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The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him (pbuh)) said:
‘The angel Gabrielle kept commending my neighbour to me
until I thought he was to be my designated heir’.

Effective education resulting in sustainable human
activity, and in the continual improvement of a society, rests
on peace prevailing ... and peace in a society rests on
citizens acting in a spirit of neighbourliness. Muslims are
exhorted to act as conscientious neighbours no matter who
their neighbour may be. The Prophet (pbuh) said: ‘He whose
neighbour goes hungry, is not one of us’. No race, no
religion, no condition upon identity was prescribed for that
neighbour: All neighbours are to
be cared for.

Today, multi-cultural education
rallies around the renowned
maxim: do unto others, as you
would have them do unto you.
And in this globalised,
interdependent world, all human
beings have virtually become
neighbours to each other. So the
Muslim mindset is that each of us
should act in a neighbourly way
with the rest of humanity, doing unto our neighbours, as we
would have them do unto us. It is the breakdown of this
spirit of neighbourliness that leads to conflict and to war.

How to act as a neighbour; how to be a citizen; how to
fulfil one’s human potential, are all integral to the
educational approach advocated by Islam. Effective
education and sustainability are intertwined. The Prophet
Muhammad (pbuh) warned us that if we have not improved
ourselves with each passing day then we are in state of loss.
And change and improvement should be a steady, continual
and sustainable process. Muhammad (pbuh) said: ‘The best
of deeds is the continuing one, even if it is small.’

Muslims believe that there will always be enough
resources on the planet to meet the needs of all human
beings. What is failing is how these resources are being
distributed. Muslims are exhorted to be restrained in how
they utilise resources, to the point of using water sparingly
when making ablution even though there may be a flowing
river near by.

Muhammad (pbuh) advised us to pass through this life as
wayfarers: he taught that this life is akin to resting in the
shade of a tree before continuing on with a journey. This
reminder of the very temporary nature of life encourages us

not to waste and squander, nor to be consumed by greed, for
all that we hoard will not be able to accompany us on our
onward journey. Consideration should, instead, be given to
future generations; to those who will come after us and rest
under that same tree. Our experience in this life should be
based on charity, alleviating the poor and protecting the
weak, all of which are investments for our hereafter.

The poor of the world are often blamed for their
environmentally unfriendly and unsustainable practices eg
deforestation, but can they be blamed if they are acting in
the face of poverty and destitution? What needs to be

examined is why they have such
limited access to resources and,
unsurprisingly, so often the
reasons can be traced back to
human (political) causes
(government policies, debt,
conflict etc).
What needs to be challenged is
how resources are distributed. If
existing world resources were
shared on amore equitable basis,
then more would have the surplus

wealth to engage in education and learn the skills required to
act in sustainable activity and secure prosperity; and with
prosperity peace is reinforced.

How to educate people to act sustainably so that today’s
resources are not squandered, so as to avoid leaving
tomorrow’s generations to suffer, is the issue. To do this,
wealth has to be more evenly shared to facilitate education.
In Islam the mechanisms of zakat and sadaqa exist. Every
Muslim has to pay a yearly charity tax (zakat) of 2.5% of
existing wealth and ongoing charity (sadaqa) is promoted.
The hoarding of wealth is thereby discouraged and
prevented. In the Islamic world, the concept of ‘waqf’
(charitable investment) has also underpinned many public
charitable services; in this way a hospital or a school, for
example, may be maintained by the profits from a business
or from renting out land or property; the base capital of the
investment never being touched by the charitable endeavour. 

Prophet (pbuh) said: ‘Allah supports his servant so long
as his servant supports his brother.’ And we can support each
other with good advice, just as the Prophet (pbuh) helped a
beggar to buy an axe and then advised him to support his
family by gathering firewood. Giving good business advice,
helping small businesses with start up loans and resources,
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are of course what many sustainable livelihood support
programmes aspire to do today.

In addition to capital and finance, people today now talk
about ‘social capital’ being the vital ingredient for the
sustainable development of a society. Social capital is
sometimes defined as: ‘the ability to work together for the
collective good’. This requires trust; it requires a
neighbourly spirit. It is the breakdown of this trust that leads
ultimately to insecurity and instability, and then to conflict
and war. Where there is no peace, there is no security. Where
there is no security there is no investment; a lack of
investment prevents educating people in sustainable activity.
And even those who do have skills are not able to engage in
sustainable activity because of the
winds of chaos and uncertainty
that gust in times of conflict.

A week spent in Mogadishu a
couple of years ago was enough
to illustrate to me what happens
when there is no trust, no inward
investment, no education, no
continuous sustainable activity to
keep people gainfully employed: grinding poverty ruled over
by the barrel of the gun! To avoid war, trust has to be
promoted. There are 3 principles that Islam emphasises:

1 Acquaintance leads to co-existence:
Allah Almighty says: ‘O Mankind: We have created you
from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made you
into nations and tribes, that you may know each other (not
that you may despise each other). Verily the most honoured
of you in the sight of Allah is he who is the most righteous
of you.’ This is a call to all of humanity, not just Muslims.
We are referred back to our creation, to parenthood, and to
the basic reality that a strong, healthy family is the building
block of a stable society. 

This is also a call to become
acquainted with one another.
Acquaintance leads to familiarity
and to interaction, to trust, peace
and prosperity. Despite our
different languages and customs,
we are asked to co-exist in mutual
respect and with tolerance for one
another, as has happened in
previous phases of Muslim
civilisation. One thinks of the stable Muslim society in
Grenada, in medieval Spain, in which Jew, Christian and
Muslim interacted freely, safely and securely.

2 The importance of cooperation:
Allah says: ‘Cooperate in good and piety, and do not
cooperate in wrongdoing and aggression’. Once again we see
the concept of social capital being recommended.
Muhammad (Pbuh) said: ‘The hand of Allah is with the
jamaat (the group).’ He (Pbuh) also said that we should want
for others what we want for ourselves.  Working together for

the common good secures peace and stability, and the
opportunity for ongoing improvement.

3 The importance of mercy:
It is often said that an indicator of the condition of a
civilisation is how it looks after the vulnerable. Where
people can live free from the fear of poverty and tyranny,
then trust permeates society, creativity and cooperation are
unlocked, and stability is reinforced. Muhammad (pbuh)
therefore encouraged the strong to look after the weak. He
(pbuh) said: ‘Whoever looks after the widow and the pitiful
is like the one who prays relentlessly and fasts continuously.’

Sustainability in society, the continuity of beneficial and
non-wasteful activity, rests on a
society having a social conscience
as exemplified in the three
principles outlined above.
Achieving this state of mind and
heart requires people to be
educated in these worthy goals.
And the more people who are
educated in these concepts, the
more people who share these

ideals, the less likely it is that breakdown of trust can occur
with all its dire consequences for peace and stability.

In the 1990s, the UN, through ‘Agenda 21’, championed
‘education, public awareness and training’ as being
‘indispensable for achieving sustainable development’. In
development education circles today, there is a belief that a
society with a disposition to change, will change, and so
development education focuses on highlighting that the
potential to change is there for us all to activate.

And Islam also teaches that the potential to change is
there, open for all. The Prophet (pbuh) related how, on a hot
day, a prostitute once stopped by a dog dying of thirst. She
took off one of her shoes, tied it to her shawl, and lowered it

in to a nearby well to draw water
for the dog, and for this Allah
forgave her. The key is that if we
change ourselves and how we act,
then the effects of this may
radiate out far and wide: and we
all know how a child is quickly
mesmerised by the way ripples
from a dropped pebble can reach
across the widest pool.

War is, of course, the enemy of peace! And peace is a
prerequisite for the sort of education that promotes
sustainability. In peacetime, people have the optimism and
confidence to take responsibility for their lives and their
environments. Efforts can be made to achieve financial
sustainability through training in business and micro credit
initiatives. Sustainability in knowledge can be achieved
through teacher training and health education initiatives and
technological sustainability can be achieved thorough
promoting the use of ‘appropriate technology’ that is user
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and environmentally friendly. In times of instability, rarely is
this possible. People simply become preoccupied in learning
how to survive; consideration cannot be afforded to anything
but the short term. The villagers in Afghanistan or Congo
know full well that landmines and the threat of increased
militia violence so often hinder any gainful activity. And in
so many countries like Afghanistan, we see a waiting game.
People are waiting for peace to truly break out; for security
to be guaranteed in order for inward investment to be
tempted, thereby fostering education and business that is
ongoing and beneficial, which is sustainable.

Clearly the sustainable development of a society cannot
be achieved if it is being ravaged by war. Yes, there are those
who derive benefit from war: those who prosper from the
proliferation of small arms across the world and the untold
misery it condemns millions to, are there for anyone with an
eye to see. Yes, in times of conflict, there are those who
prosper; who make sustainable profits because the demand
for the toys of war never seems to dry up. And yet on a
global scale, these are not profits to benefit everyone in the
global village. Setting neighbour against neighbour can only
lead to the ultimate destruction of all neighbourhoods.
Continual war and conflict just takes the canoe, which bears
humanity, closer to the vertical drop of a gushing waterfall.

Politicians, leaders, all people of influence, all of us, have
to recognise that peace has to be built on justice, freedom
from poverty and availability of opportunity. And this has to
be accessible to all, otherwise frustration and despair will be
left to ferment with potentially horrific consequences.

The Prophet (pbuh) said: ‘Even a smile is charity’. Acting
as neighbours, even by just offering a smile is the first step
outside our homes. Inside our homes, all of us have to
engage in education for sustainability: developing a moral
code to be passed from generation to generation so that
peace in society is reinforced, and so that future generations
stand to benefit from, and not be harmed by, the actions of
those of us present today.

Muhammad Imran is UK Community Programmes
Coordinator, Islamic Relief.

This lecture was originally given at a conference on
Peace, Conflict Resolution and Sustainability at South
Bank University on 19 October 2002
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Immigration and Asylum Act passed in 2002 and the link between education entitlement and immigration status. 

Part One of the book provides a political background to immigration controls and argues that there cannot be non-racist controls.
Part Two provides the historical background and suggests that controls in this country have always been used against refugees. Part
Three examines internal welfare controls. Part Four looks at the international aspects of controls and how a global fortress is
emerging against migrants, immigrants and refugees. Part Five gives examples of resistance to immigration controls. Part Six
provides a conclusion and looks critically at the arguments for ‘fair’ controls and for no immigration controls.

Steve Cohen has been an immigration lawyer and an activist against immigration control for over two decades, He has lectured and
written extensively on issues of immigration and asylum. He helped establish and was previously co-ordinator of Greater
Manchester Immigration Aid unit.
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