


Sustainable Design. Everyone’s doing it…or says they’re doing it. And there’s 

defi nitely an over-riding sense that everyone should be doing it, given the threat 

of global environmental catastrophe and the world-wide economic melt-down 

and all. 

But what, exactly, are the proponents of “sustainability” doing? If the whole sys-

tem is broken…what, really, are we trying to “sustain”? 

Knowing that the construction and operation of buildings is a substantial con-

sumer of energy and resources, how do we, as young designers, know where we 

fi t in to this sustainability debate? Where are the opportunities for intervention? 

What are some tactics we can use? And what if we don’t want to engage in the 

debate at all…is this even an option? 

The solutions being offered are often vague and contradictory...and there’s sur-

prisingly little critical evaluation of these various “solutions.” 

For example…there’s still no consensus on density of development, with regards 

to sustainability. City dwellers argue that dense high-rise development is more 

sustainable because it decreases transportation needs (between people and 

their work). People who live in rural areas argue that widely dispersed “off-the-

grid” development is more sustainable because it allows people to live closer 

to natural systems and it decreases transportation needs (between people and 

their food).

This lack of consensus is good, except each of these “solutions” is supported by 

a moralistic rhetoric claiming to be the most “responsible,” “just,” and “ethical” 

answer. In other words, the terms of debate are making debate really diffi cult – 

how do you critique something when the primary supporting evidence is some-

one’s assertion that it is the “most moral” alternative? 

Plus, sometimes it seems like a lot of people are just interested in sustain-

ing their own unsustainable lifestyles…design methodologies…business prac-

tices…etcetera.

In researching and writing GAG, we were not interested in fi nding the “right 

answer.” In fact, we have a hunch that there probably isn’t a right answer, only 

better or worse tactics for confronting any particular situation. What we are 

interested in is trying to understand the playing fi eld --- Who is arguing for what 

kind of sustainability? What aspects of a given strategy are based on innova-

tive thinking, which are full-on greenwashing, and which are old arguments, 

with a new green label.

We are skeptical of any cause that is framed in such a way that you can’t op-

pose it. Seriously, who isn’t for sustaining life on earth? But blindly accepting 

the premise doesn’t help us to evaluate potential solutions. 

So, that’s why we put together this guide: to begin to outline the underlying 

ethics and assumptions of the different camps within the Sustainable Design 

Movement, and to confront some familiar critiques of those camps. 

We hope you enjoy the guide. If you like it…or if you don’t…please let us know 

at greenornot.com. 
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