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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 variety of phenomena such as TIME and LOVE. Although our understandings of such hard-to-grasp phenomena can change, the dominant simplification often persists 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 & Forester 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 of (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 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 relationships among the three layers of the model. In other words, our reality, in turn, structures our language and thinking. Chapter 4 discusses how this provides insight into 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 made in those streets, in turn, affect how people behave individually and how they engage with each other. Furthermore, the way such engagement is designed has implications for how our societies function and how people change in the long run. Paraphrasing Churchill: “First we shape our mobilities, thereafter those mobilities shape us.”​[1] Conceptually, the arrows therefore point not only from language to thinking and 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 is the case with the other chapters, this work is not the outcome of a systematic review. They should not be seen as a complete overview, but rather as an exploration that invites further reading and study. The goal of this work is to provide entry points, or rabbit holes, into the relevant mechanisms behind language, mobility, and society.

To close this introduction, I want to emphasize that this is not only about describing the mechanisms; it is also not 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 provide us with the tools to see how certain choices are created, allow us to take a position, and empower us 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 were taught the fundamental laws, mechanisms, and standard norms of mobility during their education. 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 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 work started on the Dutch A2, a highway stretching from Amsterdam all the way south to the city of Maastricht. In itself, this is 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 critical surgery on the country’s kransslagader, or coronary artery (NOS 2024). Although the work was confined to weekends, the result was as expected: automobile drivers faced major traffic delays and national news agencies reported a severe verkeersinfarct, the Dutch term for traffic jam but literally a 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 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 critical to 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 our understanding of 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 remain an academic debate with little implication for reality were it not for a third quality of metaphors: they are 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 not only offer a lens (or a distorted mirror) through which to view reality, but also have a deep impact on how we act within 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



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






































1.2 Language and power: discourse coalitions


















1.3 Radical monopolies










1.4 Objectivism vs interpretivism



	The world is made up of objects. They have properties independent of any people or other beings who experience them. [...]

	We get our knowledge of the world by experiencing the objects in it and getting to know what properties the objects have and how these objects are related to one another [...]

	We understand the objects in our world in terms of categories and concepts [based on these properties]

	There is an objective reality, and we can say things that are objectively, absolutely, and unconditionally true and false about it. [...] Science provides us with a methodology that allows us to rise above our subjective limitations. [...] Science can ultimately give a correct, definitive, and general account of reality [...]

	Words have fixed meaning [...]

	People can be objective and can speak objectively, but they can do so only if they use language that is clearly and precisely defined, that is straightforward and direct, and that can fit reality [...]

	Metaphor and other kinds of poetic [...] language can always be avoided [...], and they should be avoided [...]

	Being objective is a good thing. Only objective knowledge is really knowledge. Objectivity allows us to rise above personal judgment and bias. [...]

	To be objective is to be rational; to be subjective is to be irrational and to give in to the emotions. [...]

	Subjectivity can be dangerous, since it can lead to losing touch with reality. [...] Subjectivity is self-indulgent, since it exaggerates the importance of the individual.
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