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TALKING ABOUT SUSTAINABILITY 

As a mother of four, a grandmother of 20, and a teacher of tens of thousands, I 

have found myself reflecting frequently on the legacy I will leave my beautiful 

children, grandchildren and students.  As an ethics professor, I understand the 

connection between the integrity of an institution and the integrity of those who 

work for these institutions.  And as a philosopher, I recognize the value and 

urgency of the concept of sustainability as a solution to some of our most pressing 

problems. It is from the perspective of these three roles that I want to make a 

case for sustainable business. 

First, philosophers have long recognized that our heritage, including the state of 

the environment that we as members of particular generations have inherited, 

was not intended for our generation alone.  And regardless of whether there was 

an intention to leave it in the state bequeathed to us, or whether sacrifices were 

made by previous generations so that we could inherit a livable environment, the 

fact remains that we have a duty to leave to future generations such a livable 

environment.  We occupy a role as members of intergenerational communities, 

who must provide both a livable environment (clean air, water, natural resources, 

food supply, housing) but also an economic environment in which future 

generations can be productive and can have a sense of efficacy in their work and 

home environments. 

This can only be accomplished if we can design our productive institutions in such 

a way that they are not only sustainable with regard to preserving and hopefully 

improving the natural environments in which they operate, but also that these 

institutions can work to sustain their employees and the particular communities 

in which they live and produce.  By this I’m referring to sustaining the members of 

an institution as decent human beings with a sense of purpose and efficacy in 

their work and with a commitment to the mission of their companies (stated or 

implied).  Businesses which rape and pillage the environment and the financial 

stability of their employees and investors destroy or compromise the integrity of 

the lives of their employees, shareholders and the stakeholders living in the 



communities in which these companies do business.   They can’t sustain the lives 

of their employees as lives lived with meaning, purpose and integrity, lived in 

shared community with others. 

When I mentioned that I think often about the legacy that I will be leaving for my 

kids and students, and for young people in general, I was referring not just to my 

property for which I’ve sacrificed to maintain its sustainability for future 

generations, but also to my role as mentor in their young, impressionable lives.  

As a teacher, I hope to contribute to my students’ sense of their ability to make a 

difference in their world, based on their taking critical thinking skills into all the 

roles they occupy in their brief lifetimes. With this in mind, I hope to critically 

evaluate the concept of “sustainability” as a solution to some of our most urgent 

social, economic, political, moral and environmental problems. 

First of all, there is an open-endedness in the concept based on the issues of 

which particular groups should be made sustainable, and with regard to what 

particular goods.  It is also because of this ambiguity and incompleteness of 

application, there is a danger that the word itself can be co-opted for purposes of 

marketing and to satisfy specific political agendas.  Consider the following two 

bizarre applications from advertising, finance  and politics: (“sustainable plastic 

surgery”; “sustainable mortgage securities”; “sustainable war on terror”).  That’s 

why it’s essential to critically interpret and apply the concept in as broad of a 

manner as possible so that those with great stakes in its particular application be 

included.   

Currently, corporations which relocate overseas to take advantage of cheap labor 

and which as a result leave behind unemployment, economically and spiritually 

devastated communities and in general shattered, demoralized employees and 

residents, cannot be considered sustainable for that reason alone. This is one of 

the most urgent issues that the concept “sustainability” can address.  At present, 

there is neither a moral or legal environment that deals with these issues 

compared to European countries (e.g. Germany) which understand from a 

historical perspective the interrelation between healthy nations and sacrifices 

workers and corporations may need to make for the sake of the common good.  



In contrast, our American culture has developed along a trajectory of increasing 

individualism, illustrated by a culture of fighting for one’s individual rights against 

the common good: e.g., in the phenomena of NIMBY; by anti-regulatory 

legislation and/or application of existing legislation to banks and investment firms 

which have produced the current financial crisis; (recent violation of S.E.C. 

regulations tolerated by the head of the S.E.C.) ; by the rejection of any 

government power above the level of county jurisdiction (Michigan Militia 

platform); anti-tax citizen groups, etc.  A culture of radical individualism is not 

sustainable, as has been evidenced in the present global financial and economic 

crisis.  A conception of “sustainability” that has broad application (spatial, 

temporal, human as well as natural, political, moral and psychological) is essential 

to counteract the narrowness and myopia that accompany radical individualism. 

When employees must sacrifice their personal integrity in order to operate on a 

narrowly conceived financial bottom line for the sake of making a living, their 

moral lives as lived in a plethora of different roles become endangered.  Because 

the value of the application of the concept of sustainability depends on its broad 

extensions to interconnected sustainable goods (jobs that provide workers with a 

sense of purpose and efficacy as well as personal integrity and dignity; 

economically, socially and culturally thriving communities which support these 

workers and businesses; livable productive environments for present and future 

generations).  To the extent that one of these goods is sacrificed, these businesses 

can’t truly be said to be sustainable.  And to the extent that a business doesn’t 

contribute to actualizing as many or all of these goods, the value of the concept 

itself as a solution to a myriad of urgent problems is compromised. 

Once this occurs, there arise the danger mentioned above, that it will be co-opted 

for the sake of  goals and agendas that contradict the core meaning of the 

concept, i.e., having the capacity to continue into the future to serve certain 

functions and goals.  But having said this, the hard work needs to be done in the 

choice of, and critical evaluation of these goals.  Obviously, the goal can’t be to 

continue to sustain the current unjust distribution of wealth (“sustainable 

inequity”) or to sustain any of the “evils” of our time (e.g. “sustainable 

terrorism”).  The apparent neutrality of the term belies the urgency of the social, 



economic, political, cultural and psychological problems it can be used to address 

and potentially solve. On the other hand, its apparent neutrality suits it well as a 

concept that could serve to elucidate solutions to the above-mentioned 

problems, that might not be possible in a polarized country such as our own.  It 

implies neither liberal nor conservative, Marxist nor libertarian values or agendas.  

For example, sustainable businesses require “sustainable” employees (healthy, 

well-functioning people of integrity and a sense of efficacy in their work) ) but the 

issue of providing resources to engender such workers need not be couched in 

arguments based on polarized views about socialism and capitalism.  Empowering 

workers to act ethically requires using corporate resources to develop economic 

institutions which are based in concerns for employee safety, integrity, sense of 

purpose and integrity, respectfulness, and a sense of moral value and dignity, and 

of a shared mission and purpose.   Lacking these values, we are left in a situation 

in which employees of moral integrity (e.g. whisteblowers) have only outside 

sources with which to share their moral concerns about their company’s immoral 

or illegal actions or policies. 

It’s because it doesn’t have the conceptual connections to our individual rights 

discourse, or polarizing discussions about socialism vs. capitalism, that a discourse 

of “sustainability” can potentially enable us to focus less on our own narrow 

interests and more on what we can do to make both our institutions’ legacies and 

our own distinctive contributions to our collective legacy more lasting and 

valuable to future generations.  It is because the concept of sustainability implies 

both the ideas of lasting in time and enabling as many of the goods we consider 

valuable to last, that we may be able to transcend many of the divisions that 

plague us in this the 21st century.  We need as many of us, (coming from as wide 

of a population of relevant interests-holders as possible) that have a stake in a 

productive, livable environment for future generations to be “talking about 

sustainability”.  It’s a concept whose time may certainly have arrived, and which 

can be utilized to broaden the discussion of the legacy our productive institutions 

leave behind for future generations, a good in which we all have a stake. 


