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ENVIRONMENT AND
SUSTAINABILITY

Arthur Lyon Dahl

Introduction

Issues of environment and sustainability have recently emerged as major concerns, and the
Bah#’{ Faith has both specific teachings relating to such problems, and institutions that provide
for continuing guidance as both the Bahd’i community and the wider society evolve. This chap-
ter relates contemporary scientific understanding of environmental problems to relevant Bahd’i
principles.

With humanity’s growing population and a material civilisation that has been carried to
excess, society has run up against planetary limits, producing a range of environmental problems
that threaten humanity’s future. Science informs us about climate change, the collapse of eco-
systems and loss of biodiversity, pollution threats to the environment and human health, damage
to the productive capacity of the planet, and other environmental problems. But the solutions
require changes in human motivations and behaviour, which are driven by our individual values
and social goals. This is where religion plays an important role. To ensure a better future for our
children, the world needs to bring about fundamental transformations in its industries, tech-
nologies, and economy; its agriculture and fisheries; its use of resources and sources of energy:
its cities and communities; its homes and forms of transport; even its institutions and systems of
government, in order to move towards a sustainable society. There is no time to lose, and efforts
are needed at all levels from local communities to the global system.

Basic principles

Many scientific concepts find their reflection in the writings of Bahd'wllih and ‘Abdu’l-Baha.
They range from the nature of creation and basic principles of systems organisation and evolution,
to concepts of ecology, environmental responsibility, sustainability, and conservation of the Earth’s
resources (Research Department 1990). The following are some of those most relevant to the
environment.

The natural world and appreciation of nature

The Bah4’i Faith strongly emphasises the importance and spiritual significance of nature:
“The universe and all that is in it are part of Divine creation and reflect Divine attributes.
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Arthur Lyon Dahl

degrees. This is the universal and divinely ordained law and the natural order’. Elsewhere He
comments (Some Answered Questions 205),

The innumerable created things that are found in the world of existence—be they
man, animal, plant, or mineral— . . . are linked together like a chain; and mutual aid,
assistance, and interaction are among their intrinsic properties and are the cause of their
formation, development and growth.

Ecological principles

‘Abdu’l-Bahi (in Research Department 1989: 14-15), already in the early years of the twentieth
century, provided a clear description of ecological principles such as cooperation and diversity:

the temple of the world hath been fashioned after the image and likeness of the human
body . . . even as the human body in this world, which is outwardly composed of dif-
ferent limbs and organs, is in reality a closely integrated, coherent entity, similarly the
structure of the physical world is like unto a single being whose limbs and members
are inseparably linked together. . . . The greatest relationship that bindeth the world
of being together lieth in the range of created things themselves, . . . all closely related
together and . . . influenced by the other or deriveth benefit therefrom, either directly
or indirectly. . . . Consider for instance how one group of created things constituteth
the vegetable kingdom, and another the animal kingdom. Each of these two maketh
use of certain elements in the air on which its own life dependeth, while each increas-
eth the quantity of such elements as are essential for the life of the other. . . . Oflike
kind are the relationships that exist among all created things. . . . The higher a king-
dom of created things is on the arc of ascent, the more conspicuous are the signs and
evidences of the truth that co-operation and reciprocity at the level of a higher order
are greater than those that exist at the level of a lower order.

In the physical realm of creation, all things are eaters and eaten: the plant drinketh
in the mineral, the animal doth crop and swallow down the plant, man doth feed upon
the animal, and the mineral devoureth the body of man. Physical bodies are transferred
past one barrier after another, from one life to another, and all things are subject to
transformation and change, save only the essence of existence itself.

(‘Abdu’l-Bah4, Selections 157)

Our responsibility for the environment

The Bah4'i view takes our sense of responsibility for the environment to a higher level by linking
the scientific view of our dependence on a well-functioning biosphere to our spiritual awareness
that nature reflects divine qualities and the creation of God which we must respect. Bahd'u’llih
(Epistle to the Son of the Wolf 44) said:

Every man of discernment, while walking upon the earth, feeleth indeed abashed,
inasmuch as he is fully aware that the thing which is the source of his prosperity, his
wealth, his might, his exaltation, his advancement and power is, as ordained by God,
the very earth which is trodden beneath the feet of all men. There can be no doubt
that whoever is cognizant of this truth, is cleansed and sanctified from all pride, arro-
gance, and vainglory.
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biodiversity crisis, and other ways that modern society is impacting the environment and endan-
gering our future.

Climate change

Scientific evidence has accumulated over the last several decades that the release into the atmo-
sphere of greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide from human activities including the use of fossil
fuels, together with agriculture and land use changes such as deforestation, is causing global
heating and changing the climate. The Bahd’i World Centre saw this problem of sufficient
importance that in 2007 it published a paper on ‘Climate change and its ethical implications’ in
The Baha’{ World, the official record of the Bah&’{ Faith (Dahl 2007).

As human impacts on the climate increase disasters from extreme storms, floods, droughts,
wildfires, and diseases, scientific calls for urgent action have multiplied. However, this requires
fundamental change in every aspect of the modern economy and material society, including
rapidly abandoning fossil fuels as the energy basis for modern civilisation. The vested interests
threatened by these changes have largely succeeded in blocking meaningful action, making cli-
mate change a highly divisive political issue. In the consumer society, there is little incentve to
change consumption patterns when prices do not reflect the true environmental and social costs
considered as externalities. The Bah4’i approach focused on unity is a response to this challenge.
Once people realise that their lifestyles will cause real harm to others around the world and to
future generations including their own, they will be motivated to change. They will also more
readily accept legal measures and prices that reflect true costs, such as through a carbon tax.

The Universal House of Justice (2017b) provided guidance on this issue in a letter:

One of the most pressing problems of humanity in the current century is how a grow-
ing, rapidly developing, and not yet united global population can, in a just manner,
live in harmony with the planet and its finite resources . . . there does exist at present
a striking degree of agreement among experts in relevant fields about the cause and
impact of climate change . . . at a time when nations have difficulty reaching agree-
ment on many important issues, the governments of nearly every country on earth
have reached political consensus on a joint framework, in the Paris accord, to respond
to climate change in a manner that is anticipated to evolve over time as experience
accumulates. . . . The agreement represents a starting point for constructive thought
and action.
o

The Bah#’i International Community has also presented statements on climate change at
various international events, raising the debate to a higher level. It notes that

the principle of the oneness of humankind . . . makes it possible to view the climate
change challenge through a new lens—one that perceives humanity as a unified whole,
not unlike the cells of the human body, infinitely differentiated in form and function

yet united in a common purpose which exceeds that of its component parts.
(BIC 2008b)

Loss of ecosystems and biodiversity

Humanity is facing a biodiversity crisis. It is estimated that the world will lose 20 to 50 percent
of its species in coming decades from climate change, deforestation, and conversion of natural
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Arthur Lyon Dahl

Farly in the twentieth century, a materialistic interpretation of reality had consolidated
itself so completely as to become the dominant world faith insofar as the direction of soci-
ety was concerned. . . . Having penetrated and captured all significant centres of power
and information at the global level, dogmatic materialism ensured that no competing
voices would retain the ability to challenge projects of world wide economic exploitation.

(Universal House of Justice 2005: 3-5)

It emphasises the moral failures that underlie this materialistic economic system:

The welfare of any segment of humanity is inextricably bound up with the welfare of the
whole. Humanity’s collective life suffers when any one group thinks of its own well-being
in isolation from that of its neighbours’ or pursues economic gain without regard for how
the natural environment, which provides sustenance for all, is affected. . . . The forces of
materialism promote a . . . line of thinking: that happiness comes from constant acquisi-
tion, that the more one has the better, that worry for the environment is for another day.

(Universal House of Justice 2017a)

True prosperity, the fruit of a dynamic coherence between the material and spiritual
requirements of life, will recede further and further out of reach as long as consumer-

ism continues to act as opium to the human soul.
(Universal House of Justice 2013)

The Bah#’{ International Community has similarly criticised this materialistic economy in
many of its statements:

The unfettered cultivation of needs and wants has led to a system fully dependent on
excessive consumption for a privileged few, while reinforcing exclusion, poverty and
inequality, for the majority. Each successive global crisis—be it climate, energy, food,
water, disease, financial collapse—has revealed new dimensions of the exploitation and

oppression inherent in the current patterns of consumption and production.
(BIC 2010)

A challenge . . . faces economic thinking as a result of the environmental crisis. The
fallacies in theories based on the belief that there is no limit to nature’s capacity to fulfil
any demand made on it by human beings have now been coldly exposed. A culture
which attaches absolute value to expansion, to acquisition, and to the satisfaction of
people’s wants is being compelled to recognise that such goals are not, by themselves,
realistic guides to policy. . . . Only a breakthrough in understanding that is scientific
and spiritual in the fullest sense of the terms will empower the human race to assume

the trusteeship toward which history impels it.
(BIC 1995)

Poverty

Alongside the environmental destruction driven by the consumer society, there is also the ero-
sion of environmental resources caused by the desperate efforts of the poor to feed themselves
and to survive in a world that has largely abandoned them. Despite recent reductions in extreme
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