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Coevolution Southern Idaho: Bridging Theory and Action1 

 
Abstract:  Coevolution Southern Idaho is a process of community-level participation in the evolution of 
culture toward forms which are more supportive of the process of human fulfillment and a sustainable 
relationship with the environment.  Neglect of these two levels of systemic hierarchy by the middle level, 
society / culture, is a source of significant everyday damage and growing danger to planetary systems.  
Through holistically-designed, intelligent projects evolving in recursive interaction, Coevolution offers a 
very realistic possibility of empowering individuals and communities to create deep-rooted, long lasting 
positive change.  Having completed a prerequisite project, a systems-oriented community profile, three 
flagship culture-change projects are underway to test and evolve the principles of community-based 
coevolution.  These are a project related to transforming educational systems, a project seeking to replace 
conflict between Judaeo-Christian tradition and environmentalism with cooperation, and the creation of a 
forum for division and unity, all with a focus on Southwestern Idaho or on the state as a whole.  It is hoped 
that in time this effort can serve as a model for similar processes in other communities and that a network of 
Coevolution efforts can seek challenges on a larger scale. 
 
Keywords:  coevolution, culture change, conscious evolution, grassroots organization, community-level 
action. 
 
I Introduction 
 
There is in its infancy a movement underway in the Southwest region of the state of Idaho 
to involve people in the process of coevolution, defined for our purposes as the united 
evolution of culture and individual, with nature a critical mediator.  As of the writing of 
this article, the process called “Coevolution Southern Idaho” is only eleven months old, 
having begun with a public meeting in January, 1995.  At this meeting I stood before a 
group of twenty-two people who had been intrigued either by announcements about the 
meeting or through personal familiarity.  Today, there are a handful who have taken steps 
to make Coevolution Southern Idaho a reality, a somewhat larger group of people who are 
familiar with the ideas, and an even larger circle of people who might be called 
“sympathizers”.   
 
The production of a “tangible”, in this case a unique community profile offering a systemic 
perspective of the region, has brought the public spotlight to the effort and a new phase is 
about to begin with the initiation of three flagship culture-change projects.  These are (a) 
the creation of an unusual forum for divisive issues, (b) a project to initiate the complete 
redesign of an educational system around the learner and within a whole-society context, 
and (c) a project to eliminate conflict and extend cooperation between Judaeo-Christian 
philosophy and environmental philosophy in the region.  Sufficient manpower is available 
and these initial projects will serve as proving grounds for the coevolution modus operandi 
which will be described below.   
 
It is hoped that if these projects take root and give rise to new projects, the successes of 
Coevolution Southern Idaho can be duplicated in other communities and larger-scale 
networks can eventually be formed which will enable coevolution to be a more powerful 
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force for supporting the evolution of the individual while helping to prevent the devolution 
of  global systems at this critical time in our history.         
 
II Origins 
 
In 1990 I began a personal inquiry into the relationship between cultural factors and what I 
called “tao-sense”, a sense of the parallels between human nature and all other natures 
which, I argued, we are born with and should maintain for the sake of a fulfilling life.  The 
resulting brief paper was published in an anthropology journal in India.  The effort was 
only a first step, however, and in hindsight was quite primitive.  I realized that a more 
fruitful approach would be to conduct a much deeper inquiry into the three-way 
relationship between nature, culture, and the process of individual fulfillment, setting aside 
the focus on tao and working with concepts more familiar to the mainstream of social and 
behavioral science.  The result was the Theory of Natural Culture, which drew heavily 
upon humanistic psychology, ecological psychology, anthropology and sociology.  This 
work was completed in 1993.  Its main conclusion was that in order to provide support for 
the process of individual fulfillment, which includes elements such as the meeting of basic 
drives, self-actualization, intrinsic motivation, the development of wisdom, role 
satisfaction / group identity, freedom to reach cultural ideals, and aesthetic expression and 
stimulation, any culture must have certain general features.  It was also theorized that 
nature, artificially distinguished from symbolic reality as “biology and non-built 
environment”, is a critical mediator in this process.  Thus, we have our three-way 
relationship.   
 
The thirteen major conclusions about optimal cultural support for individual fulfillment 
included the following: 
 
• Culture must minimize the barriers between people’s own consciousness and the larger 
nature of which they are a part.  Culture must not build barriers between people and nature 
via artificial distinctions. 
• Culture must not isolate aspects of the self. 
• Supportive culture must prevent people from dwelling in extremes of any kind. 
• Culture must allow a physical environment which is amenable to the human psyche and 
senses. 
• Culture must encourage people to teach themselves and to be themselves. 
• Culture must make sure that a group’s goals and the individual’s goals are compatible. 
• Culture must bring people together, not divide them.  Culture must allow people to self-
differentiate, and not categorize them. 
• Culture must not pour in information nor lock it out, but allow it to seep in coherently and 
contextually. 
• Culture must provide critical knowledge not by trying to provide all of the answers but by 
encouraging questions. 
• Culture must help people deal with crises.  But culture must also maintain challenge, and 
not seek to end it. 
• Culture must provide continuity without rigidity. 
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• Culture must provide the tools for its own criticism to make sure that it remains 
responsive to human nature and in balance with other systems in the ecosphere. 
• Culture must provide a journey, not a travail. 
 
In the course of editing and re-working the theory, it became clear that the concluding 
chapter on the role of the individual in cultural evolution was inadequate.  Also missing 
was a bridge to action – what good is such a theory alone?  Over the next year I introduced 
myself to systems theory and, in particular, general evolutionary theory as described so 
well by Ervin Laszlo (1987, 1991a) and associates (1991b).  One of the most important 
breakthroughs conceptually was the re-interpretation of the process of individual 
fulfillment as the evolution of a human being in the course of their lifetime, although 
Csikszentmihalyi (1993), Perry (1993), and others have also leaned toward such an 
interpretation.  One statement in particular by Laszlo (1991a) triggered the insight which 
ultimately led to the completion of Coevolution: Principles and Organization:   
 

Through the process of evolutionary convergence new, higher level systems are created 
that selectively disregard many details of the dynamics of their subsystems and impose an 
internal constraint that forces the subsystems into a collective mode of functioning. (p.112) 
 

The ultimate conclusion at this stage was that culture and society have been evolving 
without regard to the evolution of their constituents, us.  This is particularly problematic 
today because of the widening gap between humans and their natural environments, both 
internal and external, leading to an impoverishment of living and to a dangerous situation 
in terms of global stability.  In order to halt this trend, culture and individual must begin to 
co-evolve.  I see the process of the evolution of the individual human being from birth to 
death, which begins anew for 250,000 people every day, as the ultimate standard of 
evolution – a horizon, always new from the vantage of an entire society or species, and 
never reached.  For conscious persons to work to ensure that this process is supported 
represents, in my view, the next phase of evolution on this planet.  It may even form the 
core of a vital, coherent mythos which is currently missing from our modern technological 
society.     
 
Another key element of this coevolution as expounded in Coevolution: Principles and 
Organization was that since greater systemic complexity is accompanied by a more critical 
balance between a system and other systems within a greater ecosphere, a healthy process 
must also involve ensuring that human activities do not send us into an imbalance which 
could destroy us altogether.  Thus, coevolution has a strong environmental component.            
 
The final part of this work went into the pragmatics of organizing a coevolutionary process 
at the community level, where it may be designed in context as well as be truly effective 
and participatory.  How to motivate people while overcoming amotivational factors was 
anticipated to be a central issue, as was obtaining resources (directly from the community).  
This will be discussed further in sections below.   
 
Three papers – Tao, the Theory of Natural Culture, and Coevolution: Principles and 
Organization – were combined into one work called One Nature, copies of which were 
sent to various individuals and research centers which I felt would be most interested in it.  
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Among the individuals who responded to it were Theodore Roszak, a historian who heads 
the Ecopsychology Institute at the University of California / Hayward, and Jonas Salk.  My 
discussion with Jonas Salk in March of 1995 eventually led to a meeting with him in June.  
We actually met twice, once four days before he died, and again one day before.  He was 
particularly intrigued by the action component of the endeavor and felt that it was time to 
move forward.  He also shared with me some of his theoretical work in progress in the 
field of general evolution.  As a first step, he arranged for me to meet some of his 
colleagues in California.  Unfortunately, it was a last step as well.  He lives on in an 
important sense, however. 
 
 
III Organizing in the Community 
 
Why Southwest Idaho?  Negatives and Positives 
 
The reason why this effort is being initiated in Southwest Idaho is simple: this is the 
community in which I happen to live at this time.  If I were still living in a suburb of 
Seattle, the title of this article would have been “Coevolution Puget Sound” or something 
to that effect.  In some ways, this community is a more difficult place to start than other 
locations in the region might be.  Idaho is known as a place of relative stability, insular 
attitudes, and conservative values.  Not experiencing the troubles of urbanized areas, yet 
fearful of them because of rapid growth, people here tend to withdraw into “Fortress 
Idaho”.  The situation is not helped by the current national waves of states’ rights, 
isolationism, and moralism.  Portland, Seattle, or even Northern Idaho would probably 
have been more receptive to coevolution in this regard.  However, there is an advantage to 
pioneering coevolution in this community.  The social structure here is tight-knit, and it is 
relatively easy to reach a large share of the population (which is only about 500,000 in the 
entire Southwest region of Idaho) through the media and through personal contacts.  When 
a wave is created here, it moves quickly through the entire system.  And as anywhere, there 
are individuals here who are open to the message and aware of its importance at some 
level.  Negatives and positives notwithstanding, it really should not matter where the 
pioneering effort takes place, for ultimately it must be able to work everywhere, albeit in 
local context.  We must ask, “why not here?”  
 
Initial Organizing 
 
In January, 1995 I called a public meeting in Boise, Idaho to propose the creation of an 
organized coevolution effort in Southwest Idaho.  Twenty-two people came, some of 
whom knew me personally and some who were intrigued by the advertisements.  I 
explained the theoretical basis which I had worked on and then went into the action plan.  
Unfortunately, there was little opportunity for discussion or feedback that evening.  The 
majority of people who came, however, signed their names to the interested parties list.  
Several weeks later, half as many people came to a second meeting.  Here we discussed 
what was felt to be a wise first step, the creation of an in-depth community profile of the 
region for use as a tool to better understanding the place in which we lived and in which 
we wished to create positive culture change. 
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Lesson Number One 
 
The third meeting, which was not a meeting at all but a sign that something was wrong, 
was a major turning point in the early stages of Coevolution Southern Idaho.  While from 
the start it was felt that the best approach would be to minimize the structure of an 
organization “Coevolution Southern Idaho”, even this much structure was apparently too 
much.  To have a centralized organization, even a minimalist one, with “members” and 
regular meeting times, was simply unsustainable at this stage.  The concepts were still too 
nebulous, there were competing interests in the daily lives of interested people which could 
not be overcome, and those who would show up would do so because they felt guilty about 
not being involved.  To slow down a process as important as coevolution with such 
conventional organizational barriers was simply not tolerable.  Coevolution Southern Idaho 
would never again be referred to as an organization working for a process, but would 
instead be treated as process itself.  This process would be manifest through projects, and 
project number one was getting the community profile done. 
 
 
IV Tangible Number One: A Systemic Community Profile 
 
I had proposed in Coevolution: Principles and Organization that the first step of a 
community-based effort should be to acquire a solid understanding of the community.  
This made sense to the several people who were involved in Coevolution Southern Idaho 
from the start.  The community profile would serve three purposes: it would serve as a tool 
for wiser selection and design of Coevolution projects; it would serve as a general 
reference tool for the community, in the service of deeper understanding and wiser, holistic 
decision-making, and to encourage people to do research on their own; and it would help 
to put us on the map.  It is too early to tell whether the second intention will be fulfilled, 
but the first and third benefits have been seen already.   
 
Six volunteers, none professional writers, wrote the book in about seven months.  It ended 
up being approximately 220 pages long and covers fourteen subject areas including 
history, social aspects, transportation, energy, education, community health, arts and 
humanities, environment and spirituality.  The writing is concise and takes nothing for 
granted about the reader’s prior knowledge, but is necessarily limited in its depth of 
coverage.  The book also happened to fill a unique niche in local literature, as there was no 
such book about the region; everything else either focuses on history, tourist attractions, 
very specialized subjects, or information selected to promote business growth.  A review in 
the local weekly newspaper stated that we’ve  
 

“compiled the most detailed analysis to date of our corner of Idaho...(it is a) ground-breaking work.  
Many, many thanks to Coevolution Southern Idaho!” (BW, p.17) 

 
Coevolution activities will produce many useful things along the way. 
 
The work is entitled The Southwest Idaho System and it should live up to the name, as the 
emphasis in this book is not merely on information but also on the relationships between 
the various aspects of the Southwest Idaho community.  Each chapter concludes with some 
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discussion of these relationships and with a chart which illustrates the same.  The intention, 
however, was not to illustrate every relationship but merely to convey interrelatedness. 
 
In order to ensure that the community profile would get into the hands of users in the 
community without our having to do a great deal of salesmanship, a way had to be found 
to minimize the cost of printing an initial set of copies.  I was referred by a printer to a 
certain man who “knew how to get things done for free”.  He worked for the local Parks & 
Recreation department, and he lived up to his reputation.  In the course of our conversation 
he threw out a suggestion that we sell “shares” in the production to various sponsors; they 
would receive copies of the profile but would also be subsidizing the cost for the “free” 
group.  In the end, this is the approach which proved successful.  Networking is a powerful 
thing.  
 
220 copies of the community profile, entitled The Southwest Idaho System, were printed in 
October and distributed to the various sponsors, which included large corporations as well 
as individuals.  A copy was sent to every high school in 15 counties of Southwest Idaho, 
and to every public library, some government offices, the mass media, local activist 
organizations, and some large employers.  As of this writing an additional one hundred 
copies have been printed for non-profit sale to bookstores and individuals. 
 
A professionally written press release, done pro bono, helped to draw media attention to 
the completed work, ultimately leading to coverage in the local newspaper, radio, and on 
television.   
 
Lessons Number Two, Three, Four and Five 
 
Several lessons were derived specifically from the community profile project.  For one, we 
didn’t have sufficient manpower before initiating the work – one person ended up doing 
about 80% of the writing, and 90% of the total work.  Another problem was that the writers 
didn’t compare styles and formats frequently enough, so an inordinate amount of work was 
left for the editor to complete.  A third problem was that some participants wouldn’t allow 
others to help them, or ask for help, if it was needed.  And finally, the length, and therefore 
cost, of the finished product was under-estimated, resulting in a significant deficit after 
sponsorship money had been collected.  
 
With the right number of volunteers and a more efficient organization, the work could have 
been finished several months sooner.  And time and cost overruns should be expected.  
Naturally, all of these lessons will be put to use if Coevolution Southern Idaho is the 
learning movement that it is intended to be. 
 
 
V Critical Vocabulary Words and Other General Communications 
 
As an effort to help make the public aware of Coevolution Southern Idaho, a series of ads 
were run throughout the year in the Boise Weekly.  The more mainstream and widely-
distributed daily The Idaho Statesman would have been a more preferable venue, but the 
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cost is prohibitive.  These ads were of two types: a series called “Critical Vocabulary 
Words” and a series of statements along a coevolutionary theme.  The six vocabulary 
words, accompanied by definitions, were evolution, culture, system, complex, nature, and 
mythos.  All were signed only “Coevolution Southern Idaho”.  I believe they were the only 
ads without any addresses or telephone numbers on them. 
 
The series “Critical Vocabulary Words” ran twice, as did the “statements”.  Some of the 
latter are reproduced below: 
 

It is hard to blame individuals for contributing to society’s ills when  
culture and society encourage the problem.  But it is hard to blame  
culture and society because culture and society don’t think for  
themselves.  Therefore, the ultimate responsibility for society’s ills 
lies with those who know better but fail to act to change culture, to  
demonstrate true leadership, and to encourage wisdom.    

 
Throughout human history the systems known as culture and  
society have been free to evolve without much regard to the  
evolution of the lives that make them up, us.  This has to change  
now, and only conscious individuals can make it happen.  
 
We should avoid the classical mistake of trying to imagine a better society.  
Instead, imagine better processes. Imagine a better society and you’ll never be 
there. Imagine better processes and you’ll always be in it. 

 
As the last excerpt indicates, Coevolution is very much process-oriented.  Perhaps this is 
what Robert Crosby had in mind when he spoke of the path of “sufficient evolution” as the 
only one viable for our current crisis.  He argued that alternative evolutionary paths  
natural biological, artificial biological, an evolution of human consciousness and an 
evolution to a utopian state  were either not realistic, not desirable, or not quick enough . 
 

“...the essence of a sufficient evolution is not the elimination of imperfection, but the design of 
controls that avoid the unwanted bifurcations that imperfections may cause, while at the same time 
inducing bifurcations that lead in favorable directions.  A sufficient evolution would thus focus on 
process.  Any state that provides for a continuing evolution would be satisfactory.”  (1989, p.45) 

 
Our brand of “sufficient evolution” does, however, include the standards of responsiveness 
to the evolution of the human being constituting the social system and the evolution of 
both the social system and the human being in balance with the ecosystem.  Perhaps it 
could be called “sufficient coevolution”. 
 
 
VI The Next Phase:  Three Flagship Projects 
 
It was anticipated that after completion of the community profile, the next step was to 
launch one or two de facto coevolution projects as flagships.  What would these be?  Over 
the course of the year I had thought up a list of about twenty project ideas relating to 
everything from educational reform to child development to employer-employee relations 
to social conflict.  In the end we gravitated toward four projects.  Selecting only one or two 



 8

couldn’t satisfy our desire for diversity in this next phase, but it would be neither wise nor 
possible to take on many more. 
 
It was felt that rather than continuing to present the public with a wide array of potential 
projects for their selection, it would be better to select four projects of a diverse nature with 
immediate relevance to issues of  public concern.  An additional qualification was 
sufficient interest on the part of those ready to take the next step. 
 
The four flagship projects presented at the mid-November general public meeting, three of 
which are now being implemented, are: 
 
The Idaho Forum for Division and Unity, which involves the creation of an unconventional 
setting in which leaders on various sides of the most divisive social and cultural issues 
facing our community can interact in an intensive manner over a period of time sufficiently 
long to enable full expression of ideas and views, to allow for response, and for the parties 
to get to know each other.  Tentatively we have in mind a Forum engagement of five 
weeks.  The Forum would ideally have a permanent home, and engagements would be 
closed so that participants can speak freely and without opportunity for media “sound 
bites”.  A research team would support the project by quickly investigating assertions 
which are disputed and re-injecting findings back into the discussion.  The objective would 
not be to end up with a signed accord on the major issues being discussed but merely to 
provide the best opportunity for common ground to be found and for the participants to 
come to see each other as human beings.  This Forum would become a permanent part of 
the local culture.    
  
Idaho Education for the Evolving Learner in an Evolving Society had its origins as a 
project to introduce systems theory insights and perspectives into public school curricula.  
However, as Bela Banathy likes to say, “One cannot pour new wine with an old wineskin” 
(Banathy,1991).  In light of this, and in accord with the Coevolution objective to support 
the development of the human being, the scope of the project grew to include nothing less 
than the total redesign of the educational system around the human being and as an 
essential component of a dynamic, complex society.  The particular project being launched 
now is just step one in this process: changing the paradigm of questioning and image-
building.  The project will seek to build a framework for asking the right questions and 
developing original images of educational process, orienting the public toward the 
systemic perspective and involving every stakeholder in the systems design.  This project 
is probably the most significant of the three currently active.    
 
The Partnership for Spirituality and Environment in Idaho is starting with an investigation 
of potential conflict at the community level between Judaeo-Christian philosophy and 
environmental philosophy, and if such conflict is found, ways will be sought to eliminate it 
and replace it with cooperation.  This effort would involve clergy and laity from the 
Southwest Idaho community, and would address possible conflict at several levels – the 
theological, the political, and the practical. 
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The Life Quality Compensation Option was to have been an effort to help shift the culture 
of capitalism in the community away from consumerism and material notions of wealth 
and toward an association of reward with freedom, the ability to develop oneself, family, 
and community.  The project would involve developing an array of options which involve 
creativity, exploration, and growth (e.g., time, art lessons, music lessons, dance lessons, 
yoga classes, season tickets to artistic performances, wilderness experiences, etc.) with 
providers of such services in the community, determining how to make it economically 
attractive and feasible for the areas large employers to offer these as an option in lieu of 
salary increases and bonuses, and determining how to encourage use of the options.  
Again, this would need to be designed for permanent impact on the culture and not as an 
experimental program which might lose steam after a couple of years.  This project is 
being held off because of limited participation and interest relative to the other projects.   
 
The first three projects are proceeding with separate teams each comprised of four to seven 
volunteers who have expressed interest in the respective projects, but it is expected that 
more people will join the teams as work progresses.  It is also anticipated that each project 
will generate energy and information which can help other projects.  Cross-catalytic 
relationships should form between most of the projects, and also between coevolution 
projects and conventional change efforts in the community.  
 
Because of the holistic nature of the system we live within, it is anticipated that any 
coevolution project will eventually run into a kind of inertia, where the process cannot 
progress at a satisfactory rate because complementary shifts in other aspects of the system 
are not taking place.  Thus, new projects will emerge as necessary.  We may also find that 
different projects give rise to the same emergent project.  The cross-catalytic relationships 
will interlock – the process of convergence.  The hypothesized process is described in 
more detail below.  Ultimately, the coevolution process in this community should work 
like an open, evolving organism, seeing divergence, emergence, and convergence in the 
course of its life. 
 
 
VII The Emergence and Convergence of Coevolution Projects 
 
A series of coevolution project-processes are set into motion.  These project-processes are 
intended to induce a significant fluctuation in the cultural-social system through the 
introduction of new, or heretofore ignored, information and to foster an efficient re-
ordering of relationships within a higher order of simplicity (an evolutionary path) which 
successfully integrates critical energy and information relating to human development and 
a sustainable relationship with the environment.  The intention is to catalyze coevolution 
between the systemic hierarchies of ecosystem, cultural-social system, and individual 
human system.  In order for this to take place, creativity and evolutionary consciousness 
are necessary. 
 
Due to limited resources and the experimental nature of the community-based coevolution 
process, only a small range of “flagship projects” are initiated.  However, because of the 
intra-related nature of the (community) system, a deep-rooted and lasting shift in its 
support for coevolutionary goals requires that complementary changes occur in every 
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aspect of the system.  It is therefore hypothesized that a given flagship project-process will 
run into environmental inertia at some point in its progression.  This inertia would arise 
from the absence of complementary changes in aspects of the system not addressed 
directly by this project.  These other aspects of the system will come into view as systemic 
challenge areas.  The emergence of these systemic challenge areas should not be a total 
surprise, since anticipation of them is attempted in the initial design stage of a coevolution 
project.   
 
Each systemic challenge area will create a project attractor as the need for a new project or 
projects is experienced by the coevolution process whose nature it is to seek out such 
challenges.  Each project attractor may give rise to a range of possible emergent project 
trajectories.  One or more of these may be selected as the emergent project-process.  The 
criteria for selection would include those used during the selection of the flagship projects 
– the presence of ideas and interest, community priority, windows of opportunity, and 
availability of resources – but there would now be two additional and strong determinants 
of selection.  These are described below.  
 
As mentioned earlier, more than one flagship project has been set into motion.  By design, 
these projects will share cross-catalytic relationships, whereby energy and information 
generated by one will be utilized by others wherever possible.  These may lead to cross-
catalytic cycles.  Participants in each project will also be communicating frequently with 
those in other projects, informing them of plans, progress, developments, etc.  Partly 
because of these inter-project-process relationships, and partly because of the attempt to 
anticipate the emergence of systemic challenge areas at the inception of each project, it is 
hypothesized that systemic challenge areas will appear which are common to two or more 
existing project-processes, and that they can emerge at roughly the same time in the course 
of respective project-processes. 

It is hypothesized that common project attractors will emerge, and along with them, 
common emergent project trajectories (as well as unique emergent project trajectories).  
Any of these may be selected as the projects emergent from respective existing projects, 
but because of the evolutionary imperative to maximize the efficiency of energy flow, it is 
further hypothesized that common emergent project trajectories will tend to take precedent 
over unique emergent project trajectories.  That is, whenever there emerges a potential 
project-process that can enter into a cross-catalytic relationship with more than one 
predecessor, that one will tend to be selected over one which can enter into a cross-
catalytic relationship with only one predecessor, or a “single parent”.  Thus, there should 
be a tendency for the process to favor interlocking cross-catalytic relationships and cycles, 
or convergence, as new projects are created.   

Of course, as it is conscious individuals who are fostering this process, this tendency 
would be significantly intentional.  The same intentionality could be attributed to any 
system in evolution.  The difference here is that it takes human intention to ensure a 
hierarchical coevolution between individual, collective human, and ecological systems.  
This is what Coevolution Southern Idaho is all about.   
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VIII Coevolution: Modus Operandi 
 
The process of Coevolution Southern Idaho is played out through projects which develop 
along a theme.  These projects consist of the collaboration of individuals along a planned 
yet indeterminate path toward selected goals.  They remain conscious of each other and of 
the larger milieu in which they exist.     
 
Project Vision 
 
Once a project idea is created which attracts sufficient interest, the first step is to develop a 
Project Vision, in which we answer the question “What qualifies this as a Coevolution 
project?”; in other words, why would this project help culture evolve toward a form which 
is more supportive of the process of human fulfillment and a sustainable relationship with 
the environment?  In this Project Vision we also outline the mission, the objectives, a 
general plan, a specific plan, a dynamic schedule, and resources needed and in-hand.  We 
also list other Coevolution and non-Coevolution projects with which cross-catalytic 
relationships might emerge and try to anticipate challenge areas within the society which 
will require new, complementary Coevolution projects to emerge.  This “living document” 
is always subject to change given actual project experience and it is signed by the makers 
of the project.  
 
Stages to the Project-Process 
 
The four general stages of a Coevolution project-process are changing or expanding 
perceptions, changing or elaborating values, developing will, and finally shifting practices.  
Changing or expanding perceptions essentially means a process of educating the public, 
raising awareness about something, and encouraging question-finding.  Once perceptions 
have been changed or expanded, the new path must come to be viewed as preferable to the 
old.  This involves a change in values, or perhaps a reinterpretation or elaboration upon an 
existing value.  But even with a widespread value, there may not be the will to act upon it.  
Competing forces must be understood and people must be motivated and empowered to act 
upon it.  Finally, after the knowledge, the values, and the will have emerged, practices 
themselves, including the institutional manifestations of public policy, ritual, language and 
law, may take a new course.  The action plan will be based loosely around these stages. 
 
Tasks and Research 
 
Tasks are shared or divided based upon what needs to be done and who is interested and 
capable of doing them.  The first task is always research  collecting as much information 
as is available and practical on the issue we are approaching, and seeing what has been 
done elsewhere.  If we can adapt successes to our context and avoid mistakes made by 
others, it will help our efficiency.    
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Working from the Center of the System 
 
Conventional activist efforts frequently attack a policy, an industry, a political party, or an 
individual.  In so doing they invoke a linear backlash of energy.  Coevolution projects must 
be designed to invoke a backlash against the root problem.  Coevolution must come from 
the center of the system.  Where is the center?  The nexus lies in every aspect of the 
community and in every person.  This leads us into the next aspect of the Coevolution 
modus operandi, the holistic approach.  
 
Holistic Approach 
 
The community and its culture are systems in which all are interrelated, and it is not wise 
to attempt to cause one aspect of the system to evolve without seeking complementary 
changes in other aspects.  This must be taken into account in the development of a 
Coevolution project, or else it will not be effective.  The process of emergence and 
convergence of Coevolution projects described earlier is a result of this systemic nature of 
things.   
 
Working at the Roots 
 
Coevolution projects would tend not to focus on changing a law, fighting a court battle, 
getting a particular individual elected to office, or organizing a conference as an end or 
even as a key means.  The focus of the project is to move the community through the four 
stages outlined above, and this requires looking at the roots of our culture and society and 
dealing with what is there.   
 
Obtaining Resources Locally 
 
“Resources” first and foremost means people and their time, energy, and ideas.  It also 
means contacts.  And, of course, it means materials, tools, space, and money.  Whenever 
possible, Coevolution projects should obtain resources directly from the community in 
which they are active.  It is only just that those whose children and grandchildren will 
benefit most directly from successful projects should be providing assistance to them.  
Local “resourcing” will also expand the sense of participation by those in the community 
and assuage fears, whether misplaced or justified, about external influence. 
 
 
IX Ongoing Core Activities 
 
In addition to the projects which represent Coevolution manifest, a series of ongoing 
activities will be carried out for purposes of continuing education and publicity, and to 
involve a growing number of people in the process.  These regular activities include 
 
 General public meetings every two months, where new attendees will be introduced to 

the concept of Coevolution Southern Idaho, where they will be given the opportunity to 
discuss relevant themes, where people will be updated on the activities of existing 
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projects, and where citizens will be offered an opportunity to become involved in 
existing and emerging projects. 

 A Newsletter, a name for which has not yet been decided upon, which will serve to 
inform and update participants, interested parties, and the general public about what is 
happening with projects, and to educate readers about the concepts of systemic 
thinking, complexity, and general evolution which are so critical to the coevolution 
process.  The newsletter will also include a Question and Answer section for those 
writing in with questions, and a book / article review. 

 Continuing informational ads in the weekly newspaper to reach a wider audience cost-
effectively.      

 Press Releases when events which would be significant to the press occur, which 
should not be too few and far in between.  These may result in good media coverage.  
The media contacts which were developed after release of The Southwest Idaho System 
will be maintained and cultivated. 

 At some point, should Coevolution become sufficiently “mainstream” and seen as 
significant in the public life of the community, an established news outlet might be 
persuaded to create a regular or semi-regular feature about the process, perhaps called 
“Coevolution Corner”.  

 
 
X Challenges 
 
A discussion of Coevolution Southern Idaho with a college class in Mass Communication 
and Participatory Democracy was easy, and while the concept was seen as complex (there 
was much to cover in one hour), several students had rave reviews.  But when being 
interviewed on a talk show where the host steers the discussion toward the hot-button 
issues which his listeners respond to and where callers are caught up in today’s popular 
simplistic dichotomies of “social programs vs. personal responsibility”, closing their minds 
to transcendent ideas, some larger challenges came into view.  One caller commented with 
disdain: “Sounds like a globalistic thing to me.”     
 
So the popular ideological rhetoric which many cling to in hopes of finding their way 
safely through these chaotic times provides a general challenge to popularizing 
evolutionary thought.  Perhaps it represents the phenomenon of reculeur pour mieux 
sauter, or “step back to leap”, which Perry (1993) describes more in terms of general 
systems and individual psychology.   
 
The word evolution itself is troublesome to a segment of the population, and of course 
misunderstood even by the great number of people who subscribe to Darwinian concepts.   
 
The challenge of getting people involved in change efforts is one which all activist 
endeavors face.  But we who are involved are conscious of the fact that coevolution is not 
the kind of activism which masses of people will be rushing to participate in.  It takes a 
core group of dreamers, the production of tangibles, networking, publicity, more people, 
more tangibles, more networking, etc., to make such a process viable and ever-expanding.  
It is only through continuous communication and education, the creation of tangibles, and 
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an adherence to the principle of working from the center of the system that we can hope to 
overcome the biggest challenge, which is a system’s resistance to change.       
 
The challenge of procuring resources is something which all project-makers face.  We will 
continue to obtain resources directly from the community whenever possible, as we did 
with the community profile.  In-kind resources such as use of equipment, supplies, and 
space will always be sought first because this will allow for more of a sense of direct 
participation in the projects on the part of contributors; cash contribution allows the 
contributor to be isolated from the end-use of their resource.  Furthermore, each project 
will obtain resources independently of other projects.  This will allow the contributor to 
tailor their participation and know exactly where their resource is going, enhancing their 
satisfaction with participation.  Having contributed resources once, community 
contributors are now more familiar with Coevolution Southern Idaho and it will be easier 
to approach them regarding future projects.   
 
 
XI Networking with Extra-Regional Efforts 
 
With the local effort becoming so intensive, I have found it both acceptable and desirable 
to limit the amount of networking which we seek to engage in with others in this country 
or around the world who follow a coevolutionary theme.  This is only because the home-
grown vision is evolving in an open, uncluttered manner and I feel that there is simply no 
reason for us to make strong external out-reach at this stage.  I also suspect that the 
majority of parallel efforts out there are involved with networking itself rather than 
engaging in Coevolution-type projects.  The unsolicited advice of well-wishers is accepted, 
but I often need to reaffirm the following axiom: One Step at a Time.  When we have 
something to show  viable self-supporting projects in particular  we’ll talk.  Until that 
time, we need to stay focused.  In the course of specific Coevolution projects we are, of 
course, searching for experiences which might provide useful ideas and lessons. 
 
One external relationship being developed is with a team associated with the International 
Systems Institute.  This team is seeking to learn from and perhaps enhance “evolutionary 
learning communities” such as Coevolution Southern Idaho.       
 
 
XII Bridging Theory and Action: A Call for Two-Way Feedback  
 
Without the insights and tools which systems and general evolutionary theory have 
provided, I don’t know if a process such as Coevolution Southern Idaho could have been 
conceived.  I also have doubts that without the benefit of these concepts any similar 
process could proceed with the efficiency that will be required in order to make timely 
progress.  There have also been made significant advances in other fields, such as 
psychology, as well as decades of good work in anthropology, which will prove critical.  
Therefore, I believe that all of these sciences are critical for the grassroots effort to 
succeed.  However, this is not a one-way dependency.  If we are to see a convergence 
between thinking and doing, if we are to take a stand and find that balance between 
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relativism and absolutism which characterizes wisdom, then there must be a two-way 
feedback relationship between theory and community-level action.         
 
Work on the battlefield is irregular, rough, stumbling.  Timing is critical here, yet time 
goals are frequently not met.  Cost overruns occur.  No one is paid to do what they do.  
Recognition for excellence is rare, consisting of a few words of congratulations or praise, if 
such acknowledgment comes at all.  People fail to follow through on promises.  Workload 
is inordinately distributed.  Expectations must be continually adjusted, usually downward.  
You put yourself on the line as you work to send a shock wave through the system while 
offering positive alternatives for a return to simplicity.  This kind of work needs the help of 
those who have taken the time to look at the bigger picture.   
 
I hear that some eminent thinkers and writers are tired of talk.  They are weary of advisory 
committees.  Banathy (1993) asks 
 

“Is social action for human betterment our business?  Are we  as the evolutionary inquiry 
community  to accept the challenge and are we prepared to offer our scholarship in the service of 
humanity?  There is no more noble endeavor we can undertake than respond to this challenge and 
live by it.” (p.30)   

 
Ervin Laszlo (1991) has proposed a “Holistic Alliance” to  
 

“link new and progressive currents in science, art, religion, and education in facing the common 
challenge of the coming bifurcation...the cultural Apollo mission of our times.” (pp. 80, 94) 

 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, with whom I stay in touch on the progression of things, proposes 
a “Fellowship for the Future”: 
 

“a group of kindred spirits dedicated to supporting trends that move in the direction of greater 
harmony and greater individuation, and to opposing the encroachments of chaos as well as 
conformity”.  (1993, p.281) 

 
In fact, he suggested that such a fellowship could be composed of neighborhood-based 
“evolutionary cells”, eventually coalescing in a loose confederation,  
 

“an evolutionary fellowship that could provide a vision and conscience for society as a whole.” 
(p.289) 

 
Such a fellowship is not far from what this paper is illustrating and advocating. 
 
In light of everyone’s need for both guidance and a feeling of efficacy, it would be wise to 
construct a lightning rod to integrate these two worlds of experience.  There probably is no 
single best way for this to be achieved, but I will propose two steps for consideration.  The 
first is the creation of a Coevolution Advisory, which would be comprised of leading actors 
from diverse fields who shared a transdisciplinary philosophy and recognition of the need 
for action beyond theory.  This group would help to maintain a continuous dialogue 
between community-level action, relevant efforts within the various arts and sciences, and 
perhaps even world leaders.  It would also oversee a foundation created to foster research 
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into the coevolutionary relationships between nature, culture, and individual which 
underpin the effort toward conscious evolution. 
 
Another step might be the creation of a two-year, transdisciplinary quest to answer the 
following question: “Can the evolution of society and culture occur with minimal or no 
regard to the evolution of the individual human being (within his or her lifetime), and if so, 
to what extent has this occurred, where, and why?”  The Coevolution Southern Idaho 
process (and others which would follow if the approach proves successful) is already 
moving on the assumption that the answer to this question is "yes, much, here".  But the 
question still has to be pursued.   
 
I can see the need to involve people in the fields of history, sociology, anthropology, 
economics, philosophy, literature & the arts, and psychology, but all working with the 
transdisciplinary language and tools which general systems can provide.  The inquiry 
might consist of an initial set of papers (in conventional discipline format), followed by 
transdisciplinary study groups, followed by more extensive inquiries by individuals and 
working groups following the agreed-upon language and focus.  Results would be 
presented at a series of conferences, each representing a phase of evolution in the quest.  
The first, for example, might focus on establishing a common transdisciplinary language 
for the purposes of the quest.  The second conference might present the results of the 
inquiry into the first psychological-philosophical question, "What is nature of the evolution 
of an individual?"  The third conference would present the results of the inquiry into "How 
do cultures and societies evolve, and how has this occurred over the history of the planet?”  
The most intensive period of work might follow the third conference, for here is where the 
answer would be sought to the question posed above.  A fourth conference would present 
conclusions regarding the co-evolution or lack thereof between society, culture, and 
individual, including the apparent mitigating factors.  The results would be widely 
distributed. 
 
Not only might this effort stimulate some of the most important inquiry of our times, but it 
would also put into practice, across perhaps more disciplines than ever before, the tools 
and insights of general systems in one intensive quest. 
 
XIII Conclusion: The Significance of Coevolution Southern Idaho 
 
Should Coevolution efforts succeed in becoming established and growing, a critical mass 
of project ideas, experiences, and public awareness could be reached which would cause 
the pace of replication, divergence, and convergence to accelerate either until natural 
obstacles come into play or until the entire planet is involved – a leveling out of the 
sigmoid curve which was a favorite model of Dr. Salk’s. 
 
For those readers who try to view evolutionary history in its entirety, from the beginning of 
the universe to the present, you are aware that humanity incorporates more hierarchies of 
sub-systems than anything else we know of, save the earth’s ecosphere.  You may also 
believe that the coevolution of culture, individual, and ecosystem is the next step in the 
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universal evolutionary process, and that a failure for this to occur in the near future will 
help to precipitate a global devolution in this time of enormous systemic stress.   
 
All systems strive for simplicity, signified not by minimal relationships within a system 
but by the degree of harmony in which they exist, the seamlessness which is apparent 
when viewing the whole.  Evolution (and devolution) is the leap to a simpler form, and 
complexity is the transitional phase between simplicities.  The introduction to The 
Southwest Idaho System concluded:   

 
Before steps can be taken to return to any kind of simplicity in our lives or in those of our children 
and grand-children, we have to cross the bridge of complexity. (intro)         

 
Why is evolution preferable to devolution?  Wouldn’t a return to simpler ways, closer to 
nature, be desirable?  Yes, it would.  But the arrow flies only one way; we cannot “return” 
to simpler ways.  But perhaps we can advance to simplicity.  Evolution is the preferred 
path because only evolution can allow every flow or tao to be unobstructed while 
accommodating the rich tapestry of creation.        
 
In my view, a global devolution is undesirable for four reasons.  The first three reasons I 
derived originally from Laszlo’s works (1991, 1994).  First, global devolution may well 
result in social anarchy, as economic functions, governments, and channels of 
communication fail.  Integrative social systems may break down, with widespread conflict 
resulting.  Second, global devolution would lead to a rise of authoritarianism, as people are 
willing to trade freedom for stability in times of distress and individuals or groups step into 
power vacuums to provide that stability.  Third, while advanced information and 
communication systems may be the first to fail, mechanical and industrial systems could 
be longer preserved.  With six or seven or eight billion people on the planet continuing to 
consume resources and generate waste, holding on to as many of the energy-intensive 
relics of the industrial layer of economic systems, yet with a reduced efficiency and lack of 
coordination to minimize adverse impacts upon the ecosystems, environmental devastation 
could accelerate even further.     
 
The fourth reason for the undesirability of global devolution, and one which should not be 
overlooked, is that it would set back the chance for a sustained co-evolution of culture and 
individual.  The process of personal evolution, the process of individual fulfillment which 
is in the nature of each human being from birth to death, represents an evolutionary process 
which seldom, if ever, reaches an ultimate stage.  Yet it only lasts for the lifetime of one 
person, a mere blink of an eye in the life of the universe, and it starts and ends hundreds of 
thousands of times in the course of a day.  If this represents the final frontier, final for the 
permanence of its challenge, then the coevolution of culture, individual and nature is 
imperative beyond all else.  
 
This coevolution process is happening in an uncoordinated fashion around the world.  
Whether isolated efforts will be successful in time is not known.  Therefore, if successful 
community-level approaches can be demonstrated, and if these approaches can enable a 
sufficient level and pace of cooperation, integration, and evolution to occur, then we have a 
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chance at choosing the path of evolution over the path of devolution.  Coevolution 
Southern Idaho is taking on this challenge. 
________________________________________________________________ 
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