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Chapter 13
Trusting Systems Intelligence

Tom Bäckström

This brief essay is about hope, trust, faith and the problem of turning speech and ideas into action. Some claim that blind faith belongs to religions only, as if it was synonymous to ignorance and mental sloth. However, as it turns out, lack of faith easily becomes cynicism, a trait of equal contempt in the eyes of systems thinking and intelligence. While it perhaps seems like this essay opens more questions then provides answers, I will argue that trust, faith and hope are essential and, indeed, irreplaceable components of systems intelligence.

Prelude – Allegro

Years ago, two hours north of Reykjavik in a small village church, we were attending the rehearsals of an international choral project. Most of us, the 90 singers, were in our late teens, but our conductors were world renowned. That particular rehearsal was conducted by two conductors. The first one, famous for conducting children's choirs, treated us like children and indeed, the singers behaved like children. They were restless, unable to concentrate and not too interested in singing. An hour later, it was time for the second conductor. She was used to conducting university and professional choirs and treated us as such. And in the blink of an eye, the choir transformed into a different choir. All singers sat silent and still, eager to follow the slightest hint of the conductor. She treated us as professionals and we loved it.

I began to wonder, if it was just a question of attitude and respect, why couldn't the first conductor get it to work? She talked about respect, but couldn't show it in her actions. All she needed was to show a little respect, trust the singers to behave. They would have behaved, but she couldn't.

A Chicken and Egg Problem

To the above anecdote, systems thinking provides an easy answer; when you see the big picture, the thing you must do becomes evident. But if you are supposed to trust somebody or something, then the situation is quite a bit more cumbersome. Fear of failure becomes a significant factor. It requires a lot of courage to begin to trust. When you have acquired a mutual trust, then trusting is easy, but getting there is difficult. If you would have a lot of time at your disposal, then you would have the option of building trust and respect through joint experiences. But often, we do not have that advantage. In many cases, it is the first impression that sets the tone of an interaction and that tone can be difficult to improve at a later stage.

Then the concept of systemic intervention enters the stage. We call systemic intervention a point of leverage, where a small intervention purports a large change in the system in to a desired direction. In the above anecdote, a possible intervention would be a change of attitude. That would have provided a significant change in the result. But habitual patterns and fear of failure made it impossible for the conductor to see the solution and make it happen. The current system of the first conductor gave no experiential proof that a better system would exist, yet the solution obviously exists for the second conductor. It is a sort of chicken and egg problem; we identify a reasonable alternative, but we sometimes do not find a way to enter the positive cycle.

Definitions

The purpose of this essay is to try to demonstrate how the three concepts, hope, trust and faith, have a central position in systems intelligence. In this aim, let us reflect on the meaning of these three words. Obviously, they are not synonymous, but there is still some overlap. Slightly abbreviated, the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary states that

hope – to cherish a desire with anticipation

trust – assured reliance on ... someone or something

faith – something that is believed especially with strong conviction

In my opinion, the anticipation involved in hope implies some level of trust. If it is not a trust that something would happen, it is at least a trust that something could happen. In other words, someone who hopes for something, embraces the possibility that it could happen. An eager hope is then a strong desire for an event, but it does not imply that the desired event has a high probability. Indeed, you can have a weak hope for an event that will almost certainly happen, if the event is not overtly important for you.

Trust, on the other hand, implies that you have a belief, founded on a reasonable level of knowledge that something will happen. It is thus not only possible that something will happen, but according to our best knowledge, it actually will happen with a high probability. That is, we have some prior knowledge that asserts that our event is probable. The type of knowledge that is required is not a trivial question, but it is perhaps not essential in this context. It could be, for example, experiential knowledge.

Finally, we have faith. It is very close to trust, but in my opinion, however, and in contrast to trust, faith does not require reasoning based on knowledge. With faith we imply blind trust, firm belief in something without any proof. Of the three words, faith seems to have the strongest connection to religions. While all these words appear frequently in religious rhetoric, I will try to treat them without their religious connotations. However, some religious aspects will be discussed in Section ”Faith and Religion”.

Interlude 1 – Alla Marcia

A year ago, when we had published the first report of systems intelligence (Bäckström et al, 2003), I showed off the book to my friends with ill hidden pride. One of them opened the book at an arbitrary page and jokingly read aloud a section with ”People want to be happy”, in a preaching tone. He continued reading aloud for a few sentences with purposely excessive zeal and the others laughed. I joined the laughs with a faint smile, but with a saddened heart. He had missed the point, took something out of context and jokingly mocked our work.

The joke did hurt my pride, even though it wasn't meant to be evil, but what really made me sad was that this friend of mine honestly thought he was funny. He didn't even try to understand. I could see his ignorance, but in that moment, I was unable to do anything about it. I felt that the joke had to wear off before I could defend my stand without the fear of being labelled as a humourless person. But then it'd be too late, nobody would be interested any more.

Cynicism and Positivism

A cynic is, again according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, a fault-finding captious critic. They have a one-sided world view, where things go bad and there is nothing we can do about it. According to the holistic ideology, the systems intelligent philosophy, a one-sided world view is equal to ignorance. The cynic unconsciously ignores all the positive possibilities. He takes what seems to be the easy way out; claims that everything is wrong, but simultaneously, claims that we cannot do anything about it. We can not do anything and therefore we should not do anything. We could just as well lie down and die. That is not very systems intelligent.

Positivists, on the other hand, as the opposites of cynics, try to find positive perspectives to everything. It would be easy to accuse positivism of the same faults as cynics – ignorance of the opposite, the negative perspective. However, we are all well trained in finding faults. Most of us find it easy to spot mistakes, whereas finding success requires conscious effort. Keeping this imbalance in mind, positivism seems like a balancing perspective. It emphasises the positive side which is usually belittled. This is systems intelligent.

What makes cynics so difficult for positivists, is that cynicism is often funny. Just look at a Woody Allen film – so cynical and so hilarious. But at the same time it is so sad. Complete ignorance of any positive possibilities. Concurrently, positivists are often regarded as well-intending but naive people. A cynic might say ”These happy-happy joy-joy people don't know much about the real world”. The one-sided world view of cynics is thus easily confused with realism.

But if a holistic and system intelligent world-view reveals you all your options, then it is obvious that the cynic will often miss his best possibility. His laziness of trying to find refreshing perspectives pays off with continued misery. Therefore, as long as cynicism and fault-finding are common habits, the systems intelligent way must be a positivistic way.

Fear and Hope

While cynicism and positivism are mostly related to an attitude in the present moment, fear and hope are always related to future events. And with future events, there is always a risk involved, as well. It emerges from the limits of our knowledge and the choice of domain we have made. We fear that something bad will happen and we hope that something good will come, but we do not know, with absolute certainty, which one will happen. Fear, by it self, embraces the negative possibilities while blind hope, faith, embraces only the positive possibilities.

In the above interlude, my friend had a previously acquired mental model that informal philosophy is humbug. As with any mental model, there is a built-in fear in contending the validity of the model; if you would find a fault in your current conception of the world, you would have to give up a significant part of your whole world-view. Giving up ones trust or faith in experiential facts forces you to accept your ignorance. That is scary because you must then accept that there is more unknown things then you used to believe and there is more uncertainty then you used to think. Unknown things, uncertainty, translate to an increased risk of failure, which in turn promotes fear.

Fear is a primal reaction, while hope requires much more conscious activity. Therefore, similarly as with cynicism and positivism, a systems intelligent approach is to try to emphasise hope. In other words, a systems intelligent person will embrace the positive possibilities in any situation. Such an emphasis on hope balances the weights between fear and hope to a more sane level and promotes systems intelligence.

Fear of failure and lack of hope are easily reflected as a feeling of helplessness. And this, in turn, paves the way for cynicism. Such a progression was visible, for example, in the above interlude, where my own reaction, fear of failure turned to helplessness. I did not find a way to show my friend his ignorance and fear of failure prevented me from trying. The step from my feeling of helplessness to cynicism, to say that things like this do not work, is quite evidently small. But to give up the hope of success is ignorant and thus not systems intelligent.

Interlude 2 – Minuet

Listening to a religious speech at a ceremony or on the television makes me a bit queasy and uncomfortable. It feels awkward. It makes me feel like the speaker is trying to convince me to have faith in something, almost forcefully drag me into a faith without any real reasoning other than ”you should” and ”this is true”. Due to the lack of reasoning I find it difficult to even try to have faith in them. 

But I sometimes get the same feeling when listening to a lecture or reading a book about self-improvement, spirituality or informal philosophy like systems intelligence. Systems intelligence is nothing like a religion, but some level of faith is required in systems intelligence similarly as in religions. Sometimes it is even difficult to distinguish between texts of philosophy, self-improvement, spirituality and religions. I find that disturbing. For me, listening to something that requires faith requires that I lower my defences. Upon reflection I find that my greatest fear is that my friends ridicule me if I'd turn to some spiritual faith. I would like to pick and choose my faiths, but I don't think that is possible.

Faith and Religion

As we have seen, embracing possibilities, to hope, is easy to motivate. Equally we can readily motivate that trust is essential. Both rely on a choice of attitude drawn from conclusions of knowledge. Faith, however, does not involve facts. Still it seems like we need faith to enable our systems intelligence to its full capacity.

Religions are systems of belief that essentially rely on some axioms, predetermined truths which are not open to debate. In other words, faith is always an essential part of a religion. Personally, I am not prepared to condemn or support any particular religion, but I am sure that there are supporting and opposing views to any religion. The fixed truths might be good or bad, but I will leave it to theologians to decide which one is which. However, the defining property of a religion is the set of axioms, the choice of truths.

Systems intelligence, in contrast, requires faith and trust, but the target is not predetermined. We can give some general guidelines, such as, having faith in the goodness of people and that things eventually have a happy end, but they are bound to change. The choice of the object of faith always depends on the circumstances.

Making Things Happen

What, then, is the difference between systems thinking and systems intelligence? My personal view is that the most significant distinction is their relation to action. Systems thinking is an approach more concerned with observation of wholes and interactions, while systems intelligence puts your self in the middle and tries to make the best out of it. Systems intelligence is then a question of putting philosophy into practice and making things happen.

I believe it is a fairly common problem that the best of ideas are not always implemented, especially if the ideas are unconventional. It is largely a question of fear of change, fear of failure and fear of trusting unprecedented ideas. From my perspective, the first step towards improvement is hope. If we have hope, we can embrace the possibility of better solutions. We can learn to have faith in that improvement is possible. With success, our hopes can turn into trust. We can learn to trust the positive possibilities and not just as possibilities, but as opportunities. This is essential to systems intelligence.

Faith, however, remains a small mystery for me. For example, having faith in people often pays off. It is systems intelligent. But gaining trust beyond rationale, to gain faith, requires fearless commitment. How can we achieve that? Where do we get the courage to thrust ourselves into the unknown? In the spirit of the catchword of Robert Flood (1999) ”Learning within the unknowable”, I would argue that systems intelligence essentially requires having faith in the unknowable or trusting the unbelievable.

Postlude – Apologia

I am not, by any standard, a man of religious faith. I am a scientist, a cold scientist if you prefer, one who believes in logic and knowledge, black and white facts. At least this is what I used to believe. Perhaps that is what I used to be. It is just that things are not that simple in the real world, outside mathematics and logic. I did not realise it until I noticed that I could not understand everything nor control everything. There are just too many things, too many details, there is no way I could keep all of it in my head. There will always be things outside my scope, things that I cannot be aware of and things too complicated for me to understand. I can just hope that the things I do not know and understand are not too important, and that the things that are beyond my control will not hurt me.

And there I was, amidst the realm of pure logic, forced to hope that I knew enough. I did not know enough, of course, and couldn't but to trust that I did the best I could. Worse, I was driven to have faith in myself that my best efforts would be enough. And once the door was open, with trust, faith and hope inside, there was no stopping. That was, early as it was, just a beginning, a small step. Later, in all aspects of life, I had to learn to accept hope, to trust and to have faith. And for a convinced atheist like me, that is painful and a still ongoing task.
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Faith is firm belief in something without any proof.





We need faith to enable our systems intelligence to its full capacity.





Trusting the unbelievable.









