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Why Does Mobility Language Matter?
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We cannot escape language as a tool to think about, identify problems with, design solutions for, share ideas about, and act on phenomena. The more complex the phenomenon, the more our language relies on simplifications: concepts, comparisons, metaphors, and proxies.This means our language invariably expresses certain aspects of a phenomenon better than others.

At first, using a new language for something feels awkward and clumsy. We are very aware of the choices that we make in our process of complication. But when a new language gains wider acceptance, we slowly begin taking these choices for granted. As we explore below, this applies to how our societies see a wide variation of phenomena such as TIME and LOVE. Although our understandings of such hard-to-grasp phenomena can change, the prevailing dominant simplification often prevails for extended periods. Consider, for instance, the apparent truism that TIME is MONEY.

The same simplification process underlies our professional languages, or jargon. While their simplifications are usually confined to their respective professional cultures, professional jargon is often more rigid than societal languages. Their chosen simplifications are very often externalized, standardized, and solidified to avoid continuous debate. One might even say that the more consistent, institutionalized, and solid a professional language is, the more prestigious the profession. Our choices for what to emphasize and deemphasize are taken for granted; we forget that they profoundly color our understanding of the world. We forget that we can continuously challenge and change the choices underlying our language and our understanding of the world around us. We take these underlying choices for granted, yet they frame and shape what we do and do not see:


What if our language does not simply mirror or picture the world but instead profoundly shapes our view of it in the first place? (Fischer & Forrester 1993, 1)



None of this would be problematic if the resulting language merely described a system, as a painting or photograph might. But in many domains, institutionalized language not only describes the world, but also guides our interventions within it. In discussing the role of metaphors, Gareth Morgan states that:


We are not passive observers interpreting and responding to the events and situations we see. We play an important role in shaping those interpretations, and thus the way events unfold. (Morgan 2006, 365)



To understand how the professional language of mobility planning comes about and how it in turn shapes our reality, I use a conceptual framework of two circles (below) that converge at our current professional language of mobility. This helps us understand the process for (and resistance to) change in mobility thinking. The left circle shows how we can understand the root of our mobility thinking through the lens of language; how do our language, concepts, and metaphors structure our thinking, and vice versa? Chapter 1 explores this further. Chapter 2 discusses the development of mobility thinking. The right circle covers how our mobility thinking influences how we act and create a reality we see and experience, the topic of Chapter 3. The circles indicate bidirectional relations between the three layers of the model. In other words, our reality also in turn structures our language and thinking. Chapter 4 discusses how this provides insights in how to change or challenge our mobility thinking and reality.

[image: A diagram showing two overlapping circles illustrating the relationship between Language, Mobility thinking, and Society. Mobility thinking is at the center, connecting Language and Society in a feedback loop.]

Figure i: Conceptual lens for the literature review

There is another layer to this that makes it important to understand language in relation to the physical world around us, especially in how we deal with our streets as public spaces. This has to do with how interventions that are done on those streets have in turn important effects on how people behave individually and on how they engage with each other. And the way that such engagement is designed, has implications on how our societies function, how people change in the long run. Paraphrasing Churchill: “First we shape our mobilities, thereafter those mobilities shape us.”​[1] Conceptually, the arrows are therefore not only pointing from language to thinking and to reality, but also back. Society is shaped by the design of our public space and this in turn shapes the way we think about it.

Chapter 1 explores the mechanisms of how language is shaped and how this shapes our thinking. Chapter 2 discusses the historical development and current status of mobility language.

Chapter 3 examines the relationships between mobility language, mobility interventions, and society. As with the other chapters, it is important to note that they are not the outcome of a systematic review. They should not be seen as a complete overview, but rather an exploration that invites further reading and study. The goal of this work is to provide entrance points, or rabbit holes, into relevant mechanisms behind language, mobility, and society.

To close this introduction, I want to emphasize that this is not only about describing the mechanisms, nor is it a bleak analysis of how the world works. Uncovering the mechanisms, as I also try to do with our students in the Master’s in Urban and Regional Planning, can be deeply empowering. Such insights into the power of language give us the tools to see how certain choices are created, allow one to take a position, and provide the power to reshape competing frames and narratives. One can learn to master the art of using language to shape mobility. This is how the world changes: “Much of cultural change arises from the introduction of new metaphorical concepts and the loss of old ones” (Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 145).

James Throgmorton believes these collectively held concepts to be the main drivers advancing our society:


This should lead us to ask a crucially ethical question: what kinds of communities, characters, and cultures do we want to help create? [We] should strive to find a rhetoric that helps to create and sustain a public, democratic discourse that permits us to talk coherently about contestable views of what is good, right, and feasible. (Throgmorton 1993, 122)



Imagining new questions and new rhetoric is the subject of Chapter 4.

The art of mobility language

Transport planning has a convincing aura of a hard, objective, natural science. As a policy domain it is dominated by civil engineers who have been taught the fundamental laws, mechanisms and standard norms of mobility in their educational careers. Think about car parking standards that often dictate the design of public spaces in new urban development. Or level of service (LOS) indicators for acceptable throughput on roadways. These standards are developed as helpful guidelines, based on analysis of existing situations. However, these standards are then represented and used in political processes and societal debates as unquestioned, accepted norms. Thus, these standards do not only describe reality, but also shape it. They reinforce a certain mobility reality and make alternatives less possible.


Whether it is about politically managing companies or organizations, setting frameworks or making policies [...] structuring designs or controlling processes [...] language is at the start of everything. (Translated from Van Twist 2018, 14)
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How Language Structures Mobility Thinking
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The language of an organization is not an objective means to describe reality – instead it defines what its members see and which actions they undertake. (Meadows 2008, 174)



On a rainy Wednesday in August 2024, long-awaited road works started on the Dutch A2, a highway stretching from Amsterdam all the way south to the city of Maastricht. In itself not a unique project in any way. The extensive road network needs continuous maintenance to keep offering a high-quality travel experience for car drivers. But according to newspaper articles that reported on it, there was something special about the exact position in the network. The works were close to Utrecht, in the city of Nieuwegein, resembling a critical surgery on the country's kransslagader, or coronary artery (NOS, 2024). Although the work was done on weekends, the result was as expected: car drivers faced major traffic delays and national news agencies reported a severe verkeersinfarct, the Dutch term for traffic jam but literally traffic heart-attack. One could almost feel the tension and sense of crisis that this alarming language stirred up in the public debate. Imagine hearing this from your cardiologist! We need to act. Now!

The paradox of language is that it is hard to think about, because it is so fundamental: even reflecting on language requires language, making it hard to disentangle. To function in our daily lives and to allow communication, we need language to simplify things and to not be aware of it all the time:


Our concepts of structure what we perceive, how we get around in the world, and how we relate to other people [...] thus plays a central role in our everyday realities. [...] Our conceptual system is not something we are normally aware of. [...] Since communication is based on the same conceptual system that we use in thinking and acting, language is an important source of evidence for what that system is like. (Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 3)



But if our language is so important for what we see and how we act, we should reflect on it more actively:


Detecting metaphors can also be seen in this light as a strategy of unmasking: as if it [...] is a mistake in thinking that must therefore be firmly exposed. As a result, the question is justified which metaphors are used and which are not used to open up our professional practices. What those metaphors do and do not show should be the subject of conversation and reflection. (translated from: Van Twist 2018, 45-46)



One of the key conceptual contributions to how language shapes our thinking was Metaphors We Live By published in 1980 by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. In the book, they demonstrate how our language is, in large part, built on metaphors. According to them, metaphors are primarily necessary: “[b]ecause so many of the concepts that are important to us are either abstract or not clearly delineated in our experience (the emotions, ideas, time, etc.), [and thus] we need to grasp them by means of other concepts that we understand in clearer terms (spatial orientations, objects, etc.)” (Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 115). Secondly, metaphors are inherently limited:


The very systematicity that allows us to comprehend one aspect of a concept in terms of another [...] will necessarily hide other aspects of a concept. In allowing us to focus on one aspect of a concept [...] a metaphorical concept can keep us from focusing on other aspects of the concept that are inconsistent with that metaphor. (10)



This would all be an academic debate with little implication for reality, were it not that metaphors are, third, also performative. The performativity theory of Michel Callon (1988) suggests that metaphors, just as models, “[...] are not simple pictures; they offer settings that transform the situation while suggesting to only simulate it” (translated from: Van Twist 2018, 133). They do not only offer a lens (or distorted mirror) to look at reality, but have a deep impact on how we act in it:


Metaphors may create realities for us, especially social realities. A metaphor may thus be a guide for future action. Such actions will, of course, fit the metaphor. This will, in turn, reinforce the power of the metaphor to make experience coherent. In this sense metaphors can be self-fulfilling prophecies (Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 156).



Among the many examples in the book is the metaphor TIME is MONEY:


Time in our culture is a valuable commodity. It is a limited resource that we use to accomplish our goals. Because of the way that the concept of work has developed in modern Western culture, where work is typically associated with the time it takes and time is precisely quantified, it has become customary to pay people by the hour, week, or year. In our culture TIME IS MONEY in many ways. [...] These practices are relatively new in the history of the human race, and by no means do they exist in all cultures. They have arisen in modern industrialized societies and structure our basic everyday activities in a very profound way. Corresponding to the fact that we act as if time is a valuable commodity [,...] we conceive of time that way (Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 8).



Consequently, we increasingly behave in ways to save or win time, and speed up our lives.

1.1 How language shapes our thinking: the art of using metaphors

Six years after Lakoff and Johnson published their work, Gareth Morgan emphasizes the two key characteristics of language: how it is necessary and inherently limited. His seminal book Images of Organization (2006) covers how different metaphors have shaped our thinking about life in organizational structures. For each metaphor he also shows the third important characteristic of language as we cover it here: its performativity.


The use of metaphor implies a way of thinking and a way of seeing that pervade how we understand our world generally [... and] exerts a formative influence on science, on our language, and on how we think. [...] All theory is metaphor. [...] Any theory or perspective that we bring to study [...], while capable of creating valuable insights, is also incomplete, biased, and potentially misleading. (Morgan 2006, 4-5)



One of the key takeaways of this book is that instead of fighting one metaphor with an alternative, the art of using metaphors acknowledges the inherent limitations of each and instead challenges us to play with multiple metaphors to triangulate reality. To paraphrase Box’ law​[2]: all metaphors are wrong; however, some are useful. Becoming reflexive is the way towards mastering this art:


[The m]etaphor is inherently paradoxical. It can create powerful insights that also become distortions, as the way of seeing created through a metaphor becomes a way of not seeing. [...] The challenge is to become skilled in the art of using metaphor: to find fresh ways of seeing, understanding, and shaping the situations that we want to organize and manage. (5)



The body of the book discusses how different metaphors have been dominant in our thinking about organizations. This often was triggered by wider developments in society of powerful new ideas that emerged in academic thinking. The first example is ORGANIZATIONS as MACHINES:


The pervasive influence of machines [...] has radically transformed the nature of productive activity and has left its mark on the imagination, thoughts, and feelings of humans. [...] Increasingly, we have learned to use the machines as a metaphor for ourselves and our society and to mold our worlds in accordance with mechanical principles. (12)

We talk about organizations as if they were machines, and as a consequence we tend to expect them to operate as machines: in a routinized, efficient, reliable, and predictable way. [...A] mechanical mode of organization can provide the basis for effective operation. But [...] it can have many unfortunate consequences. (13)



This is a key example of how our language is limited and, when used non-reflectively, becomes performative: “Metaphor always [...] produces this kind of one-sided insight. [...I]t tends to force others into a background role” (4). For example:


The mechanistic approach to organizations tends to limit rather than mobilize the development of human capacities, molding human beings to fit the requirements of mechanical organization rather than building the organization around their strengths and potentials. (31)

Much of the apathy, carelessness, and lack of pride [of employees in an organization] is thus not coincidental: it is fostered by the mechanistic approach. (30)



A counter-movement to this centered on the metaphor ORGANIZATIONS as ORGANISMS. This thinking was based on insights from Maslow that “the human being [was seen] as a kind of psychological organism struggling to satisfy its needs in a quest for full growth and development” (35).


Alternatives to bureaucratic organization began to emerge [...] on the idea of making employees feel more useful and important by giving them meaningful jobs and by giving as much autonomy, responsibility, and recognition as possible. (36)
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