s record of success,
however, is only one example of Nur
University’s overall effort to promote a

new concept of moral leadership, which
focuses on encouraging teamwork and
service to the community at large instead
of self-centered ambition. The effort is
embodied not only in the undergraduate
and graduate curricula at Nur itself but
also in various outreach projects that over
the last decade have involved the partici-
pation of thousands of rural school teach-
ers, civil society activists, and municipal
leaders in Bolivia, Ecuador and Argentina.

The outreach effort has won consider-
able acclaim. Indeed, Nur’s moral leadership
training projects have gained backing from
a wide range of international, national, and
local agencies, ranging from the World Bank
to the Bolivian Ministry of Education to the
Office of the Mayor of Santa Cruz.

“There is a growing consciousness
among many agencies, whether interna-
tional or national or municipal, that there
is a leadership crisis, and that traditional
leadership models and patterns are unable

M O R A L  L E A D E R S H I P

In Bolivia, a distinctive training program
in moral leadership shines brightly

Bolivia, continued from page one

Cira Torrez, one of the
leaders of Nur University’s
youth leadership program,
speaks to high school
students from around Santa
Cruz at a recent training
workshop.
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to respond to the challenges faced in de-
veloping societies,” said Eloy Anello,
president of Nur’s board of trustees and a
primary author of its moral leadership pro-
gram. “So they have found that the con-
ceptual framework for moral leadership
that Nur is offering is empowering and
motivating people who want to change to
fulfill their highest potential to serve the
common good.”

More specifically, Nur has provided
moral leadership training in a series of ex-
ternal projects that includes the youth pro-
gram in Santa Cruz as well as the following:

• Training of rural school teachers —
Since 1994, in close collaboration with gov-
ernment education ministries in Bolivia and
Argentina, more than 1,100 rural school
teachers have participated in Nur’s 12-mod-
ule program of specialized training to be-
come facilitators of local community devel-
opment in the communities where they
teach. This program is on-going.

• Educational Leadership Program in Ec-
uador — In 1998, Nur was contracted by
the World Bank and the Ministry of Educa-
tion in Ecuador to train 1,000 facilitators of
Ecuadorian educational reform. Nur led the
consortium of 11 universities in the 18-
month project.

• Training of Municipal Workers — Un-
der a series of recent government reforms
aimed at strengthening democracy in Bo-
livia, and with funding from agencies such
as the World Bank, the Inter-American De-
velopment Bank, and the Bolivian govern-
ment, Nur has launched a series of training
programs for municipal officials, civil ser-
vants and members of civil society. These
have provided elements of the moral lead-
ership training program to mayors, senior
municipal executives, technical staff and
functionaries in 46 municipalities in the
state of Santa Cruz, and, through a separate
project, to some 200 indigenous leaders in
a joint program with the Qullana Founda-
tion in the state of La Paz. Other similar
programs, involving hundreds more partici-
pants, are on-going.

“The program created a teamwork envi-
ronment and changed people’s attitudes re-
garding their individual and group respon-
sibilities for the education of society,” said
Magaly Robalino, who coordinated the
moral leadership training project in Ecua-
dor for the Ecuadorian Ministry of Educa-
tion. “Leadership is not seen as an isolated
individual action, but as a social construct

in continual development and change.”
Elena Swarez, chief of the special pro-

grams section at the Inter-American Devel-
opment Bank (IADB), said they singled the
Santa Cruz youth project out for commen-
dation because it “is dealing with issues that
are perhaps not common practice, such as
service learning and the importance not only
of building technical skills but of character
building and promoting citizenship.

“We also thought that the way the
project was structured, with a network,
bringing a lot of different sectors together,
integrating parents and high school and col-
lege students and the community, is very
important when we are talking about social
and economic change,” said Ms. Swarez.
“And we certainly think it has potential for
replicability and that it can be used as a
model for other programs.”

Highly participatory approach

Nur’s moral leadership training programs
have proven effective in a variety of settings
because of their highly participatory ap-
proach, said Dr. Anello and others. The ap-
proach leads participants themselves to
identity the flaws of traditional leadership
models and then to build a new conceptual
model for what makes a good leader.

“The idea is that you are not just teach-
ing theory, nor simply how to do something,
but rather we are working on the transfor-
mation of mental models, and, ultimately,
the transformation of the individual,” said
Juanita Hernandez, coordinator of the De-
partment of Education at Nur. “Because if
you don’t change the way you think, you
won’t change the way you act.”

Accordingly, the training sessions for the
program almost always begin with a discus-
sion of traditional leadership styles or mod-
els. The program’s authors have boiled these
models down to four: authoritarian, pater-
nalistic, “know-it-all,” and manipulative.
The “democratic” model of leadership is also
considered and its promise of greater par-
ticipation is carefully examined.

The flaws of these traditional models are
then discussed. Participants come to see
how each of the first four models tends to
aggrandize the power of the leader while
giving little consideration to the opinions
or capacities of others in the community.
And, while democracy in its ideal form
should avoid such pitfalls, its practice too
often simply leads to the election of leaders
who then function in one of the first four
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modes.
As the course progresses, a new model

is presented: that of moral leadership. Such
leadership, it is explained, is marked by a
number of characteristics, including a con-
sistent orientation on service for the com-
mon good, active engagement in the pro-
cess of individual and collective transforma-
tion, commitment to searching for the truth
and applying truth in all aspects of one’s life,
the use of consultation in all aspects of de-
cision-making, and recognition of the essen-
tial nobility of each human being.

All of these concepts, the program origi-
nators say, emerge from an understanding
of human nature that recognizes both its
material and spiritual reality.

“We really believe that morality and eth-
ics cannot be divorced from spirituality,” said
John Kepner, director of social and eco-
nomic development programs at Nur. “All
of the problems that have been generated
by traditional leadership styles — by au-
thoritarian, paternal, manipulative and
know-it-all styles — are ineffective because
they are not based on noble human values
but instead on the egocentric and self-serv-
ing pursuit of power.

“But the recognition of our inherent no-
bility and the spiritual side of our nature,
by establishing a set of higher values, makes
it possible for the individual to keep con-
trol of his or her ego so as to be free to serve
others,” said Kepner, who explained that the
basic principles of the program are derived
from the Bahá’í teachings but are consonant
with virtually every religious belief.

Those who have worked with or gone
through the program say it has indeed
proved to be a transforming process, both

professionally and, sometimes, personally.
Jorge Orihuela, a consultant with the

national Rural Participation Investment
Project II (PDCR II), said moral leadership
training provided by Nur to municipal offi-
cials and local civil society leaders has con-
tributed significantly to greater accountabil-
ity in local government.

“Change in mentality”

“There has been a notable change in
mentality regarding transparency in munici-
palities where Nur has worked,” said Mr.
Orihuela. He said Nur’s training program,
which has been financed by PDCR II, has
helped both municipal officials and newly
constituted “vigilance” or watchdog com-
mittees to better understand how govern-
ment should work.

“It is Nur’s methodology that makes it work
well,” said Mr. Orihuela. “The group dynam-
ics used in the classroom are based on partici-
pation, to take advantage of a person’s real-life
experiences. So the learning cycle is based not
just on theory but practice.”

Juan Condori, a 41-year-old educator in
Sucre, Bolivia, said the training he received in
moral leadership from Nur was instrumental
in helping him change from a strictly authori-
tarian and rather stifling leadership style to a
much more open and creative one in his job
as director of a small rural school in Alcala.

“I used to practice administration based
on control, and relations between the teach-
ers and myself were not the best,” said Mr.
Condori. “But after the Nur training, as I
advanced through it, I starting applying what
I’d learned and relations got much better.”

“We started focusing on the idea that the
school should project itself into the com-
munity and we came up with the idea of
adding courses in vocational training,” said
Mr. Condori.

The school now offers courses to its regu-
lar students in carpentry, agriculture and ani-
mal husbandry, and it has applied for govern-
ment assistance to make those courses avail-
able to adults in the community.

Marisol Consuelo Flores, who teaches re-
ligion and morals to primary students in a
public school in Sucre, says that the program
helped her to appreciate the diversity of her
students. “I have Jehovah’s Witnesses, some
Mormons, Pentecostals, Evangelicals and two
Bahá’ís in my classes, in addition to Catho-
lics,” said Ms. Flores, who is 32. “Before, I just
tried to give the Catholic point of view of reli-
gion, but now I know that everyone has the

The main building of Nur
University in Santa Cruz,
Bolivia. The moral
leadership training
framework is incorporated
into the University’s
curriculum and, through
various projects, is a major
outreach program.
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SANTA CRUZ, Bolivia — Since its founding in 1982,
Nur University has broken much new ground in Bo-

livia. It was among the first in a new wave of private uni-
versities to be founded in Bolivia in modern times and the
first to be established by a presidential decree.

In 1986, Nur set up the first graduate school of any
kind in Bolivia. And it has led the way in a series of educa-
tional innovations here, from a pioneering effort in dis-
tance education to the use of flexible course scheduling
to allow students with work or family obligations to pur-
sue higher education at their own pace.

More important, from the point of view of its founders,
Nur has also been tangibly successful at fulfilling its own
mission: that of helping to train a new generation of lead-
ers in Bolivian society.

Since opening its doors less than 20 years ago, a
number of its graduates have already gone on to posi-
tions of influence throughout the country. Individual
graduates have, for example, served on the national
medical college board, occupied a position as a depart-
mental-level director of the national census program,
established a highly successful low cost health centers
program throughout the country, acted as director of a
major Bolivian television channel, and held key posts
at the Bolivian embassy in Brussels.

Perhaps the most prominent of Nur’s graduates is
Roberto Fernandez, who was appointed mayor of Santa
Cruz in 2001. Santa Cruz is now Bolivia’s largest city, with
a population of more than a million people, and Mr.
Fernandez has already begun to apply some of the leader-
ship principles he learned at Nur in his administration.

Since taking office, for example, Mr. Fernandez has
asked all municipal employees to devote some time each
week to voluntary service projects in the city, such as pick-
ing up litter at parks and green areas, painting buildings
or helping at the hospital.

“Everyone in the city administration does it, my sec-
retary, my advisors, employees, on the weekends, and, of
course, myself,” said Mr. Fernandez, who received a de-
gree in business administration from Nur in 1999.

The inspiration for the policy, he said, came from his
experience at Nur, which requires every student to do a
120-hour community service project and emphasizes con-
cepts of moral leadership throughout its curriculum.

“At Nur, we were obligated to be involved in ser-
vice, and out of that you begin to realize that service is
so important,” said Mr. Fernandez, who has also em-
ployed a number of Nur graduates and professors in
his administration. “I see it as solidarity, as unity, as
not just being interested in the problems of others but
to become directly involved with the solution of the

problems. And this whole principle will be advanced in
my administration.”

It was out of exactly such an ideal — that its graduates
would go on in Bolivian society to promote such prin-
ciples — that Nur was established, said Jeremy Martin,
one of Nur’s founders and currently its director of institu-
tional development.

“We were looking for a way to contribute positively
to the development of Bolivia and we were convinced
that education is the hub of any integral development
process that seeks an improvement in the quality of life,
and that what Bolivia really needed was a new kind of
leader,” said Mr. Martin, who, with nine other Bahá’ís,
founded Nur. “Latin American nations were then, and
still are, moving towards democratic institutions and
consolidating them, and our idea was to contribute to
this process, especially with a focus on increasing lev-
els of participation, and encouraging leaders to have a
broader vision of service to society.”

Nur has grown substantially since opening its doors
in 1985. That first year it enrolled 97 students. By 1990, it
had 993 students. It currently has an enrollment of some
3,000 students in undergraduate and graduate programs,
plus another 1,000 in outreach projects, such as its vari-
ous moral leadership training programs.

Of these, 51% are women and 49% are men. Approxi-
mately 40% of the students receive financial assistance
from the University through scholarships, discounts based
on economic need or work-study positions. The Univer-
sity employs 180 full and part-time faculty and adminis-
trative staff and has an annual operating budget of ap-
proximately US$ 3 million.

E D U C A T I O N

Nur University: training a new generation of leaders

Santa Cruz mayor Roberto Fernandez, left, with Manocher Shoaie,
rector of Nur University, in the mayor’s office.
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right to believe something different and that I
have to respect different beliefs.”

Many say the training has also helped
them in their personal lives. Lenny Lupe
Fernandez, a 30-year-old teacher for the
blind in Sucre, said the ideas presented in
Nur’s teacher training program have not
only helped her to be a better teacher but
have also contributed to the resolution of
some challenges in her family life, prob-
lems surrounding the fact that her
husband’s two sisters live with them.

“Before, everyone went their own way
in the family,” she said. “If my in-laws
cooked, they’d leave a big mess. But we’ve
started having regular family meetings and
we’ve drawn up a family contract. And now
everyone cleans up after cooking and the
relationships are much better.”

Luis Venegas took Nur’s “Rural Teacher
as a Community Development Agent” train-
ing in 1993 when he was working as a pri-
mary school teacher in Bolivia’s southern
Chaco region. He became so convinced of
the program’s effectiveness that he now
works full time as a trainer for Nur teacher
training programs.

“Existential crisis”

Mr. Venegas, now 49, said his initial ex-
posure to the program provoked a “deep
existential crisis,” inasmuch as it led him to
call into question the work he was doing as
an organizer for the Communist Party. “I was
an atheist and a militant, and I identified
with the Communist doctrine of social jus-
tice,” said Mr. Venegas.

But the analysis of various leadership
models presented in the course led him
to conclude that although Communist
leaders talked about “democracy,” they

were in fact “very centralized and authori-
tarian” and not truly concerned with the
development of the people.

“I became disillusioned with the Com-
munist leadership, perceiving that their ac-
tions were for personal interest and not the
common good,” said Mr. Venegas. “And I
realized that the Party was looking for so-
cial or collective transformation without
personal transformation, that there was no
emphasis on moral values, and that this led
to a big vacuum.

“In the Party, the question is how can
the grassroots serve the Party, whereas in the
moral leadership program, the question is
how can leaders best serve the grassroots,”
said Mr. Venegas, who has now left the Party.

At the Luis Espinal School in La
Fortaleza, the school’s principal has been so
pleased with the youth leadership training
program that she has decided to incorpo-
rate it into the school’s regular curriculum,
so that all of the school’s upper class stu-
dents can benefit.

“The program has had a very positive
effect,” said Anna Maria Riva de Neira,
Luis Espinal’s director. “The students learn
to work better in a group and are more
integrated.”

Ms. Riva de Neira and teachers at the
school agree that the program has indeed
motivated students to do more for their com-
munity, such as the efforts undertaken by
Silvia Tarachi and her friends. In and around
the school, students have undertaken such
projects as cleaning out and renovating a
classroom, planting trees, and starting a
modest garden to beautify the school.

“It gives the students the capacity to
think, to reason, and to share among them-
selves,” said Magaly Espinosa Rosales, a
philosophy teacher at Luis Espinal. “And the
idea of doing something for others, espe-
cially doing work in the community — to
me this has been important.”

For their part, students say the program
has given them a new direction and sense of
potential. Franklin Barrientos, an 18-year-old
senior at Luis Espinal, said that without the
program, he might well have become involved
with gangs — as have many of his friends.

“I see many gang members near my house
at night, drunk and in pick-up trucks,” said
Mr. Barrientos. “But the program helps us to
form a vision for the future. Without it, I would
have no orientation. But now I’ve decided I
want to have a career in agriculture or me-
chanics or perhaps military college.”

A major thrust of Nur
University’s moral
leadership program has been
to train rural school
teachers. Shown here are
participants in the “Rural
Teacher as a Community
Development Agent”
program in Sucre, Bolivia.
Left to right are Oscar
Calvo, Lenny Lupe
Fernandez, Juan Condori,
and Marisol Consuelo
Flores.
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Review, continued from back page

Review:  The Future of Life

writes Dr. Wilson. “In 1997 the city raised
an environmental bond issue and set out to
purchase forested land and to subsidize the
upgrading of septic tanks in the Catskills.”

But Dr. Wilson acknowledges that other
environmental choices are not so clearly de-
fined. Which is obviously why Dr. Wilson
spends so much time making economic argu-
ments for preserving biological diversity — a
diversity that is being catastrophically lost day
by day with the relentless destruction of tropi-
cal rainforests and coral reefs and the short-
sighted overfishing of the oceans.

“Is there any way now to measure even
approximately what is being lost?” he writes.
“Any attempt is almost certain to produce
an underestimate, but let me start anyway
with macroeconomics. In 1997 an interna-
tional team of economists and environmen-
tal scientists put a dollar amount on all the
ecosystems services provided humanity free
of charge by the living environment. Draw-
ing from multiple databases, they estimated
the contribution to be $33 trillion or more
each year. That amount is nearly twice the
1997 combined gross national product
(GNP) of all countries in the world, or gross
world product, of $18 trillion.”

Dr. Wilson also spends considerable time
indicating the vast future economic potential
that might be drawn from the medicines, bio-
chemical processes and foodstuffs that remain
undiscovered in rainforests and other wilder-
ness areas. He also argues that we ought to
work harder to protect biological diversity out
of a concept he calls “biophilia” — or love of
life. “The creature at your feet dismissed as a
bug or a weed is a creation in and of itself,”
writes Dr. Wilson. “It has a name, a million-
year history, and a place in the world.”

In his last chapter, Dr. Wilson offers what
he calls “the solution” to the erosion of
biodiversity. Roughly put, he believes that cur-
rent trend towards democracy, the increasing
participation of civil society, international law
and, especially, the growth of conservation-
oriented non-governmental organizations, of-
fer an opportunity for the creation of power-
ful partnerships that can buy up, set aside,
swap for debt or otherwise protect the wilder-
ness lands, shores and ocean beds that must
be preserved if humanity is to reverse the in-
creasing extinction of species.

He is also optimistic about the “growing

prominence of the environment in religious
thought.” “The trend is important not only
for its moral content, but for the conserva-
tism and authenticity of its nature,” he writes,
noting that virtually every major world reli-
gion has in recent years come out with ma-
jor new statements on nature and the envi-
ronment.

 Certainly, from a Bahá’í point of view, the
key to making the kinds of transformations in
the way humanity does its business that will
be necessary both to protect the environment
and ensure global prosperity for all, lies in just
the kind of change in moral consciousness that
has traditionally been associated with the emer-
gence of a new religious movement.

The Future of Life is an important and
timely book, offering a practical and hard-
headed road map away from the kind of “spe-
cies death” that threatens if humanity con-
tinues its largely unsustainable patterns of
development, production and consumption.
It offers compelling arguments on the need
to protect biodiversity — arguments that are
cast in rational terms that can be easily un-
derstood by even the most ardent proponent
of rapid development.

HAIFA, Israel (5 March 2002) — Two
Bahá’ís in Dushanbe, Tajikistan, were de-

termined in recent weeks to have been killed
for their religious beliefs.

Rashid Gulov was shot and killed on 23
October 2001 while returning home from
work. A second man, Mosadegh Afshin
Shokoufeh, was shot outside his home on 3
December 2001 and died from his wounds
on the way to the hospital.

Authorities in Tajikistan made the deter-
mination, after investigating the crimes, that
the two men were killed because of their re-
ligious beliefs.

Both men, along with their wives and fami-
lies, were active in the Bahá’í community and
both were members of the local Bahá’í admin-
istrative body of Dushanbe. Mr. Shokoufeh had
also previously served on the Bahá’ís’ national
governing body for Tajikistan.

These deaths follow the assassination of
Abdullah Mogharrabi in September 1999. Mr.
Mogharrabi was another Bahá’í living in
Dushanbe whose murder was determined to
be religiously motivated. 

— Bahá’í World News Service

Bahá’ís in Tajikistan
killed for their beliefs

"The creature at

your feet

dismissed as a

bug or a weed is

a creation in and

of itself. It has a

name, a million-

year history, and

a place in the

world."

— Edward O.

Wilson
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What is the real value of that weed at your feet?

Although he is known primarily as a
biologist, Edward O. Wilson spends

a lot of his time in his latest book talking
like an economist.

Dr. Wilson, a tenured professor at
Harvard specializing in the study of ants
and their social systems, has won the
Pulitzer Prize twice for previous books.
One was about ants and one was about
human nature.

In The Future of Life, Dr. Wilson takes
up one of the most hotly debated issues of
our times: the importance of protecting and
preserving the earth’s biological diversity.

And, knowing that he faces many who
argue that human progress and economic
development are more important than go-
ing the extra mile to protect a few endan-
gered species, Dr. Wilson spends consider-
able time calculating just how much mon-
etary value humans derive from healthy
ecological systems, which he says are reli-
ant on diversity.

He notes, for example, that economist
Colin W. Clark did a study in 1973 that
examined the economic value of protect-
ing the blue whale, the largest animal that
has ever lived on land or sea. At the time,
only several hundred individual blue whales
were left, their population having been deci-
mated by hunters in the 20th century.

“The Japanese were especially eager to
hunt even at the risk of total extinction,”
writes Dr. Wilson. “So Clark asked, What
practice would yield the whalers and hu-
manity the most money: cease hunting and
let the blue whales recover in numbers and
then harvest them sustainably forever, or
kill the rest off as quickly as possible and
invest the profits in growth stocks? The
disconcerting answer for annual discount
rates over 21 percent: kill them all and in-
vest the money.”

And in that example one finds the essence
the conundrum currently facing humanity
with respect to protecting and preserving our
natural environment — and a crucial ques-
tion facing the upcoming World Summit on
Sustainable Development: Do we put the fight
against human poverty first? Or must we also
spend time, money and other resources to pro-

tect the natural world, even if the payoff is not
so immediate?

The answer, as fleshed out by Dr. Wilson,
is that Colin Clark’s calculations about blue
whales — and every similar calculation that
trades a loss in biodiversity against short-term
economic gain — are fundamentally flawed.
They are flawed, writes Dr. Wilson, because
they do not take into account the real and quite
tangible value provided by the ecological sys-
tems of our planet — or the fact that biologi-
cal diversity is a key factor in the health and
stability of such ecosystems.

Dr. Wilson notes, to cite but one of many
examples salted throughout the book, that
forested watersheds do a superb job of cap-

turing and purifying rainwater — all for free.
He writes that New York City officials once
considered spending $6 to $8 billion to build
a filtration plant to replace the water purifi-
cation capacity lost by an environmentally
degraded Catskills Watershed. Or they could
spend about $1 billion to restore the Water-
shed and protect it.

“The decision was easy, even for those
born and bred in an urban environment,”

The Future of

Life

By Edward O.

Wilson

Alfred A. Knopf

New York


