Towards an Understanding of that Scholarship in the Writings of
‘Abdw’l-Baha which is a Dynamic System

Foad Katirai

Tn order to understand scholarship as found in the writings of *Abdu’}-Baha, one must first remember that
the anaunciators of the Baha'i teachings did not merely reveal  setof new principles or laws but ntroduced 4 new
process of thinking and a new approach to phenomena, hitherto not found among the classical or even post-
enlightenment thinkers. That recent developments in ‘chaos’ and non-linear systems theory (Pergogine,
Feigenbaum, Lazlo, et al), only in the last decades, are moving science closer to the Baha'i approach isa fascinat-
ing subject (thongh no surprise to the Baha'is who believe the teachings to be Divine in their origins). Alas the
subject is beyond the scope of this paper.

The following pages <I> will examine the major claimants o scholarship, which ‘Abdu’l-Baha identi-
fied, and will show that none of them, independently, can be regarded 2s a sufficient condition for scholarship.
Each is merely a necessary condition with its own strengths and limitations. In the mind of ‘Abdu’l-Baha, these
conditions are dynamically interrelated. The weakness in one is compensated by te strength of another to form
that set of interrelationships which in fofo becomes (in the jargon of modern systems theory) that dynamic,
evolutionary, super-complex, open intellecial system we know as scholarship.

Hitherto, most scientists and model builders, both in the natural sciences as well as the social sciences,
have preoccupied themselves with such phenomena that have fit their deterministic (Le. showing a linear canse
and effect relationship), mechanistic (i.e., constructed from an n-number of elemental components or causes) and
static equilibrium (i.e., the resultant effect having gone through any {ransitional stages and showing no further
automatic tendencies towards change or tranformation assumptions.

Whilst this approach has served well for understanding such static and inert phenomena (such as srchitec-
tural and/or engineering constructions, simple social organizations, linear mathematical fumctions, Zero-swh
games, or models thereof) few would, today, disagree (even if they could not posit any desirable alternatives) that
this approach has proved inadequate in helping us understand the dynamic, evolutionary, and compliex interre-
jated phenomena with which the world we live in abounds. The attempt {0 veduce the dynamic world to a
methodologically convenient linear or static model by a series of further debilitating and simplfying assumptions
has led even furtber away from the real world, focusing more argument upon methodology and process then upon
any visionary diagnosis or didactic lessons with wiich the worid can be (or has been) transformed.

Tn no field has this been more true than in our atiempts o understand scholarship, itself. Like Kipling's
seven blind men—who each thought the anatomical part of the elephant he had grasped was, i fact, the El-
ephant—the gnostic beneficiaries of knowledge, the empiricists, the scientists, and the meodem academics bave
each claimed for themselves the exclusive title of scholarship. <2=PofUP p.20> Blinded by mecharistic and
static assumptions, at times, by haughtiness, and/or prejudics, each perceived its approach to be the OWLY one
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worthy of true scholarship. Even when recognizing the merit of another’s approach, it was perforce, where their
perceptions or methods over-lapped, rather than as acceptable alternatives or the dynamic intemelatedness which
would have been obvious to any one of them who could (or was prepared to) SEE the whole ‘Elephant’ by
standing back from it.

To the empiricists, for example, the surest foundation of scholarship lies in the precise and acoumate mea-
surement of observed phenomena. The tools and the methodology of the empiricists provide a convention for
studying and investigating the perceived world and set a bench-mark for comparison and testing of hypothesis.
No one would deny that these strengths are an integral part and parcel of scholarship. But besides the obvious
limitations and even illusionary misconceptions of the luman senses, the empiricist approach is mi-directional in
its logic. A tree can be observed and tabulated as a perceived truth. But so long as the forest was beyond the
measuring capabilities of the observer, its existence could not be tallied as a truth, These weaknesses and limita-
tions have preciuded this approach from being recognized independently as scholarship.

Whilst sharing with the empiricists the same dedication to chservation, the rationalists’ logic is mult-
directional. It is strong where the empiricists’ approach is the weakest. If deducing the truth of a phenomena from
ohservations is one direction, then to induce the existence of abjects of phenomena from an integration of their
known components, ingredients, or cansal elements is more than just another direction since it allows dissimilar
objects or even those that cannot be physically measured o be tabulated as troths. Whilst for the empiricists,
standing in the middle of a cluster of trees, they are only irees, rationalists can by a process of induction see the
forest s a separate truth—notwithstanding the fact that the fosest has no other measurable physical features other
than that of trees or may be oo large o begin to measure. Inductive reasoning aiso aflows the integration of
chservable realities to build models of other realities. As the means of testing new models--by progressively more
advanced methods of experimeniation, and the more recent developments in compuier simulation—improves
{and will continue to do so in the future), inductive model building will win itself a larger role in the field of
scholarship. But so long as the number of relevant variables that can be processed by the models are limited; so
iong as those sigrificant variables (such as those which explain huran bhehaviour) cannot be measured or incor-
porated into the modes, the rationalist approach cannot possibly be recognized independently as scholarship. It
can only be cherished as an element of it.

Few scholars would deny that science is the surest, the most rigorous, the most logically consistent, and
demonstrable expression of man’s rational faculties. ‘Abdi’-Baha went even further in His praise and approba-
tion. Science is ... the first emanation from God toward Man.”<3=PofUP p.49> Science is a divine order
wherein “... for everything ... God has created a sign and symbol, and established standards and tests by which it
may be known.”<4=50fDC p.33> “God has created or deposited this love of reality in man. .... A scientific man
... Through processes of inductive reasoning and research ... studies the huroan body politic, understands socisl
problems and weaves the web and texture of civilization.”<5=PofUP p49-50> At Columbia University, in April
1912, ‘Abdu’-Baha explained that science “.. is pecuiiar to1oan alone ....” and constituies his “... most noble and
praiseworthy accomplishment ... "<6=PofUP p.2%> “Science”, He continued, “is the discoveser of the past.
From its premises of past and present we deduce conclusions as to the future.”<7=loc.cit> Perhaps the best and
most reliable of the many approaches, the rationalst approach is still onfy 2 part of scholarship and cannot be
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scholarship itself. The conclusions of science, ceteris paribus, however conclusive or convincing, leave gnan-
swered (for example) the question whether any particular futnre is desirable or worthy of pursuit. Whilst it may
be argued that this question is beyond the scope Or competence of science, surely it cannot be admitied o being
beyond the scope of scholarship—aot if scholarship seeks to expand the horizons of kuowledge and buman
civilization. Tn the words of Baha'w’ilah:

The leamed of the day must direct the people to acquire those branches of kmowledge which are of
use, that both the learned themselves and the generality of mankind may derive benefits therefrom.
Such academic pursuits as begiu and end in words alone have never been and will never be of any
worth. <8=TofB p. 169>

Tf the question of ‘what is worthy of pursuit’ has been seen as beyond the scape of science, it has always
been the prerogative of those gnostic claimants who professed to an innate or, at the least, an inspired knowledge
of the truth. The oldest claimant to scholarship, it has hitherto been seen as the most antithetical to the scientific
methods. Plato’s well known analogy of the cave—whercin an incarcerated and tethered mankind (symbolic of
his earthliness) recognizes THE TRUTH only from the innaie memory of the FORMS whose shadows are re-
flected (from another realmn) on the walls of the cave— is a good illustration of the gnostic claim. Reascn and the
scientific method are powerful and effective tools, but they are Timited by their vantage point. They are inside the
cave. They are a measureent (however accurate) of the perceived trath rather than THE TRUTH—a mere
measurement of the shadows. If perceived truths are a measurement of “what is’, the ideal FORMS represent
‘what ought to be’. Where scientific precision and accuracy are the weakest, the gnostic claims hold forih strop-
gest. Butat arisk. The gnostic claimant cannot proffer 20y demonstrable proof beyond his own credibility. This
obvious and fatal weakness, opens the Pandora’s box to any number of self-interested and suspect professors of
the truth. At its worst extreme , it degenerates into the bedlam of opinions, whimsical dreams, and illusions of
grandeur. On the other hand, whilst albeit rare, amongst these claimants one can sometines find the voice of
Revelation, educating man, and opening his eyes to truths that are not susceptible to any scientific tools of mea-
surement or fogic. What distinguishes the rare but Divine from the common but untrustwosthy is the authority
and credibility of the claimant. According to Jesus <9=Mait 7:16> it was by their fruits—i.e., resulis—that these
claimants shoald be judged. Baha'u'{lah, Himseif, writes : ’

Know verily that [the claim to] knowledge is of twokinds: Divine and Satanic. The one welleth oul from:
the fountain of Divine ingpiratior; the other is but a reflection of vain and obscure thoughts. The source
of the former is God Himself; the motive-force of the Iatter the whisperings of selfish desire .... The
former bringeth forth the fruits of patience, of longing desire, of true understanding, and Jove; whilst the:
latter can vield naught but arogance, vainglory aud conceit. <10=Iqan p.65>

It is precisely because man has throughout his past been able to put bis rast in Beings such as Jesus,
Buddha, and/or Baha’y’llah and benefit from Their visions and educating principies, that an understanding of
scholarship cannot ignore or rule out the gnostic coniribution ta scholarship. “We must only fortify our vigilance
and scrufinize the motives and character of such claimanis in ordex to sift those rare and precions few whose
authority and reliability are credible from the numerous charlatans.
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For the Jack of a better appellation, we shall call the fourth claim to scholarship the academic claimant.
Tstead of discovery or gnostic access to the truth, the academic approach to scholarship dwells upon the re-
exposition, criticism, and interpretation of accumulated knowledge. Whilst no one would argue that it is possible
to pursue a scholarly work without reference to its antecedent, accumulated body of oral tradition and/or aca-
demic literature, what is niot so obvious is how casy it is (as we have in the early 20th century) to mistake such
wotk for scholarship itself. Too often wmiversities and academic institutions (whether real or devoted solely to
publications) COMpromise on original thought and the expansion of human horizons, which are the basic beart-
beats of scholarship, in pragmatic pursuit of the marginal step forward from a mere re-gxposition, re-arrange-
‘ment, re-interpertation and critical re-view of the past. This is not to say that such work is wrong or even futile.
Quite the contrary. Extreme examples notwithstanding, it is a part of scholarship. But once again it cannot be
scholarship. Academic claimants are students of scholarship. Not all of them need necessarily be (or suceeed in
becoming) scholars. In a unique treatise devoted specifically to the economic and social development of civiliza-
tions, ‘Abdu’l-Baha challenged scholars:

Ttis, therefore, urgent that beneficial articles and books be written, clearly and definitely establish-
ing what the present-day requirements of the people are, and what will condoce to the happiness
and advancement of society.” <11=SofDC p.109>

and (proudly for those of usin Japan) held up the case of Japan—a bundred yeats before its full flowering—as an
example:

... now for some years, Japan has opened its eyes and adopted the techniques of conterporary
progress and civilization, promoting sciences and industries of use to the public, and siriving (o the
utmost of their power and competence until public opinion was focused on reform. ... Observe
carefully bow education and the arts of civilization bring honour, prosperity, independence and
freedom to a govermment and its people. <12=SofBC p. 111>

Tt may not be so obvious (o a non-Japanese audience that the early pioneers of Japanese social and eco-
nomic developinent, such as Yukichi Fukuzawa, were not academics. Japanese academia, at the time, was still
steeped in its classical traditions. It was such independent thinkers, COUrageous enough to step out from thelr
seadition-laden-worid and to apply their new-found Western ideas and technology to the development and ad-
vancement of their society, who were true scholass. Their research into Western: thought and literature made
the students of scholarship whilst their application of these ideas to what they saw as society”s needs made these
pioneers scholars. What their militaristic successors di@ with the fruits of their work, however despicable, does
not diminish—as can be seen today—the worthwhile foundations they laid down.

The preceding pages have cutlined the four claimants to scholarship identified in the writings and tatks of
¢ pAbdn’l-Baha. The discussion has put forth their claims in such a way as to show how examples of their respec-
tive weaknesses, which obviate any exclusive claims to scholarship, are, in fact, off-set by the strengths of one or
another claimant, suggesting that they are all part of a larger set of contributing elements to scholarship. The
scholarship which ‘Abdu’l-Baha talks about can now be understood (in the jargon of modern systems theory) as
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an open, complex, evolving intellectual system consisting of different elements which hitherto may have been
casily mistaken for scholarship itseif. Using Kipling’s analogy, whilst aone of the different anatomical parts, held
by the blind men, were in themselves the Elephant, these parts can now be seen 2s a synergistic totality—which
brings the the animal to life.

‘The empiricists’ fine tools of observation, the rationalists” logical deductions and inductions and the aca-
demics’ bank of accumulated knowledge have been passed from one generation (0 another &s science. But the
discoveries of science and the models constructed for their study, however rigorously obtained and rightly ac-
claimed as trathful, do not exist in a value-free vacuwm. Scholarship must not only address itself to the positive
scientific question of ‘what is’, but must needs also ask the nomnative question, is it ‘what it cught to be?” That
science canmot provide an answer to the latier does not necessarily mean ihere are no answers. The gnostic
method which is weakest in rigour and proof, is, in fact, man’s best answer © this normative guestion.

In the mind of ‘Abdu’l-Baha, scholarship combined all four appsoaches and addressed itself to both the
positive as well as normative questions. In “Abdw’ 1-Baha’s own words :

Briefiy, the point is that in the human material world of phenomena these four are the only existing
criteria or avenues of knowledge, and ali of them are faulty and unreliable. What then remains?
How shall we attain the reality of knowledge? <13=PofUP p.22>

[Each] of them are liable o mistake and exror in conclusions. But a siatement presented (o the
mind accompanied by proofs witich the senses can perceive 0 be comect, which the facolty of
reason can accept, which is in accord with traditional authority and sanctioned by the promptings
of the heart, can be adjudged and relied upon as pesfectly correct, for it has been proved and tested
by all the standards of judgement and found to be complete. When we apply but one test, there are
possibilities of mistake. <14=PofUP p.2535>

Before ending this discussion of the dynamic pature of scholarship (ie. the imierrelatedness of its ele-
ments), a few words might be in order to invite further discussion, research, and papers on the implications of
looking at scholarship as a dynamic, super-compiex, evolutionary, open intellectual system. The dynamic issue
has been the subject of this paper.

Looking at scholarship as a super-complex system will focus upon the relative weighted significance of
any one or more of the four elements. Attermpts to understand which of ibese elements play the most significant
role in scholarship—not just in a historical sense but also in a theoretical one—is an intriquing guestion which
will advance our discussion further.

. Fach scholar approaches his subject from a particular cultoral context. As an open sysiem, scholarship, by
definition, cannot be bound by any culbural, religious, ethaic, or (for that matter) any otber rigid boundaries. That
this is in conformity with the ideals of Baha'i scholarship goes without saying. Yet, further investigation and
slucidation will no doubt be a valuable contribution o our understanding of scholarship.
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As an evolutionary system, these boundaries of scholarship are subject to conlinous change and fluciva-
tion. This should evoke a deep sense of humility in the heart of the true scholar. Further discussions about
scholarship and the nature of man (i.c. the scholar) is also a valuable subject which is open to further analysis and

discussion.

In conclusion, I can but hope that this humble paper will have challenged, stimulated, and opened the
discussion.
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