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A

gainst the backdrop of climate change, environmental degradation, and the crippling extremes of
wealth and poverty, the transformation from a culture of unfettered consumerism to a culture of sustainability
has gained momentum in large part through the efforts of
civil society organizations and governmental agencies worldwide. Beyond informed policies and ‘greener technologies’ it
is a transformation that will require an earnest examination
of our understanding of human nature and of the cultural
frameworks driving institutions of government, business,
education, and media around the world. Questions of what
is natural and just will need to be critically re-examined.
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elaboration. In terms of its strengths: the Framework considers the economic, social and environmental aspects of
the transition to sustainable consumption and production,
thereby breaking down the long-standing compartmentalization of these domains2; it recognizes the inter-linkages
between the themes of the Framework (e.g. education,
institutional capacity building, participation of women,
application of indigenous knowledge, etc.)3; it has sought to
involve stakeholders from around the world through regional
consultations; and it calls on actors from all levels of society
to achieve the goals articulated therein.
Yet, given that the Framework seeks to promote the
shift towards sustainable consumption and production—
implicitly challenging cultural norms and values, which have
promoted consumerism at all cost—a number of underlying
conceptions will need to be examined and, in many cases,
revised in order to advance the goals therein. These include
conceptions of human nature; of development (and the
nature of progress and prosperity); of the nature and causes
of recent economic crises; of processes of technological
2

3

“Applying a Life-Cycle Perspective to the economic system can provide a way to structure the overall approach of the 10YFP as well
as identify clear entry points for actions as well as actors. It allows
for single focus on either production or consumption, or integrated
focus on both while taking into account the economic, social and
environmental impacts of products and services throughout their
whole life-cycle. Because it is based on the total use of resources going into the production of goods and provision of services as well
as the resulting emissions and waste, this life-cycle perspective provides a holistic picture of all the entry points for remediation as well
as possible synergistic intervention throughout the production and
consumption chain.” Proposed Input to CSD 18 and 19 on a 10-Year
Framework of Programmes (see Note 1).
Ibid.
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sustainable consumption and production could be characterized as processes that provide for the material, social and
spiritual needs of humanity across generations and enable all
peoples to contribute to the ongoing advancement of society.
Progress at the technical and policy levels now needs to
be accompanied by public dialogue—among rural and urban
dwellers; among the materially poor and the affluent; among
men, women and young persons alike—on the ethical foundations of the necessary systemic change. A sustainable social
order is distinguished, among other things, by an ethic of
reciprocity and balance at all levels of human organization.
A relevant analogy is the human body: here, millions of cells
collaborate to make human life possible. The astounding
diversity of form and function connects them in a lifelong
process of giving and receiving. It represents the highest
expression of unity in diversity. Within such an order, the
concept of justice is embodied in the recognition that the
interests of the individual and of the wider community are
inextricably linked. The pursuit of justice within the frame
of unity (in diversity) provides a guide for collective deliberation and decision-making and offers a means by which
unified thought and action can be achieved.
Ultimately, the transformation required to shift towards
sustainable consumption and production will entail no less
than an organic change in the structure of society itself so
as to reflect fully the interdependence of the entire social
body—as well as the interconnectedness with the natural
world that sustains it. Among these changes, many of which
are already the focus of considerable public discourse, are: the
consciousness of world citizenship; the eventual federation
of all nations through an integrated system of governance
with capacity for global decision-making; the establishment
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patterns of consumption and production. Stark are the contrasts between the consumption of luxuries and the cost of
provision of basic needs: basic education for all would cost
$10 billion6; yet $82 billion is spent annually on cigarettes in
the United States alone.7 The eradication of world hunger
would cost $30 billion8; water and sanitation—$10 billion.9
By comparison, the world’s military budget rose to $1.55 trillion in 2008.10
The narrowly materialistic worldview underpinning
much of modern economic thinking has contributed to the
degradation of human conduct, the disruption of families
and communities, the corruption of public institutions, and
Action Aid (United Kingdom). Fact File. (http://www.actionaid.
org.uk). See also: Sperling, Gene B. (Director of the Center for
Universal Education, USA). The Case for Universal Basic Education
for the World’s Poorest Boys and Girls. November 2005. (Council on
Foreign Relations, www.cfr.org).
7
The Case for Center for Disease Control and Prevention. Economic
Facts About U.S. Tobacco Use and Tobacco Production. (Cites 2005
data). [http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/
economics/econ_facts/index.htm].
8
United Nations. Press Release. Secretary-General Calls for $30 Billion
to Restructure World Agriculture, Create Long-Term Food Security.
30 November 2008. [http://www.un.org/esa/ffd/doha/press/
foodsideevent.pdf ]
9
“The estimated cost of closing the gap between current trends and
what is needed to meet the target ranges from $10 billion to $18 billion per year.” United Nations Department of Public Information.
Press Release. Secretary-General, addressing side event, spells out areas
‘crying out for action’ to advance implementation of water and sanitation agenda. 25 September 2008. [http://www.un.org/News/Press/
docs/2008/sgsm11813.doc.htm].
10 International Institute for Strategic Studies. [http://
www.iiss.org/whats-new/iiss-in-the-press/february-2010/
report-military-spending-unaffected-by-recession/]
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the exploitation and marginalization of large segments of
the population—women and girls in particular. Unarguably,
economic activity and the strengthening of the economy (a
process that may include, but is not synonymous with, economic growth) have a central role to play in achieving the
prosperity of a region and its people. Yet the shift towards
a more just, peaceful and sustainable society will require
attention to a harmonious dynamic between the material
and non-material (or moral) dimensions of consumption
and production. The latter, in particular, will be essential for
laying the foundation for just and peaceful human relations;
these include the generation of knowledge, the cultivation
of trust and trustworthiness, eradication of racism and violence, promotion of art, beauty, science, and the capacity for
collaboration and the peaceful resolution of conflicts.
In this light, it is also important to emphasize the relationship between production and employment as a critical
dimension of a strong economy. Too often, increases in
productivity have been accompanied by delocalization or a
transition to automation and thus, rising levels of unemployment. A single-minded focus on profit-maximization has
also valued workforce reduction wherever possible. Under
the present system, unemployment and underemployment
are soaring and the majority of the world’s population does
not earn enough to meet their basic needs. Those living in
poverty have no means by which to express themselves in
such a system. Sustainable production is not simply about
‘greener’ technology but rather, should involve systems that
enable all human beings to contribute to the productive
process. In such a system, all are producers, and all have the
opportunity to earn (or receive, if unable to earn) enough to
meet their needs. More than simply the means of generating
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Schools themselves must become participants in the
social transformation processes. The curriculum cannot
simply aim to impart relevant knowledge and skills; rather
it should aim to develop the vast potential inherent in the
human being. Individuals must be assisted to channel this
potential towards the betterment of their communities and
the advancement of society as a whole. The level of consciousness and the deep spirit of service and collaboration
required to transform individual behaviors and institutional
forces in the direction of sustainability will require a transformation of educational processes commensurate with the
task at hand.
Bahá’í community’s approach to cultural transformation
Cultural transformation involves deliberate changes in individual choices and in institutional structures and norms.
For over a decade, the worldwide Baha’i community has
been endeavoring systematically to effect a transformation
among individuals and communities around the world—to
inspire and build the capacity for service. The framework for
action guiding these activities has been rooted in a dynamic
of learning—characterized by action, reflection, and consultation. In thousands of communities, Baha’is have set into
motion neighborhood-level processes that seek to empower
individuals of all ages to recognize and develop their spiritual
capacities11 and to channel their collective energies towards
11

Just as the physical body possesses physical capacities for movement,
growth, etc., so too the soul has capacities, which can be consciously
developed. These capacities include human consciousness; the power of intellect and rational thought; the capacity to love; the power
of will; and the capacity to initiate and sustain action for the betterment of society, to name a few.
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Broader visions of human purpose and prosperity are moving from the periphery to the center of public discourse. It is
becoming clear that the pathway to sustainability will be one
of empowerment, collaboration and continual processes of
questioning, learning and action in all regions of the world.
It will be shaped by the experiences of women, men, children, the rich, the poor, the governors and the governed as
each one is enabled to play their rightful role in the construction of a new society. As the sweeping tides of consumerism,
unfettered consumption, extreme poverty and marginalization recede, they will reveal the human capacities for justice,
reciprocity and happiness.
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