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1. Introduction

Since the Brundtland Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development
(WCED) was released in 1987 introducing the concept of sustainable development (SD) and a common
vision for the future, sustainability has become a top policy goal and a buzzword within various public
discourses. For the past three decades, whole new sets of language and terms have gradually entered
the public vocabulary. Nowadays, the concept of sustainability stands as a powerful entity and a
driving force to actions shaping recent history and future layouts, in all aspects of human activity.

To create and foster sustainable plans or strategies, communication and language use play a
vital role in how these are understood, integrated, implemented, and multiplied within our social and
mental layers. In planning and developing sustainable strategies, it is necessary for people to express
themselves internally and externally by using transparent communication: simple, direct, and precise
(Geng, 2017), with integrity towards life. In short —using language consciously, one that enables a
relation of coherence between what we speak, think and convert into action. A language that is equally
accessible to policy makers and citizen alike.

After fails on respecting promises and policy goals of the Kyoto-Protocol (1997) or more
recently, The Paris Agreement (2015), systematic reviews of the literature generate the understanding
that the failure to follow the sustainability agenda is due to economic, political and communication
factors (Howes et al, 2017). The paper will address the later by looking at how sustainability is being
communicated, using language as the core research arena. An overview of how the language we speak
can influence the way we perceive the world and our behavior on the sustainability path is explored
from the perspectives of policymaking, communication sciences, cognitive science and linguistics. A
narrower focus is given to sustainability-related language used in policy documents and debriefings,
with examples of terms potentially inhibiting effective communication and conscious delivery of
meaning honoring life in policy discourse.

2. Context: Learning and Unlearning Sustainability

The worrying predictions for the future of mankind before the end of the last Millennium, the
sensations for a welcomed change, the awareness on the impacts of economic development, rapid
urbanization, and human activities upon nature and social environments—have all made academia,
authorities, private and public spheres to embrace sustainability and SD. It soon became the ‘must
have’ theoretical basis, language, goal and framework to be integrated in the practices and discourses
of all international organizations, national governments, private and third sectors. This optimistic wave
was much needed considering the increasing concerns over the effects human activity has on the world
by engaging and promoting economic development at the expense of life (Ward & Dubos, 1972 in
Keiner, 20006), challenging scenarios of an inhabitable Earth.

It was only towards the end of the 1980s, beginning of the 1990s, that sustainability and SD
were formally legitimized within the policy discourse starting with the publication of ‘Our Common
Future’ known as Brundtland Report (1987) and gaining momentum within the Rio UN Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED) in 1992.

However, within the academia world, sustainability was understood as an existing idea since
the beginning of the modern environmental movement in the 1960s (Elkington & Trisoglio, 1996) and
popularized by the Club of Rome’s report on “The Limits of Growth” (Meadows et al, 1972). These
periods are still part of the industrial society, while the origins of sustainability ideas lie within the
traditional societies and indigenous communities whom, for thousands of years, based their lives on
sustainability principles claimed nowadays in contemporary discussions by policy and decision-
makers. Is it possible to reach a consensus without a guiding concept, without creating a strict
discipline or one that is up for debate? Is sustainability creating barriers of understanding by becoming
a discipline with strict rules, measures, indexes and indicators? Or rather, the language used determines
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misunderstanding, confusion, misleads our actions and limits our imagination? These are the birthing
research questions for looking at sustainability policies from a language perspective.

Sustainability and SD have made substantial progress in being integrated and adopted in the
mainstream decision-making by main international organizations like United Nations (e.g. 1972, 1987,
1992, 1997, 2002, 2012, 2015), European Union (e.g. A sustainable Europe for a better World, 2001)
or World Trade Organization’s founding background (e.g. Marrakesh Agreement, 1994). Current
literature still claims that these concepts, their strategies, directions, and efforts lack a common
understanding and serve us rather wishful thinking (Guerra & Schmidt, 2016). The wide perception on
sustainability is of something having to do with the environment but from economic considerations
(Atkinson, 2000). Although SD has been formally conceptualized as a holistic approach following
three dimensions—environmental, economic and social, also known as the ‘triple bottom line’
(Elington, 1994)—many critiques point to its heavy economic focus (Hove, 2004; Karoly, 2011;
Smythe, 2014; Parker, 2014). The accent put on economic growth in discourses of SD tells a story
about economic growth as being a core value to our society (Stibbe, 2015). Thus, the environmental
concerns are rather seen as economic externalities that need to be integrated further within the bigger
picture of economic development. This rings incompatible with the laying grounds of the sustainability
agenda (i.e. limits of growth), while increasing social disparities and nature destructions are
incompatible with sustainable living.

Concerns over changes in climate patterns have intensified, as societies seem to have made
little progress in becoming sustainable or eager to reach a consensus regarding the sustainability
‘project’ or SD agenda. These concerns can be understood under the increasing informed and
perceived crises in the natural world and built-environment alike. Criticizing literature raises red flags
on the terms still being misunderstood, its appeal being inflated, overused, misused and abused
(Karoly, 2011).

Even if continuing differences persist between how industries, environmentalists, civil society
groups and governments understand sustainability (Eden, 1994), the agenda has entered international
law, strategies, indicators and implementation activities, although aware of the lack of consensus over
its meaning and common direction (Elkington & Trisoglio, 1996). The ambiguity of the terms
‘sustainability’ and ‘SD’ make it interpretable for various actors according to their different interests
(Fritsch, Schmidheiny & Seifritz, 1994). The question that Keiner addresses regarding the future of
sustainability is “if SD truly represents the contemporary ‘general interest? ™ (Keiner, 2006, p. 2).

More recent literature tries to look beyond sustainability and comes with alternatives that
challenge entire mindsets, calling for an upgrade to complex thinking and systemic causation or non-
linear thinking (Espinosa & Walker, 2011; Wells, 2013; Lakoff, 2014). As feelings of change coming
were felt before the beginning of the last Millennium, similar feelings of more change reveal at the
horizon. Paradigmatic shifts (e.g. Carson, Burns & Calvo, 2009), Gaia theory and interconnectedness
(Lovelock, 2000; Harding, 2010) transformational change (e.g. Wuppertal Institute, 2015),
regenerative development (e.g. Gibbons et al, 2018), general systems theory (e.g. Stichweh, 2011,
Luhman, 2013;), complex networks (e.g. Estrada, 2011; Newman, 2010; Massip-Bonet & Bastradas-
Boada, 2013), mindfulness (Raglan & Shulkin, 2014; Karelaia & Reb, 2015; Barbaro & Pickett, 2016,
Wasler & Brink, 2020), quantum thinking (Favre et al, 2016; Dyck & Greidanus, 2016), fractal
thinking (Kitzbichler et al, 2009)—are all examples of ideas challenging linear thinking, which is still
much present in sustainability discourses through direct causation arguments, yearly goals and
thresholds (Lakoff, 2004). But rather than embracing a new concept, we can pause engaging into a new
set of vocabulary. Instead, we have the opportunity to rethink, relearn, and take a conscious look at
how we may have taken concepts for granted and how the language we already use activate, program,
inhibit or alter values and beliefs that determine our daily behaviors, actions and judgments in
understanding life and sustainable living on this magnificent planet.

3. Sustainability Discourses

Sustainability is meant to wrap all aspects of life (i.e. holistic view) and is thus evocative in all
facets of social realities, regardless of its higher or lower aspects of manifestation. The current general
discourse is one we all seem to experiment: “rapid change, deep disturbance, having little idea in
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which direction we are moving, no reliable roadmap to follow, little belief in progress, and much
anxiety about the dangers that lie ahead” (Cowley, 2003 apud Keiner, 2006, p. 4). However, could this
be just a narrative that has gained grater attention than others? Could we have gotten used to and thus
internalized a language of crisis, danger, urgency, apathy, guilt, fear, doom and overwhelm? What
other narratives are circulating and how are these formed? Can we create policies for the future if the
most embraced narrative is one of a grim perspective?

A profound change of mindsets is much needed in order to make way for policies for the
future. As our mindsets are directly linked to our thoughts and our thoughts to language, the words we
use may have a grater power than we tend to believe. Language and power are two stances frequently
put together, popular in the works of sociologist Pierre Bordieu who is stressing that “every linguistic
interaction, however personal or insignificant it may seem, bears the traces of the social structure that
it both expresses and helps to reproduce” (Bordieu, 1991, p.7). He thus underlines that language builds
our realities though the meaning attached to each word we use, which together convey a certain
narrative, the dominant meaning structuring our daily lives and strengthening it with each use.

McNalle and Basile (2013) push forward the need for a new narrative for sustainability, one
grounded in how humans make decisions and how conscious they are of the world they live in. They
emphasize how these decisions are affected by the narratives developed by opinion leaders and public
discourses. In asking why the magnitude of global warming and its potential for undermining life
support systems does not mobilize to decisive action, McNalle and Basile (2013) identify some
possible reasons, among which interesting to mention for the focus of this paper are:

(i) We are telling a story that doesn’t make sense to both developed and underdeveloped
nations.

(ii) Temporally and spatially distant and disconnected issues compete for attention with
immediately felt physical needs, professional demands, economic necessities, or
social obligations.

(iii) Appeals to future generations have limited potential to mobilize people, as humans
are hardwired to respond to the danger in front of them, not the danger on the
horizon.

(iv) People experience insulation from the environment (at least in the developed world),
which makes it difficult to imagine the big-picture of environmental changes across
large timeframes.

University of Glasgow’s Arts Lab’s studies on the theme of ‘Discourses of Sustainability’ find
a close connection between language and society, a two-way relationship shaping each other. They
discuss about how biological changes and changes in the physical environment carry a two-way
relationship of effects on language practices, respectively effects of language use on the society, their
interconnections and potential disconnects (University of Glasgow - Arts Lab, 2019). Recently, in
2020, following the ongoing experience of Covid-19 pandemic, they further discuss about
sustainability discourses in a series of Zoom talks regarding how the pandemic emphasizes the need to
reframe our thinking around the sociolinguistic connections between nature, environmental
sustainability and diversity (University of Glasgow - Arts Lab, 2020).

Talking about sustainability and SD discourses means recognizing the role of language,
textual forms, discursive practices and their social effects. Studies on the discourses of sustainability
have gained greater attention in the past two decades. A discourse can be defined in its most complex
form as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts and categorizations that are produced, reproduced and
transformed in a particular set of practices and through which meaning is given to physical and social
realities" (Hajer, 1995, p.44). As these ideas, concepts and categorizations are defined by means of
language, it is pertinent to say that language is a vehicle for dictating and shaping our perceptions of
our mental and social realities. Bordieu (1991) expands the role of language beyond a means of
communication to a medium of power, observing that people who learn how to control language also
learn how to manipulate discourse.

Conrad (2012) distinguishes between two phases of the SD discourse: (7) first until about the
year 2000, a period in which questions of conceptual matter, analytical structures, promotion and
potential implementation strategies were rolling in the foreground; and (2) after 2000, a phase of
defining indicators, concrete implementation strategies and measures to overcome barriers. The 1990s
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and 2000s made way to a wide array of scientific and policy-related publications on substantiation,
critique and different perspectives of the concept of SD with global gatherings (debates, conferences,
etc.) and the establishment of organizations and programs such as UN Commission on Sustainable
Development, UN Millennium Declaration, Agenda-21 programs.

In researching how sustainability is governed from a discourse-institutional approach, Genus
(2014) considers sustainability discourses and sustainability language as being under-theorized and
undervalued for their potential insights on how SD discourses shape behavior and human interaction.
As Conrad (2012) points out, the SD discourse is a worldwide discourse “which reflects a global
fundamental search for an ecologically and socially sustainable development model of modern
civilization solving the problems generated by modernity itself” (Conrad, 2012, p.2).

By questioning the future of sustainability, Keiner (2006) doubts the integrity of the SD
concept, as both scientific and academic literature show evidence for actions and behaviors being quite
divorced from the visions of sustainable living. He concludes that the origins of these inconsistencies
are due to divergent value systems coming from how it is being communicated. The present paper is
departing and extending beyond this view towards identifying aspects of our policies (i.e. seen through
language use) that rely on principles, structures, modes of operation, modes of thinking that are
incompatible with the vision layer of sustainability. As such, inconsistencies in implementing
sustainability policies are seen as a matter of cognitive ability coded by language and looks for
potential language use that infers values and beliefs incompatible with sustainability. Thus, language is
approached as a vehicle of values and beliefs and this research aims to sketch the ‘outdated’
unsustainable layers of cognition inhibiting a full embrace of sustainable life.

4. Communicating Sustainability and Language Use

Interesting and playful, many new observers and researchers on the sustainability agenda turn
their attention to how it is being communicated (see Lakoff, 2014; Stibbe, 2015). In their research,
Koon, Hawkins and Mayhew (2016) observe how literature points to policy discourse as the grand
arena where struggles over ideas, meaning and competing interpretations for the right perspective or
correct approach take place. This communicative aspect is highlighting the key role language has in the
policy process.

In researching how public issues are framed into policy discourse and further communicated,
Frameworks Institute (2005) outline that policy communication needs to be based on the
understandings that: (1) people are not blank slates; (2) communication is interactive; communication
resonates with people’s deeply held values and worldviews; (3) communication is frame-based; (4)
when communication is inadequate, people default to the ‘pictures in their heads’; (5) when
communication is effective, people can see an issue from a different perspective (Frameworks Institute,
2005, p.4). In relation to sustainability policies, these understandings need to remind us about the role
communication (and the language that shape it) has in the outcome of their implementation and how,
consciously or unconsciously, the implementation interventions involves the coherence of values stated
and reflected (Guttman, 2000).

An easy to grasp article written by P. Gallagher on 23™ of June, 2019, on the page of UN
System Staff College (UNSSC) declares ‘war on words selling sustainability short’ (Gallagher, 2019,
para.8). He makes the point on how it should be easy to push sustainability forward in a world
struggling with poverty, crisis and climate change. Instead, he comes to realize that is rather hard as we
‘sell’ sustainability as an abstraction, hard to believe, telling an unconvincing and poorly credible story.
The article mentions how climate change is made a villain, how the Nobel-prize winning economist
J.E. Stiglitz stated that ‘climate change is our third world war’. Even with the best of intentions, the
words we use to express our perceptions of the world can trigger stories and metaphors that hijack and
reverse our initial intent. Gallagher mentions the arguments of cognitive scientist and linguist, George
Lakoff, who speaks of central metaphors existing in our lives, significantly affecting our thoughts and
behaviors toward what we perceive as reality (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). The military metaphor
suggested by the trigger word ‘war’ will always evoke violence, conflict, destruction and chaos, setting
feelings of fear and inhibiting the initial intended focus on sustainability, which requires peaceful
cooperation, nurture and order. Another common metaphor mentioned in the article is that of climate
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change and quotes novelist Margaret Atwood whom clarifies that “Is not climate change. It’s
everything change” (Gallagher, 2019, para.5), meaning the term got us thinking that change comes
only from the outside, from the capricious and unpredictable climate, and we must resist its change, we
must stay the same i.e. unchanged, keep things as they are, business-as-usual.

Lakoff (2004) insisted over the years on bringing our attention to the almost imperceptible
shift of the term ‘global warming’ (much used in the beginning of sustainability-related discourses) to
the term ‘climate change’. He sheds light on how this happened through the American communications
consultant, Frank Luntz, who convinced conservatives to stop using ‘global warming’ as it sounded
scary and alarmist suggesting human agency. Luntz recommended switching to ‘climate change’, as
‘climate’ sounds nice (i.e. palm trees), while ‘change’ is something that just happens, with no human
agency. This aspect is of particular importance as “the key variable which separates the older,
positivistic/technicist approaches from newer critical/postmodern ones is agency, that is, the role(s) of
individuals and collectivities in the processes of language use, attitudes and ultimately policies”
(Rincento, 2006, p.34). It was also Luntz who suggested using words like ‘healthy’, ‘clean’, ‘safe’,
‘clear’ even when talking about coal, oil or pollution (i.e. ‘clean coal’), a communication strategy
known as Orwellian language which means the opposite of what it says in order to be appealing for
both potential sympathizers/non-sympathizers.

In similar course of thoughts, an article written by A. Hoffman in 29" of October 2018, on the
page of ERB Institute dedicated to sustainability in partnership with University of Michigan, talks
about terms we have embraced from the sustainability discourses, but which do not say much or trigger
a negative perception towards something intended to stimulate proactive behavior. Hoffman mentions
entrepreneur and author Douglas Gayeton who talks about a climate fatigue due to terms like ‘carbon
debt’ which people did not understand the first time, nor did the 20™ time they heard it. This has
determined Gayeton to start The Lexicon of Sustainability project in order to provide access to plain
language in matters of sustainable food and agriculture. Hoffman further refers in the article to terms
like ‘reduce, reuse, recycle’, ‘low footprint’, ‘zero footprint’, ‘zero waste’, ‘going green’, ‘eco-
friendly’. Besides the sustainability-birthed terms like ‘footprint’, ‘green’ or ‘eco-friendly’ that can
easily pass as un-relatable abstractions, words such as ‘zero’, ‘low’ or prefix ‘re-’ can trigger an
unconscious negative perception based on the stories of progress, prosperity and growth we live by.

According to Stibbe (2015), a story can be defined as a mental model within the mind of an
individual and stories-we-live-by are stories or cognitive structures that influence how a large number
of people think, talk and act. The prosperity story (which promotes worship of material acquisition and
monetary wealth), the progress story (which promotes industrialization and technological
development), or the growth story (which promotes economic growth and competition) are stories that
have created in our minds a certain kind of aversion towards the meaning of words such as “zero’ or
‘low’ or those carrying the prefix ‘re-* (which sends backwards, to re-use instead of innovating). These
stories have set a structure of perception in our mind by which the direction forward or up is always
good, backwards or down is always bad, with certain elements mapped onto what is forward
(technological innovation/ industrialization) and what is backwards (natural way, ancient or indigenous
practices) (Stibbe, 2015). For the growth story, Halliday (2001) adds words like ‘many’ is better than
‘few’, ‘high’ is better than ‘low’, ‘more’ is better than ’less’, ‘big’ is better than ‘small’, ‘grow’ is
better than ‘shrink’ or ‘up’is better than ‘down’ (Halliday, 2001, p.192).

Language links the natural with our mental reality, two realities that influence our lives
affecting our collective perceptions about certain fundamental matters that in turn affect our wellbeing
(Bastradas-Boada, 2003). Language depends significantly on education, economy, legislation, culture
and policies at local and global level, while reality depends on our beliefs of what language says it is or
it is not. If the language we use is lacking an ecological perception and understanding, the reality of the
problem can be primary mental (Massip-Bonet & Bastardas-Boada, 2013). Larson (2011) talks about a
socio-ecological sustainability framework needed to be integrated in the analysis of language use,
while questioning if the metaphors we have chosen to adhere to will help us on the path of
sustainability or lead us farther astray from it. As per Brundtland Report’s definition of SD,
sustainability-related issues are primary ones concerning the fairness of intergenerational rights, or
more plainly, the integrity and propagation of life, rather than those of technology and economy,
regardless how important these may be (Orr, 2006).
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5. Language, Cognition and Sustainability Policies

In diving deep into the psychology of language, Ludden (2016) talks about how seeing the
world in a certain way—based exclusively on what we see or only through the lens of reason, through
senses, through bodily sensations—got us taking consciousness for granted, believing that we are
experiencing the reality as it is, when we are rather experiencing a virtual reality constructed inside our
heads. This, he argues, has caught us in a perception of the world as a passive process, our brain as
passive receiver of information, our perceptions being something our brain expects to encounter. This
has lead to what Lakoff (2004) names as the negation of facts or of different views or possibilities of
reality if they contradict a persons’ worldview or popular view.

All this new learning about how language is wired in us and how it wires our realities is
pushing strongly to link language to responsibility These two concepts are firmly put together by
renowned linguist Noam Chomsky (1979) who departing from his idea of generative grammar (one
which generates behaviorist assumptions) unveils the need to understand and have responsibility over
what we generate with our accustomed ways of using language. For example, attention was directed in
2016 on the Trump administration whom decided a policy for building a wall at the border of USA
with Mexico. Although attention was directed to the imagery of the actual built and material
construction, what has put that idea into action is the belief in separation form other, the belief in
borders, the belief in security, etc. The wall is more widely experienced mentally, than actually. The
wall becomes only a symbol for what prevails as belief, the belief being the one that dominates and
holds something in place. The word ‘wall’ invokes thoughts of limitation or protection. If cognitive
understanding is lacking, it gets easy to be unconscious of the connection between how on chooses the
meaning it resonates with (i.e. limitation or protection) and how based on that decides for what it
stands. Likewise, it can be unconscious how the choice made ‘for’ or ‘against’ the wall is primarily
one that responds to what one believes and, secondarily to how that choice may affect others.
Speculating where responsibility lies in this case, it is tempting to point towards the Trump
administration, but what gives legitimate power to any action is the belief that puts it into place, and the
dimension of belief ultimately is an individual choice, therefore an individual responsibility.

Ludden (2015) uses the Cornsweet illusion as a good example for attitudes of dismissing
facts and how our perceptions are rather about what our brain expects it to be, than how it truly is. The
challenge is to become conscious of how the brain and the mind work in order to further take
responsibility on this knowledge and how we express it through language.

Figure 1. The Cornsweet illusion.

(Description: Put the finger on the picture on the right, on the line where the two central tiles
meet. Now that you know the two tiles are the same color, you would expect the apparent
difference would disappear when you removed your finger. But your brain goes back to its original
interpretation. Why? For all your life, your brain has been dealing with patterns of lighting and
shading. If both tiles appear to be the same color, then the top tile must be darker, because it’s in
the light. Likewise, the bottom one must actually be lighter, since it’s in the shade. This is how
your brain reasons. That is, your brain shows you what it thinks the colors should be, not what your
eyes say they are (Ludden, 2015, para.5-6)

Source: Lupyan, G. & Clark, A. Words and the World: Predictive Coding and the Language-
Perception-Cognition Interface. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 24, 2015, 29-284.
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There is an expansion of recent literature informing that language is far more than a tool for
communication: through language we categorize, distinguish and create the universe (Lefkoe, 2009).
We do not see the external world as it is, but as we believe it is, regardless that many aspects of the
physical reality exist independent of our belief upon it. As Nobel Prize awarded physicist Werner
Heisenberg noted “what we are observing is not nature itself, but nature exposed to our method of
questioning [...] in the language that we possess” (Heinserberg, 1958, p.78). If our discursive practices
employ a view on nature as an environment to be fixed by technological innovation and scientific
inquiry only, according to our beliefs (which may or may not be coherent with the reality of nature),
then this uni-directional way may further lead to disconnections and anthropogenic tragedies. As
Heisenberg concludes, “the dangers threatening modern science cannot be averted by more
experimenting, for our complicated experiments have no longer anything to do with nature in her own
right, but with nature charged and transformed by our own cognitive activity” (Heisenberg in Heller,
1952, p. 26).

Monbiot (2017) exemplifies how crucial language is in how we perceive the natural world and
calls for better ways of describing nature, referring to terms widely found in sustainability policy
discourses. For instance, he names life-alienating terms used in describing nature, which influence how
we relate to the essence of what supports all life: “sites of special scientific interest” for land; “no-take
zones” or “reference areas” for seas; “nature reserve” for natural areas abundant of life and elements
(hinting to a perception of something being disposable, to be replaced); or its longer version “protected
area of importance for flora, fauna, or features of geological or other special interest” (hinting to a
perception of something of interest according to resource/use potential); “resources” for plants, people
or elements, “stocks” for animals, “ecosystem services” for the gifts nature offers to sustain life (hinting
to their role to serve us). Monbiot sees the term “natural capital” as the worst framing of all, which
reflects the failure of ecologists and policymakers to listen to cognitive linguists and social
psychologists. The term is informing us that nature is subordinated to human economy, which loses its
value when it cannot be measured by money. The author is urging on finding terms that speak of love
for/and being part of nature, terms to convey life’s wonders.

6. Framing Sustainability with Rational Policy Models: Incompatible?

Framing in policy research is seen as seeking to understand “the forces that shape human
behavior in the policy process” and frames are providing “the cognitive means of making sense of the
social world, but discordance among them forms the basis of policy contestation” (Koon, Hawkings &
Mayhew, 2016, p. 1). In policy analysis, framing or frame analysis has a steady record in policy
research and studies.

The idea of framing—backed by what cognitive science has taught us so far about language—

is challenging the concept of rational choice theory or rational agent theory (Homans, 1961) according
to which people will always strive to make the most rational choice possible from a cost-benefit point
of view, following self-interest. As Lakoff (2014) exemplifies, if someone wants to built a hotel, but
the watershed needs a deviation, a cost-benefit analysis is done: = in economics the cost means lack of
profit = thus not constructing a hotel is a lack of profit, as the lack of profit turns out to be a cost as
opposed to a benefit - measuring a cost and benefit requires a starting point and an ending point
which must be measurable = but natures does not start or end = in order to do the measurement in
that calculation, nature will always loose. With regards to sustainability, this can mean that cost will
likely dethrone the care for sustainable living. This rational and cost-benefit view is a framework much
pervasive in mainstream policy teaching and represents the basis for understanding and modeling
current social and economic behaviors. Embracing this theory is based on a wider acceptance of the
idea that we are rational beings, above the instinctive and mechanistic (i.e. nature and animal life),
ideas coming from the theory of reason from the half of XVII century ignited by Descartes.

As Lakoff details (2014), this reliance on reason comes from two habits: policy makers (and
most of us) did not study cognitive science, psychology or linguistics to understand how people think
and thus rely on what was taught: that thought is conscious, that mind is reason and logic and these
attributes characterize human beings (makes us more than a mere animal who do not have reason and
do not think, more than animals seen like machines). Since then, we actually learned that thought is
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98% unconscious, decisions being made unconsciously usually about half of a second and up to seven
seconds before you know you made them (Lakoff in Franks & Turner, 2013). Not only that, but
thought is also disembodied, it is something hanging above your head (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999),
abstract like in a cartoon. Why? Lakoff (2014) further makes it clear how Descartes’ ‘reason’ had to be
disembodied because, if it were physical, it would be subject to laws of nature and physics and that
would mean that one would not have absolute free will. But cognitive science teaches us that thought is
physical as it happens within our neural circuitry, it is subject to laws of nature and we do not have
absolute free will, as we can only understand what our brains allow us to understand (Lakoff, 2014).
Descartes promoted the idea that thought is logical as he was a mathematician and believed thought
was like deduction in geometry—Ilogic and linear.

These ideas were important for the XVII and XVIII centuries because that brought to
consciousness the idea that people no longer needed others to reason for them (emperors, monarchs,
clerics and other highly-concentrated forms of power who based their rule on superstition and lack of
knowledge). Thus, people started to reason for themselves, bringing forth the Enlightenment era based
on reason and science over faith and superstition. It was immensely important for that period, but not
as much for our present. In our time we discover that our brain is not logic or linear, it uses frames,
metaphors, narratives and all sorts of other structures that go beyond logic and are highly linked to our
emotions (Lakoff, 2004). Regardless, our brain uses language not just to name things in the world, but
to make sense of it, define it, categorize it, fix it to personal perceptions and experiences, to express
one’s frame of mind or who one is or not, what one likes or does not (Lakoft, 1987).

These are the basic things about thought and language that are not common language, but
many professionals in rising unregulated business areas such as marketing or social networks
technologies know and apply it. As Pressman and Wildavsky (1973, in van Hulst and Yanow, 2016)
noticed, policy makers have a tendency of applying a technical rationality in creating problem-solving
programs which itself is seen as a fail in approach since popular policy problems framed such as ‘war
on poverty’, ‘war on drugs’ or ‘war on terror’ have turned out hard to win and far more complex than
rational approach can grasp.

Getting back on the rational actor model, Lakoff (2014) makes an important stance on how
treating subjects such as sustainability from this perspective, is a dangerous framing. It teaches to deal
with policy matters in a disconnected manner. In doing policy implementation or evaluation, it usually
obliges to dismiss timeframes and evaluate a project only for the time set for its target period or
particular program duration (no time before the starting time matters, the past does not count and after
the time you evaluate it, the future does not matter). This is procedural work in policy and it hinders
sustainability’s holistic and ‘future horizons’ premises. Thus, Lakoff (2014) urges to ditch the
attachment of linear thinking, embrace systematic causation thought to do better than mere
sustainability and give back to the Earth more than we take, not just sustain. All these ideas are detailed
by Lakoff at the Economics for Sustainability Conference (2014, Fort Mason, San Francisco) worth
seeing for integrating the wider framework of sustainability thought.

7. Key contemplative aspects and observations (instead of conclusions)

The language used in communicating sustainability shapes our perceptions upon it, our interactions
with the natural and social surroundings, our ability to link root causes with integrative and creative
solutions. As such, inconsistencies in implementing sustainability policies are seen as a matter of cognitive
ability coded by language and invites research to look for potential language use that infers values and beliefs
incompatible with sustainability. Thus, language is approached as a vehicle of values and beliefs and this
paper aims to sketch potential unsustainable layers of cognition found in policy discourse that inhibit a full
embrace of sustainable life.

Language merits an operational framework in sustainability research and this calls for a better
understanding of language used in framing sustainability and an enhanced awareness of these in practice. The
abundance of digital information is firstly available in textual forms offering access to a different kind of
data, words—the starting point of most human activities in relation.

It gets tempting or rather responsible to question ourselves and our policies from this perspective:
how does language affect our interrelation with nature, our time-perception-driven actions, our understanding
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of sustainability concepts, our approach for the future, our place in it? Addressing such questions has a great
potential to get us a closer and more conscious look at perceptive conditionings that keep repeating in our
social constructs, maintaining an incoherent development of ourselves as species and their effects on
everything we interact with.

The paper calls for an exploration and expansion of sustainability terminologies that engage both the
head and the heart, as scientific language and domain-specific language seem to divide these worlds, failing
to develop mindfulness and empathy, much needed for this collaborative and collective global effort.

This view brings much value to the fundamental need to question taken for granted concepts, to
encourage reflective view over foundations of both conscious and unconscious beliefs and perceptions
guiding our policies, the language used to convey them, the vision, the questions and the answers we might
have gotten used to or which may have gotten us stuck in a passive approach of procedures and highly
regulated responses.
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