
Greenspeak 
How Language Undermines Environmentalists 

 
As a masters student, I became puzzled by the concept on which our economy is based: a 
continuously-growing system. How could people not see that this was inherently unsustainable?  
 
In their seminal book, metaphors we live by, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson showed that our 
understanding of the abstract world is structured through metaphor. When we come across a 
concept like ‘argument’, we understand it by comparison to something more concrete: AN 
ARGUMENT IS A CASTLE. These so-called conceptual metaphors are buried deep in our 
subconscious, but they can be excavated by looking at our language. For instance, in the case 
of argument, we use language borrowed from war to describe arguments: ‘he attacked her 
argument’, and ‘she defended her position’. You can see this idea in the title of my talk: to 
undermine the walls of a castle, you dig underneath them until they collapse. And you can do 
just the same with an argument. 
 
These metaphors underly our everyday thinking, and they structure our understanding of the 
world. Mark Johnson went on to show that the metaphors are derived from our embodied 
experience of the world, from things he called image schemas. These are simple ideas like that 
of the container. We ourselves are containers - you can put things into us - , and we refer to 
states of mind as containers: we would say, ‘he was IN a bad mood for days’.  
 
We use these metaphors to reason about the world, and this is where the problem comes; if the 
metaphor does not fully reflect reality, then metaphorical reasoning will lead to faulty 
assumptions about the real world.  
 
Our economy is an abstract system, and it too is conceptualized using metaphor. There are two 
main metaphors: THE ECONOMY IS A MACHINE (specifically a train) and THE ECONOMY IS 
AN ORGANISM. We see language derived from these metaphors everywhere: the economy is 
off the rails, the economy has slowed to a halt. The economy is suffering, or the economy is 
healthy.  I will show you how reasoning based on these metaphors can lead to faulty 
assumptions. 
 
If we imagine that the economy is like a train, moving at a fixed speed along a track, then 
growth should correspond to the acceleration of the train. If growth (acceleration) drops to zero, 
the train continues at exactly the same speed. But people don’t really understand acceleration; 
we don’t come equipped with an accelerometer. Speed is a much more intuitive concept. And 
so people understand that growth is the speed of the train. How do I know this? Because when 
people say that ‘the economy is slowing down’ or ‘the economy has ground to a halt’, what they 
mean is that growth has dropped to zero. But people panic when they hear that growth has 



dropped to zero, because they reason that the economy has stopped. In fact, it should deliver 
exactly the same amount of welfare as last year, if growth has dropped to zero. Not ideal, but 
not a disaster. 
 
For reasons I will explain later, I am more interested in the organic metaphor of the economy. 
Living comfortably alongside the ‘organic’ metaphor for the economy, we find its partners, the 
metaphors of consumption and growth. Just as an organism eats, and so it grows, humans 
‘consume’ goods and services, and the economy ‘grows’. 
 
The problem is with this metaphor that a crucial piece of the puzzle is missing. Most of the 
animals and plants that we see every day exhibit a feature called ‘determinate growth’. They 
stop growing when they reach a certain size. However, this process is entirely unconscious - no 
one suddenly thinks one day, ‘right, I have grown enough’, and stops the process. And because 
the cessation of growth is not a part of our embodied experience, there is no way that it can be 
shipped across in the metaphor. And so we end up with a metaphor that makes no mention of 
an end to growth. It allows us to think that growth can continue forever.  
 
There are a few other problems with this word growth: for a start, it draws no distinction between 
linear growth and exponential growth. But that’s a topic for another talk. In terms of the 
metaphor, economic growth draws strong positive associations from its metaphorical partner. 
Everyone knows that growth is good - we want our crops to grow, we want our children to grow. 
Growth taps into our most basic ideas about prosperity, by fitting into one of the most universal 
metaphor systems there is, that arranged around the idea of up and down. MORE IS UP, and 
LESS IS DOWN. Think of a pile of gold. GOOD also happens to be UP, and BAD is down. Think 
of heaven and hell. And the metaphorical reasoning goes something like this: growth produces 
more, which is up, good is also up, and therefore growth is good. Anyone suggesting that 
economic growth is not a uniformly positive thing is going to fall foul of interference effects, like 
when the word ‘red’ is written in the colour blue.  
 
For this reason, messaging around degrowth or zero growth is doomed to backfire. People find 
it nearly impossible to accept that zero growth could be a good thing. Now, I am not an 
economist, but I can tell you that extensive economic growth, which is growth resulting from an 
increase in the quantity of inputs, is inherently unsustainable.  
 



 
 
I believe that if we are to be truly sustainable, we need to move to a steady-state economy, one 
without any extensive growth. And I want to do my bit to help us transition to this economy. And 
so I started thinking about how environmentalists are able to express this idea. Environmental 



thought has long suffered from language deficit; we simply don’t have the words and phrases 
we need, our metaphors are weak, and our words are convoluted.  
 
Two of the metaphors that are used by environmentalists to counter the economic narrative are 
that of the environmental impact, and the carbon footprint. These are both hopeless metaphors. 
An impact is something that happens forcefully in a short time period, like when there is an 
impact between two cars. This does not bear any relation to the ‘impact’ of pollution in the 
environment, which is usually a slow and subtle process. When the links between the two 
halves of a metaphor are few in number, the metaphor itself is weakened; it has less power in 
people’s mind. LOVE IS A JOURNEY is a stronger metaphor than LOVE IS A POTATO. The 
idea of a carbon footprint is also useless. In a world of tarmac, when did you last see your 
footprint? When did it last do anyone any harm? And does it get bigger and smaller over time? 
It’s another weak metaphor. 
 
So I am trying to see my way through to a better counter-narrative, a better way of explaining 
our position. Our best bet is to work with the current system, and see if we can bolt on a 
metaphorical extension.  
 
Everyone knows that something that won’t stop growing is a bad thing; you have only to look at 
cancer. And some people have suggested comparing our economy to a cancer on the planet. 
But environmentalists have got a bad rap from always framing things negatively. Why don’t we 
instead frame things positively, setting a goal for economic growth, a defined end-point? 
 
As a child, my parents used to read me a book called ‘The Very Hungry Caterpillar’. In this 
book, the caterpillar eats and eats until one day, he makes himself a cocoon, and is transformed 
into a beautiful butterfly. 
 
Here is our new conceptual metaphor: OUR ECONOMY IS A CATERPILLAR. It is built on the 
pre-existing metaphor of consumption and growth, but the metaphor is beautiful because it 
proposes an end-destination for economic growth - the transformation to a butterfly economy. 
What does that economy look like? It’s not my job to say - there is a huge amount of work to be 
done. But we know instinctively that where the caterpillar economy is sluggish, 
resource-intensive, earthbound, vulnerable, weighty, earthbound, vulnerable, wasteful, greedy, 
and dependent, the butterfly economy is fast, light, agile, dynamic, adaptable, flexible, 
resource-light. The caterpillar is a future-eater; it damages the capacity of the plant to produce 
the leaves on which it survives, by feeding on the capital resources of the plant. The butterfly is 
inherently sustainable; it feeds on nectar, the ‘interest’ produced by the plant.  
 
The metaphor is good because it has a whole load of entailments: it would make sense to speak 
of an obese economy, or a malnourished economy. It implies that the aim of a growing economy 
is to reach an inflection point, where it can transform. It captures the dependency of our 
economies on the planet (the plant on which they feed), which is something that is obscured by 
the current system, and the limited capacity of the plant to grow leaves. There is a limit to the 



resources that the planet can provide, and we need to take that limit as our starting point, not 
something inconvenient to be ignored.  
 
It fits with pre-existing metaphors; growth causes an increase in size, and an increase in weight. 
We could talk about the weight of our economies on the planet, the environmental load. We 
could talk about how our weight exceeds the carrying capacity of the planet. And this fits into 
another well-established metaphor, that SIN IS A HEAVY OBJECT. We are ‘weighed down’ by 
the burden of sin, and so it would be easy to equate the notions of environmental damage with 
sin.  
 
All of our environmental problems are as a result of our obsession with growth and progress. If 
we are to become truly sustainable, we need to replace these notions with those of balance, of 
harmony, of living in tune with nature once more. And perhaps our language is a good place to 
start. After all, language shapes thought.  


