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Introduction

The environmental crises of the contemporary
world, alongside their technological and
managerial dimensions, have deep roots in the
cultural, social, and epistemological structures of
societies. A reductionist view of nature as merely
a resource for human exploitation, coupled with
the growing rupture between humans and their
ecosystems, has caused many formal and top-
down environmental interventions—despite their
scale—to fall short in achieving lasting changes in
public attitudes and behaviors. In such a context,
returning to the often-overlooked capacities of
culture, religion, and social participation may
open up new pathways for environmental action.
On one hand, religion-with its ethical and spiritual
foundations-possesses the potential to reconstruct
the human relationship with the natural world.
Value systems derived from religious traditions,
when accompanied by awareness and deep
understanding of their teachings, can serve as
intrinsic ~ motivations  for  environmental
preservation. On the other hand, culture-as a
collective memory and a meaning-making system-
encompasses ideas, symbols, and rituals that can
redefine the relationship between humans and
nature. In many indigenous cultures, nature is not
seen as a consumable object but as a living,
meaningful being intimately linked to human
existence. Revisiting these cultural perspectives
can contribute to reviving a caring and responsible
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attitude toward the environment. Meanwhile, field
experience shows that achieving sustainable
change in environmental behavior is not possible
without the presence and active participation of
the public. However, social participation is not
simply realized through official invitations or
awareness-raising; it requires ongoing facilitation,
the creation of dialogical spaces, the rebuilding of
neighborhood attachment, and the strengthening
of public trust. Facilitation, as a method of
community engagement, seeks to activate citizens'
latent capacities and position them as informed
and responsible actors in relation to their
environment. This set of efforts aims to integrate
these three realms-religion, culture, and
facilitation-in order to empower society for an
informed, sustainable, and locally grounded
engagement with environmental issues. From this
perspective, the environment is not merely a
natural domain, but a field for reconstructing the
contemporary human being in relation to the self,
the other, and the world.

UNESCO Chair on Social Health and
Development has organized this expert meeting in
line with the goals of sustainable development and
the promotion of pro-environmental behavior.

UNESCO Chair on Social Health and
Development
University of Tehran

20



m UNESCO Chair in Social Health and Development,

UneSco University of Tehran

Religion and Environmental Behavior

Dr. Younes Nourbakhsh

Associate Prof.,University of Tehran and
Chairholder of the UNESCO Chair in Social Health
and Development,

The environmental crisis is one of the fundamental
challenges facing humanity in the modern age.
While science and technology seek technical
solutions to address this crisis, scholars in the
humanities are exploring the cultural, moral, and
religious  factors that influence human
environmental behavior. Religion, as one of the
most influential social and cultural institutions,
can play a key role in shaping environmentally
conscious attitudes and behaviors. However, this
premise is not without its critics-some argue that
religious doctrines and institutions are not
sufficiently motivating in this regard.

Various religions have played a significant role in
articulating environmental ethics. For instance,
the Qur’an introduces human beings as “stewards”
(khalifa) of the Earth, a designation that implies
responsibility for protecting the environment. In
Islam, nature is viewed as a trust (amanah) from
God, and should be treated with respect. Certain
Christian  teachings  likewise = emphasize
humanity’s responsibility as the “guardian” of
nature, though others place greater emphasis on
exploiting nature for human well-being. Seyyed
Hossein Nasr, in his book Man and Nature,
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discusses the spiritual crisis of modernity and its
role in environmental degradation, while also
highlighting Islamic roots of environmental
protection. Islam, Christianity, and Judaism have
each addressed environmental issues in distinct
ways and incorporated ethical principles related to
nature conservation into their teachings.
Nonetheless, due to the special status of human
beings in creation, these religions are often framed
within an anthropocentric paradigm. Still,
elements of ecocentrism and deep ecology can be
discerned in  certain interpretations or
contemporary approaches within these traditions.

The present study examines the role and impact of
religion in shaping environmental behaviors.
Focusing on Islamic and Christian teachings, it
aims to assess the relationship between religiosity,
religious awareness, religious socialization, and
environmental actions. The findings indicate that
although religiosity alone is not a decisive factor
for appropriate environmental behavior, religious
awareness and spiritual values can significantly
promote sustainable behaviors and attention to
sustainable development. Moreover, meaningful
differences were observed between Muslim and
Christian ~ communities in  environmental
indicators. The results suggest that religion-
especially in the form of religious awareness-can
play a positive role in reinforcing environmental
behaviors. Mere religiosity is not sufficient to
guarantee such behaviors but, when combined
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with other religious variables (such as religious
socialization and social capital), it can become
more influential.Cultural differences between
Islamic and Christian discourses on the
environment should also be considered in
analysis. In Muslim societies, religion plays a
more prominent role in guiding environmental
behavior, whereas in Christian societies,
religiosity tends to remain more individualistic,
and environmental actions are more influenced by
scientific discourse and secular worldviews.
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Human-Nature Relations

Dr. Kousha Gorji Safat
Assistant Professor, Faculty of Social Sciences,
University of Tehran

The persistence of the conceptual and practical
gap between humans and other living species,
especially animals, has deep historical and
structural roots largely tied to thought and political
systems emerging from colonialism. This gap is
reflected not only in humanity’s attitude toward
nature but also in modes of social, cultural, and
Institutional action and organization, casting a
long shadow over our relationship with the
environment-particularly in an era marked by
climate crises and biodiversity collapse. In such a
context, rethinking the anthropocentric and
hierarchical foundations that unevenly distribute
life between humans and non-human species
becomes an unavoidable necessity.

Today, researchers in natural and social sciences
have reached the conclusion that addressing
environmental crises cannot be achieved merely
through superficial or technical changes; rather, it
requires profound transformations in cognitive,
institutional, and cultural structures-
transformations that also encompass human
relations with other species. Rethinking the
dominant  epistemological and discursive
foundations, especially in social sciences, which
often emphasize  anthropocentrism, is a
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fundamental step in this direction. This
perspective, centering humans as superior beings,
reduces nature and animals to passive,
consumable, and controllable objects, thereby
eliminating possibilities for dialogue, coexistence,
and mutual understanding.

In contrast to this approach, a new perspective is
emerging that emphasizes multispecies life as a
network of interspecies interactions, awareness,
and emotions. In this view, animals are not
regarded as objects serving humans but as subjects
capable of perception, communication, and even
meaning-making. The signs, sounds, and actions
formed in human-animal interactions represent
modes of being, knowing, and feeling within a
shared ecosystem-a biosphere in which the
boundaries between humans and non-humans are
redefined.

Within this framework, the human “self” that
perceives itself as separate from and above nature
is challenged. This redefinition can lead to the
emergence of an intersubjective self, aligned with
the surrounding living world and accountable to it;
a self whose identity is defined not through
domination but through coexistence,
interdependence, and care.

The spread of this perspective to cultures and
regions worldwide, including the Middle East,
allows for a deeper and more multilayered critique
of anthropocentrism. Along this path, it is possible
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to move toward forming a worldview grounded in
interconnectedness, sustainability, and shared
ethics between humans and other species-a
worldview that not only offers a theoretical
response to environmental crises but also provides
a practical path for future-oriented coexistence in
our multispecies world.
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Cultural Roots of Environmental
Conservation in lran

Engineer Mohammad Darvish

Head of the Environmental Science Group at the
UNESCO Chair on Social Health and Development,
University of Tehran

The distinctive features of Iran’s nature clearly
reflect the cultural and civilizational heritage of
this land—a heritage shaped by thousands of years
of balanced and respectful interaction between the
Iranian people and their surrounding environment.
The remarkable climatic diversity, varied
ecosystems, rare endemic species, and ancient
trees thousands of years old are just some of the
evidences that testify to the biological richness
and the deep cultural relationship Iranians have
had with nature.

What is noteworthy is that in many indicators,
including the number of native species and ancient
plant cover, Iran holds a superior position
compared to countries with far larger land area and
natural resources, such as those in Europe-despite
Europe’s far more  favorable climate,
environmental  policies, and conservation
infrastructures. This comparison highlights the
value and importance of Iran’s natural heritage
and attests to the unparalleled capacities of a land
that has always regarded nature as part of its
cultural identity.
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In Iranian culture, from ancient myths to folk
rituals, nature has held a lofty status and has
always been intertwined with concepts such as
life, sustainability, ethics, and even meaning. This
deep relationship has meant that the environment
for lIranians was not merely a resource for
exploitation but an asset for living and thriving.

Yet, the fundamental question remains: how is it
that in a land with such natural capacities and
cultural heritage, we today witness the
accelerating  processes of  environmental
degradation? Why have soil erosion, water crises,
deforestation, and worsening air pollution become
chronic and costly problems?

The answer must be sought in political and
managerial trends, at least over the past century-
trends that have often been indifferent to the
environment or have marginalized it within
policy-making. The absence of sustainable
environmental policies, weaknesses in formal and
public education systems, and a lack of sufficient
concern at decision-making levels have gradually
pushed Iran’s environment toward decline.
Environmental education, which should begin in
childhood and become embedded within the
general culture, has often been presented as mere
slogans or temporary campaigns, or has been
entirely absent from the educational system.

Now more than ever, there is an urgent need to
reconsider our perspectives and approaches
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toward the environment. Restoring Iran’s nature
requires not only technology and investment but
also the revival of the Iranian cultural vision of
nature-one that sees nature as an integral part of
human existence, not merely as a tool for
excessive consumption.

Only by returning to such an understanding, and
through designing scientific, participatory, and
long-term policies, can we move toward a hopeful
future-one in which Iran’s nature once again
regains its rightful place within Iranian
civilization and the daily lives of its people.
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Engaging Citizens of Underprivileged Areas in
Environmental Activities in Tehran

Dr. Zahra Mirbagheri
PhD in Sociology and Social Researcher

Citizen participation, especially in
underprivileged urban areas, is one of the
fundamental pillars for achieving environmental
justice and urban sustainability. These areas, due
to the accumulation of economic, social, and
infrastructural challenges, are more vulnerable to
environmental harms than other parts of the city.
However, they are often overlooked in the design
and implementation of environmental policies and
programs, or are not given an active role.
Meanwhile, improving the environmental
situation is practically impossible without the
active and effective involvement of all social
groups-particularly the residents of these very
areas.

The idea of individual and collective
responsibility toward nature can become an
effective action only when citizens see themselves
as part of the solution and believe that their
participation, even at the smallest scale, matters.
From this perspective, a sense of belonging and
commitment to the environment is cultivated not
through orders or coercion but through education,
lived experience, and social learning.
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In this process, social facilitators play a key role.
By accurately understanding the cultural, social,
and economic contexts of the local community,
they can naturally and understandably integrate
the processes of learning and responsibility into
people’s daily lives. The facilitator is not merely a
teacher or intermediary but acts as a bridge linking
people’s lived experiences with broader
environmental concepts. As a result, building trust
and persuading citizens to participate in
environmental activities is achieved more
effectively through these human relationships
based on equal dialogue.

The first step on this path is accepting the truth that
each individual bears responsibility to some
extent. This perspective lays the groundwork for
internal change and external motivation for
activism in an area that shapes the fate of
everyone.
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The experience of facilitation in mobilizing
citizens from underprivileged areas of Tehran in
environmental activities shows that sustainable
and effective participation faces deep-rooted
obstacles and challenges. One of the most
fundamental of these barriers is the weak sense of
neighborhood belonging-an emotion that should
connect citizens to their neighborhood, public
spaces, and the fate of their surrounding
environment, but which has faded or become very
weak in many of these areas for various reasons.
Alongside this issue, widespread distrust toward
urban governance institutions also constitutes a
serious obstacle to public participation. When
citizens do not perceive the urban management
structure as accountable, transparent, and
empathetic to local needs, they lack motivation to
cooperate or take responsibility for environmental
decisions and actions.

Additionally, the lack of public awareness and the
absence of effective culture-building for local
participation have caused many residents of less
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privileged areas to be largely unfamiliar with
concepts such as sustainable development,
environmental responsibility, and their own role in
improving the quality of life in their
neighborhoods. Under such conditions, citizen
participation tends to be reduced from a conscious
and voluntary act to something external, imposed,
or temporary.

In the face of these challenges, there are solutions
that can elevate participation from a superficial
level to a sustainable and structural form. One
such solution is linking environmental activities
with the economic and social lives of the people.
Creating and strengthening small businesses with
an environmental approach can, in addition to
providing a stable income for residents, directly
involve them in the process of environmental
protection. The combination of education with
economic empowerment creates a suitable ground
for institutionalizing participation-a ground where
citizens see themselves as effective agents and
also seek their direct benefit in preserving and
improving environmental conditions.
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