
Sustain-able and 
Sustain-willing

Essay by Robert H. Knapp Jr. ’62

»I have a personal mantra which is close to the surface when 
I think (or have feelings) about sustainability: “We will only 
sustain a world we find worth sustaining.” Much of the 
breadth and profundity of the sustainability challenge is 
wrapped up in these words. 

Consider the little word, 
“we.” Often uttered casually, 
to mean “people like me,” 

“we” must take in a much 
wider and more disparate 
group when it comes to 
sustainability. Here is why. 
Let us take as given that 
present environmental, 
economic, and social 
practices are unsustainable: 

left to itself, this bundle of practices will do itself in. The 
basic call for sustainability is to make a human world that 
has a chance of lasting.
	 No one is sure what combination of big and little 
changes will work. But whatever they are, a sustainable 
world will need sustaining. It won’t run itself; nor will 

robots magically get everything done; people will have to 
start, stop, load, unload, spread, fasten, repair, test, plan, 
grow, nurture, fine tune, learn about, and generally deal with 
things. This is where “we” comes in.  The work of sustaining 
such a world can’t be done by a few executives, policymakers, 
and funders, Grotonian or otherwise. It will take the 
active engagement of people of many sorts and conditions, 
temperaments and talents, skills and savvy. In the United 
States, that means millions, people of all races and genders, 
spanning a huge range of family histories, heritages, and 
aspirations. 
	 Here is the point: these millions will only sustain a 
world they find worth sustaining, and for many of them, the 
present-day United States does not pass that test. Look past 
the security, comfort, and good prospects of the 1 percent 
(or the 5 percent or 10 percent ). Look squarely at the 
difference between mere acceptance of the status quo and 
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active, whole-hearted participation in sustaining it. 
Right now, in this country, many more do the former 
than the latter. Think about availability of health 
care, gun violence (official as well as private), and 
child care. Think about gender-biased pay scales and 
who gets exposed to toxic waste. In ways like these, I 
believe the U.S. needs important change before its 
needed sustainers, “we” in the very inclusive sense 
that is required, will be willing to sustain it. 
	 Another way to put this is to go beyond the usual 
adjective, “sustainable.” It refers literally to capability. 
Are we Americans sustain-able? This is a real and 
important question, but another is equally important 
(pardon the invented word): are we Americans 
sustain-willing?
	 The long-term need is deeper than making 
good changes and then just keeping the new systems 
ticking over. Maintaining will not be enough: 
sustaining is a deeper demand, in the same way 
that sustenance calls for deeper attention, care, and 
adaptability than maintenance. Maintenance is about 
keeping things going as they are; sustenance is about 
helping things develop and grow as they should. 
Sustaining this society or this whole planet needs to 
be in that spirit. And that is why sustain-ability is 
only part of the story, and why sustain-willingness 
has to grow and become widespread.
	 Whether this society can adapt to these realities 
is not known. It is certainly not under the control 
of any person or small group, nor do I think any 
small circle of experts and authorities can divine 
the answers. My own guesses have a “progressive” 
tendency, but I am not arguing here for this or that 
specific policy. I am arguing for a widening of the 
field of view, and a recognition that such things 
as race and gender equality and well-grounded 
expectations of security and basic well-being have 
as much to do with achieving sustainability as 
climate science, solar technology, endangered species 
protection, wastewater treatment, and general 
technical expertise.
	 This brings me back to Groton School and 
sustainability. A significant solar array would be a 
fine step, especially if coupled with significant moves 
to reduce energy needs. Great care in purchasing 
low-impact supplies and materials would be fine, as 
well. So would other moves that address sustain-
ability. But the school’s major efforts at inclusion, 
significantly widening the field of who comes and 
what support they receive, as well as widening the 
avenues of meaningful contact between 282 Farmers 
Row and the rest of Massachusetts, the U.S., and the 
rest of the world—these are fully equal in importance, 
because they help build well-grounded sustain-
willingness, without which the rest will not avail.

THESE MILLIONS WILL 
ONLY SUSTAIN A WORLD 
THEY FIND WORTH 
SUSTAINING, AND FOR 
MANY OF THEM, THE 
PRESENT-DAY UNITED 
STATES DOES NOT PASS 
THAT TEST. 
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