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This paper describes elements of a research and analysis methodology for a project on 
social sustainability and religious belief. It is becoming clear that religion and 
spirituality are regaining importance in all aspects of our globalised society: political, 
economic, social and environmental (Berger et al 2001) We are also witnessing the 
increasing importance of ideas of ‘triple bottom line’ sustainability in determining 
national and international policy through ‘whole-of-system’ policy frameworks in 
which political, environmental, economic and social factors are taken into account (see 
Appendix 1 for a list of examples). So far, there has been little analysis of the potential 
interplay between these two parallel movements. This paper notes the importance of 
recognising religious belief as a vital and inevitable component of a sustainable and 
ethical society, and takes steps towards the development of a methodology called 
‘comparative futures’ as a means to undertake research on social sustainability and 
religious belief.1  
 
The impact of religious belief concerning the environment is the subject of persistent 
study (see for example Deudney 1995; Tucker 2003), but the nature and effect of these 
‘moral codes’ on social sustainability has been inadequately researched, perhaps owing 
to the lack of any theoretical framework. Part of the problem is that religion is a vast 
and highly variable field of study in and of itself, and one that has traditionally had a 
problematic relationship with sociology (see for example Kurst 1995: 5–8), and thus to 
examine the interplay between religion and social sustainability is an enormous 
undertaking. This paper is intended primarily as an initial foray into the field and a 
description of a methodology for further study.  
 
By ‘sustainability’, I mean the ‘triple bottom line’ approach to this term developed by 
John Elkington that is now an international commonplace (Elkington 1999). Social 
sustainability must be distinguished from environmental sustainability by noting the 
different way that each approaches their key term. In its most literal sense, 
‘sustainability’ refers to the extent to which an object, environment or condition can 
remain in existence. In much environmental sustainability discourse, it is recognised 
that, while no natural system can be entirely without change, it is both possible and 
desirable to minimise destructive change and degradation by limiting the impact of 
human action on the environment. Proponents of environmental sustainability argue 
that, unless we limit our own level of environmental destruction, it will significantly 
compromise the well-being of future generations.  
 
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 limiting human action, because human action is the basis of society. Social 
sustainability discourse begins with the basic premise that our current social mode of 
action is flawed, witnessed by large imbalances in the distribution of wealth and power 
and by the extent of social exclusion. Our notion of social sustainability is currently 



Australian Association for Professional and Applied Ethics 12th Annual Conference 
28–30 September 2005, Adelaide 
 

 2

determined by our perception of its absence – indeed, if we lived in a sustainable society 
we would probably have no need for the concept of one.  
 
It is not, therefore, the goal of work toward social sustainability to maintain our current 
society just as it is, but to alter it so that it may become worth sustaining, and so that it 
takes on a form that may be sustained. We are immediately faced with the task of 
imagining a positive future situation, in order to attempt to find solutions for current 
and everyday problems. Imagining social sustainability, therefore, is the process of 
building up our collective understanding of the state we want our society to be in, 
deciding upon what things we need to do in order to achieve this state, and ensuring that 
the changes we make can be maintained. 
 
Part of the process of imagining social sustainability has already been undertaken, 
although not necessarily under that rubric. Such images of idealised social situations 
take on many forms; as well as long-term sustainability policy frameworks, there are 
utopian images and texts, religious texts and ethical decrees. All of these documents are 
descriptions of an ideal future society or situation, and contain prescriptions on actions, 
behaviour and attitudes that will serve to bring this ideal situation into reality. 
‘Comparative futures’ is the process of analysing these attempts to describe a social 
ideal, and developing an understanding of how they have been created, and what steps 
are needed in order to bring them about. This paper provides a preliminary example of 
this method.  
 

–––––––––– 
 
One of the main texts under study in this paper is the ‘Model of Social Sustainability’ 
recently developed by the Western Australian Council of Social Services (WACOSS 
2001–02). Western Australia was the first state in the world to have an all-
encompassing long-term sustainability strategy, an idea now becoming increasingly 
common in Australia and internationally (see Appendix 1). Their State Sustainability 
Strategy ‘shows how we can meet the needs of current and future generations through 
the integration of environmental protection, social advancement and economic 
prosperity. It proposes new principles, approaches and actions to help us to achieve a 
more sustainable future, to help us make a better place to live’ (foreword). The model 
was influential in the development of the State Sustainability Strategy, and was one of 
the first large-scale efforts to define and describe ‘a sustainable society’ through 
community consultation.  
 
The brief definition of a sustainable society provided in the WACOSS model is: ‘Social 
sustainability occurs when the formal and informal processes, systems, structures and 
relationships actively support the capacity of current and future generations to create 
healthy and liveable communities. Socially sustainable communities are equitable, 
diverse, connected and democratic and provide a good quality of life’ (WACOSS 2001–
02: iv). This definition is followed by a series of characteristics, many of which are to 
do with attitudes within the community: ‘the community is inclusive of diverse groups; 
the community values difference’, although some are not: ‘Community members have 
access to information, knowledge and expertise’. These are further defined by 
statements addressing the characteristics, which add detail to ‘what our communities 
would look like if they were equitable, diverse, connected, and democratic and provided 
a good quality of life’ (vi).  
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To call such a system a ‘secular religion’ would be a considerable exaggeration, but 
nonetheless there are considerable parallels between the ‘principles, approaches and 
actions’ of this social sustainability framework and the guidelines for life contained in a 
religious tradition. While most available definitions of ‘religion’ stress the supernatural 
or spiritual element of belief as foremost, most also include a ‘moral code for the 
conduct of human affairs’ as well, and it is here that the main parallels with social 
sustainability discourse tend to occur (see Unified Search Environment: ‘religion’, 
accessed July 2005).  
 
For the purposes of this paper I will not be looking at any individual religious tradition, 
but rather at a document ‘Towards a Global Ethic: An Initial Declaration’, which was 
developed by the Parliament of the World’s Religions in 1993. The document was 
drafted by a large gathering of members of all major religious traditions, and is now the 
centrepiece of the ‘global ethics’ movement. While it is not strictly representative of the 
views of any individual tradition, it may be used for the purposes of a short-term ‘future 
comparison’, and as representative of the potential contribution of religious belief to a 
sustainable society. 
 
The document (from now on called simply ‘the parliament’s declaration’) asserts that, 
while the world is in turmoil, the possibility of sustainable peace and order does exist, 
and has always existed within a common set of core values found in the teachings of the 
world’s religions, and that these can form the basis of a global ethic:  
 

We affirm that there is an irrevocable, unconditional norm for all areas 
of life, for families and communities, for races, nations, and religions. 
There already exist ancient guidelines for human behaviour which are 
found in the teachings of the religions of the world and which are the 
condition for a sustainable world order. (2; emphasis added). 

 
The parliament’s declaration states that law, policy and other governance systems will 
ultimately be unsuccessful in sustaining human rights unless they are supported by an 
ethic, and moreover that this ethic is not well established and understood. ‘A better 
global order cannot be created or enforced by laws, prescriptions, and conventions 
alone’, they argue (6).  
 

We recall the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights of the 
United Nations. What it formally proclaimed on the level of ‘rights’ we 
wish to confirm and deepen here from the perspective of an ethic: The 
full realization of the intrinsic dignity of the human person, the 
inalienable freedom and equality in principle of all humans, and the 
necessary solidarity and interdependence of all humans with each other. 
(5–6).  

 
The emphasis of the parliament’s declaration is thus on the initial development and 
acceptance of an ethic, rather than on the development, agreement and enforcement of 
policies and regulations to enforce particular aspects of that ethic. The authors note that 
‘this ethic provides no direct solution for all the immense problems of the world, but it 
does supply the moral foundation for a better individual and global order. A vision 
which can lead women and men away from despair and society away from chaos’ (4). 
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The comparative table below includes selections from the 1948 Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, in addition to the two main documents already discussed. While there 
has been some criticism of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, particularly 
regarding the non-inclusion of Islamic members in the drafting process, it still stands as 
one of the major building blocks of global social policy development, especially since 
1967, when the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) were 
ratified. The three main documents, and a growing number of subsequent additions, 
many of which are legally binding treaties, are now collectively known as the Universal 
Bill of Rights. They are now acknowledged by all United Nations member countries, 
most famously including China, which ratified them in 1998 at the fiftieth anniversary 
of their creation.  
 
Theme Universal Declaration Parliament’s 

Declaration 
WACOSS model 
(Social sustainability 
exists where…) 

General 
statement of 
equity 

Everyone is entitled to 
all the rights and 
freedoms set forth in 
this Declaration, 
without distinction of 
any kind, such as race, 
colour, sex, language, 
religion, political or 
other opinion, national 
or social origin, 
property, birth or other 
status. (2) 

Every human being 
without distinction of 
age, sex, race, skin 
colour, physical or 
mental ability, 
language, religion, 
political view, or 
national or social 
origin possesses an 
inalienable and 
untouchable dignity, 
and everyone, the 
individual as well as 
the state, is obliged to 
protect it. (7) 

There is equal 
opportunity for all 
members. 
There is equity for 
Indigenous people 
There is equity in 
relation to human rights 
There is equity in 
relation to 
disadvantaged members 

Education Everyone has the right 
to education. (26, 1) 
Education shall be 
directed to the full 
development of the 
human personality and 
to the strengthening of 
respect for human rights 
and fundamental 
freedoms. (26, 2) 

Children have a right 
of access to 
education. (4e) 
Young people must 
learn at home and in 
school. They have a 
right to information 
and education to be 
able to make the 
decisions that will 
form their lives. (3c) 

Community members 
have a good quality of 
life in relation to 
education. 

Law and 
conflict 
resolution 

Everyone has the right 
to recognition 
everywhere as a person 
before the law. (6) 

Conflicts should be 
resolved without 
violence within a 
framework of justice. 
(1b) 

Democratic processes 
and governance 
structures incorporate 
justice and legal rights. 
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Employment Everyone has the right 

to work, to free choice 
of employment, to just 
and favourable 
conditions of work and 
to protection against 
unemployment. (23, 1) 

All of directive 2: 
Commitment to a 
culture of solidarity 
and a just economic 
order. (2) 
 

Community members 
have a good quality of 
life in relation to 
employment. 

Standard of 
living 

Everyone has the right 
to a standard of living 
adequate for the health 
and well-being of 
himself and of his 
family, including food, 
clothing, housing and 
medical care and 
necessary social 
services. (25, 1) 

We must value a sense 
of moderation and 
modesty instead of an 
unquenchable greed 
for money, prestige, 
and consumption. (2e) 

Community members 
have a good quality of 
life in relation to income 
and standard of living. 
Community members 
have a good quality of 
life in relation to 
housing. 
Community members 
have a good quality of 
life in relation to clean 
air, soil and water. 

Democracy 
and 
openness 

The will of the people 
shall be the basis of the 
authority of 
government; this will 
shall be expressed in 
periodic and genuine 
elections which shall be 
by universal and equal 
suffrage and shall be 
held by secret vote or 
by equivalent free 
voting procedures. (21, 
3) 

Commitment to a 
culture of tolerance 
and a life of 
truthfulness for the 
leaders of countries, 
politicians, and 
political parties, to 
whom we entrust our 
own freedoms. (3b) 

Community members 
have access to 
information, knowledge 
and expertise. 
Participation processes 
are open and 
accountable. 
Democratic processes 
and governance 
structures are effective. 
There is integrity of 
democratic processes 
and governance 
structures. 
Democratic processes 
and governance 
structures are 
accountable. 
Democratic processes 
and governance 
structures incorporate 
justice and legal rights. 

Culture Everyone has the right 
freely to participate in 
the cultural life of the 
community, to enjoy 
the arts and to share in 
scientific advancement 
and its benefits. (27, 1) 

All people have a 
right to life, safety, 
and the free 
development of 
personality insofar as 
they do not injure the 
rights of others. (1a) 

Arts and culture promote 
connectedness. 
Community members 
have opportunities for 
personal and social 
development. 
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Connectivity Everyone has duties to 

the community in 
which alone the free 
and full development of 
his personality is 
possible. (29, 1)  

We are 
interdependent. Each 
of us depends on the 
well-being of the 
whole, and so we have 
respect for the 
community of living 
beings, for people, 
animals, and plants, 
and for the 
preservation of Earth, 
the air, water and soil. 
(introduction) 

The quality of social 
processes promote 
connectedness. 
The structures governing 
social processes promote 
connectedness. 
Public and civic 
institutions promote 
connectedness. 
Community services 
promote connectedness. 
Arts and culture promote 
connectedness. 

 
All three documents are essentially normative – that is, they codify what is believed to 
be right (and thus wrong) so that aspects of behaviour can be regulated. The 
parliament’s declaration is particularly normative in tone, and notes that 
 

by a global ethic we do not mean a global ideology or a single unified 
religion beyond all existing religions, and certainly not the domination 
of one religion over all others. By a global ethic we mean a fundamental 
consensus on binding values, irrevocable standards, and personal 
attitudes. Without such a fundamental consensus on an ethic, sooner or 
later every community will be threatened by chaos or dictatorship, and 
individuals will despair. (6) 

 
The WACOSS model is also normative in that it is the distillation of a community 
consultation process, and thus expresses the norms of the community that developed it. 
Perhaps because of this consultative aspect it is the most positive of the three documents 
and expresses nearly all the requirements of the community in terms of ‘what should be’ 
rather than ‘what should not be’ or ‘what must be done’.  
 
The common elements in the three documents also raise some meta-ethical questions on 
the origin of our shared notions of what constitutes an ideal society, but I suggest that 
the solutions to these should be sought by examining the way in which the documents 
were developed rather than on any broader cultural analysis. This is not to say that 
arguments about cultural norms are not persuasive, simply that they do not seem likely 
to help us better understand how to develop sustainability knowledge and policy. It may 
be possible, for example, to argue that sociological and rational manifestations of the 
ideal future (in this instance, the WACOSS document) are simply manifestations of 
Judaeo-Christian ethical notions that underpin western society, but such an argument is 
ultimately not very helpful or progressive. To coopt secular positions on social 
sustainability because they are ‘ultimately based on religious ethics’ runs the risk of 
ignoring their particularities, in much the same way that labelling all ethics as 
essentially derived from human nature denies the validity of individual expressions of 
religious ethics.  
 
The comparative futures method does not to attempt a further reduction of these values 
into a single code – partly because of the focus on diversity and inclusion in all three 
documents, and also because models developed through community consultation 
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generally serve best within the community that developed them and do not always 
translate well to other areas (Pepperdine 2000). What is being sought here is simply the 
recognition that strong parallel elements exist between secular and religious expressions 
of an ideal future, and that these parallels may be useful in the development of ethical 
codes and policy documents that try to express – or serve – commonly held values.  
 
While the common elements of the texts are striking, the differences are also instructive. 
The tables also show clearly what the authors of the parliament’s declaration mean 
when they speak of an ‘ethic’ rather than a series of ‘rights’ as the basic principle for 
collective moral action. While the UN declaration is framed in terms of entitlements and 
uses the language of responsibility (obliged, must, should, etc), and the WACOSS 
policy document in terms of ‘indicators’ (desirable conditions), the parliament’s 
declaration frames the issues in terms of obligations and commitments to a particular 
kind of action, and thereby places the emphasis on individual actions as the basis for the 
sustainable world order they envisage. 
 
The Universal 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 I take the parliament’s document as 
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 ethic supporting equality and sustainability must exist in order for 
policy and legislation to be effective.  
 
The WACOSS model – which in terms of sustainability and its role in policy is the most 
instructive – moves between these two positions. As noted, many of the indicators of 
sustainability are ‘rights’ or ‘conditions’ that must exist in order for sustainability to be 
achieved (‘Democratic processes and governance structures incorporate justice and 
legal rights’), but in other cases, indicators of sustainability are attitudes that are present 
within the community (‘Community members have a sense of connection with nature; 
Community members have a sense of empowerment and responsibility’), described 
using language that has much more in common with the parliament’s declaration.  
 
I have stressed that there are distinct parallels between secular and religious expressions 
of ideal futures, and that this observation provides a new avenue of exploration for 
social sustainability research. The nature of such research, as we have seen from a brief 
example, is to analyse the content and form of various expressions of an ideal and 
sustainable future, explore the ways in which the documents were created, and the ways 
in which they are intended to contribute to their stated aims.  
 
I note in closing that just as the secularisation of society did not entail the complete 
withdrawal of religion as a political and social force, nor is it likely that the emergent 
desecularisation of global society will completely displace secular notions of ethics and 
social justice, and that the future will be characterised by continuing contestation – and 
perhaps cooperation – between secular and religious expressions of social, economic 
and environmental ideals. This is a process that proponents of triple bottom line 
sustainability cannot afford to ignore, or misunderstand.  
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Appendix 1: Examples of recent sustainability policy frameworks 
 
The project will analyse state, regional, national and international documents, such as 
the following:  
 

• Western Australian State Sustainability Strategy 
http://www.sustainability.dpc.wa.gov.au/docs/Strategy.htm 

• South Australian Strategic Plan, particularly Objective 3: Attaining 
Sustainability and Objective 5: Building Communities 
http://www.stateplan.sa.gov.au/home.php 

• Australian Capital Territory Sustainability Policy: 
http://www.sustainability.act.gov.au/policy.html 

• Great Lakes Regional Collaboration Strategy, Sustainable Development Strategy 
and associated documents: http://www.glrc.us/ 

• European Union Strategy on Sustainable Development and recent review: 
http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/sustainable/pages/strategy_en.htm 

• United Kingdom Sustainable Development Strategy: http://www.sustainable-
development.gov.uk/publications/uk-strategy/uk-strategy-2005.htm 

• Vancouver Sustainability Initiatives: 
http://www.city.vancouver.bc.ca/sustainability/initiatives.htm 

 
                                                 
1 I have chosen ‘comparative futures’ rather than ‘comparative religion’ or ‘comparative ethics’ 
because both these other terms have previous associations with other endeavours. Comparative 
religion, in particular, has traditionally not sought solutions to social, economic or 
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environmental problems but instead focused on common aspects of myth and ritual in disparate 
cultures. I note that ‘comparative futures’ can also be used to mean ‘examining and comparing 
the potential outcomes of two different courses of action’ and is sometimes used in business 
analysis and in gaming and bookmaking. I use it here partly in reference to the final section of 
St Augustine’s City of God, titled ‘Comparative futures of the City of God and the City of Man’, 
in which he outlines his interpretations of Christian prophecy regarding the future of the earth. 


