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Abstract

This paper explores current and potential relationships be
and social sustainability. Achieving sustainability (theoretic A8 M
into account that the majority of the world’s populations are adherents (o d religious b‘?l‘_"f of
some kind. All major }elig-iun:\ contain ideas about the responsibilities of the ||1d|_\'|d}lal
toward the emvironment and toward other people. and the agendas for achieving
sustairability may fruitfully draw on these ideas. but it Is now commonly understood that the
environment is linksd W ith social and economic factors. and to achieve o erall sustainability
we must explore the interplay between each of these three aspacts called “triple bottom line™.
As a generalization theory concerned with religious helief the main proponent of this paper
thus comparing religion as a market place or “sacred canopy” conclusively have it that ideas
about what is right and desirable and thus all are essentially visionary. optimistic distinction
and progressive when we talk or spezk an action “othic™ rather than a series of “right” on the
basic principle for collective moral action for future research a large comparative study could
be undertaken with attention to muliiple religious decrees and policy frameworks from other

rween religious belief. elobal ethics

al and active) must begin to take

couniries.

Introduction
This paper explores current and potential relationships between religious belief.
global ethics and social sustainability. Achieving sustainability (theoretical and active) must
begin to take into account that the majority of the world’s populations are adherents of a
religious belief of some kind. All major religions contain ideas about the responsibilities of
the individual toward the environment and toward other people. and agendas for achieving
sustainability may fruitfully draw on these ideals It is not our intention to survey each of lh::
world's religions to look for material that ties in with sustainability discourse. in-purl because
this has been done. and also because it is a task of considerable scope and this paper is
intended as a preliminary foray into the field. In this instance. it will be instructive to look at
the nature of religious belief as a whole (inasmuch as it can be discussed as a unity) and the
possible contribution of religion to knowledge about social sustainability. For this reason, we
will be examining the arena of “global™ or “universal’ ethics - that is, ut-lcmpl_\ o \l;lﬁd'lfllitﬁ
and codify commonly held ideas about what constitute good and moral behavior into ‘s‘inolc
declarations that suit all participants. e
There is often a religious basis for universal ethics ani . honf s
findine common ground in the world’s religious lrf:l?:::nsm;:\m?lil:;\l 'l“tl‘uh i -1lh-c “-Urk OI-
adherents to those religions.The notions of universal ethics is nu{ 2 n:“m l}lllzt CIILFRCI]: hl)
might be said that Max Erhmann (author of the well-known Desiderara t'm-np.L]n.mlnennn. :
hu\Li been found on a seventeenth-century church wally invented the n;nd .Ak-r '\. Ut g
the idea. as the Desiderara is truly pan-religious in tone (“Therefore be .

arnation ol
al peace with God.
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whatever you perceiy
;l.cm‘ll}‘: there are now numerous
aim is to develop and promote ¢ ‘

¢ him (0 pe_ ° .
). Universal ethics is now a rapidly expanding field of

\ r . . . . .
global and local mstitutes and other organizalions whose

1 ~ ()d wh i e . .
in the global sense. Some Propo €s of ?”"Ldl Behaviors that are based held. are widespread
ponents of global ethics focus on environmental ethics. others

On husmcss ethices. and some on social v; i
very much in line with the Concen.m t"l values; thus, the basic concerns of global ethicists are

SUSl:linubi]i[y o— b YO lh(?sc who study triple bottom line sustainability.
degradation. but it is now c;)mm%aln with concern over increasing levels of cnvir_onment.ul
and economic factors, and tha inﬂl)‘l()i’ undcrsto.od that the cnvir.onme.nt is linked with social
interplay between each of e ([rh er to achieve chral] sustumnbill.ty we must ex.plnre th.e
exploration has proved far e:llqier s i;]Spc.c?ls of the so—callgd triple hpttom line. ThIS
commentators have noted [h-u\ i m‘ t (_:01‘103 than tolpul~m‘tn. pmcl‘l.cc. and var:ogs
sustainability paper. as there iv: qt'lle Sf)Cjal ‘hus a hublt Qt A falling oft }hc ugcr?da. in
tinle"Bottom.line (Elkinetor ‘19‘9:)- r;(; dedr‘plcture of how it is. to be mnmtnred_ \YI.IhIn a
Socel rustainability s I/I(?([is" wit 0 ). For the purposes of t.hns paper. lhc.dchmlmn o_t

: . S scourse of a better society and how it might be achieved. Here 1t
will be u.ﬁCIul to separate ‘the social’ as an element from environmental notions. in order to
examine it more closely. This can be done by examining the way in which the two discourses
approach the term ‘sustainability’. In its most literal sense, the term “sustainability” refers to
the extent to which an object, environment or condition can remain unchanged. In much
environmental sustainability discourse, it is recognized that, while no natural system can be
entirely without change, it is both possible and desirable to minimize destructive change and
degradation by limiting the impact of human action on the envitonment. Unless we limit our
own level of environmental destruction, it will Significantly compromise the needs of future
generation’s Social sustainability discourse approaches the term in an entirely different way:
it is not about sustaining a current natural situation, and cannot therefore progress with the
intention of Jlimiting human action, because human action is the basis of society.

Social sustainability discourse begins with the basic premise that our current socual
mode of action is Mawed, witnessed by large imbalances in the distribution of wealth and
power and by the extent of xnc?:fl cxclusmn..()ur notion Oll.\‘UCli‘ll sustainability is currently
determined by our pereeption of its absence: Ill(lLl‘-L‘(l. it wx‘-,.lwu‘l in a s.u.\:lmnnhlc society, we
would probably have no need Iml' lh.c concept ol uvnc‘.. It I8 1‘10.1.‘ l.hL.‘l‘CIl)IL‘. the :_',\‘\:.ll ol \\*ur‘k
toward social qustainability to maintainour L.‘lll'l'Ulll society justas it is, but to illlt‘_l i S0 l'h:lt it

v hecome worth sustaining, and so that it takes on u‘l‘urmllh:\l may be sustained. We are
!"")’ b(:u)lnb ,W ith the difficulty of imagining a positive situation that doex not currently
immediately faced W!l ] 10 find solutions for current and evervday problems. Such images of
exist, in “"’/"," fgiete -(l-;kt' ”ln many forms: policy documents, utopian inmages and texts,
idcalized sociil M“mlmn?'llt arpue that the Ten Commandments are constructions or models
religious ‘lc"“-“’“,(””c mI.L(‘J 1}vi:|w:|| Declaration of Human Rights, and dechwations of global
for a perfect socicty)- g J m I l.:v the Parliament of the World's Religions.
cthics such as the one deve “'Pll'(“' -im“ the papet af social sustainability we not only increase

By drawing ,z,lnlml L'l ml».(uinuhlc soviety nmay be, but also how our own vision of
standing of what ",M:'r others umnufi the globe, Basic results ol the document
l|l]‘|‘:“v:n| ol this |u||wt“‘l'hc.w‘ .\illl[\l)" show that icm (N \much n
| ethical potions ol a perlect :‘f‘fl“‘)‘ i_\lld the mage ol a better
policy frameworks. The major conclusion is not so
it that the comparative methodology ix viabke, and

our under .
sustainability links with
given al
p religions and e
| sustainability
present. |

comparison are
common betwee ’
wociety found i sOCHtE S5
el that the similarities it
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inabili sef ecede awing in ideas and visions
social sustaiie .an usclully precede by drawing sior
e work on social sustainability ¢
that future work © '
from rcliuinus/ctlucul declarations,
ability Sociology and Religion N . |
ronmer i litions is well established and

(Qvervicw on Sustain

The link between cnvironm

there have been significant public

(Enevclopedia of religion and nature ;

Ecology series. 1997-2004) and the work ol

Acadckn})' of Religion. This paper does not attempt to.

it will be usclul nonctheless o summuaries the field briefly. Br

on sustainability and religion can be categorized as follows:

. Cum/c’.'r'mminn of religion for promoting ('n\'immnenml damage:
Scholars such as Merchant (The death of nature. 1980) and Shepargi .
(Nature —and madness, 1982)  have attacked orgnnized religion,
Christianity. for fostering environmentally destructive attitudes.

Green elements in rraditional religions:

ental sustainability and religious trac
ations in this arca in the last dec cu
. 2005; Harvard University press's Religions and World
(he Religion and Ecology group at the American
5 add substantially to that discourse, but
oadly speaking, academic work

ade. particularly in the US

particularly

stential contributions to the green Movement.

ion and natre Already cited. The work of
Need ‘fo establish a common ground
ntally sustainable societies” (italics
mine). arliament of the World’s
Religions in Establishing a common code of global ethics. The focus of some such
work In this field is on what religions could achieve in this ficld if they were
Reformed (Tucker 2003). Indigenous beliefs are often studied 'in this way (Deloria
1994).
. Global environmenial spiritualism:
In this category is work that perceives a link between awareness ol the
Global environment and holistic/pan-religious spiritual beliefs. The focus Here is on
the pereeption of nature as & deity (Gaia, etc) and on human Awareness ol the deity as
I\;c’;n;_' o:‘ ullinmlglhcncl'rl (o our environmental Attitudes (i.e. Deudney 1993).
sile the contribution — real and potential — of religious traditions SV ant:
sustainability is well established. the pic:urc IS :cs.\‘of_‘lL:ll?C::f)llll:n“d'd)l“(*HTh 1'0 Ul_\ll_(’mm“m
cocial sustainability.  Search on the subject of sustainability and v e eMne lc“g“?n and‘
relevance to the social aspect. and points i .) ki Id.lgm" yields very litle of
‘ : {as] and points in most cases to material on environmentalism
Searches on major databases such as Academic and Science Direct also reveal th ‘, i
between social sustainability and spirituality is not well establishe IL ‘7\'“‘\&‘[' [hd‘l the. 5
altogether unlikely one. the relative lack of material on the t u . As the Imk. o n(_)t .
the topic has not been broached before, ¢ Lopic raises the question of why
l'n ‘pt'll'(. this |s a qgc.slgm })l terminology: few studies on the socioloe p—
n‘cfcncncc (o “sustainability”. but nonctheless it is generally unders ogy ol IL‘[.I‘LIIU]] make any
!nruc capable of cither sustaining a society or Ciio[uly/inu) ‘ll'u erstood that religion is a social
importantly. the lack of material on religion and g(f)_,j“l"“"flg? ( [.{f)bcrls 1990: 57). More.
problematic relationship between religion and the u;‘() ‘L'.l‘; ‘M.lsmm“b']”)’ is a product of the
relatively recently. religious sociology has been . l}"ll‘ll sciences in western thought. Until
perhaps Symbiotic) relationship between sociolngi;ls !L( Uh?ll'lil(.‘lcri'/_ed by a defensive (and
achieve hegemony over the moral basis for cullcal.' .’ and religious apologists, both aiming 1o
ive human life (Kurst 1995 S
rst 1995:6). It has been

Here. religions are ‘mined” for their pt
Examples include the Enevclopedia of relig
the Harvard Group in particular focused on the
cultures for Environme

amonyg diverse religions
ith the intentions of the P

This is comparable W
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argued that sociology an psychol
ndividual human action ( Sychology

eveloped = the scientific and systematic study of collective and
Durkheim and Weber — were b(pc and promoted by thinkers such as Comte. Marx. Freud.
T out of the broad social and political movement away from

the arbitrary authority of . )

its first objective lny ?;plIZicLhcljlgth-.l? t,he cig.thcn{h and nineteenth centurics, and sought 21‘:
proponents — Comte, Marx and Flnhrlll _‘“'_“h()rn)j with ratior_wl science. Mzmy uf' the F.uf!}'
would replace religion as the doani&vL il ]‘)l'(:d'lclcd that ralm.nul social S(_"R_".]LL
(Kurst 1995: 5-8). During the 196()'?"'"‘(]“’")/. of understanding and governing human .d‘cvt.u)r;
replacement — later (lughc(l '%ecu? -1"? : _70_s,|1 must have seemed us‘lhnu:cth this ‘[')1'"0.(.&55 0
Hammond's words. s lfle id;au ls'”hl.“ﬂn_ — was near completion. Secularization, In
successively secul: i dt. society moves from some sacred condition 1O
st el ar conditions in which the sacred evermore recedes’ . Both secular
sociologists (Berger 1967; Luckmann 1967,

) WIIS(?H 1.966) a'nd theologians (Cox 1965: MacQuarie 1967) commented on the
general dC_Clint‘ n _the influence of the Christian church in public affairs in terms of this
process ()l_ Secularization and various models were put forward as to its operations. The
.'scculunzalum debate continues in the twenty-first century. as an extension of the situation
just described. Peter Berger, a strong proponent of the theory in the 1960s. has partially
retracted his original position and now argues secularity is by no means inevitable. and that
in fact European secularity needs to be explained by sociology precisely becausc it is a
historical and global anomaly (Berger 1999).

Others, such as Stark (1999), have pronounced the secularization theory completely
dead, while others (Bruce 2001a, 2001b) still see secularization at work as a consequence of
modernization. While the sociology of religion is no longer the highly secular field of study it
once was. secularization remains one of its major foci, and a great amount of intellectual
energy is still expended arguing its finer points .One consequence of this is that ntf}er
discourses of society — in this instance, social sustainability — have not properly.cn_g_ugcd with
religious belief because social sustainability is not obviously .relevgm 1o sw:ulunguumt. .

Social sustainability as a concept is primarily a child of the social sciences and is
most often discussed in social theory texts and social pohcy-frameworks. I.n most cases
where religion is mentioned, it is simply to note that human beings have fhc n_ghl to h(-)Id'u
relicious belief without fear of persecuunr.], a notion takeq from _thc .l.Jmlcd N;{lmns

= g . an Richts. It will argued that social sustainability — that is. the
Universal Declaration of Human Kig - ! 7
4 better society and how it might be 11(.,'th\’€(1 — does not and .shn.ulAd not sc‘ck‘ to
- sociological terms, but instead to assume that religious belief in
: ) ’ T and work toward goals of sustainable social justice
many forms is a given in gl?t:fll ::)Lblglt%}_ Lallls a potential p()siTivu contributor to these u{ms. (1
with an understanding of re lé“_) bvious negative contributions of religious adherents 10
am not dwelling here ‘on .th?[ ( allildugh cu detailed research project would doubtless
sustainability or worlq se;ul' y,’[‘hc purpose here is to develop the initial link between
encounter and deal with these.

sustainability and global ethics.)

discourse of )C
explain religious belief n

in the global spiritual marketplucf:_ e ’
known sociological models (')f rcl{g:l()n'lﬂ.l at developed by letcr_L

rally called ‘the sacred canopy . ln. I.he s.acrcd canopy: elements of a
Berger 1998 and gencrd )[/':‘on Berger outlines that religion is the establishment, through
sociological Ihm)rt‘:v (r:/ 1’I fé:;:b r;;cing Sacred order that ‘legitimates social institutions by ...
human activity, of an ai=

Comparative religion
One of the most widely
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locating them within a scared frame of rcfe!'ence’ (Berger !967: 33). Bt_:rger discusse:‘; the
process by which such a sacred order (in this case. the Christian orldcr) IS cons.lfucycld, and-
how it is perpetuated. and how it becomes a part of the internal life world of m.dmduals,
arguing for interpersonal and intergenerational (ransmission of ideas as the most important

mechanism for this internalization:

The reality of the Christian wor
within which this reality is taken for granted
individuals are socialized in such a way that this worl
canopy’ is a useful theory for describing the operations 0
is one dominant religion. However. more recent sociologists have criticized the model for its
inability to account for human behavior in a multi-religious milieu, and have instead called
for a new model. known generally as the ‘religious marketplace” (Warner 1993). In this
model the person seeking after spiritual experience behaves much as a shop customer,
seeking out the religious tradition that best suits personal views about spirituality and
morality that have already been received by that individual. The ‘religious marketplace’
model highlights an important factor about religion in the globalizing world. Access to
religious ideas. particularly in western culture, is no longer a process of the reception of
received cultural wisdom from earlier generations to the extent that it has tormerly been. To
borrow Wilson's terminology of ‘community’ and ‘society’, religion for citizens of western
countries is now often a function of ‘society’ rather than ‘community’, as the individual has
access 1o a wide range of opportunities for religious experience, and can also interact with
large religious organizations in a highly impersonal way, irrespective of the religious choice

of their family and peers. :

Id depends upon the presence of social structures

and within which successive generations of
d will be real to them The ‘sacred

f religion in a culture in which there

Comparisons, conclusion and further research
The global declaration operates on the principle that an assumed ethical standard will

be maintained if rights are upheld. a process which it seeks to enable through policy and
legislation. The religious view— and here | take the parliament’s document to be
representative of the potential contribution of religious belief to a sustainable society — is that
the ethic is of paramount importance, and must not be assumed, but specified. They argue
that it is not possible to legislate effectively for equality and sustainability, and that a
widespread cthic supporting equality and sustainability must exist in order for policy and
If social sustainability is the discourse of a better society and how
i can be achieved and maintained, then a key part of future social sustainability research will
be the process of collecting and analyzing information on what people perceive a better
sociely 1o be, and what steps they think are necessary to achieve and sustain it.

A necessary component of the social sustainability research agenda is, I argue, the
understanding that religious belief already contains codified ideas on the ideal shape of
nd that these ideas have been further explored through previous studies in
tive religion and global ethics. What might a future project in social sustainability
thics look like? A large comparative study could be undertaken with attention
olicy frameworks from numerous countries. would be
of policy frameworks and ethical decrees. and I believe
the data would suggest these.

legislation to be effective.

society,
compara
and religious e
to multiple religious decrees and p
required in a systematic comparison
the process of collecting and analyzing

h project working with religious and non-religious

Secondly, a grounded researc
participants could explore their views on social sustainability (what they perceive a
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sustainable society
shapes their N

" 10 be and how
shapes Esponses o Sustainabj
" ase of informatjop for theo

sor

social conditions und social
. - ) 3

would assist in theorizine
“ . : - S
religious (or semi religious)

|.l might be achieved) and the way their religious belief
_|"_}’ discourse and policy. Such a study would provide
[)()licy_;:;l|:§(|lh=c in.lc‘r.l"ucc hc!\ivccn rcligiuus. nnlinnsl«.)l' imprn\:Ltd
Kb s - expressions of nnpruch sncu-nl L'(‘H-Idlll()llf. W!NL h
‘ ¢ development and uptake of sustainability policy in
context,
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