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Sustainability Undone 

 

The full meaning of the word “sustainable” has been lost to misapplication, in the strained effort 

by many to imply the full benefits of the term for products and ideas that barely impart one. Upon 

trying to find a title for my thesis, I found that “sustainable” no longer fit the bill as the one word 

that translates to mean holistic and long-term viability, encompassing efficient resource use, 

affordability, manageable (preferably non-existent) negative impacts on human health, and 

resilience. If I want to ensure that any one of those things is part of the focus of a project or product, 

I must state it separately. While I am happy for the burst in enthusiasm for sustainability and 

“green” design, I also know that the devotion to it is a trend – many people like the idea of 

sustainability and the notoriety that it brings while it is trending, more than they are willing to live 

it or deliver it in a product.   

 

Unsustainable Lifestyle: Material Worth, Societal Dearth 

 

This trend in perception versus conviction toward true impact is at the crux of a confused sense of 

worth found in society. The social system of the U.S. is greatly based on status by material 

possessions. Having a job that provides an ample source of funds is not enough – enough doesn’t 

even come into play here -  it’s, “how much could we have?” While we can easily meet our needs 

we are inclined to consume so much that we put ourselves in the position of being overwhelmed 

by debt. People attempt to balance their personal and family lives with work, with varying degrees 

of success, but many work around the clock to make ends meet. Often these people labor to make 

payments on a large bill that’s owed from purchasing something with money they have yet to earn. 

The option to purchase something and pay it off over time is practical, but with the availability of 

that option has come an increase in the cost of goods, to the point where one needs to secure a loan 

in order to obtain some things, like certain collegiate degrees or a house. The prevalence in this 

necessity has brought about the tendency to take out loans for things that are not needed as well: 

items like expensive cars that are often purchased with great effect on monthly payment 

obligations, and sometimes are simply purchased in an effort to advance social status. Behind the 

scenes, people work long hours to under the weight of their debts, carrying their concern and 

anxiety along with them. 

 

Interestingly enough, much of the world has surpassed simply their needs and has freedom to 

pursue much, but the way that the culture has developed, people are lead down a path where 

personal achievement is tied to dedication to work. People are not necessarily happier in their 

"freedom". “…we do need to slow down and look at reality in a different way, to appropriate the 

positive and sustainable progress which has been made, but also to recover the values and the great 

goals swept away by our unrestrained delusions of grandeur.”1 

                                                           
1 Laudato Si’, Ibid., 86. 
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This “grandeur” is seen in our constant building toward more and more affluence, ease of life, 

when we are already living with our needs met. Not only that, but in this constant striving for more 

and more we are taking resources from the people who haven't yet even reached a comfortable 

state of living. 

 

According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), U.S. primary energy 

consumption accounts for 18% of the entire world’s energy consumption,2 with the U.S. 

population comprising only 4.5% of the world as a whole.3 Housing accounts for 10.2% of total 

U.S. energy consumption.4 While the average U.S. home built from 2000 to 2009 is 30% larger 

than one built before 2000, it uses only slightly more energy.5 While energy efficiency has 

increased, home size has also increased, respectively; behavior continues to follow the mantra that 

bigger is better, and the effect is nearly canceling the potential benefits that can be had for mankind 

as a whole from the increase in efficiency. Rather than mitigating impact, we take the improvement 

in energy efficiency as a nod to live more opulently, applying savings in one area to augmentation 

in another. 

 

With this customary escalation in consumption paired to the increase in wealth, environmental 

impact continues to grow. This impact stems from resource use, specifically the materials from 

which each product is made, as well as the embodied energy: energy from materials extraction, 

product manufacturing and transportation, and any power or fuel required for its function. In 

addition, long-term emotional, spiritual, economic, and societal fulfillment fall to the wayside 

when material affluence is weighed the heaviest as an indicator for success. 

 

The Influence of Lifestyle 

 

This focus on consumerism drives habit, which impacts society and the environment. In striving 

to meet societal norms, people can be distracted from making lifestyle choices that improve the 

psychological and physical vitality of themselves and their families. With the support from society 

to demonstrate personal strength and gratification, people are discouraged from admitting their 

issues at the risk of being though less of. Thus, the full consequences of choices are rarely exposed 

until experienced personally or encountered through sharing from another. Actions and choices 

affect not only affect the life of the person responsible for them, but also encourage similar 

behavior in surrounding people, further impacting society and the environment. While one may 

think that the actions and choices of a single person have only a small influence, it is important to 

consider that people can become desensitized to things that they experience repeatedly, and that 

some people are weaker to resisting certain behaviors than others.  

                                                           
2 U.S. Energy Information Administration. 2012. FAQ: What is the United States’ Share of World Energy 

Consumption? www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=87&t=1 
3 U.S. Census Bureau. 2015. U.S. and World Population Clock. http://www.census.gov/popclock/ 
4 U.S. Energy Information Administration. 2013. Heating and cooling no longer majority of U.S. home energy use. 

http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=10271&src=%E2%80%B9%20Consumption%20%20%20%20%2

0%20Residential%20Energy%20Consumption%20Survey%20(RECS)-b1# 
5 U.S. Energy Information Administration. 2013. Newer U.S. homes are 30% larger but consume about as much 

energy as older homes. 

http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=9951&src=%E2%80%B9%20Consumption%20%20%20%20%20

%20Residential%20Energy%20Consumption%20Survey%20(RECS)-b3 

http://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=87&t=1
http://www.census.gov/popclock/
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=10271&src=%E2%80%B9%20Consumption%20%20%20%20%20%20Residential%20Energy%20Consumption%20Survey%20(RECS)-b1
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=10271&src=%E2%80%B9%20Consumption%20%20%20%20%20%20Residential%20Energy%20Consumption%20Survey%20(RECS)-b1
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=9951&src=%E2%80%B9%20Consumption%20%20%20%20%20%20Residential%20Energy%20Consumption%20Survey%20(RECS)-b3
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=9951&src=%E2%80%B9%20Consumption%20%20%20%20%20%20Residential%20Energy%20Consumption%20Survey%20(RECS)-b3
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Toward World Understanding and Positive Impact 

 

It is our responsibility to deliberately choose our words and actions and pay attention to reactions, 

for the sake of cultural shift toward social and environmental well-being. Given the culture that 

embraces freedom through indulgence and excessive consumerism, accountability is difficult. The 

comfortable behaviors, to which society is accustomed, continue to surround those who endeavor 

to change themselves, offering the subtle suggestion that the behavior is normal, acceptable, and 

even preferred course of action, or at least not a “bad” choice. This is why intermittent self-

reflection is important for each person to stay on track with their morals, beliefs, and goals. If 

something is important to you, it needs to be part of your schedule, part of your habit, because 

your habit directs your life.  

 

The endurance of habit is a major contender in the challenge of change in society. Beyond grabbing 

someone’s attention to hear a cause, beyond that person actually considering its importance, even 

beyond that person determining that change is necessary, habit prevents most from pursuing that 

change. Part of the difficulty is that habit is our auto-pilot for the things that seem mundane in our 

lives. Unfortunately so many behaviors ignore thought toward the future or impact on people and 

the environment. Leaving a light on for 15 minutes when you leave a room seems like no big deal, 

but when it comes down to it, every bit adds up, and not only are you using energy for no reason, 

but, especially in time when fossil fuels are our main source of energy, you are drawing from the 

limited stores available to the entire earth, but are only currently accessed by part of the world’s 

population. The problem which arises from globalization and development is that they allow 

people to live without making contact with the sources that meet our basic needs each day – sources 

of food, shelter, water, and clothing. We do not recognize the conditions by which they are 

provided, at times at the expense of quality of life of other people on the planet, nor do we see the 

environmental impact of the processes. Our inability to see beyond our own world of experiences, 

and our desires, prevents long-term, large-scale thought and sustainable planning, in compassion 

toward the rest of the human race, present and future.  

 

Without this knowledge, it is easy for our impact on our environment and worldwide family to 

remain obscured from our thoughts. Communication and relationships with others provide for 

insight and empathy into diverse lifestyles and experiences. As reflected upon by Pope Francis in 

his Encyclical, Laudato Si’: 

 

Our goal is…to become painfully aware, to dare to turn what is happening to the world 

into our own personal suffering and thus to discover what each of us can do about it…We 

need to strengthen the conviction that we are one single human family. There are no 

frontiers or barriers, political or social, behind which we can hide, still less is there room 

for the globalization of indifference.6 

 

This is a call to take account of the impact of each of our actions, making an effort to understand 

their implications and mitigate negative impact, in respect of ourselves and fellow people.  

 

                                                           
6 Pope Francis. 2015. Laudato Si’: Care for Our Common Home, 16, 39. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-

si.html 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
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I have been met by discouraging behavior and mantras by fellow Christians, which lack sympathy 

and respect in treatment of “unworthy/bad” people and the environment, usually in not that either 

is an aside or distraction from God's will for us. This clearly contrasts Jesus' treatment, support, 

and forgiveness of people, and in contrast to God's call for us at creation to be stewards, caretakers, 

of the Earth and its creatures. Instead, as a whole, some Christians seem to have fallen into the 

self-interest and short-term planning around which human societies have grown into, which has 

lent our actions toward reaping of the environment and of other people at the whim of our needs.  

As quoted from Saint John Paul II in Laudato Si’: “‘God gave the earth to the whole human race 

for the sustenance of all its members, without excluding or favouring anyone;’”7 we should regard 

people and resources with respect and mutual responsibility for the sustained vitality of both.  

 

Environmental Carrying Capacity and Responsible Development 

Our world is not, as often perceived, an endless source of resources – while it is large, and while 

it is beautifully fruitful, it cannot be harvested continually if rate of demand exceeds its production 

– it has its own rate of purification and rehabilitation that needs to be considered in consumption. 

Lowering demand and decreasing waste allows for more efficient resource use. In accord with 

environmental protection and conservation, it is important that any attempts to make our lives 

simpler or to solve a problem should be carefully carried out in a way as not to create another 

problem in solving the one at hand. We excitedly take new developments and apply them to 

products with insufficient regard for potential harm to the environment, and therefore the people 

within. While many advancements are crucial to improvement or prolonging of lives, at what cost 

are they implemented? How much should our accomplishments in one arena be lauded when they 

result in worsening of another, or even creation of a new problem? Without thorough 

understanding and research into the mechanisms of the use of the raw materials and by-products 

of manufacturing, disposal, and lifetime of the product, we are at risk of causing problems to which 

there are also further elusive solutions.  

This is where lifecycle analysis comes in - but people have to use it, and, more importantly, be tied 

to the humanity that their designs are affecting and cognizant of potential effects of their designs. 

Unfortunately the importance of the detrimental effects of engineered products are secondary to 

the revenue, notoriety, sense of accomplishment, and/or aggressiveness realized by the creators as 

a result of our single-minded, competitive, profit-based culture;  

The fact is that ‘contemporary man has not been trained to use power well,’ because our 

immense technological development has not been accompanied by a development in 

human responsibility, values, and conscience…we cannot claim to have a sound ethics, a 

culture and spirituality genuinely capable of setting limits and teaching clear-minded self-

restraint…We need constantly to rethink the goals, effects, overall context, and ethical 

limits of this human activity, which is a form of power involving considerable risks.8 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Laudato Si’, Ibid., 69. 
8 Laudato Si’, Ibid., 78, 98. 
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Mutual Responsibility 

 

In the Brundtland Report from the UN World Commission on Environment and Development, 

sustainable development is defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”9 This is mirrored in 

Laudato Si’: “Each community can take from the bounty of the earth whatever it needs for 

subsistence, but it also has the duty to protect the earth and ensure its fruitfulness for coming 

generations.”10 The developed world needs to work on behavior modification, rooted in self-

reflection and individuals’ responsibilities for their own actions, versus relying on society to 

inform their behaviors. It is important to reduce our own consumption for the sake of decreasing 

resource use, but also to prevent spreading the same ideals of consumerism to those in developing 

communities. The developing world needs to ensure that these behaviors are not adopted as their 

own progress occurs, which is a difficult task when one considers that many are trying to just 

survive day-to-day.  

 

While major population growth in the world is realized in developing nations, per capita resource 

consumption is lower in these nations.  

 

To blame population growth instead of extreme and selective consumerism on the part of 

some, is one way of refusing to face the issues. It is an attempt to legitimize the present 

model of distribution, where a minority believes that it has the right to consume in a way 

which can never be universalized, since the planet could not even contain the waste 

products of such consumption…A true ‘ecological debt’ exists, particularly between the 

global north and south, connected to commercial imbalances with effects on the 

environment, and the disproportionate use of natural resources by certain countries over 

long periods of time.11 

 

Adoption of sustainable behaviors, by both developed and developing groups, is especially 

important given that the world population has increased from 2.5 billion to 7.3 billion in just 65 

years12– in the course of human history, this is a very brief period in which to almost triple in 

population, and continued growth means growing consumption and further need to influence a 

population earlier.  

 

Strategy in Sustainable Growth: Shelter 

Of 7.3 billion, 1.6 billion people (22% of people in the world) live in inadequate housing and 100 

million are homeless.13 Shelter is a basic need for humans, and numerous organizations work 

toward providing shelter to those without it. Many of these housing solutions, however, fail to 

                                                           
9 United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development. 1987. Our Common Future. 

www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=87&t=1 
10 Laudato Si’, Ibid., 49. 
11 Laudato Si’, Ibid., 36. 
12 Population Reference Bureau. 2015. Human Population: Population Growth. www.prb.org/publications/lesson-

plans/humanpopulation/populationgrowth.aspx 
13 Habitat for Humanity International. 2015. World Habitat Day 2015 Key Housing Facts. 

www.habitat.org/getinv/events/world-habitat-day/housing-facts 

http://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=87&t=1
http://www.prb.org/publications/lesson-plans/humanpopulation/populationgrowth.aspx
http://www.prb.org/publications/lesson-plans/humanpopulation/populationgrowth.aspx
http://www.habitat.org/getinv/events/world-habitat-day/housing-facts
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provide the familiarity and comfort of the local designs, and also fail to incorporate optimal passive 

design, or efficient architecture that is based on the local climate.  

Logically, efficient building structures should utilize envelope (façade) design to harness energy 

from the building surroundings. This decreases external energy requirements for human comfort 

and health within the homes, resulting in decreased resource consumption over time. Additionally, 

employing local workers to help design and construct reproducible buildings, which incorporate 

local building techniques and locally available materials, should be implemented on these projects, 

so that they can provide for themselves in the future, “truly helping them live with more dignity 

and less suffering.”14 The goal is that, as prosperity increases in the community, the visible 

example of durable and functional homes within communities (paired with the reproducibility of 

the designs) allows for local human development to progress in a more sustainable manner.  

 

Sustainable Lifestyle: Human Worth, Intentional Design 

In design of any new product, innovations and knowledge gained from past oversights of the 

developed world should be applied. For developing communities, understanding of their 

background is required to incorporate their developmental desires and cultural needs into a product 

that functions within the constraints of their resources and society. This not only requires 

indigenous knowledge, but also compassion, not just to provide a useful, sustainable product, but 

also to permeate worldwide culture with a practice of love and empathy, which will breed 

sustainable progress. “If we are truly concerned to develop an ecology capable of remedying the 

damage we have done, no branch of the sciences and no form of wisdom can be left out, and that 

includes religion and the language particular to it.”15 Conscientiousness on all fronts can provide 

a path of renewal for developed societies and improved progress for emerging communities; to 

produce new designs that bypass elementary and unsustainable design techniques, as well as avoid 

cultural issues that arise from consumerism, giving people the opportunity to incorporate 

sustainability and empathy into their lifestyles as a basis for further development.  

 

 

 

                                                           
14 Laudato Si’, Ibid., 84. 
15 Laudato Si’, Ibid., 46. 


