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BEYOND SUSTAINABILITY: UNITY 2020

The Whole Earth Catalog

I went to college in New York City in the late 1960’s. At that time New York University had a
campus in the Bronx. Every Friday afternoon, after class, I would take the subway to Greenwich Village
so [ could visit the 8" Street Bookstore, a wonderful independent bookshop. Of course there was no
internet then so the best way to keep up with all the exciting new books and publications was to roam
bookstores and newsstands. I used to love Crawdaddy magazine, the equivalent of a rock and roll blog. 1
was also a regular reader of Ramparts, a progressive magazine that was bold and visionary. There were
dozens of new environmental books and publications as well. It was an incredibly exciting intellectual
time.

One day, I noticed an oversized book with a picture of the Earth on the cover—the Whole Earth
Catalog. 1 picked the book off the shelf and flipped through it. I was immediately engaged by its
unconventional layout. It reminded me of the “things to do” puzzle books I used to enjoy as a child.
Instead, the “things to do” were about living well on earth. I noticed the subsections—whole systems,
land use, soft technology, craft, community, politics, nomadics, communications, and learning. What an
interesting way to organize how to think about the earth! I bought the book, took the subway back to
my apartment, and buried myself in its pages, feeling I had discovered a kind of holy grail.

The Whole Earth Catalog was the “holy grail” of my career. It provided me with a focus and a vision for
what I wished to study, what [ wanted to learn, how I aspired to live my life. It provided an inherently
interdisciplinary, hands-on, ecological approach to learning and lifestyle. It was intellectual and gritty,
serious and humorous, grounded and visionary.

Almost forty years have passed since [ first opened the pages of the Whole Earth Catalog. What seemed
like an incredibly distant future has arrived. We are staring down the seemingly alarmist environmental
predictions of 1968. The world we warned against has arrived. The challenges of climate change,
habitat fragmentation, global population growth, and species extinction are on our doorstep.

Real-Time, Frugal Sustainability

The very good news is that we are witnessing an unprecedented, imaginative, innovative, and dynamic
resurgence of interest in the original vision of the Whole Earth Catalog—the spirit of sustainability.
Concepts like endurance, resilience, craft, and community, in service of ecologically sound planning
and living are penetrating everyday awareness. What’s particularly striking is the extraordinary interest
that corporations and businesses are showing in these concepts. There is a brilliant merging of urgency,
common sense, innovation, and profit. Add “ecology” and “legacy” to the equation and you have the
new sustainability movement. This is a global movement of historic proportions.
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However, let us not be sanguine about the resurgence of sustainability. The infrastructure of the
international political economy rewards short-term profit and the rapid exploitation of natural resources.
But getting away with that approach will not be as easy as it used to be.

What does all of this mean for Unity College? Although we are a small “environmental college” in rural
Maine, we have an important voice in the global movement. We can be advocates of “real-time,
frugal” sustainability. Real-time means that we do it everyday, right here, right now. We avoid carbon
offsets and if we must use them to get to zero carbon, we will invest in the local community. Frugal
means that we stress economic efficiency and demonstrate that sustainability involves both ecological
and economic efficiency and wisdom. Our task is to demonstrate that sustainability is more than just
virtuous (which it is!). It’s aftordable and every family and workplace in America can get it done.

We can demonstrate that sustainability is a means to an end. It’s a way to build enduring relationships
with the landscape, with the local community, and amongst ourselves. That’s why wellness and
participatory governance are intrinsic to our approach to sustainability. We wish to live well in the
community, in the bioregion, and as planetary partners. It seems to me that this is the essence of an
environmental college, to live what it teaches, to be a hands-on laboratory for the best thinking about
ecology, lifestyle, community, wellness, diversity (both the ecological and cultural forms) and
governance. This is simultaneously a curricular and operational approach.

Sustainability is a wonderful organizing principle for an environmental college. First and foremost, it
builds character and virtue. Yes! I really do believe this. There are moral and ethical reasons to pursue
sustainability, not the least of which is that it teaches reciprocity, gratitude, and citizenship. Second, it is
a perfect blend of theory and practice. You can try out all of the concepts you learn by applying them
to the place where you live. We have an ideal blend of place-based, hands-on, experiential learning.
Third, sustainability teaches legacy. Can we think about our college in the time frame of ecological time
and space? And if we do, what might our campus and community look like in ten years, fifty years, one
hundred years, and beyond?

Good Planning Comes First (Unity 2020)

To achieve sustainability with legacy in mind requires both good planning and improvisational
excellence. And good planning comes first. This just makes common sense. If we aspire to achieve

sustainabiliti excellence, we have to look into the future. Ultimateli we must ask the iuestion—how
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