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W.rant

By John May

Against

Sustainability
Before we can begin a
meaningful discussion
of sustainability, we
must acknowledge its
faulty framework.

Onee upon a time, there was a tribe that
believed it had discovered a means of
improving itz people’s lives, It emploved
these means, and life '.|'.||l|--\|--i. For many
renerations, its descendants followed suit

believing that life would become bet-

ter still. Then one day they realized the
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very ideas, practices, and tools that had

been improving their lives were quaetly

erading certain conditions required for

existence

Thiz is where we find ourselves today

y
Life has become more comfortable for many

le and m

of ug, but at a consi

are to somehow escape this evele,

o=l |..'.\'.--
we must recognize that modernity has

proved exceptionally good at producing the

oretical blind allevs, and that any discourse
on sustainability must avoid the trap
of becoming yet another medern solution

Wie'vie zeen how easily sustainability

g s "ed0-

can be undermined; Pols ]
shaped” plastic water bottle, Cadillac’s

hvbrid-clectric Esealade, Chevron's asking
if we are "ready to e part ol the salution,”

Mo doubt the charm of green consumensm

lies in its ability to link enlightenment,
liberation, and gratification, producing a

fiction in which consumption negates its

own impacts, These perversions are so easy

to carry out because the current discus-
S101% -.|' -.|-.-.t_|'_|'..|!|||'_l_l. i-- |tu| |. GO 4'|;‘.I|:||..'\

incoherent and politically inadequate

Even its general definitions slip the
chains of logie by doubling back on them-
selves, From Jason MeLennan's popular
The Philosophy of

example: Sustainable des

ainable Design, for

M oaims to

"|'!|||||'.|:_|I,|- |'|.-‘:'||!a'.1'1|'!'.' |-||.|'.l|.i.;.:|'l shkallful,

design the environmental impact

al objects and services of the

t environment.” The circularity would

be comical if it weren't so disquieting.

Sustainability is difficult to eritique
not because it presents an unassailable set
of |_|_l'_|:g'|_;|||,'-_ but because it is 50 :-i|l..':||.:l:'|l.':-:-
and empty that it is nearly impossible to
locate, Like pornography or obscenity, sus-
tainahle design is evidently so obvious that
it needs no clear definition

I'o begin any truly coherent discourse
of sustainability, design must acknowledge
several overlapping conditions. Firat, there
is our problem of ohjects—the notion that
we inhabit a world composed primarily
of things rather than one of innumerable
processes spanning extraction, production
econsumption, and degradation. By and

large, the design mind remains fixated on



those brief moments when the object as-
sumes 1ts preordained form: the pr

expenditures of ene

LCk

often neglected are

» tremendous

are marshaled toward its formation

handling of itz svnthetic corpze

Linked to this is the problem of 1

ness The life span of the manufactured

product has, since the 19705, been expo

nentially reduced through exg t design

strategies, erasing an entire collective

;|-'.-|'|.--!-|;". of durability in o single

eration, Newness itself has been the chief
product of the advertising and branding

industries for nearly a half o century

oen sold on, and have
:"n'i;uwl -|'|._ not yust -.|:=|3||4:||l]:' ::'Il.'il.-\- bhut
also the idea |||-||.'-F.u.--:I|:'li|iI‘\..

These problems find their alibi in our

blindness to a larger issue: the problem of

extern: ation, Burted beneath the boost-

erizm of "green infrastructures” lies the

historical fact that t
i

water, cool air, glossy products! haz always

e effective distrbu-
tion af m

ernity’s m wonders (clean

depended on externalizing its by-pr i

and resources that

Wer City, tF

per atmosphere inner lung. In materiol

terms, these accumulations always oulpace

15 leak toxins, asthma

the pleasures. Lan
rates so0r 1n cities, strange « :l||'|;:|1"\- I“”'I

at coastal sewage outlets

Among the many gifts left uz by the

Max Sebald was

entitled After N

innerving and elusive phrase, As alw:

1 certain mystery surrounds Sebalds

|
.ns when n sonata is composed
1 pl

Brecht™ Or 15 he deseribing a pint in tame

[hoess thi e indicate o romanti

or Morart™ or written "after

after which nature 15 no oo P L] bt ] sonsibl

HEITY EHCCOInEsS

referent? I the latter, the §

a kind of eulogy, a last rite for a natural

world that has disappeared before our eyes,

I prefer another, mor reading, in

which wesed awnay 15 not nature

itself but the idea that the natural world

can be measured, managed, and organized

through technology into resources, It's an

idea that continues to justify and noursh

bal south, the up-

Ennneering dreams, which

remuin so blind to the past, to the endless

list of failed projects and well-planned solu-
tions that continue to go awTy,

Th

design rings hollow becausze we have barely

urrent discourse on sustaimable

wledge the consequences of

T M methods, and already we

too much ground to intellectual

confusion and the smoath

ncsnn ol

ustainabil
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th

and desipn must confront its complicity

ayv 12 more 1mag n

theary or politics,

with thiz image of a world “sustained’

innovation

InCEssant

msible |

sfficient inf

rastructures
, sustainability will remain hittle more

a plossy media avatar of dome

moddernism perfected, of life swaddled in

» woft, stvlish comforts of a well-fertilized

strochemical Green, A ]':'r]h".l..!r._'-' N
Gireen. A Suicidal Green
tn Mav teaches desien and enve

t UCLA. This essay iz ¢
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