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There is no doubt that Islam values the development of material culture and improvements in technologies that make life easier, healthier and more enjoyable for people.  Islam does not romanticize poverty and hardship.  The Holy Qur’an, referring to the Ramadan fast says, “God wants ease for you, He does not want hardship for you. . . .”
 The persistent Qur’anic reminder to give charity, to shelter the orphan, to feed the poor, all show the high value Islam places on relieving the suffering of others.  Further, there are many prophetic teachings about the spiritual reward one receives from removing a hardship from another person.  For example, even to remove a fallen branch from a pathway, making it easier for others to walk that path, is an act of charity.  Throughout Islamic history, believers with great resources and those of limited means did what they could to ease the journey of the pilgrim and the traveler by maintaining roadways, and by providing water and shelter along the way.  It is not too much to say that to work to ease the hardship experienced by others is an ethical imperative in Islam; indeed, one of the five major maxims of Islamic ethics is “Hardship should be eased” (al-mashaqqah tajlib bi taysir).
The principle of easing hardship, however, is not permission for an individual to go to the extreme of unfettered indulgence.  Consistent with the Qur’an’s emphasis on balance and moderation, there are a number of Qur’anic verses that, on the one hand, encourage the enjoyment of wholesome and beautiful things, while on the other hand, prohibit waste and excess:

يَا أَيُّهَا الَّذِينَ آمَنُواْ لاَ تُحَرِّمُواْ طَيِّبَاتِ مَا أَحَلَّ اللّهُ لَكُمْ وَلاَ تَعْتَدُواْ إِنَّ اللّهَ لاَ يُحِبُّ الْمُعْتَدِينَ
O you who believe! Do not make unlawful the wholesome things which God has made lawful for you, but commit no excess for God does not love those given to excess.

يَا بَنِي آدَمَ خُذُواْ زِينَتَكُمْ عِندَ كُلِّ مَسْجِدٍ وكُلُواْ وَاشْرَبُواْ وَلاَ تُسْرِفُواْ إِنَّهُ لاَ يُحِبُّ الْمُسْرِفِين 
O Children of Adam! Wear your beautiful apparel at every time and place of prayer and eat and drink.  But do not waste (or, “do not be excessive”); verily God does not love the wasteful.

كُلُوا مِن طَيِّبَاتِ مَا رَزَقْنَاكُمْ وَلَا تَطْغَوْا فِيهِ فَيَحِلَّ عَلَيْكُمْ غَضَبِي وَمَن يَحْلِلْ عَلَيْهِ غَضَبِي فَقَدْ هَوَى 
Eat of the wholesome things We have provided for your sustenance, but commit no excess therein, lest My condemnation fall upon you; he upon whom My condemnation falls has indeed thrown himself into utter ruin.

The Qur’an also recognizes that people take pleasure in experiencing variety, particularly in their food, while again, warning against being wasteful:
وَهُوَ الَّذِي أَنشَأَ جَنَّاتٍ مَّعْرُوشَاتٍ وَغَيْرَ مَعْرُوشَاتٍ وَالنَّخْلَ وَالزَّرْعَ مُخْتَلِفًا أُكُلُهُ وَالزَّيْتُونَ وَالرُّمَّانَ مُتَشَابِهًا وَغَيْرَ مُتَشَابِهٍ كُلُواْ مِن ثَمَرِهِ إِذَا أَثْمَرَ وَآتُواْ حَقَّهُ يَوْمَ حَصَادِهِ وَلاَ تُسْرِفُواْ إِنَّهُ لاَ يُحِبُّ الْمُسْرِفِينَ 
It is He Who has brought into being gardens, the cultivated and the wild, and date-palms, and fields with produce of all kinds, and olives and pomegranates, similar (in kind) and variegated. Eat of their fruit in season, but give (the poor) their due on harvest day. And do not waste, for God does not love the wasteful.

The ethics of consumption in Islam, then, rests on three pillars.  First, what is consumed must be lawful and wholesome.  Second, one must give the poor their share in one’s wealth; money and good remain “impure” until what is owed upon them as zakat is paid. Finally, one is not permitted to be wasteful with one’s goods.  Thus, even if the goods one consumes are lawful, and even if one has given the poor their share of one’s wealth, it is still not permissible to be wasteful.
Now, the challenge here is to judge what is “wasteful” or “excessive” as these are general and relative terms (we also note that there might be some differences in the implications of the two words, both used as translations of tasrif).  “Wasteful” consumption most obviously would include the acquisition of too much of something, so that some of it goes bad.  Cooking too much for one meal is wasteful when leftover food has to be thrown out.  It is also wasteful to use a product like food, of which many of the poor are deprived, for a non-nutritive purpose – the ultimate grotesque example in this respect is the common Hollywood movie trope, the “food fight.”  But is it wasteful or excessive to spend a great deal more – perhaps ten times more (or even two times more) – for a luxury or designer product when the cheaper product serves the same function?  If excess is a relative term, to whom should one’s consumption be compared in order to determine what is excessive?  The modern consumer economy offers an endless variety of objects for consumption.   At what point does the continuing acquisition of different kinds of objects for the sake of change and variety become excessive?
It is unlikely that we will find answers to such questions by parsing out the various significations of the Qur’anic term tasrif. Rather, we have to look deeper into Islam’s spiritual teachings on the matter – teachings which have a timeless quality – while at the same time, looking further into Islam’s ethical teachings, which must take into consideration the particular context in which one lives – the real world challenges of one’s time and place – to determine the best course of action.

In its spiritual teachings, Islam recognizes that desire, if not controlled by intellect and conscience, can be insatiable. The Prophet Muhammad said, “If the son of Adam had a mountain of gold, he would wish for another.”
  If we are consumed with desire for things, we are seeking happiness in a mirage.  It is in our own spiritual benefit, then, to realize that things of this world are not ends in themselves, and we should occupy ourselves, to the extent possible, with acts of kindness and compassion – for it is in service to others that we find the face of God; as the Qur’an describes the righteous saying, “We feed you seeking the face of God; we wish from you no reward or thanks.”

One of the Prophet Muhammad’s teachings that is particularly compelling from a spiritual and psychological perspective in this respect is “When you see one who has more, look to one who has less.”
  Here, we have a double-movement, beginning with the elicitation of desire and envy provoked by seeing someone who has a thing which one lacks oneself. Feeling this rising desire within himself – an initial state for which he is not necessarily responsible – the believer must take the deliberate and spiritually sound action of moving his gaze from what he has not, to one who has even less then him.  Now, envy and desire for more things should subside, leading to greater satisfaction with one’s state.  Beyond satisfaction, compassion for one who has less should also rise.  Compassion can lead further to action to help the person who is relatively deprived; the movement from feeling to action is often dependent upon external factors, such as if one’s family, community and moral leaders provides encouragement and the means to engage in such action.  
Here we come to the conclusion then that the spiritually developed Muslim might choose to deny himself certain goods which are lawful to consume out of consideration for the elevation of his soul and out of compassion for others.  Such a person might find himself judged to be ascetic or even “extreme” in the moderation of his consumption by others if they, in contrast, indulge in their consumer desires with little consideration for the effect this has on their own souls and on the bodies and souls of those who have little. What is important to realize is that the Muslim who restrains his consumption in this way does not do so because he romanticizes poverty or seeks hardship; rather he seeks closeness to God by giving of himself and his goods to others in need.  
And here we come to the unique challenge of modern times: that is, that our consumption of goods is not like consumption in earlier times – rather, it is more fraught with moral peril due to the nature of some of the goods and products that have been developed in modernity, and the methods by which they have been produced.  
At times it seems like the poor of the world have, since the rise of the modern period, been subject to an ongoing experiment, without their consent, to see how their labor and land could best be exploited to improve the lifestyles of wealthy individuals across the world, and, more substantially, to further the economic interests of the politically dominant nations.

Greed, selfishness and avarice, of course, are not distinctly modern characteristics. These are human failings to which all people are subject – the ancients and the moderns, the illiterate and the most educated.  

Modernity, however, is characterized, among other things, by the rapid development of new technologies and the concomitant reorganization of social structures and the intensive exploitation of the environment to optimize the use and impact of such technologies. New technologies, materials and methods of production are introduced with dizzying speed, and, with the coercive power of modern nation states, are sometimes imposed on whole populations in a very short period.  

There are many reasons why new technologies and systems are embraced before the risks of their use can be reasonably assessed. Sometimes, of course, these changes are forced upon ordinary people despite their opposition.  In other cases, as with the rapid adoption of genetically modified crops, or in the conversion of handmade products to factory-made, people see a real chance to improve their lives in embracing such changes.

And very often, there are significant improvements:  the cash earned from export crops is used to advance the development of a community, the purchase of labor-saving devices and new technologies improves the health and lifespan of workers, and, most importantly, frees children from the burden of laboring to contribute to the productive output of families, making it possible for them to be educated (when schools are available).  

There is no doubt that plastic buckets, food containers, and medical supplies have significantly contributed to improved health and hygiene across the world.  We have only lately realized, however, that many of these products which in themselves are beneficial result from a manufacturing process that generates noxious wastes.  Further, when many of these products are broken or replaced by more advanced models, they become pollution because they do not degrade.  Before the development of synthetic products, every man-made object would (or could), eventually degrade back into the earth.  We can visit ancient archeological sites that have been inhabited by humans for hundreds, or even thousands of years, and have to dig to find traces of what these people have left behind.  But the evidence of our visits to these sites is clearly evident in the plastic water bottles, Styrofoam cups and other non-degradable materials we have left behind.
What is saddest and most sinful about all of this is that millions of poor people across the world experience few or none of the benefits of modern industry and agricultural methods, but they suffer the most directly from their toxic outflows. I remember when I was passing through the countryside in Java, through very small villages along waterways.  The inhabitants evidently owned very few of the modern products that can improve health and well-being – they did not have well-roofed and screened homes to keep out the rain and mosquitoes; they did not have a medical clinic or sturdy footwear.  At the same time, these people had been robbed of any kind of pristine or bucolic rural environment that offers its own salutary benefits: their stream, for example, was clogged with plastic garbage and poisoned by industrial chemicals produced by factories far upstream around Jakarta.  

Consumption and material progress in the modern age, therefore, poses, just like warfare and terrorism, challenges that are qualitatively different than those posed in pre-modernity.  Terrorism, for example, is not new. It is well-known that the term “assassin” has its origins with the Isma`ili extremists who were dedicated to overthrowing the Abbasid caliphate.  The assassins, so named because it was thought that they must have performed their violent acts in an altered state after consuming hashish, would sneak into crowded public mosques during Friday services to kill officials with their daggers.  Of course, as soon as they attacked, they themselves were killed by guards or the crowd, so these were essentially suicide attacks.  However, the damage to human life was always limited, because a single person can kill a limited number of people with a dagger. Contrast this with our challenge in the modern age, where a single person can kill hundreds of people with an explosive vest, or even thousands by releasing a poisonous vapor into a crowded public place.  More restrictive security measures can certainly be justified when the harm that would be caused by such an attack is understood.  Similarly, no pre-modern human product or form of manufacturing could ever have caused anything near the damage to people, water, fish, birds and the rest of the environment for generations caused by the Chernobyl nuclear disaster of 1986.  If more nuclear power plants are currently needed to meet our power consumption needs, perhaps there is an ethical imperative to reduce our power consumption, even if we can afford to pay for it as individuals.  
To understand the magnitude of the challenge we face compared to earlier peoples, let us consider the consequences of one of the most brutal military conquests in world history – the Mongols in the 13th and 14th centuries.  Consider the fact that that their massive slaughter of humans and animals likely contributed to the spreading of the plague across Eurasia at a historical scale; nevertheless, the impact of that devastation was felt only a few generations. Compare this with the environmental impact of depleted uranium, used in shells in a number of wars during our lifetime.  Countless innocent souls living a hundred years from now, or more - people who had nothing to do with such wars - will suffer from cancers, infertility and various genetic defects because of the use of such weapons. 
What, then, is the suitable ethical and spiritual position for a Muslim vis-à-vis material development and consumption (not to mention the products of warfare), given this new, sobering reality for long-term widespread harm that was not faced by our classical scholars?   
Of course, it is asking too much of individuals to assess all the possible harms that could entail from their consumption. It is not too much, however, to ask religious scholars to work with scientists and others, as a collective obligation, to assess such risks before issuing fatwas or making other normative statements about development and consumption.   Such statements are deficient if they do not include a consideration of the environmental damage that results from manufacturing products, as well as the harm caused by the disposal of such objects when they are no longer needed or wanted.  Further, at a time when our individual consumption can have such a disproportionate impact on the environment, on public health, and on future generations, we certainly need to give more weight to the public interest in the short and long-term than we have previously.
For example, we need to consider the possibility that manufacturers should be required to bear the true costs of environmental remediation for the damage created by the production and disposal of their goods.  Of course, manufacturers would pass on such costs to the consumer, raising the price of their goods.  Some experts might thereby be reluctant to endorse such a regulation out of concern for the struggling poor in their countries who might not be able to afford the more expensive products.  However, if goods produced in a harmful manner were not so cheap, then goods produced in a less harmful manner might be purchased by more people, with the result that greater sales of these goods could bring their costs down further, thus lessening the impact on the consumer.  Meanwhile, with less harm to the environment, consumers and their communities will be healthier in many ways, and will thereby save on healthcare and will have more days when they are healthy and can work.  As this relates to the consumption of ordinary goods, one could consider it more wasteful, then, to pay less for a cheaper product that was created through a process which unleashed harmful pollution into the environment, than to spend more for a similar product that was created with less negative impact on the environment.
Of course, such assessments will only be helpful if the information collected can be disseminated freely through public education, and can form the basis for public policies and regulations that prevent such harm and further the public good.  
In the end, we cannot stress enough the importance of ensuring that the spiritual and ethical values of a community determine the pace and form of so-called “development” in the global corporate culture in which we live. Here, a lesson from the history of the colonization of the Americas by Europeans is instructive.  In the words of one historian, “The advantage of a metal ax over a stone ax is too obvious to require much discussion… [however]…when the Indians discovered the productive superiority of the white men’s axes, they wanted them not in order to produce more in the same amount of time, but to produce as much in a period ten times shorter.”
  Now, the Europeans considered the Indians choice to use the saved hours in cultural community activities – sitting around chatting with each other or making music, for example, to be laziness – and many Indians were enslaved alongside with Africans so they would be more “productive” in the eyes of the Europeans.  
Let us look at a more recent example from a Muslim village along the coast of Thailand, as described in a 2001 New York Times article:
If the Thai government gets its way, a new pipeline will soon appear on the white sand beach here, carrying natural gas from beneath the South China Sea across Thailand to Malaysia. It will bring energy for Southeast Asia and thousands of new industrial jobs for southern Thailand.

That is what Ariya Maday is afraid of. "We want our way of life," said Ms. Ariya, one of roughly 5,500 Muslim villagers who live in the Taling Chan district. "We don't want to change and work in industry." . . . 
"I see it as an imperative," said Leon Codron, chief executive of Singapore Petroleum. "Globalization has to mean a better life for everyone. That can only come if there's energy available."

But to villagers like Ms. Ariya, with little hope for middle-class status, the globalization process mostly seems to benefit city people at their expense. . . .
Public opposition to projects like the Thai-Malay pipeline was not even taken into account until 1997, when Thailand adopted a new constitution that required consultation with local people before undertaking major infrastructure projects.

PTT responded with a public relations campaign intended to allay villagers' fears and promote the jobs and shopping malls it said the project would bring. The company doled out rice and sugar, clocks for the mosques and money for schools, villagers say. . . .

The villagers -- who make their living fishing, farming or raising songbirds -- were unmoved. In addition to the risk of gas leaks or explosions, they worried about how impurities like toxic mercury extracted by the gas separation plant might affect their air and water.

A precedent was not encouraging. Twenty years ago, the company built a separation plant where pipelines landed on the coast just south of Bangkok. With a ready supply of energy and gas by-products nearby, the sleepy fishing community became a polluted snarl of petrochemical plants, steel mills and auto factories.

"I thought God had made nature the same everywhere," said Arisa Hmanhla, one of many villagers who ventured north to see the effects of this development for themselves. "But the water was dirty, the soil was dirty, and I saw oil in the seawater."


Here we see that a small group of citizens in Thailand, because of an increase in the power of the citizen’s voice in shaping government policies, had at least some hope of choosing how development and consumption would impact their lives, and that they chose a life they considered more in harmony with God’s plan for creation.  It is my understanding that, unfortunately, corruption eventually poisoned the political process and the will of these villagers was ignored.  And it is true that across much of the Muslim world, religious voices have few means to influence public policy and the political disempowerment of many Muslim communities means that their ethical choices are frustrated in many places.  Despite this, I truly believe that the spiritual and ethical potential of Muslim people to respond to the environmental challenge is great.  It is up to the rest of us to help lift up their voices so they might be heard as loudly as the global corporate marketers of unrestrained consumption.
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