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ABSTRACT

This essay studies the propaganda language of contemporary — or late — fossil capital.
Whereas the traditional understanding of propaganda focuses on the dissemination of
information (or disinformation) in order to promote a political cause or ideology, I
argue that the main form and vehicle of propaganda for late fossil capital is the massive
use of terms and tropes, together with particular rhetorical devices, for example, the
interpellation of the individual consumer as responsible for mitigating climate change.
The essay studies the language of fossil capital based primarily on marketing material
by fossil fuel companies, in the US and other Western countries, such as advertising
and advertorials, current and archived websites, social media, corporate sustainability
reports, as well as material produced by industry organisation such as the American
Petroleum Institute and the Heartland Institute. A large part of the material is taken
from two North American legal complaints, Connecticut v. Exxon Mobil Corporation
(2020) and City of New York v. Exxon Mobil Corp. et al. (2021).

KEYWORDS: propaganda and disinformation, late fossil capital, fossil fuel advertising,
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Introduction

This essay describes and analyses the propaganda language of late fossil capi-
tal. This is the language used by the contemporary fossil fuel industry and its
enablers who have co-opted the discourse of sustainability — and of sustainable
development — in order to position themselves as actors combatting the causes
of anthropogenic climate change, reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions,
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promoting more efficient energy use, as well as developing renewable energy
sources. The purpose of this language is “the management of collective attitudes
by the manipulation of significant symbols” (Lasswell, 1927: 627), and “to bring
about the active or passive participation in its actions of a mass of individuals”
(Ellul, 1962/1990: 75). It may seem paradoxical — some would say outrageous
— that an industry whose activities and products are major contributors of GHG
emissions tries to position itself in this way.

Historically, this new marketing language began to emerge around the turn
of the millennium, following a shift in how the fossil fuel industry positioned
itself in relation to anthropogenic climate change. Initially (from the 1960s to
about 1980), the industry had actively taken part in the nascent research on
GHG emissions and their impact on the global climate. Later (1988-2000),
the fossil fuel industry engaged in public denial of the reality of anthropogenic
climate change — primarily through the dissemination of disinformation and the
manufacture of doubt regarding the science of anthropogenic climate change
(Oreskes & Conway, 2010). Around 2000, it publicly began to acknowledge
global warming as a real threat, yet at the same time presented itself as part of
the “solution” (Kolk & Levy, 2001). A turning point in the industry narrative
was a 1997 public lecture by John Browne, the CEO for British Petroleum, who
argued that the “time to consider the policy dimensions of climate change is
not when the link between greenhouse gases and climate change is conclusively
proven [...] but when the possibility cannot be discounted and is taken seriously
by the society of which we are a part” (as cited in Castillo, 1997: para. 2). This
was two years after the publication of the Second Assessment Report (SAR) of
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 1995, 1996), which
concluded that global warming was real, human-caused, and attributable to the
combustion of fossil fuels. At the time, many fossil fuel companies were still not
willing to publicly concede to established scientific consensus, and they continued
the dissemination of their counternarrative in conjunction with a politisation of
science (see, e.g., Exxon, 1998; Ward, 2006). Yet, within a decade, most hard-
liners in the industry would abandon the strategy of denial and instead rely on
greenwashing to protect the business interests of fossil capital.

The challenge for the fossil fuel industry was how to publicly accept the real-
ity of anthropogenic climate change while continuing to extract, refine, and sell
fossil fuels. An example of what was needed to make people accept the glaring
contradiction was the 2004 industry campaign compelling the individual con-
sumer to reduce their “carbon footprint” (Doyle, 2011; Kaufman, 2020; Solnit,
2021), a strategy which, in a neoliberal era, has had considerable success (see,
e.g., European Youth Portal, 2021; World Wildlife Fund, 2022). This strategy was
also in line with the industry narrative that fossil fuel companies are responsible
societal actors who care about the environment, a narrative that was developed
after a series of environmental catastrophes related to oil spills that endangered
their social licence to operate (M. Robinson, 2014; Smith et al., 2014; Kanso et
al., 2020). Both the interpellation of the consumer and the industry narrative
of social responsibility constitute acts of mystification, that is, media spectacles
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that are the very opposite of what they claim, or “instruments of blindness”
(Barthes, 1957/1970: 115). The next marketing ploy was the claim that fossil
fuels were in increasing ways “sustainable” (e.g., Statoil, 2016) and that new
fossil fuels were more effective, enabling the consumer to reduce their emissions
by choosing these “greener” products. The latest tactic is to introduce carbon
off-setting in order to market “carbon free” fossil fuel (Nickel el al., 2021;
Reuters, 2021). Equally prominent in the marketing discourse were claims of
developing renewable energy sources, for example, bio-fuels and solar energy,
although never intended to be developed at scale.

As a form of propaganda, disinformation is not new (Pomerantsev, 2019;
Schultz & Godson, 1984). There are several studies of disinformation efforts
conducted by the fossil fuel industry, focusing on the discrepancy between what
was known — both by individual actors and publicly — and what was promoted
through advertising and lobbying (Dunlap & McCright, 2015; Union of Concerned
Scientists, 2007). There are also many studies of deceptive marketing and public
relations practices by companies and governments relating to GHG emissions
(Higham & Font, 2020; Marquis et al., 2016; Miller Gaither & Gaither, 2016).
These studies typically focus on the disagreement between words and actions,
as well as strategies for making GHG emissions disappear through “creative ac-
counting” (Brander et al., 2018; Laville, 2019; UNEP, 2021). Greenwashing and
deceptive advertising and marketing practices are prohibited in many national
legislations, and they are also regulated by business and trade organisations, al-
though it is not always easy to enforce laws and regulations relating to the proper
use of words and images (Shanor & Light, 2022; Sheehan, 2018). As an index of
the increasing use of deceptive green marketing strategies, the number of academic
studies and reports by consumer and trade organisations and public authorities
have ballooned. In many countries, prosecution of deceptive marketing is initiated
by public institutions, or even public prosecutors. For instance, in Sweden, the
Public Consumer Agency [Konsumentverket]| has threatened to take legal action
against the marketing practices of the fossil fuel company Preem (Thunborg, 2020);
and in the US, two recent examples of legal complaints are State of Connecticut v.
Exxon Mobil Corporation (Connecticut, 2020) and City of New York v. Exxon
Mobil Corporation et al. (New York, 2021).

In this essay, I suggest that when deceptive communication strategies and
practices are used by an entire industry with a very large public relations and
marketing budget, it can be described as a linguistic practice, or even a language.
I borrow this idea from Victor Klemperer’s 1947 study of the metamorphosis
of the German language during the Third Reich (Klemperer, 1947/1996). In his
study, The Language of the Third Reich: A Philologist’s Notebook |Lingua Tertii
Imperii: Notizbuch eines Philologen), Klemperer depicts how Nazi propaganda
altered the German language by inculcating people with the ideas of national
socialism. Based on notes Klemperer wrote between 1933 and 1945, the study
reveals pervasive changes in the German language, from political discourse,
news media, scientific works, cultural texts, to everyday language. According to
Klemperer, the most powerful Nazi propaganda tool was “not through individual
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speeches, nor through articles or flyers, through posters or flags”, but instead
“through single words, figures of speech, sentence structures, which were imposed
on [the German people] through a million repetitions and accepted mechanically
and unconsciously” (Klemperer, 1947/1996: 24). However, Klemperer argued
that the Third Reich did not invent new words, it “only changed their value
[Wert] and used them more often” (Klemperer, 1947/1996: 25).

For Klemperer, there is a reciprocity between language and culture, and a
central tenet of his argument is how language affects its users. He did not liter-
ally mean that the language of the Third Reich was a language of its own, but
rather a linguistic aberration and a form of social pathology. Klemperer also
emphasised, at the very end of his study, that resistance to Nazi propaganda be-
gins by questioning the constant use of certain terms and expressions (Klemperer,
1947/1996: 362). Thus, to question the logic of consumer “carbon footprint” is
a way to resist the language of late fossil capital. Conversely, symbolic power is
only exerted with “the complicity of those who do not want to know that they
are subordinated to it or even that they exert it” (Bourdieu, 1977/2001: 202).

Although inspired by Klemperer’s work, I focus primarily on the marketing
language used by the fossil fuel industry. This is not to suggest that fossil fuel
propaganda has not been deployed on other fronts or would not have infiltrated
language use more widely. For instance, the fossil fuel industry engages in large-
scale lobbying activities directed at politicians and policy-makers (Brulle, 2018;
Farrell, 2016), and a recent study has shown that increases in advertising spend-
ing for North American oil companies correspond primarily with congressional
activity related to climate change (Brulle et al., 2020). There is evidence that
fossil fuel companies have successfully influenced the programmes and actions
of political parties (Carter, 2021; Committee on Oversight and Reform, 2021).
Further, in 20135, the Heartland Institute produced the report, Why Scientists
Disagree About Global Warming: The NIPCC Report on Scientific Consensus
(Idso et al., 2015). In 2017, they distributed 300,000 copies of the second edition
to K-12 and college science teachers across North America (McKenna, 2017;
see also Brulle, 2013; Bjorklund, 2022). The industry has allegedly impacted
the content and wording of IPCC reports (Westervelt, 2022; see also Rowlatt &
Gerken, 2021). An effect of the dissemination and normalising of the language
of late fossil capital is that people and institutions that speak of “dangerous
climate change” (UNFCCC, IPCC) or “climate crisis” are stigmatised as “alarm-
ists” (Risbey, 2008; Russill & Nyssa, 2009). The “war on science” conducted
by late fossil capital has also affected the role and significance of scientific
discourse in the public domain in other areas. Taken together, these deliberate
and systematic attempts to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct
behaviour can be described as a propaganda machine. The present study is an
exercise in reading fossil fuel industry language as a form of propaganda, focus-
ing on marketing practices.

In history, “returns” are very rare, if not non-existent, and this also applies to
propaganda. Society and the media landscape today are radically different from
in the 1930s. Then, it was possible, to a large extent, to combine propaganda
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elements in the form of a “veritable orchestration” (Ellul, 1962/1990: 23—
24) — that is, to monopolise all available media channels and other means of
propaganda (“censorship, legal texts, law proposals, international conferences,
[...] pedagogical methods”). The complete monopolisation of media is not
possible today, even in neo-totalitarian societies such as the Russian Federation,
since people have access to the Internet and VPN (virtual private network)
services. Furthermore, today the media and messaging strategies for propaganda
are different, making use of digital media, particularly social media, to interact
with the audience (Pomerantsev, 2019). On the other hand, the propaganda
machine of late fossil capital reveals an asymmetric distribution of key resources
of influencing public communication in democracies, what may be described as
“centralisation” of propaganda (Institute of Propaganda Analysis, 1938: 37).

Thus, the “return” always turns in some way or other — inversion, conversion,
perversion — which transforms the return to something else, even a negation (Lyo-
tard, 1988). I argue that the greenwashing conducted by the fossil fuel industry
constitutes an inversion and perversion of the idea of sustainability. Although the
underlying ideology of late fossil capital is indeed both ecocidal and genocidal,
it does not imply a return to Nazi ideology. Rather, it is informed by another
ideology: the market economy and the idea of eternal growth. Nevertheless,
there are many disturbing similarities between the language of the Third Reich
and the language of late fossil capital. One aspect that astonished Klemperer
was the extent to which people subjected to Nazi propaganda believed in the
messaging until the very end, despite the daily reports that the Allied forces were
closing in on all sides. Similarly, people subjected to the ideology of late fossil
capital continue to believe — despite massive scientific evidence showing the op-
posite — that we can continue to burn fossil fuels and increase the concentration
of GHG in the atmosphere. Just as many Germans expected a “super weapon”
to magically turn the tide of the war, many people today seem to believe that
there is a “technical solution” to global warming, such as carbon capture and
storage, which will miraculously fix both its causes and its effects. For Klemperer
(1947/1996), the fanatical trust in the German people, the leader, and technol-
ogy had the appearance of religious belief, which is reminiscent of the uncritical
belief in technical and market solutions to global warming.

In what follows, I provide a detailed, critical reading of some typical marketing
material produced and disseminated by the fossil fuel industry over the past three
decades. This material consists primarily of evidence used in the two ongoing
American court cases mentioned above. Using material from law cases allows
me to focus on content that has already been selected as significant and, in legal
terms, as grounds for prosecution.! Although the material collected in the two
law cases comes from the US, similar media and messaging strategies are found
in most Western countries and markets. After defining the notion of late fossil
capital in the next section, the reading exercise is divided in two parts: the first
examines campaigns of denial and deception; the second studies greenwashing
by the fossil fuel industry.
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Late fossil capital

Recently, a number of scholars (Huber, 2013; Mitchell, 2011; Urry, 2013; and
most prominently Malm, 2016) have argued for an intimate and dialectical rela-
tion between capitalism and the exploitation of fossil fuels — first coal, then oil,
and finally fossil gas. They point to the inherent properties in the use of fossil
fuels, which are better adapted to the capitalist mode of production than other
sources of energy, for example, water and wind. According to Andreas Malm
(2016), the reason the English capitalists eventually came to prefer coal-fired
steam power was not because it was more efficient or offered greater profits, but
because it was mobile, and hence could be located in places with abundant labour,
that is, in urban areas. Steam also had the additional benefit of being easier to
manage, whereas water was dependent on natural and seasonal variations. Malm
further argued that the same logic of “fossil capital” operates in current times,
exemplified by the emissions explosion having taken place in China during the
past three decades, primarily as an effect of foreign direct investment, mainly
from the West (Malm, 2016: 327-366). Hence, there exists a strong, essential
even, relationship between capitalism and global warming.

The term late capitalism [Spdtkapitalismus| appears to have been introduced
by Werner Sombart already in 1927 (Sombart, 1928/1986). For Sombart, the
period of late capitalism, beginning after World War I, was characterised by
increasing national restrictions on market competition as well as growing social
conflicts. Later, after World War II, the term was used in Germany to designate
interventions of the state in the market, but also increasing industrialisation and
commodification of ever more sectors of human life, as well as the development
of inter- or multinational capitalism, for commodities as well as financial mar-
kets (Mandel, 1972). In the late 1960s, there was a heated debate in Germany
about whether the current economic order should be described as “industrial
society” [Industriegesellschaft] or “late capitalism” [Spdtkapitalismus] (see, e.g.,
Adorno, 1969). In other parts of Europe (Italy, France, and Belgium), the term
neo-capitalism was used to describe similar transformations after World War II
(Gorz, 1964; Time, 1964). This term has also been applied to the North American
context (Miller, 1975). In 1984, Fredric Jameson argued for a connection between
late capitalism and various cultural phenomena grouped together under the label
“postmodernism” (Jameson, 1984). More recently, Jonathan Crary (2013: 8) has
connected “late capitalism” to digitalisation and how we — seemingly without
much resistance — subject ourselves to the “expanding, non-stop life-world of
twenty-first-century capitalism”. It seems that in the anglophone world, “late
capitalism” has become a popular way to describe any kind of anomaly in society
and the present economic system (see, e.g., Lowrey, 2017). However, strangely
absent from these attempts to describe and conceptualise how late capitalism
influences or determines contemporary culture — postmodern or other — is the
central role of fossil capital. This dimension — symbolical, material, and socio-
technical — is instead studied under the term petroculture (see, e.g., Huber, 2013;
Mitchell, 2011; Wilson et al., 2017).
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I use the phrase “late fossil capital” here to highlight that forms of capitalism
are strongly intertwined with the use of fossil fuels and also to indicate that the
era of fossil fuel is coming to an end. This will happen either by continuing to
increase the concentration of GHG in the atmosphere until large parts of the
planet become uninhabitable for humans (Steffen et al., 2018), or by weaning
ourselves off from fossil fuels and other energy sources that cause GHG emis-
sions. Obviously, it is not possible to predict whether fossil capital will end with
a bang or a whimper. The period of “late fossil capital” began when the scientific
knowledge of anthropogenic climate change was institutionally recognised and
had made its way to the public, that is, no later than 1988. However, the fossil
fuel industry knew about the dangerous effects of the combustion of fossil fuels
on the global climate already in the 1970s. In other words, “late fossil capital”
is characterised by the simultaneous knowledge of the catastrophic effects of
the extensive use of fossil fuels and by the sans souci continuation of “business
as usual” of fossil capital.

Although the fossil fuel industry is a key part of fossil capital, it is not as such
identical to it. Other important parts of fossil capital are the financial system,
insurance companies, production and transportation industries, state subven-
tions of fossil fuels, and public and private infrastructure (such as roads and
airports), all of which in different ways also engage in public relations strategies
that appeal to sustainability and sustainable development. The fossil industry is
also diverse, including both state-owned companies and multinational private
companies. There are companies active in certain niche areas, such as extraction,
while others are vertically integrated companies active in all segments of the
industry, such as BP, ExxonMobil, and Shell. The focus here is on the latter.

Campaigns of denial and deception

The two complaints — Connecticut (2020) and New York (2021) — are in many
ways similar, and the second one is currently on hold waiting for the first to
make its way through the legal system.? Nevertheless, in terms of argumentation
and evidence, they complement each other.

The first case (Connecticut, 2020) begins by presenting what the fossil industry
knew about the effects of GHG emissions on the global climate, and when. The
complaint uses internal documents from Exxon — and later ExxonMobil — with
testimony from scientists working for Exxon, together with public reports (some
commissioned by fossil fuel trade organisations like the American Petroleum
Institute [API], in which Exxon/Mobil is a prominent member). These show that
Exxon — and the industry as a whole — already in the 1950s was aware that fossil
fuel combustion contributed to global warming, and that in the 1960s and 1970s
they conducted their own research which detailed these effects (E. Robinson &
Robbins, 1968; Exxon Engineering, 1979; Charney et al., 1979; MacDonald
et al., 1979; Exxon Research and Engineering Company, 1982; Connecticut,
2020: #63-93; see also Supran et al., 2023). The complaint also shows how
in the late 1980s, when global warming gained public attention (Shabecoff,
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1988), Exxon and other multinational fossil fuel companies began a concerted
and systematic campaign of deception in order to undermine scientific facts
(Carlson, 1988; Connecticut, 2020: #96-135; see also Banerjee et al., 2015).
The Connecticut complaint also brings up as evidence of deceptive advertising
the weekly advertorials published in The New York Times and other influential
American newspapers from 1970 until 2007 (Connecticut, 2020: #136-150),
which spread disinformation and depicted research on climate as “unsettled sci-
ence” (ExxonMobil, 2000). These advertorials have already been systematically
analysed in previous research (Kerr, 2004; Brown & Waltzer, 2005; Supran &
Oreskes, 2017, 2021). This aggressive marketing language of fossil capital had
historical roots and began already in the 1960s, epitomised by Herbert Schmertz’s
work for Mobil Oil (Schmertz, 1986; Livesey, 2002; Dahlberg, 2010; Saint John,
2014; for a longer historical perspective, see Vang 2014).

A document that has not been highlighted before is the 12-page booklet,
Global Climate Change: Everyone’s Debate, published by Exxon in 1998, which
is also featured in the Connecticut complaint (see Figure 1). As the title sug-
gests, its purpose is to argue that the reality of global warming is still an open
question, and also that it is a “debate” in which “everyone” can participate. To
support this claim, the booklet misrepresents scientific data, omits important
facts, and engages in wild speculations of the cost of a transition to sustainable
energy sources. It quotes scientific work (e.g., IPCC, 1995, 1996), but does so
in a way that changes the meaning of scientific terms into colloquial meaning.
For instance, “uncertainty” in a scientific context does not imply that one “does
not know” or that a question is “unsettled”. In the IPCC SAR, it means that the
exact measures of the future effects of anthropogenic climate change can only
be given within a range, indicated by degrees of probability.

FIGURE 1 Exxon, Global Climate Change. Everyone’s Debate, 1998

Comments: Front cover of booklet. Source: Exxon, 1998
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As a form of propaganda, the Exxon booklet may at first seem to fall within the
category of “rational propaganda” (Ellul, 1962/1990: 99), that is, “propaganda
based exclusively on facts, statistics, economic notions”. However, the copy in
the booklet is based on misrepresentations of scientific facts and terms in order
to manipulate the reader into accepting the view “that the current state of climate
science is too uncertain to provide clear answers to many key questions about
climate change” (Exxon, 1998: 3). At the time of publication, most readers would
neither have real knowledge of the mechanics of anthropogenic climate change
nor access to published scientific articles or IPCC SAR, and hence would not
be able to critically assess the argumentation in the booklet.> The 2015 report
published by the Heartland Institute (Idso et al., 2015), mentioned above, had
a similar purpose to the Exxon booklet, and used the same deceptive rhetorical
devices. However, the awareness and access to knowledge of anthropogenic cli-
mate change had improved since 1998. An index of this change was the outraged
response from the science teachers who received a copy of the Heartland report,
describing the content as “misleading teaching information from a questionable
source” (NSTA, 2017: para. 1; see also McKenna, 2017).

The second complaint (New York, 2021) also targets other major fossil fuel
companies operating in the US, Royal Dutch Shell/Shell and BP, as well as API.
This aligns with my argument that there exists a culture of deception in the in-
dustry at large, one manifestation of which is the language used in marketing.*
In contrast to the first complaint, the New York complaint focuses on the time
period after the major oil companies publicly acknowledged that anthropogenic
climate change is real. It argues that the industry misled their consumers about
their products’ effect on the climate and falsely also misled consumers into
believing that these companies are “environmental stewards” (this allegation is
also directed at API).

The New York complaint begins by arguing that a majority of American
consumers are concerned about the environment and climate change, and that
this concern translates into consumer behaviour (New York, 2021: #21-22).
In other words, in order for consumers to make informed purchase decisions,
they need — and have the right to — accurate information. The complaint makes
a parallel to how the tobacco industry misled consumers by deceptive market-
ing, for instance, by advertising “low tar” and “light” cigarettes, but without
mentioning that these products were equally dangerous for health (New York,
2021: #23, 27). From a legal point of view this is important, since there are
precedents regarding the deceptive marketing practices of the tobacco industry
(Gostin, 2007). The complaint describes how fossil fuel companies in the US
have marketed their products by claiming they were “reducing” GHG emissions,
without mentioning that the production and combustion of all fossil fuels cause
GHG emissions that contribute to global warming. Likewise, the Connecticut
complaint brings up as evidence ExxonMobil advertisements suggesting that
purchasing ExxonMobil’s fossil fuels is an environmentally sound decision
(Connecticut, 2020: #165-166).
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As in the Connecticut complaint, the New York complaint is very concrete
and detailed in presenting evidence. For instance, it presents the advertisements
for ExxonMobil Synergy Fuels (New York, 2021: #31), described as “our best
fuel ever” that helps consumers “reduce emissions and burn cleaner” (New
York, 2021: #31d). Another advertisement claimed it is “engineered for” “lower
emissions” (New York, 2021: #31e). The complaint describes how “promotional
materials for Synergy™ gasolines appearing on ExxonMobil’s website features a
photograph of a mountain sunrise with trees in the foreground and text expressly
suggesting that its Synergy™ products help reduce greenhouse gas emissions”
(New York, 2021: #31f; see also ExxonMobil, 2022; Figure 2). However, look-
ing at the photograph, it is impossible to say if it shows a sunrise or a sunset,
and the text immediately underneath — “Environmental performance” - is a
page title, not an image caption. The text below the title refers to the market-
ing campaign “Protect Tomorrow. Today” (“a set of expectations that serves as
the foundation for our environmental performance”), which inscribes a double
temporality that in a sense suspends the distinction between the present (today)
and the future (tomorrow). This figure — the double temporality — provides a
meaning to the photograph, what Roland Barthes would have called “relay”
(what it says) rather than “anchorage” (what it refers to or denotes) (Barthes,
1964: 45), which is then predicated (coded) on the picture of nature, or the en-
vironment (the mountain with trees in the foreground). On the same web page,
ExxonMobil (2022) also wrote the following:

ExxonMobil invested more than $1.5 billion over the last six years to improve
efficiency and reduce greenhouse gas emissions from our operating facilities,
such as refineries and chemical plants. In the past ten years we have reduced
greenhouse gas emissions in our operations by more than 7 million metric
tons, which is the equivalent of taking about 1.4 million cars off the road.
[...] We’re continually innovating to develop products that enable customers
to reduce their energy use and CO2 emissions. [...] Engineered Fuel Technol-
ogy Synergy fuels to help improve fuel economy and reduce CO2 emissions.

However, nowhere on the web page is there any information about the amount
of GHG emissions for which ExxonMobil is responsible, and nowhere in the
advertisements for Synergy Fuel does it say that the combustion of fossil fuels
contributes to global warming. These omissions are also present in the pho-
tograph of the mountain and trees. The rhetoric here is similar to the dietary
suggestion that if you have a cake and cut it in half, and if you eat half, then it
is half the calories. In other words, in the lexicon of the language of late fossil
capital, the word “reduction” is key, together with the failure to mention actual
GHG emissions and their effects on the global climate. In this way, “reduction”
becomes a licence to continue burning fossil fuels.
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FIGURE 2 ExxonMobil, Environmental Performance

Comments: Web page. Source: ExxonMobil, 2022

The New York complaint also reproduces and analyses advertisements and mar-
keting material from the other companies; for example, Shell markets “Shell Ni-
trogen Enriched Cleaning System” and “V-Power Nitro+ Premium” (New York,
2021: #32). In the marketing of these products, it is said that these fuels “produce
fewer emissions” and that not using them can lead to “higher emissions” (New
York, 2021: #32b). Similarly, BP markets their gasoline by mentioning the ad-
ditive “Invigorate”, which is described as better than “ordinary fuels” that have
problems like “increased emissions” (New York, 2021: #33a). And BP’s website
advertises its fuels as “including a growing number of lower-carbon and carbon-
neutral products” (New York, 2021: #33b). Again “reduction” is the key term.

Another central theme in the industry marketing discourse is the role of engi-
neering and technology, which corresponds to the internal culture of the fossil
fuel industry (Coll, 2012; Yergin, 2008). These terms are connected to a vision
of technology as driver of social and economic development and progress. The
language in the advertisements also points towards a technological-, innovation-,
and development-driven vision of sustainability.
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Greenwashing the fossil fuel industry

As mentioned above, the turn to massive greenwashing occurred after the fossil
fuel industry publicly acknowledged the reality of anthropogenic climate change.
The Connecticut complaint mentions recent ExxonMobil marketing campaigns
such as “Protect Tomorrow. Today”, “Energy Solutions”, “Energy Lives Here”,
“That’s Unexpected Energy”, and “The Future of Energy” (Connecticut, 2020:
#154-156; for a discussion of “Energy Solutions”, see Plec & Pettenger, 2012).
These advertisement and marketing campaigns claimed that ExxonMobil was
investing in alternative energy sources. However, the Connecticut complaint
states that, in reality, ExxonMobil’s future production of biofuels would be
approximately 0.2 per cent of its current refinery capacity (Connecticut, 2020:
#161-162) and that the company spends less than 1 per cent of its annual rev-
enue on alternative energy research (Connecticut, 2020: #163).

In the New York complaint, the evidence of greenwashing conducted by the
fossil fuel industry, which also includes API, plays a dominant part. Like the
Connecticut complaint, the evidence shows how ExxonMobil, Shell, and BP
have worked “tirelessly” to greenwash their corporate brands and reputations.
According to the complaint, the companies have gone to great lengths to por-
tray themselves as leaders in the fight against climate change, even though their
products are the primary drivers in causing it. These misleading greenwash-
ing campaigns primarily take two forms. First, in advertisements directed at
consumers, ExxonMobil, Shell, and BP exaggerate their overall investments in
non-fossil fuel energy resources (New York, 2021, #35). Their advertisements
create the impression that these investments are substantial, and the companies
are diligently working to reduce the carbon footprint of their industries. But the
complaint argues they each spend negligible amounts on clean energy resources,
and they continue to ramp up fossil fuel production and invest in new fossil fuel
development. In marketing language, we are dealing with “puffery” (hyperbole),
and the rhetorical figure used is synecdoche, where a part represents the whole.

Second, the complaint goes on to describe how ExxonMobil, Shell, and BP mis-
represented how beneficial their investments in “alternative energy sources” actually
were. For example, they touted “natural gas” products — an industry euphemism
for fossil gas — “as evidence of their supposed leadership in bringing about a clean
energy future” (New York, 2021: #36). Their advertisements did not disclose, how-
ever, that methane has more than 80 times the climate change impact that CO, has,
and as such, fossil gas is a major contributor to climate change. Algae biofuels and
hydrogen fuel cells are also claimed by ExxonMobil and Shell as clean, cheap energy
sources capable of mitigating climate change; however, they also release significant
GHG (New York, 2021: #36). Through these various greenwashing campaigns,
the companies “seek to divert attention away from the existential threats posed by
their core business of selling fossil fuels, and instead reposition themselves in the
eyes of consumers as diversified energy companies that are serious about tackling
climate change” (New York, 2021: #37). In doing so, they are attempting to capture,
through deception, the growing portion of climate-aware consumers who want to
contribute to solving climate change with their purchases.
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The term “solution” is indeed prominent in the language of late fossil capital,
and also an intimate part of an engineering culture in the industry. That is, by
training and in their professional culture, engineers are focused on finding so-
lutions to problems. Rhetorically, this is also a strategy to avoid talking about
the real problem: the fossil fuel industry itself. The companies know that their
corporate image matters and they are “spending millions of dollars trying to
cut GHG from their brand but not their business” (New York, 2021: #37). The
New York complaint cites a recent report that estimates that, in 2019 alone,
“ExxonMobil spent $56 million, Shell spent $55 million, and BP $30 million
on “climate branding” initiatives — efforts to underscore the company’s commit-
ment to clean energy and climate change mitigation, position the company as
a climate expert, and conceal the central role of fossil fuels in causing climate
change” (InfluenceMap, 2019, as cited in New York, 2021: #37; an updated ver-
sion of the InfluenceMap report shows that the fossil fuel industry’s spending on
greenwashing continues unabated; InfluenceMap, 2022). In part, this rhetorical
strategy serves to shift the audience’s attention away from fossil fuels (a “red
herring” strategy), and in part, it is again a form of hyperbole.

The New York complaint adds that although clean energy resources play a
negligible part in ExxonMobil, Shell, and BP’s businesses, they are “front and
centre when it comes to their advertising” (New York, 2021, #40). To create
brand loyalty and to enlarge their customer base, ExxonMobil, Shell, and BP are
“bombarding [...] consumers with advertisements that give the false impression
that renewable and low-carbon energy is an extensive portion of their business”
(New York, 2021, #40). Yet in none of their advertisements have the companies
disclosed that the “investments are negligible in comparison to the billions of
dollars that they spend (and make) annually on fossil fuels” (New York, 2021,
#40). The complaint argues that ExxonMobil, Shell, and BP invest minimally
in clean energy resources. Between 2010 and 2018, for example, “ExxonMobil
expended just 0.2% of total capital spending on low carbon energy sources; Shell
spent 1.2%; and BP, 2.3%. The actual energy they produced from clean energy
resources compared to fossil fuels during those years is smaller still” (New York,
2021, #41). To make matters worse, these companies actually plan to dramati-
cally increase oil production in the coming decade (Watts et al., 2019, as cited in
New York, 2021, #42).

The New York complaint also discusses the role of the trade organisation API
in greenwashing the industry. As an example, it brings up the campaign “Power
Past Possible”, which consists of several television advertisements that argue for
the many benefits of fossil products for the quality of human life (New York,
2021: #70; Sheehan, 2018). The API campaign did not mention the negative
effects such as pollution and global warming. The complaint further brings up
an API advertisement published in the Washington Post stating that “natural
gas will thrive in the age of renewables,” “real climate solutions won’t happen
without natural gas and oil,” and “low and no carbon future starts with natural
gas” (AP, n.d., as cited in New York, 2021: #73). According to the New York
complaint, these statements are deceptive without providing information that
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the very products they claim to be the “solution” to climate change — fossil gas
and oil — are also its primary cause (New York, 2021: #73).

The last section in both complaints contains the legal argument, which marks
a transition from statements of facts to alleged statutory violations. Both com-
plaints were filed in state courts, and thus cite state legislation (there is also
federal legislation on marketing practices, and in particular green marketing;
see FTC, 2012). There are no significant differences between Connecticut and
New York City legislation when it comes to claims about deceptive marketing
practices. The legal objective of the two complaints is to force the fossil fuel com-
panies to stop marketing its fossil fuel products as if they were helping to reduce
GHG emissions as well as industry greenwashing. If the legal actions succeed,
the result would be the legal interdiction of key elements of the language of late
fossil capital in these two states. Although positive, this would not be as radical
as a prohibition of fossil fuel advertising as such, which has been advocated in
several European countries, and has partially been introduced at the national
level in France in 2022 (Code de ’environnement, articles L229-61- L229-67),
and on municipal levels in the Netherlands (Talbot, 2021). Nevertheless, even
legal interdictions of important elements of the language of late fossil capital
in the context of advertising and marketing would have significant implications
for industry discourse, and its public self-image. At the same time, one should
mention a crucial legal distinction between commercial speech — advertising
directed to the consumer with the purpose of marketing a product or a brand -
and corporate speech in the public domain (Myers, 2016). For the latter, there is
a much greater liberty of speech than in advertising and marketing, and one can
surmise that ExxonMobil would argue that their advertorials in The New York
Times and the Global Climate Change booklet should be viewed as corporate
speech (Kerr, 2004). A problem for the courts is that these advertorials can be
considered both commercial speech and corporate speech, and they will have to
decide which is predominant, and the extent to which the presence of corporate
speech can give licence to violate marketing legislation.

Concluding remarks

The two complaints highlighted in this essay are part of a larger movement of cli-
mate change litigation (for an overview, see, e.g., Alogna et al., 2021).° Although
many of these cases are directed at fossil fuel companies, others are directed at
governments, financial institutions, and other parts of fossil capital.® Typically,
climate change litigation cases take a very long time, going through appeals all
the way to the supreme courts. But whether legally successful or not, they have
an effect on the discourse of climate change and sustainability. The courtroom
constitutes a space where the language of late fossil capital is confronted and
critically assessed. This is an important reason governments and companies alike
do their utmost to block these cases before there is an actual hearing.

The observation made by Klemperer that the most powerful Nazi propaganda
tool was the corruption of language resonates strongly with the findings in this
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essay. The analysis of the messaging and media strategies of the fossil fuel industry
has revealed the use — and abuse — of language as an instrument of propaganda.
This kind of propaganda works through “a million repetitions” that make the
audience insensitive to the perversion of the discourse of sustainability, which
is then “accepted mechanically and unconsciously” (Klemperer, 1947/1996: 24).
While the fossil fuel industry does not have the power to monopolise all channels
of communication, their deceptive advertisements are nevertheless “bombarding
[...] consumers” (New York, 2021: #44), with the purpose of inverting and
jamming the message of climate science.

The language of late fossil capital consists of an incoherent and partly con-
tradictory mix of themes and messaging strategies. One theme is an emphasis on
engineering and technological development. Key terms here are the conceptual
pair “problem-solution”, and more specifically the mantra of “reducing emis-
sions”. Related to this theme is the notion of “innovations” (such as hydrogen-
cells, biofuels, and renewable energy like solar and wind), often supplemented
with vague promises of carbon capture and storage. The use of the jargon of
technology is part of an industry language which masks that the real problem is
the industry itself. Here, the language of late fossil capital functions as a diver-
sion and distraction. Another dimension of engineering and technology, prag-
matic rather than discursive, is the self-understanding of the fossil fuel industry
that it is scientifically competent and socially responsible. After all, it provides
society with energy crucial for industry, transportation, and heating. That also
means that the industry speaks from a position of power and knowledge, as
an engineer-expert with solutions for important problems. There is an aspect
of hubris here, both in terms of perceived self-importance and claim to knowl-
edge, but this position of power—knowledge is still significant. In the language
of late fossil capital, this position has taken the form of self-righteousness and
unabashed dissemination of disinformation.

Another pragmatic dimension of the language of late fossil capital is that it
is inherently monologic. Here, it is worth noting that the monologic dimension
of propaganda and advertising has generally become less effective in an era of
social media. This can be illustrated by a recent tweet from BP, in which the
company tried to re-launch the interpellation of the consumer to reduce their
carbon footprint. In the tweet, BP (2019) declared: “The first step to reducing
your emissions is to know where you stand. Find out your #carbonfootprint
with our new calculator & share your pledge today!” (see Figure 3). Below
these 151 characters is an image in the middle of which is the copy “Know your
carbon footprint”. Framing this demand, in a circle, are drawings of things that
can both contribute to and reduce “your” carbon footprint — airplane, bicycle,
light bulb, trees, vegetable, wind turbine — as well as verbal suggestions such as
“Eat less red meat”, “Eat local”, and “Take public transport”. However, after
posting the tweet, BP quickly found that the Twitter community responded to it
by asking BP about its own carbon footprint.” This exemplifies both an emerg-
ing resistance to the language of late fossil capital and an inability of the fossil
industry to enter into — or manage — meaningful dialogue.
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FIGURE 3 “The first step to reducing your emissions is to know where
you stand. Find out your #carbonfootprint with our new calculator &
share your pledge today!”

Comments: BP tweet, 22 October 2019. Source: BP, 2019

As we have seen in this essay, a central theme in the language of late fossil
capital is the emphasis on participating in — even leading — the fight against
climate change, working for the transition to a sustainable society, and so on.
Although this theme has largely been shown to be empty talk, it is nevertheless
very much part of the language of late fossil capital. Indeed, it is through this
form of doublespeak — a portmanteau of doublethink and newspeak — that the
industry tries to shield its core business model. It would be too facile to dismiss
this as mere rhetoric because the industry discourse on fighting climate change
and on the transition to sustainability affects the meaning of these terms. Al-
though it can take different forms, and have different effects on the concept of
sustainability, whenever the fossil industry explains its position and strategy in
this regard, it comes across as a form of “oilsplaining”. That is, to borrow an
apt phrase from Rebecca Solnit (2012), as an “intersection between overconfi-
dence and cluelessness”.
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Notes

1. This resembles the curatorial processes at work in the art world: A critic
discussing artists or artwork exhibited at prominent venues does not need
to make a case for their importance.

2. For updates and legal documents for the two cases, see Climate Change
Litigation Databases, 2020, 2021.

3. As Jacques Ellul (1962/1990: 102) pointed out in relation to “rational”
propaganda using massive statistics as means of argumentation, “rational
propaganda gives rise to an irrational situation, and hence remains above
all propaganda, that is to say the interior possession of the individual by
a social power, which corresponds to the dispossession of himself.”

4. A third complaint by Earthworks, Global Witness, and Greenpeace USA,
against Chevron, was filed with the Federal Trade Commission on 16
March 2021 (see Volcovici, 2021).

5. Several research centres provide information and updates on on-going
climate change litigation cases, see, e.g., Sabin Center for Climate Change
Law at Columbia University (https://climate.law.columbia.edu) and Cli-
mate Change Laws of the World, The Grantham Research Institute on
Climate Change and the Environment, London School of Economics
(https://climate-laws.org).

6. Well-known cases are the Urgenda case (Klimaatzaak Urgenda, 2015,
2018, 2019), the case against Royal Dutch Shell (Klimaatzaak v. Royal
Dutch Shell, 2021; see also Klimaatzaak v. UEtat Belge, 2021; Notre Af-
faire a Tous et al. v. France, 2021; Neubauer et al. v. Germany, 2021).
A failed case is Greenpeace Nordic Association et al. v. Ministry of Pe-
troleum and Energy (2020). In 2022, a group of Swedish youth sued the
national government for not following national legislations for climate
change mitigation measures (Anton Foley et al. v. Sweden, 2022).

7. To quote just three examples of critical responses to the BP tweet: 1) “Dear
@bp_plc, you have done a great job in misleading the world for decades
and funding scepticism. You have learned well from tobacco. And now
you try greenwashing. How about really getting out of fossil fuels? And
please don’t try to sell us your 3% reductions as an achievement.”; 2)
“Blame shifting and re-framing the debate away from corporate respon-
sibility to personal responsibility. It’s as predictable as it is grotesque.”;
3) “Bitch what’s yours???”
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