
Sustainable 
Development and 
the Prosperity of 
Humankind
A Bahá’íPerspective



Topics 

• What Is Sustainable Development?  Basic Issues.

• Why Is It important?

• How It Affects People Today and Tomorrow.

• Material and Spiritual Dimensions of Sustainable Development.

• How Can We Live More Sustainably Based on Spiritual and Ethical Values and 
Explain Our Choices to Others?
• Redefine Development
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What Are the Basic Issues?
• To sustain means: to support for a prolonged period or to keep an 

effort going continuously.
• Sustainable development: means to maintain the productivity and 

wealth of our society into the distant future.
•No past civilization has done this successfully; all reached environmental 

or social limits and collapsed.

• Rapid evolution of science and technology, humanity has for the first time run 
up against planetary limits.
• climate change and 
• famine to mass migrations and 
• wanton corruption  resulting political instability 
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What Are the Basic Issues?
• In the 1960/70s first the environment and then the broader concept of 

sustainable development rose on the international agenda;
• Had a hard time defining what sustainable development: easier to measure 

un-sustainability and to try to reduce unsustainable trends;
• Began global environmental concern in the United Nations Conference on the 

Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972.
•  Then, World Commission created by the United Nations and chaired by 

Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland.
• World Commission on Environment and Development (Brundtland) 1987: Our 

Common Future :
• Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs.
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Basic Issues
• Twenty years after the Rio Earth Summit and 40 years after the Stockholm 

Conference, the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development was 
held in Rio de Janeiro on 4–6 June 2012.

• Created Sustainable Development Goals.

• There are 17 Sustainable Development Goals with 169 targets, and about 240 
indicators to measure progress towards these targets.
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“Regard ye the world as a man's body, 
which is afflicted with divers ailments, 
and the recovery of which dependeth 
upon the harmonizing of all its 
component elements.”
(Bahá'u'lláh, Súriy-i-Haykal §152 (to Napoleon III), in The Summons of the Lord of Hosts, pp. 
79-80. Haifa, Bahá'í World Centre, 2002.) 



Why Is It Important?

• Now sustainable development is often described as having three dimensions: 
economic, social, and environmental, which all must be in balance and 
integrated to achieve sustainability.

• Despite more than 40 years of effort, the world is still going in unsustainable 
directions, and we are reaching planetary boundaries that threaten our future.
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“There are spiritual principles, or what some call human values, by which solutions can be 

found for every social problem. Any well-intentioned group can in a general sense devise 

practical solutions to its problems, but good intentions and practical knowledge are 

usually not enough. The essential merit of spiritual principle is that it not only presents a 

perspective which harmonizes with that which is immanent in human nature, it also 

induces an attitude, a dynamic, a will, an aspiration, which facilitate the discovery and 

implementation of practical measures. Leaders of governments and all in authority 

would be well served in their efforts to solve problems if they would first seek to identify 

the principles involved and then be guided by them.”

(The Universal House of Justice, The Promise of World Peace, 1985. p.13)



How It Affects People Today and in the Future
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“The All-Knowing Physician hath His finger on the pulse of mankind.  

He perceiveth the disease, and prescribeth, in His unerring wisdom, 

the remedy. Every age hath its own problem, and every soul its 

particular aspiration.  The remedy the world needeth in its present-day 

afflictions can never be the same as that which a subsequent age may 

require.  Be anxiously concerned with the needs of the age ye live in, 

and center your deliberations on its exigencies and requirements.”

(Bahá'u'lláh, Gleanings from the Writings of Bahá'u'lláh CVI, p. 213) 



How It Affects People Today and in the Future
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• Economic development is one of the three dimensions of sustainable 
development.

• Yet, while the world has become wealthier, the extremes of wealth and poverty 
have also increased, a trend that is itself unsustainable. 

• The West to imagine the reality of extreme poverty without first-hand 
experience. 

• For the one-third of humanity who suffer its consequences and are increasingly 
aware of how unjust their situation is, acceptance of the present system is 
intolerable.



How It Affects People Today and in the Future
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• Development is usually equated with economic growth, as measured by an increase in GDP 
(gross domestic product).

•  “Sustainable development" is often considered a contradiction in terms, since endless material 
growth is contrary to sustainability, leaving no resources for the poor to have some legitimate 
growth to meet their basic needs. 

• Broader imbalances in the world economy highlight how fragile and unsustainable the economy 
has become:

• excessive levels of debt
• multinational corporations/wealthy  escaping from government regulation and taxation 
• banks too big to fail
• delocalization 
• rampant speculation 
• corruption
• exploitation of poor workers



How It Affects People Today and in the Future
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• Part of the challenge of sustainable development is to redefine 
the goals of development and the concept of prosperity in a way 
more broadly acceptable to all of humanity. 



Need to Redefine Development
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The Prosperity of Humankind, Statement Bahá’í International Office, Haifa ,1995

Part I Strategy for global development must be based on the oneness of humankind, 
requiring a transformation of both human consciousness and the structure of social 
institutions.

Part II Essential principles of justice, human rights, and cultural diversity. 

Part III Redefinition of human relationships and institutions, in which the principle of 
consultation becomes the operating expression of justice in human affairs. 

Part IV Development requires access to knowledge, combining the two basic knowledge 
systems of science and religion. Knowledge empowers universal participation in 
development, founded in spiritual commitment and moral principle, with service to 
humankind as the purpose of both individual life and social organization. 



Need to Redefine Development
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The Prosperity of Humankind

Part V Describes the economic issues that face humanity, including poverty, 
unemployment, work, the environment, and participation of women. It shows the 
necessity for new economic models to achieve the real purpose of development. 

Part VI Addresses issues of power and authority in the political realm and the way 
in which they are expressed in institutions of governance. 

Part VII Concludes with an appeal to all humanity to look beyond the present 
turmoil in society and recognize that we are at a turning point in social evolution 
that will make this vision of human prosperity a reality.



Need to Redefine Development
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• People are what development is all about. Yet too often we seem to sacrifice 
people for the benefit of the economic system.

• Putting our human capital back in the center of development concerns is one 
step toward sustainability.

• The place of people in sustainable development and the importance of values, 
knowledge, and education in the development of human beings.



Need to Redefine Development
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• This planet is our home, and we have to learn to live within its 
environmental limits. 

• At smaller geographic scales, we have usually been able to escape our 
environmental mismanagement by moving to new frontiers, exporting 
our pollution, or importing additional resources. But at the planetary 
level that is no longer possible. 

• Science defined nine planetary boundaries that we should not exceed if 
we want to sustain the life-supporting systems of our planet, and we 
have already gone beyond four of them: climate change, genetic 
diversity, biogeochemical cycles, and land conversion.



Need to Redefine Development
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• Sustainability requires the integration of all the dimensions of development  in one 
systems framework . We can think of alternative futures.

•  This includes Shoghi Effendi's own scenario of the world that will result from the 
application of spiritual principles.

• Part of the challenge of sustainable development is to redefine the goals of 
development and the concept of prosperity in a way more broadly acceptable to all of 
humanity.



Inward Reflection and Capacity Building
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• Need to redefine our attitudes, assumptions, habits, skills, and qualities.

• Need to know that knowledge should lead to action.

• Need to educate others about the issues and possible actions.

• Need to use sustainability as a topic with great potential to start meaningful 

conversations with others, linking their immediate preoccupations with 

spiritual principles and deeper solutions to the problems. 

• Need to participate in public discourses, either as a well-informed individual 

or on behalf of local or national institutions or organizations.



What Can We do?
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• Reexamine our values.
• Educate ourselves about the issues.
• Change our ways of thinking to be more integrated, systemic, and long-term.
• Look outward with more solidarity, and live lightly on the earth.
• Be content with little.
• Change our ways of thinking.
• Economize on our use of water in washing, bathing, laundry, and gardening.
• Make efforts to reduce pollution.
• Economize or use more efficiently the energy we consume in heating, cooling, cooking, 

lighting, and appliances. 
• Reduce our need for transport and replace motor vehicles with public transportation, bicycles, 

or walking. 
• Consider food for choices of lifestyle: fast food or organic, meat or vegetarian, local or fair 

trade, nutritional balance, risks of contamination with pesticides/hormones/antibiotics, and the 
possible presence of genetically modified organisms.

• Reduce plastic pollution by not using single-use bags, cups and other objects, and choose 
items with less packaging.



What Can We Do?

20 1/19/2019 Add a footer

• Choose clothing made of natural fibers, with possible agricultural impacts, or synthetic fibers that 

are persistent and nonrenewable. 

• As consumers, consider issues of socially responsible manufacture, changing styles or using 

things until they wear out, and the desirability of making choices based on brand names and 

fashions.

• In choosing housing , look at location, materials, health impacts, energy efficiency, and social 

effects. 

• Consider the sustainable dimensions of recreation, tourism, and entertainment, such as their 

impact on the natural environment, effects of transport, and ecotourism. 

• Refuse to ignore the aesthetic aspects of the environment, such as beauty, natural versus 

human made, and cultural diversity, and try to live according to ethical and spiritual values.



Thank you


