SUSTAINABILTY IS DEAD – LONG LIVE SUSTAINABILTY

The concept of sustainability sprouted and spread like grass during the last few decades of the twentieth century. In scientific terms, it means a system state that can renew itself indefinitely.   Consider a forest: By not losing trees any faster than they grow back, the forest system survives despite fires and other natural disturbances. The forest is sustainable.  As a guide to the future, the word “sustainability” is currently both our best hope and yet as the new millennium begins, sustainability, as a word, is dying. “Sustainability” is dying because few concerted attempts have been made to enshrine a deeper understanding of the word in intellectual and political discourse, to defend the word from misappropriation, or to bring the word to public attention in a positive and exciting light.  “Sustainability” is dying of misuse, and dryness, and reduction to buzzword. It is dying because it is attached to too many initiatives that pretend to be “sustainable” when they are demonstrably not. 

  The misuses and abuses come from all sides.  “Sustainable development”—a term so misapplied as to be nearly beyond rescue—is not development-as-usual with a few green-looking additions or nods to social equity; but that is what it has often been reduced to in practice.  Sustainability is a far more ennobling concept than most current application reflects.   Sustainability is a dream. Sustainability is an overarching ideal toward which humanity is striving. It is not an elegant word, but it is the best we have for what we need: a vision, a direction, a set of criteria by which to measure our success.   Sustainability is the fundamental and primordial benchmark of our maturation as a species.

Let us collectively abandon our use of the words sustainability and sustainable development, as they were used in the twentieth century. Let us therefore declare sustainability dead—and immediately proceed to revive it.

To be brought back to life, sustainability, as a word, must be reinvented. It must be imbued with

all the qualities that our societies need to embrace to make sustainability itself possible.  The word “sustainability” should shine with promise and vibrate with creativity. It should fascinate the hungry mind, satisfy the heart in search of a meaningful life, draw people to it the way athletes are drawn to compete, the way artists are drawn to create, the way lovers are drawn to each other.  For our descendants, sustainability may someday be about maintaining a hard-won balance between the needs of people, nature’s other species, and future generations of both. But we are far from balance today. For this generation, sustainability is about global transformation. Nothing could be more exciting to consider as the project of a generation. We have before us the opportunity and the responsibility to begin remaking our world. We can, and we must, make it more beautiful in every respect, more delightful, more effective and efficient at securing our needs and encouraging our aspirations.

 In the twenty-first century, let us use “sustainability” only when it carries the full radiance of a dream—the dream of civilization’s transformation to a more uplifting, beautiful, ecological, equitable, and genuinely prosperous pattern of development.
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