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Abstract: Electric vehicles are central to sustainability policy solutions in the European Union (EU). 

In policy documents published by the European Commission (EC), a transition to electric vehicles is 

supported by sociotechnical imaginaries of energy efficiency, economic growth, and environmental 

protection. The construction of these sociotechnical imaginaries in the EU is framed by the discourse 

of ecological modernization that aims at reconciliation of economic growth and ecological 

sustainability. I examine this construction of sociotechnical imaginaries that places the transition to 

electric vehicles at the center of EU environmental policy documents. In this thesis the trajectory of 

ecological modernization discourse in the EU and thus the construction of socio technical imaginaries 

is traced using a critical discourse analysis of policy documents published by the European 

Commission. The analysis centers on the European Green Deal (EGD) published by the EC in 

December 2019, as well as three other relevant policy documents published by the EC with a specific 

focus on electric vehicles. Using critical discourse analysis, the thesis shows that EC promotes electric 

vehicles as a contributor to economic growth, increased energy efficiency, and an ecologically more 

sustainable mode of travelling. However, this overlooks shortcoming of battery-driven vehicles, 

including massive extraction of lithium with social and environmental problems, often in distant 

places, and the emissions from the construction process. The EC furthermore uses specific key words 

and set phrases that validate its traditional structures of market-based capitalism, thus sidelining or 

“off-staging” more radical changes of social and environmental relations to handle ecological cri ses, 

including ideas of de-growth. More generally, the thesis shows how the continuation of the rhetoric 

of ecological modernization construct socio-technical imaginaries that are explicit enough to be taken 

seriously but implicit enough to be open to interpretations which allows the imaginaries to be desirable 

to avoid conflicts. 
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1. Introduction 

Global consumption of natural resources has reached unprecedented levels. The imminence of the 

calamities posed by the racing changes in the global climate is becoming increasingly clear.  Sea levels 

are rising, the frequency of severe heatwaves is increasing, the intensity of droughts and downpours are rising, and 

the acidification of the oceans are increasing. The environmental crisis that we are in the middle of calls 

for worldwide attention and transformative environmental action. However, among policy makers, 

there is a disregard of the urgency of immediate action to tackle climate change and an emphasis on 

technology as humanity’s savior. The scientific consensus on strategies for tack ling climate change 

is built on green technology, providing us with a future where climate change is no longer an 

imminent threat and feeding us hope to sustain the status quo of economic growth. The narratives of 

solar cells, clean coal, biofuels, wind turbines, and electric vehicles create the impression that we are 

a few technological upgrades away from sustaining our present-day consumption paths free from all 

consequences.  

The assumption that green technology is the pivotal component in reducing humanity’s environmental 

impacts is evident in the set of policy initiatives of the European Green Deal (EGD), launched in 2019 by 

the European Commission (EC). The fundamental goal of the EGD is for the European Union (EU) to reach 

net-zero emission by 2050. The EGD demonstrates the EU’s response to the challenges of climate change, 

increasing levels of pollution, and loss of biodiversity. It is a “growth strategy” that is primarily based on 

the promise of technological fixes if the global catastrophe is to be avoided. In it, a transition to electric 

vehicles appears as a dominant policy solution in the EGD and its subsequent policy documents. The 

transport sector, according to the EC, represents a quarter of the EU’s total greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) 

(EC, 2020). Thus, the success of the EGD depends on the transformation of the transport sector and its 

reliance on fossil fuels. For the EU to become a climate-neutral economy by 2050, the EGD calls for a 90% 

reduction in transport emissions by 2050 and adoption of 30 million electric vehicles by 2030 (EC, 2020). 

 

Through the EGD and its subsequent policy documents a transition to electric mobility is justified through 

promises such as, a reduction in GHG emissions, improvement of citizens’ well-being, increased security 

of EU’s energy provision, and further economic growth. These all-embracing visions are constructed and 

reinforced by sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff & Kim 2009). Such imaginaries and the policies built 

upon them, have the power to accelerate the transition process and justify government spending. However, 

by relying on imagined futures, these policy documents also play a pivotal role in  increasing the 

implementation of specific technologies and minimizing the participation of citizens. In this thesis, I will 

argue that the construction of sociotechnical imaginaries in the EU is framed by the discourse of ecological 

modernization that aims at reconciliation of economic growth and ecological sustainability through 

technological innovation. 

 

1.1. Aim and problem formulation   

The interest in the paradoxical characteristics of green development came from reading climate 

change mitigation narratives from powerful institutions and identifying a paradox in the narrative of 

economic growth within the sustainability context. The EU has shown a strong commitment to 

environmental policy and is recognized as a forerunner on climate and environmental measures (Zito 

et al., 2019). However, the EU’s climate policy has remained insufficient to meet climate objectives 

of the Paris Agreement (Dupont et al., 2020). The EGD document is the EU’s attempt to align its 

climate policy with the Paris Agreement and prioritize ecological crisis without economic loss (EC, 

2019). The emphasis on the compatibility of ecological sustainability and economic growth raises 

the question of whether the EGD document is simply a front to maintain the status quo. The pursuit 

of economic growth in the EU environmental policy is justified by providing positive benefits such 

as social prosperity. Paradoxically pursuing an economic model that fosters unlimited growth rates 

undermines the finite capacity of environmental resources that is required to provide a stable basis 

for social development (Lietaert, 2008). Critical discourse analysis of how the EU verbalizes its 

responses to ecological crisis can reveal to what extent the EU prioritizes ecological crisis. In this 

thesis, I will investigate if the dominance of ecological modernization discourse in the EU 
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environmental policy is a way to sustain the status quo and influence the collective opinion by 

framing a desirable future.  

The overarching aim of this thesis is thus to unveil the dominance of ecological modernization 

discourse in the context of EU environmental policies and enhance the understandi ng of how 

utopianization of the future shape the debate on social and cultural transformation.  Drawing upon a 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) of the EGD report and three policy documents published by the EC 

with a specific focus on electric vehicles, this thesis outlines how the ecological modernization 

discourse surrounding technological innovation of electric vehicles project visions of a utopian future 

and thereby create sociotechnical imaginaries. I use the concept of sociotechnical imaginary to 

highlight wider socio-political dimensions that are constructed and reinforced in EC environmental 

policy documents. 

2. Background 

2.1. The EU Green Deal  

In December 2019, the European Commission, headed by President Ursula von der Leyen, published 

The European Green Deal (EGD) (European Commission, 2019). By publishing the EGD, Ursula von 

der Leyen fulfilled her promise of placing climate policy at the core of her mandate as the president 

of the European Commission. The EGD is an all-encompassing policy framework to make the EU 

the first climate-neutral continent by 2050. It lays out policies in intersecting systems such as energy, 

mobility, food, building, industry, and finance. Furthermore, the EGD provides a roadmap of the 

necessary principles that guide the EU member states in pursuing the climate neutrality target, such 

as the Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy (SSMS). The European Commission descr ibes the 

EGD as a “new growth strategy that aims to transform the EU into a fair and prosperous society, with 

a modern, resource-efficient and competitive economy where there are no net emissions of 

greenhouse gases in 2050 and where economic growth is decoupled from resource use” (EC, 2019, 

p. 1). On paper, EGD seems to rise to the challenges of climate change and the transformational 

reaction it requires. It presents the EU as the indisputable frontrunner in the environmental protection 

domain that has put tackling climate change at the heart of its agendas. The EU playing the role of 

the leader of the environmental agenda could also be an opportunity for the EU to establish its 

authority and parade its credibility at a time when environmental protection a nd climate action has 

become a much stronger factor than before in shaping global political leadership discourses.  

Yet, Eckert and Kovalevska (2021) question if the sort of innovation represented in the EGD is 

worthy of the praise it has received and if it really is comparable to, as von der Leyen claimed, “to 

put a man on the moon,” a massive mobilization of science, technology, and industry for a higher 

end. According to them, the EGD instead packages an agenda that promises change but within an 

already existing framework that requires constant economic growth. As seen by Eckert and 

Kovalevska, the EGD also symbolizes a vehicle to promote a specific ideology of green growth and 

environmental protection, which through EGD can become internalized by the population. The EGD 

calls for the EU member states to become climate neutral, implement circular economy, and adopt 

clean energy under the leadership of the EU; rather than a pledge for radical change of economic 

parameters, the EU promises green growth under status quo. Ossewaarde and Ossewaarde-Lowtoo 

(2020) question the groundbreaking impact of the EGD on the European future since the EC’s 

discourse in its promotion of the so-called green growth empowering environmental protection has 

remained unchanged in its promotion of brown growth. They argue that “despite emission reduction 

standards and the greening of technologies (and hence of production and consumption), the old power 

structures remain more or less unchanged, legitimized by the green growth discour se” (Ossewaarde 

and Ossewaarde-Lowtoo 2020, p. 5). According to the authors, the EGD is a political manifesto that 

has to be critically analyzed, rather than simply applauded, for how it also sustains certain economic 

and sociopolitical values and hence problems that can be traced to ideas related to ecological 

modernization.  



3 

The view that environmental protection and economic growth can be ‘decoupled’ through 

technological innovation and more efficient use of energy and resources is the essence of ecologi cal 

modernization (Mol 2002; Mol and Spaargaren, 2000). Over the last four decades ecological 

modernization has been widely used to help environmental policy makers frame their policies 

(Machin, 2019). Existing research on EU environmental policy narrative  identifies a dominant 

ecological modernization discourse in EU policy. These scholars see the dominance of the ecological 

modernization in EU environmental policies as a way to maintain the status quo and a barricade for 

alternative narratives to be heard (Machin, 2019; Turnhout et al., 2015; Coffey, 2016; Leipold, 2021). 

Ecological modernization implies technology-based approach to environmental policymaking with 

the goal of increasing efficiency and intensification of the current paradigm. However, accor ding to 

Machin, there are conceptual contradictions in the principles of ecological modernization which has 

carried into EU policy, including the possibility of simultaneous economic growth and environmental 

protection, disregarding the contradiction between unlimited economic growth and limited 

availability of natural resources (Machin, 2019).  

In the next section I will explore the emergence, main principles, and criticisms of ecological 

modernization. 

2.2. The emergence and the core theory of ecological 
modernization 

Of all the attainable futures we imagine, perhaps none is as alluring as a future where we embrace 

the appealing lifestyle that modernity offers us while reducing the impacts of our modern lifestyle on 

the environment. This narrative of an advanced society where the environment can flourish alongside 

humanity can be found at the core of ecological modernization theory.  

Ecological modernization guarantees the continuity of modernity and its principles of growth, profit, 

and consumerism. The extent of transformations at the core of ecological modernization scholarship 

is grouped into five categories including, “changing role of science and technology”; “increasing 

importance of market dynamics and economic agents”; “transformations in the role of the nation-

state”; “modifications in the position, role and ideology of social movements”; and “changing 

discursive and emerging new ideologies” (Mol and Sonnenfled, 2000, p. 6 -7).  

Ecological modernization emerged as a prominent social change theory exploring  how contemporary 

industrialized societies respond to environmental consequences of modernity (Mol & Sonnenfeld 

2000, p. 5). At the heart of ecological modernization is the theory that technological innovation, 

economic growth, industrialization, and capitalism are not only reconcilable with ecological 

sustainability but in fact the major drivers of environmental reform. Ecological modernization argues 

for the internalization of environmental impacts to ensure future industrial production. The theory 

argues for a greening of the status quo in order to avoid challenging alternatives and radical social -

ecological transformation (Cohen, 1997; Mol, 1995; Mol and Sonnenfeld, 2000; Mol and Spaargaren, 

2000). As argued by Mol and Spaargaren (2000), “all major, fundamental alternatives to the present 

economic order have proved unfeasible according to various (economic, environmental, and social) 

criteria” (p. 23)  

The Ecological Modernization Theory emerged in the early 1980s, predominantly in the Netherlands, 

Germany, and the United Kingdom. The first studies of the Ecological Modernization Theory, in the 

1980s and early 1990s, emphasized heavily the role of technological innovations in industrial 

societies to manage and overcome the environmental crisis (Simonis, 1989; Jänicke, 1992; Weale, 

1992). The second contributions, from the late 1980s to the late 1990s, demonstrated less emphasis 

on technological innovation and gave more attention to the market, cultural, and institutional 

dynamics (cf. Hajer, 1996; Mol and Sonnenfeld, 2000). 

The first-generation literature of ecological modernization emerged in the 1980s to challenge the core 

ideas of ‘de-modernization’ (Mol, 1995) debates that were dominant at the time (Mol and Spaargare, 
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2000). Ecological modernization theorists opposed the idea that to achieve sustainability, a 

fundamental change in the core institutions of the society is essential and claimed instead that 

sustainability can be achieved within the existing capitalist system (Dryzek, 1997). Ecological 

modernization theorists claimed environmental protection and economic growth were mutually 

reinforcing. In addition, the literature primarily focused on the institutional capacity of the capitalist 

liberal democracy and its potential to improve environmental outcomes if further modernization takes 

place (Hajer, 1996; Weale, 1992). In its early days, technological optimism strategy was at the heart 

of ecological modernization. As criticized by Hannigan (1995), ecological modernization is “hobbled 

by an unflappable sense of technological optimism” (p. 184). Dryzek (1997) introduced ecological 

modernization as a theory that “takes seriously the complex pathways by which consumption, 

production, resource depletion, and pollution are interrelated” (p. 144); however, he  also states that 

“no though choices need to be made between economic growth and environmental protection”, and 

the challenge of ecological limits can be solved with a “qualitative different growth” (Ibid, p. 142, 

145). Hajer (1995) sees ecological modernization as an approach that “does not call for any structural 

change but is, in this respect, basically a modernist and technocratic approach to the environment” 

(p. 32).  

The second-generation literature has turned to identifying certain sociopolitical fac tors such as the 

role of the market, states, and institutions through which further modernization induces, or prevents, 

beneficial environmental outcomes (Buttel, 2000; Mol & Spaargaren, 2000; Spaargaren et al., 2000). 

Mol and Spaargaren (2000) argue that ecological modernists despite their theoretical and temporal 

differences agree about the core theme of ecological modernization theory which is “moving beyond 

apocalyptic orientations to see environmental problems as challenges for social, technical and 

economic reform rather than as immutable consequences of industrialization” (p. 5). Gradually, 

ecological modernization literature has focused more on endorsing the benefits of technological 

innovations and institutional changes regarding the ecological cris is. As the priorities of literature 

shifted to what can be attained through ecological modernization, the theory became more about a 

proposition about norms (normative proposition) than a theory of social change (Baker, 2007).  

There is an extensive body of literature on ecological modernization written by various authors in 

social science as well as natural science that use the theory in considerably different senses. As a 

result, ecological modernization has become a theory of “the relationships between environment, the 

economy, society, and public policy that has to be pieced together from various sources” (Weale, 

1992, p. 75). An early critique, Hajer (1995) shows how ecological modernization is “the discourse 

that recognizes the structural character of the environmental problematique but none the less assumes 

that existing political, economic, and social institutions can internalize the care for the environment.” 

(Hajer, 1995, p. 25) More improvingly, but useful for this thesis, Gouldson and Murphy (1996) 

identify four core features of ecological modernization. First, as was mentioned above, the central 

theme of ecological modernization is the assumption of a mutually beneficial relationship between 

environmental protection and economic growth, where there is an assumed chain of events to prevent 

an impoverished future and environmental protection policies result in enhanced efficiency and 

accelerated innovation, leading to further economic growth. The role of the government in issuing 

policies (specifically industrial policy and the promotion of research and development) to redirect 

the economy is central to setting in motion this chain of events. Second, integrating env ironmental 

policies into broader policy areas of government, including energy, trade, economics, and transport, 

is a core feature of ecological modernization. The third is the development of alternative and 

innovative policies. As approvingly developed by Mol (1995), ecological modernization ‘economizes 

the ecology’ by attaching economic values to nature similar to values placed on other factors of 

production such as land, labor, and capital. Simonis (1989, p.358) , another supporter of ecological 

modernization theory, followed in the same direction, stating that “apart from labor and capital, 

nature is the truly quiescent and exploited third production factor .” And asks rhetorically: “How can 

nature’s position in the ‘economic game’ be strengthened?” “Nature” or the ecological systems of 
the Earth is here firmly placed within an “economic game” and referred to as similar to other “input 

factors” such as labor which has already been framed from within a hard economic logic. A good 

example of the success of ecological modernization is thus the now commonly referred to idea of 
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“ecosystem services” or “payment of ecosystem services” that would supposedly help to shape the 

use of land indirectly through the market (Liang and Mol, 2013). Fourth, and finally, ecological 

modernization includes a technological imperative. Despite that it is industrial technology, from the 

combustion engine to manufacturing machines, which has driven an intensified and accelerating 

extraction of natural resources, technology is still viewed as critical in decoupling economic growth 

from environmental impacts. Central to this thesis is precisely the push by the EU to shift between 

car engines, from combustion to electric engines.   

Ecological modernization has hence been criticized for its assumption that transforming consumption 

and production systems in an ecologically sustainable manner is feasible. That is to say, that so called 

dematerialization of production and substantial improvements in eco-efficiency are achievable (Mol, 

1995). As developed critically by Cohen (1997), “a key element in executing this transformation is a 

switchover to the use of cleaner, more efficient, and less resource intensive technologies through a 

process of super industrialization” (p. 109). However, ecological modernization marginalizes the 

pace of economic growth and how it can outweigh the environmental gains of technological and 

institutional transformation. In other words, and as pointed out by its detractors York and Rosa 

already in 2003, ecological modernization fails to consider how improvements in efficiency and eco-

efficiency also leads to an expansion of industrial production, and thus new waves of increased 

extraction and pollution, a circle of “innovation” that come with modernity (York and Rosa, 2 003). 

This insight has an early precedent from critiques of the first wave of the Industrial Revolution known 

as the Jevons Paradox, expressed in 1865 by William Stanley Jevons in his book The Coal Question, 

where greater efficiency in resource use led to a rise in resource consumption due to its inevitable 

cost-effectiveness (Herring and Roy, 2007). In addition, improvements in efficiency and decreased 

production costs incentivize producers to expand production for greater profits leading to increased 

resource consumption (Schnaiberg and Kenneth, 2004). York, Rosa, and Dietz (2003) make a similar 

argument in their cross-sectional analysis of nations; greater efficiency in developed countries has, 

as they show, lead to higher resource consumption and thereby environmental impacts are constantly 

increasing and intensifying.  

The promise of ecological modernization scholars, who state that modernization leads to resource 

and energy consumption reductions, thus rests upon shaky theoretical, but also empirical gr ounds. 

Mol (1995) still clearly articulates this promise and states that “the only possible way out of the 

ecological crisis is by going further into the process of modernization” (p. 42). However, Mol (2002) 

also states that ecological modernization theory is not about “absolute sustainability” but rather about 

“relative (but significant) changes into more environmentally sound directions” (p. 97). In claiming 

both these contradicting positions, ecological modernization theory has failed to provide a coher ent 

and clear way out of the environmental crisis. Rather, it has provided a framework and a modernist 

imaginary (Hajer and Versteeg, 2019) that promises a way out, or at least delays the consequential 

outcomes of ecological crisis. So, while providing a theory of social change, it has also provided a 

social imaginary that society can be radically altered in terms of environmental destruction without 

having to change that much (Hajer and Versteeg, 2019). It is the power of this imaginary of ecological 

modernization that the EU mobilizes in the EGD. 

The hypothesis considered in this thesis is that the European Commission’s environmental policies 

in the EGD are consistent with the principles described (and prescribed) by ecological modernizatio n 

through which the Commission marries its environmental protection policies to economic growth. 

The adoption of ecological modernization principles by the Commission, allows for the EU’s 

commitment to sustainable development to be viewed as a rhetoric of change to justify a lack of 

action (Baker, 2007). In the coming sections, I will explore how ecological modernization has shaped 

the EGD and the formulation of its policies.  

2.3. The electric vehicle sociotechnical imaginary 

The concept of sociotechnical imaginaries (STI) helps to analyze how technology plays a role in 

creating collectively held ideas of a community. Before developing STI further it is however 
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important to trace the concept’s roots in the more general notion of imaginaries as developed by 

cultural theorists such as Anderson, Appadurai, Taylor and Castoriadis.  

Benedict Anderson (1983) in his book Imagined communities, argues that nations through collective 

understanding of language and standard practices construct an imagined community. He define s the 

nation as an imagined political community: “It is imagined because the members of even the smallest 

nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the 

minds of each, lives the image of their communion” (p . 6). Arjun Appadurai (1996) in his book 

Modernity at Large engages with the notion of imagination and alters its meaning from fantasy into 

a practice that is impacted by technology. He argues that “there has been a shift in recent decades, 

building on technological changes over the past century or so, in which the imagination has become 

a collective, social fact” (p. 5). Appadurai reflects on the role of new electronic media and how it has 

influenced our collective conception of the types of future we imagine. He implies that electronic 

mediation changes the world not in a novel technical way but as a one that “seem to impel (and 

sometimes compel) the work of the imagination” (p. 4). Charles Taylor (2002) uses the concept of 

social imaginaries to reflect upon conventional narratives that are entrenched in people’s stories, 

practices, and sense of legitimacy. Taylor argues that “the social imaginary is not a set of ideas: rather 

it is what enables, through making sense of, the practices of society” (p. 91). Taylor definition of 

social imaginaries emphasizes collective perceptions of right or wrong, mutual perceptions, and 

representations. Cornelius Castoriadis (1987) in his book The Imaginary Institution of Society, argues 

that imagination is a tool that helps to produce systems of meanings which deeply influences 

collective interpretations of social reality. He argues that “the imaginary ultimately stems from the 

original faculty of positing or presenting oneself with things and relations that do not exist, in  the 

form of representation (things and relations that are not or have never been given in perception)” (p. 

127). Castoriadis developed the notion of social imaginary significations which provide an imaginary 

component to all values and norms developed by society. This imaginary transcends subjective 

rationalization, in the way that it cannot be rationally accepted or rejected. As an example, Castoriadis 

takes the idea of “God” which “is neither a signification of something real, nor a signification of 

something rational, nor is [God] a symbol of something else again” (p. 140)  

Social imaginaries developed by Anderson, Appadurai, Taylor, and Castoriadis are all based on 

recognizing imagination as a vital element in constituting society , in bringing society together. The 

concept of sociotechnical imaginary introduced by Jasanoff and Kim (2009) is rooted in the concept 

of social imaginaries mentioned above. It is based on the notion that societies share a collective 

narrative of their past, present, and future. However, the concept of sociotechnical imaginary focuses 

strictly on technological development and is more relevant to the topic of this thesis. As Jasanoff and 

Kim (2015) explain “imaginaries are securely established in interpretive social theory as a term of 

art referring to collective beliefs about how society functions” (p. 5). 

In their seminal paper, Jasanoff and Kim (2009) introduce the concept of sociotechnical imaginaries 

as “collectively imagined forms of social life and social order reflected in the design and fulfilment 
of nation-specific scientific and/or technological projects” (p. 120). In other words , imaginaries are 

simultaneously descriptive and prescriptive of seemingly attainable futures. The authors introduced 
the concept of sociotechnical imaginary to address a particular type of imaginary when they were 

analyzing and comparing imaginaries of nuclear power in the US and South Korea (Jasanoff & Kim 

2009). They showed that in the US, following the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, a 

narrative of containment culture surrounding nuclear power became widespread. In contrast, in South 

Korea nuclear power became a “symbol of the power of science and technology” (p. 131) and viewed 

as a vital technology for South Korea to achieve self -sufficiency. Building on this paper, 

subsequently, in Dreamscapes of Modernity, Jasanoff and Kim (2015) have broadened their definition 

of sociotechnical imaginaries to “collectively held and performed visions of desirable futures.” These 
imaginaries of desired futures are also “animated by shared understandings of forms of social life 

and social order attainable through, and supportive of, advances in science and technology” (p. 19).  

In recent years, growing concerns about climate change and energy security have led to increased 
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interest in the potential of electrification of the transport sector as an imperative alt ernative to achieve 

a fossil fuel free future. However, the transport sector and particularly automobility could be the 

“hardest case” in the domain of sustainability (Geels, 2012). Implementation of such a drastic shift 

away from fossil fuels is not easily achievable, particularly considering the historically high demand 

in the transport sector to move towards more rather than less car -based transportation. The fossil 

fuel-based transport system has been built up over more than a century, giving rise to an  intricate 

sociotechnical system around the vehicles that use them. As argued by Jasanoff and Kim (2013) “new 

energy futures will need to reconfigure the physical deep structures of civilization – grids and 

pipelines, seashores and pastoral landscapes, and suburbs and cities – that were shaped by the energy 

choices of the past” (p. 189). Energy systems are greatly rooted in past development, particularly due 

to the long period for the fossil fuels to be generated. Therefore, shifting away from a fossil fuel -

based transport sector is not merely a matter of physical infrastructure but also involves a change in 

socio-cultural visions of the future.  

The concept of sociotechnical imaginaries has been used in studies exploring the transition to a 

renewable fuel-based transportation, including electric vehicles and other renewable transport 

alternatives (Kuchler, 2014; Ballo, 2015; Smith & Tidwell, 2016; Sovacool et al., 2020; Wentland, 

2016; Mutter, 2021; Mutter and Rohracher, 2022). Below, I will draw on the theoretical framework 

of sociotechnical imaginaries to understand how technological visions shape the EU policies on 

electrification of transportation transition. There is an increasing number of Science and Technology 

Studies (STS) dedicated to exploring imaginaries and their investigation of the relationship between 

science, technology, and society (Felt et al., 2017). Among these studies of imaginaries, I chose the 

theoretical framework of sociotechnical imaginaries to analyze these normative perceptions 

surrounding electric vehicles in the EU, since STI addresses the “abstract yet durable” characteristic 

of an imaginary and underscores the influence of “technoscientific imaginaries” (Marcus, 1995) on 

our normative perceptions of the future (Jasanoff & Kim, 2015, p.24). These technoscientific 

imaginaries does not shape future possibilities merely through technological and scientific visions 

but they are “imbued with implicit understandings of what is good or desirable in the social world 

writ large”—technology is not only solving our problems, but also imbues us with certain morality. 

Therefore, simultaneously they are “social imaginaries, encoding collective vision of the good 

society” (Jassanoff & Kim, 2009, p.122-123). In other words, by imposing a shift towards 

electrification of the transport sector, the European Commission (EC’s) influences the collective 

opinion of what kind of future it envisions based on the portrayed potentials and values that comes 

with electric vehicles. 

3. Methodology 

There is a challenge in pinpointing imaginaries due to the ideational nature of them. As seen by 

Delina (2018) “the discursive practices, their framings, and the resultant imaginaries continue to 

undergo messy, complex, and heterogeneous processes suggesting that there is actually no singular 

reality” (p. 53). However, language and discourse are common arenas for studying imaginaries and 

exploring how they manifest themselves through a selection of words, metaphors, and phrases. This 

manifestation can occur via explicit definitions or an implicit and strategic redefinition of terms that 

plays around with semantics, marginalizes or magnifies a concept, emphasizes or minimizes an 

agenda, and glosses over reality with euphemisms and abstract phrases, particular ly within policy. 

As argued by Jasanoff and Kim (2015) “Policy documents, no less than judicial opinions, can be 

mined for insights into the framing of desirable futures… as well as for specific verbal tropes and 

analogies that help identify the elements of the imaginary” (p. 27).  

To analyze and understand the EC’s strategies to establish and reproduce sociotechnical imaginaries 

of electric vehicles and its framing of certain desirable futures framed by the ideology of ecological 

modernization, I have used the approach of critical discourse analysis (CDA). Critical discourse 
analysis is a qualitative analytical approach that views language as a socially constructed practice 

and is used to detect themes through which a concept is constructed, mispresented, o r marginalized. 

According to Fairclough (2013), one of the founding fathers of CDA, CDA identifies language not 
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as neutral or objective but as inherently tinted by the intention of the writer to influence the reader 

in different directions. CDA observes the writer as influential in holding the power to sway the way 

the public think, regardless of the writer’s conscious or unconscious discursive choices. CDA is a 

research strategy for critically explaining and interpreting how discourses enable social constr uction, 

continuation, and legitimization of inequality. According to Van Dijk (2005) “Critical Discourse 

analysis is a type of discourse analysis research that primarily studies the way social power abuse, 

dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resisted by text and talk in social and political 

contexts”. CDA is a powerful tool to identify sociotechnical imaginaries since it views the 

relationship between discourse and social practice as dialectical and sees discourse as ‘constitutive 

of’ and ‘constituted by’ the social world (Fairclough, 2013).  

In Language and Power, Fairclough (1989) developed a method of CDA. In his book, he theorizes a 

three-dimensional approach, as seen in fig. 1. Due to the limited scope of this thesis and Fairclough’s 

extensive theoretical foundation based on which he conceptualizes his methodological approach, I 

will focus on the actual method and present a theoretical description of his method. Fairclough sees 

language as discourse as a part of society and uses discourse to refer to “the whole process of social 

interaction of which a text is just a part” (Fairclough, 2001, p. 20). In addition to the text, this process 

also includes “the process of production, of which the text is a product, and the process of 

interpretation, for which the text is a resource” (ibid). Thus, in addition to text analysis, these 

processes of production and interpretation are also part of discourse analysis. Simply said the way 

the texts are produced and consumed is influenced by the preconceptions, values, existing knowledge, 

and beliefs of the producer and the consumer of a text. Fairclough argues that by viewing language 

as social practice and as discourse, one is required to analyze “the relationship between texts, 

processes, and their social conditions” (Fairclough, 2001, p. 21).  

Based on the three dimensions—to analyse text, interaction and context—Fairclough introduces three 

stages for using CDA in practical analysis:  

• Description: analysis of the text itself  

• Interpretation: analysis of the relationship between the text as a product in the process of 

production and a resource in the process of consumption (discourse practice)  

• Explanation: analysis of the social effects of production and consumption (social practice)  

According to this approach, analysis of the text contains analyzing various linguistic features such 

as, vocabulary, grammar, styles of speech and expressions, and presuppositions. When analyzing 

texts, the analyst’s focus should be on “what is ‘there’ in the text, and the disc ourse type(s) which 

the text is drawing upon,” which could be technical, moralistic, or authorative (Fairclough, 2001, p. 

92). The second step of the analysis is concerned with the discourse, the assumptions that accompany 

it and its ability to incorporate  ideologies. Finally, the aim of the analysis of social practice is to 

identify discourse as a social practice and show what reproductive impacts discourses have on 

maintaining or changing social structures (Fairclough, 2001).  

The main point of CDA is a disregard for the assumption that text-producers are merely creative 

individuals. CDA recognizes text-producers as social actors who are influenced by their social 

positions and values. However, instead of focusing purely on the text itself or its social con text, CDA 

explores how discourse contributes to the construction of social identities and relations ( Jørgensen 

& Phillips, 2002, p. 60). The first step of any such analysis is the text itself; the construction of basic 

entities, the assumptions of certain relationships, the agents placed on the scene, and the metaphors 

used to describe reality (Dryzek, 2013). My focus has been on analysis of the EGD document; 

however, to have a better understanding of the promotion of electric vehicles I have included three  

further documents published by the EC (Table 1). These documents published between 2016 and 

2020 were selected for their focus on policy solutions of electric mobility in the EU and the critical 

raw materials (specifically lithium) needed for implementation of these policies. I examined the 

content of these policy documents through their vocabulary, recurring words, phraseology, and 

keywords. I looked for strategic framing of concepts which is the use of slippery concepts with open 
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contents in policy documents (Bacchi, 2009), empty signifiers which are concepts with several 

definitions that can be tweaked and molded to fit any context (Swyngedouw, 2011) and modal verbs 

that are elusive in nature and add to the ambiguity of a text (Fairclough, 2013). I paid special attention 

to set phrases used in these policy documents that were relevant to the discourse of ecological 

modernization and disguised as in the context of electric mobility. I use the conceptualization of 

sociotechnical imaginaries in the results section to highlight how these visions and the policies built 

upon them become collectively acceptable ideas ( Jasanoff & Kim, 2009; Jasanoff, 2015). 

I have identified three aspects of the electric vehicle imaginary from analyzing the literature: 

economic growth, energy and resource efficiency, and environmental protection.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Documents analyzed in this thesis using critical discourse analysis (CDA).  

Short name Abbreviation Title Institution 

or authors 

Year of 

publication 

Low-Emission 

Mobility 

ESFLEM A European Strategy for 

Low-Emission Mobility 

EC 2016 

Batteries Action 

Plan 

BAP The Strategic Action Plan 

on Batteries: Building a 

Strategic Battery Value 

Chain in Europe 

EC 2019 

 EGD European Green Deal EC 2019 

Critical Raw 

Materials 

Resilience 

CRMR Critical Raw Materials 

Resilience: Charting a 

Path towards greater 

Security and 

Sustainability 

EC 2020 

Social conditions of production and interpretation 

 

 

 

 

 

Context 

Processes of production and condition 

 

 

Interaction 

      Text 

Figure 1: Fairclough’s three-dimensional approach to discourse analysis (adapted from Fairclough, 2001, p. 21) . 
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3.1. Limitation  

Due to limited scope of this study, this thesis will focus exclusively on electric vehicles as indicative 

of the paradox of green development. To do a thorough analysis only the EGD policy document was 

analyzed in depth and the other three documents were reviewed briefly.  

Another limitation of this thesis relates to the analysis and interpretation of the text. The main 

challenge with the CDA approach is the bias of the researcher. CDA allows for a researcher to have 

a subjective interpretation of the findings based on her preconceptions and assumptions (Widdowson, 

1998). However, it can be argued this criticism can be applicable for all research methods, since 

science is not intrinsically unbiased (Sismondo, 2010).  In this sense, this subjectivity in critical 

research can be viewed as a strength, since it is often expressed explicitly whereas it is not the case 

in many other fields of research that often claim scientific objectivity.  

4. Sociotechnical imaginaries of electric vehicles 

The following section presents three aspects of the electric vehicle imaginary identified in the 

reviewed policy documents. 

4.1. Economic Growth 

Strong evidence of a sociotechnical imaginary is visible in the reviewed documents in how economic 

growth is tied to electric vehicles. The promise of economic growth is the dominant imaginary 

presented in the EGD. The very first section in the European Green Deal (EGD) starts with the 

subheading “Turning an urgent challenge into a unique opportunity” (p. 2). The  discourse of 

ecological modernization is thus evident in how the EGD represents environmental degradation as 

an “urgent challenge” that ideologically turns into a “unique opportunity”. In this statement, the 

Commission strategically transforms environmental degradation into a social and technological 

challenge which follows ecological modernization reasoning. The environmental crisis that we are in 

is framed as a positive story about overcoming challenges and creating opportunities. The EGD 

presents the transition to climate neutrality as “an opportunity to expand sustainable and job -intensive 

economic activity. There is significant potential in global markets for low-emission technologies, 

sustainable products, and services” (EGD, 2019, p. 7). Based on these statements in the EGD, it can 

be said that the Commission tends to alter the view about reality to construct a different and new one 

that centers on this promise.  

While the EC seeks to push out an economy of greenhouse gas emitters that create environmental 

degradation, it emphasizes this as an opportunity for a “new growth strategy” that intends to 

transform the economy into an even more “modern, resource-efficient, and competitive” economy 

and an opportunity “where economic growth is decoupled from resource use” (EGD, 2019, p. 2). 

Core principles of ecological modernization, that economic growth and ecological sustainability are 
compatible, are showcased in this statement in the way the EGD is introduced as a “new growth 

strategy” and at the same time a way to “achieve climate neutrality by 2050” (EGD, 2019, p. 4).  

Additionally, it is argued in the EGD that for the EU to shift its economy and society towards a more 

sustainable path, “massive public investment” is required to “direct private capital towards climate 

and environmental action” (Ibid, p. 2); this investment is “an opportunity to put Europe firmly on a 

new path of sustainable and inclusive growth” (Ibid, p. 2). The Commission tends to use “growth” in 

conjunction with words that are associated with environmental protection such as “sustainable” and 

“green”. The word “green” is used 80 times in the EGD, mostly in conjunction  with “growth”, 
“investment”, “finance”, “economy”, “transition”, and “budgeting”, for example: “greater use of 

green budgeting tools will help to redirect public investment, consumption and taxation to green 

priorities” (EGD, 2019, p. 17).  
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The lexical transformation of economic growth into a “new growth strategy”,  pairing the word 

“growth” with variations of positively charged concepts such as “inclusive”, “sustainable”, “new” 

and “green”, is a good example of using an ecological modernization narrative to “harness the forces 

of entrepreneurship for environmental gain” (Gouldson and Murphy, 1996, p. 11). However, as noted 

by Brand (2015), the compatibility between ecological protection and economic growth, even 

“sustainable” and “green”, can be perceived as a fantasy that rationalizes the continuity of economic 

growth and techno-managerial strategies. Indeed, according to Dale et al. (2017), it is unlikely that 

absolute decoupling takes place soon enough to reverse the damage done to the environment. This 

premise promoted by the EC, that growth is possible with no ecological footprint, is rooted in the yet 

unproven idea that technology can reverse the damage done on the environment and neglects the 

environmental impacts caused by these new green technologies, such as air and water pollution in 

the areas where raw materials are extracted including the massive extraction and loss of water in arid 

areas where for instance lithium is extracted. 

4.2. Energy and Resource Efficiency 

Energy and resource efficiency is one of the motivations for the electric vehicle imaginary in the 

EGD. The argument is that electric vehicles use energy in a more efficient way compared to fossil 

fuel-based vehicles, thus they can improve the efficiency of the transport sector. The increase i n 

efficiency reduces the amount of energy needed in the transport sector, and thus increases the chance 

to achieve the fossil fuel independent future. In the EGD document the framing of a desirable future 

through a particular technology is displayed:  

“The additional electricity demand from transport would be counter-balanced by lower 

demand in other sectors due to energy efficiency improvements.” (ESFLEM, 2016, p. 9)  

Since electric vehicles are depicted as having a greater impact on energy efficiency than fossil fuel-

based vehicles, by electrifying more vehicles, more cars can be used with the same amount of energy. 

Electric vehicles are articulated as an imperative component in a future where the EU has greatly 

improved its energy efficiency, reduced its energy demand, and increased its energy security. It is an 

articulation of the ecological modernization discourse in EU environmental policies: on the one hand, 

the environmental crisis could be solved through innovation stimulated by economic growth; on th e 

other hand, the economy can profit from environmental challenges by implementing policies for 

environmental protection, which encourages industries to improve their efficiency and increases 

innovation to meet the rising demand for green technology.  

Another theme of the electric vehicle imaginary is the EC’s concern with resource efficiency  as 

security. In the third section of the EGD, the EC recognizes the “global climate and environmental 

challenges are a significant threat multiplier and sources of ins tability” (EC, 2019, p. 20). It 

continues: “The ecological transition will reshape geopolitics, including global economic, trade and 

security interests” (p. 21). The Commission emphasizes the EU’s security by framing climate change 

as a “threat multiplier” and the challenges mentioned above as “sources of conflict” . The EU uses 

adversarial terminology, stating the global repercussion of climate change as a foreign threat to the 

security of states. The EGD’s claim to “support a just transition globally” (p. 21) is in contradiction 

with using phrases such as “threat multiplier”.  

“Gaps in EU capacity for extraction, processing, recycling, refining and separation capacities 

(e.g., for lithium or rare earths) reflect a lack of resilience and a high dependency on  supply 

from other parts of the world”. (CRMR, 2020, p.7).  

The EU estimates the demand for electric vehicles to rise to 900 million by 2040 (ESFLEM, 2016), 

therefore the demand for lithium will rise 60 times compared to the current demand by 2050 (CRMR, 

2020). The EU is painting a sustainable future without proving an answer for these contradictions 

and challenges: “Securing access to battery raw materials is essential to meet the EU’s ambition to 

become competitive in the global battery sector” (BAP, 2020, p.11). It is worth noting that the EU’s 

supply of lithium is currently 100 percent imported, from Chile (78%), United States (8%), and 
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Russia (4%). The EU’s answer is to “ensure undistorted, fair trade and investment in raw materials 

that the EU economy needs for the green transition” (EGD, 2019, p.21) , which implies disregard for 

an international climate agenda and a narrow focus on trade . However, the EU doesn’t mention the 

enormous GHG emissions and ecological footprints of lithium mining, extraction, and processing on 

air, soil, and water in countries like Chile, Bolivia, and Argentina where the largest brine -based 

deposits and thus most easily accessible form of lithium are found (Jerez, Garcés, and Torres 2021; 

Obaya, López, and Pascuini 2021; Sanchez-Lopez 2021). One of the ecological impacts of lithium 

mining comes from solar radiation used to evaporate water from lithium-rich brines. Brines, which 

contain surface layer water deposits are a major source for groundwater replenishing and the 

evaporation process in lithium mining removes this surface water from the world’s driest ecosystem 

(Kesler et al., 2012). Thus, the promise that technology delivers a better future through a technology 

such as electric vehicles applies to some, mostly wealthy people buying new electric cars in Europe 

say, but not others, people and organisms living close to lithium extraction sites that lose their water. 

This portrays a future in which lithium will be used to help the EU achieve a technological 

development that is claimed to be sustainable and fair, while, as can also be argued, this rhetoric is  

simplifying or sideling the environmental and social impacts of this very technological development.  

The Commission in the EGD also “recognizes the need to maintain  its security of supply and 

competitiveness even when others are unwilling to act” (p. 2).  It affirms that one of the pre-requisites 

for a successful transition to climate neutrality is to ensure “the supply of sustainable raw materials, 

in particular of critical raw materials,” of which lithium is recognized as one (p. 8). The EGD claims 

to minimize the transition’s harmful environmental and societal impacts and expands on its potential 

benefits. It advocates for a global response and promises universal justice while advocating for 

critical raw materials supply security, which arguably is limited to their own security, that is to EU’s 

own supply security. The EGD mentions the global repercussions of climate change and a need for 

global response in passing and uses this narrative for an inward-looking emphasis on the energy 

security risks that might arise for the EU.  

Interestingly, other than secure import of critical raw materials, the EU intends to “strengthen the 

sustainable and responsible domestic sourcing and processing of raw materials in the European 

Union” and mobilize public and private investment at a scale that “lead to 80% of Europe’s lithium 

demand being supplied from European sources by 2025” (CRMR, 2020, p. 6 -7). This mobilization 

has today directed attention to valleys and hills in northern Portugal, which proves to have some of 

biggest lithium reserves in Europe (still small compared to those of Chile, Bolivia and Argentina) 

and Portugal has been picked for Europe’s domestic mining. However, there has been resistance 

against lithium mining in Portugal. The landscape chosen for new lithium mines is near the village 

of Covas do Barroso where farming is the main economic activity and has been for centuries with 

residents closely attached to their land. Thus, residents are concerned about the destruction of the 

ecological balance of the landscape because of large-scale lithium extraction, which is promoted by 

the state of Portugal, the EU, and for instance the private Swedish company Northvolt that  has 

invested in the lithium mining project in Covas do Barroso (Chaves et al., 2021).  

Despite the EU launching a circular economy action plan in 2020 to “decouple growth from resource 
use through sustainable product design and mobilizing the potential of  secondary raw materials” 

(RAM, 2020, p. 8), this technology “fix” of replacing the gasoline combustion engine in cars and 

trucks still creates real material extraction and misses the goal of “de -materializing” the growth 

economy (cf. Ekers and Prudham 2017). 

4.3. Environmental Protection 

Specific phrases are strategically employed and repeated in the EGD to convey a particular reality to 

the public without offering specific definitions. This can be viewed as a tactic to use concepts with 

adaptable contents and according to Stubs (2001), the words mentioned repeatedly can unveil which 

agendas are presented implicitly. An example of recurring words is the use of sustainability (and 

derivates like sustainable and unsustainable), which is mentioned 83 times in the EGD. The 
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Commission treats the concept of sustainability as a presupposed truth. The Commission selects 

words with universal definitions that could be strategically customized depending on the purpose or 

audience of the document. For example, as we saw above, the word sustainable  is used throughout 

the document within the context of growth and climate policy, demonstrating how the document 

benefits from the presupposed content of this concept and customizes it in contradictory contexts to 

fit its agenda. The strategic framing of the concept of sustainability gives the policymakers the ability 

to change their meaning depending on their political objectives (Lombardo et al., 2009).  

The concept of sustainability has become a prominent term over the past decades in environmental 

discourses with various complex, contested, and vague definitions that border on incomprehensibility 

(Ramos et al., 2020). Sustainable development gained widespread use after it was defined in Brundtland 

Commission’s report in 1987. Norwegian Prime Minister Brundtland stated that sustainable development 

“meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). As time went on and people’s 

understanding of the inevitability of climate change shifted, terms such as sustainability and green (an 

equally vague term), gained a life of their own in popular culture. The frequent use of these terms, either 

appropriate or inappropriate, turns them into buzzwords with no meaning. They become phrases that are 

strategically used by policymakers to tell a story of a future where humanity is not only safe from the 

catastrophic threats of climate change but has prospered by turning it around. This future is supposed to be 

possible if the (currently unsustainable) status quo is sustained. As expressed by Engelman (2013, p.3), “We 

live today in an age of sustainababble, a cacophonous profusion of uses of the word sustainable to mean 

anything from environmentally better to cool”.  

At the core of the concept of green growth presented by the EGD is transitioning to renewable energy. The 

document focuses on the eco-innovative and technological dimensions of such transitions as our only road 

to the panacea depicted by the EGD. However, it minimizes the environmental impacts of such transitions. 

The document marginalizes the broader socio-ecological dynamics of such transitions by throwing in empty 

signifiers (Swyngedouw, 2011) such as green transition, green growth, green investment, green economy, 

green jobs, and a green oath. The EGD implies eco-consciousness and pays lip service to the environmental 

crisis by repeatedly using the terms sustainable and green. 

Considering how climate change is framed in the EGD document, alternative visions of the future are 

overlooked, and solutions that support the ecological modernization principles and structures of the status 

quo are promoted. Sustainability-centric terminology is preached by the EGD and promoted in conjunction 

with growth, investment, financing, production, and consumption. It is ideologically attractive, but since it 

lacks a concrete and unified meaning, it socially constructs an illusion of consensus, an imagined community 

in Andersen’s (1983) words, which at its core holds conflicting ideas. According to Swyngedouw (2010), 

the current sustainability discourse depicts climate change as a fundamentally technological and managerial 

problem. The EGD framing climate change as a technical issue conceals the complex political and social 

dimensions of environmental policy and reveals what kind of solutions it deems acceptable. 

5. Discussion 

The inspiration of the topic of this thesis came from my impression of the climate change mitigation 

narratives from powerful institutions talking a lot about the environment and not acting accordingly. 

This impression was strengthened when looking at the narratives of renewable energy transitions 

from the EU, creating the story that we can maintain our modern consumption paths if we put our 

faith on technological innovation. Upon reading and interpreting these texts, it is evident that climate 

change, although implicitly, is portrayed as a threat that could be seen as an opportunity for economic 

growth, job creation and citizen’s well-being.  

Using critical discourse analysis of the policy documents, this thesis shows that the EC has used the 

discourse of ecological modernization and constructed a sociotechnical imaginary through using 

specific key words and set phrases that validate its traditional structures of market-based capitalism, 

thus sidelining or “off-staging” more radical changes of social and environmental relations (Ernstson 
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and Swyngedouw 2019). The above presented an overview of three aspects of this imaginary by 

revealing the arguments behind the adoption of electric vehicles in the EU. Three main  aspects of 

sociotechnical imaginary were presented in the EU environmental policies, namely, that electric 

vehicles contributed to economic growth, were more energy efficient, and were ecologically 

sustainable. This considerable focus on benefits of electric vehicles runs the risk of overlooking their 

shortcomings and creating a future that is not as attainable as the EC envisions. In order to present a  

consistent narrative, the EGD, and EU energy and transport policy more broadly, disregards these 

limitations. Hence, rather than merely a tool to reflect reality (Paschen & Ison, 2014), the EU uses 

narratives to shape a particular version of reality (Vesnic-Alujevic et al., 2016). Questioning the 

validity of this reality opens up for discussing the construction of sociotechnical imaginaries, as I 

have done in this thesis.  

The narratives of electric vehicles in the EU environmental policy is dominated by a techno-optimist 

imaginary. In this imaginary, there is a strong belief in technology, citizens are merely consumers, 

and security prevails (Felt et al., 2017). In the sociotechnical imaginary tied to electric vehicles, 

citizens will make “informed decisions” and put their faith in the EU as the “global leader”. Meanings 

behind words are shaped in a way that does not empower citizens but deems the EC as the expert. 

Portraying the EU as a global leader creates a sense of consensus and cements the legitimacy of EGD 

policies, thus construct a depoliticized imaginary of the environmental crisis as global, manageable, 

and technical (Machin, 2019).   

Notably, the EU maintains this apolitical and technical narrative throughout all the documents except 

when it comes to security concerns. As shown in the analysis, the idea of security is strong in the EU 

electro-mobility policy, but security is minimized to the reduction in oil and critical raw materials 

imports from politically unstable regions.  

As claimed by Jasanoff and Kim (2015, p. p. 25), “The languages of power” provide a fertile ground 

for imaginaries to succeed. As seen in the analysis, the EC uses language of power to ensure a 

“restructuring of the capitalist political economy” (Dryzek, 2013, 174) and shape collective 

imagination to “resolve conflict and produce consensus” (Jasanoff and Kim, 2015, p. 27). The EC 

showcases its authority and leadership to be seen as the most responsible, cleanest, and greenest actor 

in the environmental arena and will use its power to convince others to take their share of being 

green. By stating that others need to “take on their share” in promoting sustainable development, the 

EC implicitly constructs a vision where the EU is the knowledgeable agent who has the authority to 

construct meanings of sustainability and its climate ambitions should serve as an international 

standard. This is a top-down approach to environmental issues in the EC and can be referred to as a 

“technocratic/corporatist style of policy making monopolized by scientific, economic, and political 

elites” (Dryzek, 2013, p. 176).  

The rhetoric used to construct these imaginaries is explicit enough to be taken seriously but implicit 

enough to be open to interpretations which allows the imaginaries to be desirable and avoid conflicts. 

The EC’s choice of carefully selected phrases signifies its intention for the document to partially 

deliver facts to appear bulletproof to public scrutiny. Using modal verbs is an example of the 

elusiveness of the language in the analyzed texts since they enable instructions and commands to be 

seen as mild suggestions or vague promises. According to Halliday (1994), modality is the “speaker’s 

judgment of probabilities or the obligation involved in what he is saying” (p. 75). The EC customizes 

words and phrases with unspoken implications to satisfy political interests, avoid putting institutional 

relationships in jeopardy, and keep executing power within other EU institutions.  

Although cooperation is mentioned in the analyzed texts,  the dominant narrative of opportunities 

appears to highlight competitiveness as the main goal for electrification of the transport sector. 

Aiming to be the forerunner in the global economy is in complete contrast with the claims of the EC 

for the transition to be just and inclusive. This shows a lack of interest in citizen’s well -being since 

it does not take into account that not all countries are equally affected by the transition. For example, 

the implementation of green transition in Poland, a coal dependent country, would create political, 
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social, and technological problems (Mrozowska et al., 2021). The EC acknowledges that some 

regions, due to their social or geographic circumstances, will be affected by the green transition. 

However, the EC interpret these issues as merely economic and continues with its narrative of 

opportunities by promising funding and job opportunities.  

There is a story being told by the EU. The story begins with a happily ever after, painting a picture 

for the observer where prosperity, economic growth, well-being, security, and climate neutrality go 

hand in hand. There is no animosity between the consumer society and the environment it lives in. 

The consumer can keep using, extracting, driving, and polluting with no strings attac hed. This 

protagonist is free of all charges when it comes to how it lives, because technology is there to save 

it. What we are already doing can stay the same because we are going to paint it “green”. 

Consumption can go on as is, because production is going to be “transformed”.  

Yet the magic starts to wear down when we read the footnotes. No GHG emissions are emitted when 

we are driving the car, but what about before the driving takes place? The electric vehicles that we 

are going to drive with a clean conscious come with an ecological and carbon footprint, and often far 

outside the EU, including the depleted groundwater sources in regions of Chile, Bolivia and 

Argentina. The batteries for the electric vehicles need huge amounts of lithium; lithium is extracted 

with mining, a process that is environmentally destructive. Countries that are rich in lithium and are 

not in the EU should be used in a way so that the EU can be “the first continent that becomes climate 

neutral”. The international transportation system that brings this savior to the EU runs on fossil fuels, 

destructs environments, ruins water security for local inhabitants, and leaves a long trail of GHG 

emissions before arriving in the EU. How are we going to tackle climate change if there is o nly one 

continent that is carbon neutral while leaving all its footprints elsewhere? This seems far from a 

“global and inclusive effort”.  

The story of the EGD has all the elements and right words to convey an imaginary of a utopian future. 

It is “sustainable”, “inclusive”, “green”, “modern”, “prosperous”, “secure”, and “efficient”. But there 

are words that are written with white ink. It is inclusive as long as other countries help the EU to 

achieve energy security. It is green and sustainable if only you ignore the actual impacts of the green 

transition.  

While the ecological modernization discourse presented by the EC presumes a growth -based 

economy that must become greener, an alternative discourse of degrowth , one that is “off-staged” by 

the EGD and EC, opposes the growth model and perceives it as environmentally irresponsible  

(Latouche 2007; Kallis 2017). The discourse of degrowth negates green capitalism and its established 

power structures. Proponents of degrowth believe in sustainability principles tha t are shaped by 

reducing the human impact on the environment, minimizing the economic activity by dematerializing 

the economy, and ensuring social justice. Ultimately, the discourse of degrowth is about socio -

cultural transformation and the exclusion of ecological irresponsible activities (Latouche 2007.). 

However, degrowth does not represent the mainstream of sustainability practices in the EU despite 

being backed up by the scientific community. One of the challenges the discourse of degrowth 

encounters is by industrial and corporate interests that blocks effective legislative alternatives to take 

place and change the EU’s socio-economic values. 

6. Conclusion 

The discourse of ecological modernization, as exemplified in the EGD, has been built upon the 

premises of economic growth, energy efficiency and technological innovation, and attests to a 

paradigm shift that disregards the limits to growth, perpetuates the status quo, and promotes green 

capitalism. Thus, it relies on ‘green’ investments, technological innovations, and ‘green’ 

consumerism. The discourse of ecological modernization continues to hold power in the EU, produce 

an imaginary of the EU as a green leader, and manufacture public’s opinion on what it means to be 

sustainable. However, if the EU continues to promote ecological modernization, it is likely to lead to 

additional environmental degradation, and further social and economic inequality . The promotion of 
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electric vehicles, in particular, does not oppose the unsustainable practices and economic 

development hidden in the discourse of ecological modernization. Although the EC implies that the 

decoupling of economic growth from natural resources is possible, there is, in fact, no evidence of 

decoupling to allow for “green growth” of the global economic systems.  

The intrinsic nature of innovation being future-oriented seems to encourage policymakers to use it as 

a tool to construct imaginaries. Seductive imaginaries of electrification in the transport sector have 

us pin all our hopes in this utopian future. This leads us to narrow our focus on this one solution and 

averts our attention from alternative solutions with more ecological and social utility.   
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