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Richard Bawden AM PhD 
 
For most of my professional life, I have been passionately committed to helping 
people learn how to learn how to be systemic – how to approach the world with 
a sense of its inter-connectedness, and how to develop sustainable relationships 
with other people and with nature alike, that reflect that appreciation in 
practice.  
 
My essential ‘theatre’ for endeavors in this regard has been rural Australia, while 
my medium has been ‘transformative’ higher education.  They have been times 
of immense challenge and change. 
 
My most prolonged institutional endeavor in this regard was the decade and a 
half (1978-93) that I spent as Dean of Agriculture and Rural Development at 
Hawkesbury Agricultural College (which in 1988 became one of the three 
foundational colleges of the University of Western Sydney).  During that time, my 
colleagues and I, together with our students and with a myriad of community 
and service professional collaborators, mounted a sustained initiative that was 
focused essentially on the systemic transformation of rural Australia essentially 
through the personal transformation of those who lived and worked within it or in 
institutions that existed to support it.    
 
A crucial concept that came to underpin our work was that of praxis – the 
relationship between practice and theory, or experience and understanding, or 
action and reflection, as expressed as meaningful action. In essence we would 
come to appreciate that we all need to learn how to ‘see’ the world about us 
differently if we really want to ‘do’ things in (and to) it, differently and to accept 
that this is a recurrent process of evolution between ‘new events’ and ‘new 
ideas’ as both our experiences and understandings continually unfold.    
 
Our role, as we came to appreciate it, was to help rural people (and those who 
work with them) to learn how to systemically improve their own well-being, in 
concert with that of both the socio-cultural and bio-physical environments in 
which they are systemically embedded.  This would amount to nothing less than 
a paradigmatic shift that came to be expressed not just in our pedagogical 
practice but also in the entire manner in which we functioned, including the 
way through which we organized and managed our institution and its 
relationships with ‘society at large’.  
 
Through the wide spectrum of our activities we came to learn how to engage in 
a systemic discourse with a very broad constituency, with respect to major issues 
of the day that were of direct relevance to the experiences of the constituents.  
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In 1999, following my retirement from the University of Western Sydney, I moved 
to Michigan State University on a five year contract as a Visiting Distinguished 
University Professor.  Since my arrival I have been privileged to be a small part of 
a number of very significant initiatives that all relate, in one-way or another, to 
developments that are systemic in their compass.  
 

Some Recent and Current Research/Development Initiatives. 
 
1. The Engagement Interface in a ‘Risk Society’:  How the Academy, the 

Citizenry and Representatives of Different Institutions (from commerce 
through service to governance) learn how ‘talk to each other’ in ways 
that reflect ‘an engaged and democratic commitment’ to “coming to 
public judgment” about a range of systemic issues at the interface 
between nature and society (including, and especially, agriculture). 

 
• Michigan State University (MSU) ‘Learning Community on Engagement’ 

– Sundry journal publications, conference presentations, and a book in 
preparation.  

• International Network on Participatory Learning – International Virtual 
Conference/Conversation (on-going) 

• International Society for the Systems Sciences (ISSS) International 
Conference. Crete July 2003.  Paper to be presented. 

• Action Learning, Action Research, and Process Management 
(ALARPM) International Conference. Pretoria September 2003.  
Keynote to be presented. 

 
2. Bio-ethics and Bio-law in Agricultural and Rural Development:  How we 

learn how to integrate discussions about ethical and legal aspects ‘of’ 
and ‘in’ international development, with special regard to the nexus 
between globalization and r-DNA technologies in agriculture. 

 
• Future Food Conference – Biotechnology, Bioethics and Bio-law 

(October 2002) Copenhagen.  Keynote Presentation. 
• The ‘New Paradigm’ Research Project – International Service for 

National Agricultural Research (ISNAR)  - Workshops in the Netherlands 
(2001, 2002), Costa Rica (2001) and Cuba (2000) (on-going). 

• Australian Dairy Conference – The normative dimensions of the 
development of the industry (with special regard to bio-technology). 
Shepparton. 2003.  

• MSU planning group for new graduate course: Ethics In Development.     
 
3. Systemic Development as a Paradigm for Sustainability – Learning to Learn 

Our Way Forward:  How we learn how to think and act systemically such 
that we can pay equal heed to the ‘trinity of responsibilities’ within an 
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ethos of sustainability:- economic optimization, ecological harmonization, 
and ethical realization.  

 
• Sustainable Michigan – MSU Distinguished Professors’ Planning Group. 

(ongoing) 
• Environmental Sciences and Policy Program (ESPP).  MSU Faculty 

Member. (ongoing) 
• Sustainability as a Theme in Agricultural and Environmental Education – 

International Conference in Cracow, Poland, (2001), co-authored 
booklet (2002), chapter in book to be published in the Netherlands 
(August 2003), MSU group discussions (ongoing).  

• Horticultural Systemic Development Project in Kenya. USAID. (2002)    
 
4. Learning to Learn and the ‘Essential Learnings’:  How to build a culture of 

reform within a State Education Service (South Australia) within a context 
of transformational learning, with a special focus on identity, 
communication, futures, thinking and inter-dependency as ‘domains of 
essential learning’. 

 
• Series of ‘Rolling Workshops’ with personnel across a range of ‘levels’ 

within the Department of Education, Training and Employment in South 
Australia. (1998 – current) 

 


