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Abstract

This work is premised on the idea that the mainstream mass media are the primary sources of meanings about non-human
Nature in contemporaryNorth American society. This project considers themeanings of Nature and human relations with
it that are produced by the overall media landscape. To explore this, a qualitative analysis using original methods and
grounded theory was conducted on a representative sample of 350 media texts from Canadian newspapers, magazines,
and television. All of the texts contained references to either environmental issues or aspects of Nature and so formed
a sample of the 'discourse of Nature.' Texts were coded for such things as how they valued and characterized Nature,
what role Nature played in the texts' narratives, how Nature was related to both humans and technology, what issues in
relation to Nature were present in the texts, how the probiems underlying those issues were defined, and what actions
in relation to Nature were suggested. Following a rnulti-layered analysis, numerous competing and complementary ideas
of Nature and agendas for action vis-d,-vis Nature were identified in the discourse. It is argued that in this case the mass
media present a coherent ideology which arnounts to the "symbolic domestication of Nature."

This paper presents the results of a research study into the ways that mainstream mass media represent the non-
human world. Most people in the so-called developed world experience Nature more through the media than through
direct experience. Thus, the media are the principal definers of the meanings of Nature for these people. But what
meanings of Nature and understandings of human relations with Nature are the media presenting? A few researchers have
begun to study news, advertising, fictional and non-fictional television, and filmic representations of Nature. Inevitably,
they have studied these types of media texts separately from each other. This study goes beyond such a fragmented
approach to media analysis in order to look at the media landscape's overall representations of Nature and environmental
issues, albeit in a preliminary way. Furthermore, this study employs a clear and reproducible method that can be applied
to all types of media texts. And, the conclusions reached by this study are strongly suggestive that the mainstream media
present an anthropocentric-resourcist ideology of Nature that encourages the human control of Nature. For reasons that
will be explained, this ideology is termed the "symbolic domestication of Nature."

Discourses of Nature

The natural environment is a site of contestation. It
is a place-both physical and conceptual-of debates
over a wide range of issues involving resource and waste
management, species and habitat preservation, and
human and ecosystem health. These debates are
variously ordered by questions involving scientific
evidence, policy options, societal risks, technological
remedies, economic consequences, and moral
i nlernrefq t i  nn c

Such environmental discourses reflect and
reproduce perspectives and arguments that range from
extreme anth-ropocentric-resourcism to deep ecological
ecocentrism, with many variations in between (Dryzek,
1997). Furthermore, there is little indication rhat the
differences reflected in these perspectives are going to
be resolved any time soon.

What is at the root of these debates? Simple
answers include j obs, health, freedom, competitiveness,
ethics-, rights, capitalism, technology, etc. More complex
answers are found in the details. that is in the news
storie-s, documentaries, scientific studies, policy

documents, environmental impact statements, citizen
group and industry reports, scholarly journals, books,
public hearings, etc. where the discourse takes place.

The many different participants all have their own
ideas about which, if any, facets of the environmental
"crisis" are the most important and which require the
most attention. Furthermore. thev have different views
on how the particular issues (the'visible manifestations
that something is wrong) and problems (the underlying
causes) are or should be defined (e.g., scientifically,
technically, economically, legally, morally, spiritually,
ontologically, etc.). These debates, I would argue, are
over how society should define both environmental
problems and society's relationship to Nature. And
because the way a problerii is defined implicitly contains
a preferred course of action to address that problem,
these debates are about competing agendas for action (or
inaction).

But the explicit environmental discourse is only
part of the story here. Environmental meanings are also
represented and contested through a wider process that
the late Alexander Wilson (1991) refers to as the
"discourse ofnature" even when environmental concern
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is not specifically invoked. This is a social process
through which our ideas of Nature (human and other-
than human) are (re)presented, (re)constructed, and
made socially meaningful. This discourse-of which the
environmental discourse is a subset-not oply flows
through, but is also propelled by, such institutions as
science, commerce, law, religion, philosophy, art, and
the media, and such practices and products as
advertising, landscape design, catalogues, theme parks,
tourism brochures, ecology textbooks, Hollywood films,
and so on. Indeed, if you take the time to look around
you will see that in this culture, we are never far from
some expression-from the overt to the implicit--of our
relationship (real, supposed, or desired) with the natural
world.

The importance of these environmental debates and
the discourse of Nature in general is twofold. First, and
most obviously, in complex ways they inform individual,
collective and legislative decisions (or lack of them) and
actions (or lack ofthem) to address the issues. Secondly,
they generally serve the more broadly fuzzy cultural
purpose of (re)presenting social meanings around the
environmental "crisis" and the natural world: thev
suggest ideas of Nature, environmentalism, ani
environmental issues and problems. Together,
environmental debates and the discourse of Nature
reflect and reproduce competing environmental
ideologies. So, as Wilson (1991, 87) says, "The culture
of nature-the ways we think, teach, talk about, and
construct the natural world-is as important a terrain for
struggle as the land itself."

Ideologies of Nature

The term "ideology" is meant here in the broad and
neutral sense, not as a pejorative. We all have ideologies
even if we aren't political per se. And in fact most of us
are unaware of quite what ideologies we do hold. Here,
an ideology refers to "a systematic body of ideas,
organized from a particular point of view" (Kress &
Hodge, 1979, 6). It is a "synthesis of attitudes, values,
beliefs, and 'knowledge"' (Bell, 1977,3) that contains
an element of implied action.

Andrew Mclaughlin contends that environmental
ideologies, or ideologies of Nature as he calls them,
consist of two fundamental elements: ideas about Nature
and agendas for action:

Ideologies of nature are clusters of
convictions about the structure of
nonhuman nature, its significance, and
its value. They are composed of two
essent ia l  e lements-- images or
mappings of nature and age-ndas for
action. Images of nature are cognitive
frameworks within which nonhuman
nature makes its appearance. They are
explicit or implicit claims about what
nonhuman nature is and how it is
composed.... Agendas for action are
intimately connected to images of
nature, as images permit, invite,

oblige, and prohibit various actions
regarding nature. Conversely, agendas
for action require various kinds of
mappings, Cnd act ions change
territories, confirming old images or
requiring new ones. (Mclaughlin,
19e3, 8)

Similarly, for British sociologist S tephen Cotgrove,
environmental ideologies are significant because they act
as "framework[s] of meaning within which 'facts' and
experiences acquire significance and can be interpreted,"
and because they "serve the function of legitimating or
justifying courses of action" in relation to the
environment (Cotgrove, 1982, 26, 88). Jim Cantrill
( 1996) suggests that dominant environmental ideologies
are one of the key cognitive obstacles to better
understanding of the environmental crisis. He suggests
that we rely upon ideologies as easy filters through
which to process information about society and in this
case environmental concerns-often with mistaken
understandings, but we rareiy reflect upon those
ideologies.

Environmental ideologies, of whatever flavour,
largely consist of what many theorists refer to as "social
constructions of Nature" (Bird, 1987; Evernden, 1985,
1992).The concept of the social construction of Nature
comes from the concept of the "social construction of
reality" a core notion in sociology (Berger & Luckmann,
1966; Searle, 1995). This does not mean that Nature
exists only as a product of the human mind. Rather, it
refers to a process whereby human communication
serves to construct and reconstruct ideas and meanings
of Nature. In other words, this is not an absolute
interpretation of the social construction of reality thesis,
but rather a contextual or limited one (Hannigan, 1995;
Hayles, 1995). Nature itself, in this perspective, is not a
product of discourse, but its contempolary meanings are
largely-though not entirely-so.

Such constructions of Nature exist at a conceptual
level, but they manifest themselves in both actions and
in representations of Nature (symbolic or visual
expressions). Thus, we can study representations of
Nature as a way of understanding the meanings of
Nature and environmental ideoloeies held within a
particular context or culture.

The Mass Media

The mainstream mass media hold a privileged
position in society and their role as the dominant
purveyors of imagery and ideas in general also makes
them the primary means by which representations of
Nature circulate. And again, it is not simply the news
genre reports on environmental issues, but also
reoresentations that can be found in such senres of texts
as television Nature shows, feature filmi, travelogues,
gardening magazines and shows, children's'books, and,
of course, advertising, among others.

While it is unclear that the mass media have any
significant short-term direct eft'ects on individuals'
environmental behaviours and choices. there is a
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growing consensus- that there are long term s1,51smig
cultural impacts of mediated environmental discourse
(Anderson, 1997; Burgess, 1990; Hansen, l99l;
Harrison & Burgess, 1994; Shanahan & McComas,
1999). We might metaphorically think of the media as
rivers and tributaries of environmental discourse. slowlv
contributing to the oceans that are our ideologies. From
this perspective, the mass media do not simply transmit
information in an unproblematic way to audiences.
Rather, they perform a ritualistic function, "a symbolic
process whereby reality is produced, maintained,
repaired, and transformed" (Carey, 1989, 23). Thus,
Burgess (1990, 141) argues thatthe "power to define the
meanings of landscapes and places, plants and animals,
renewable and non-renewable resources is beins
contested in new and fascinating forms of cultura'i
politics conducted primarily through the mass media."

So, a key function of the media in environmental
affairs is how they contribute to the production and
reproduc-tion of environmental ideologies, perpetuating
such cultural mythologies as human mastery over
Nature, the power ofscience and technology to solve our
problems, and the conflict between iobs and
environmental protection, or perhaps offeringihe chance
for new and more progressive viewpoints to grow in the
broader culture.

It has also been argued that despite the wealth of
research on the role of tlre media in environmental
affairs, the media's relationship to the cultural and
ideological dimensions of environmental degradation has
been under-studied and under-theorized (Bu-rgess, 1990;
Delicath, 1996; Hansen, I99I: Harrison d Bu.g"rr,
1994). This is how John Delicath (1996, 65) puts i i:

While 'radical environmentalists'
often describe the ecological crisis as
a crisis of culture, they hardly exhaust
a meaningful analysis of thisconcept.
'Radical environmentalists' mav
claim to examine society's culturil
attitudes toward nature, but thev
rarely examine cultural producti,
especially those of the mass media, or
their influence on how we see and
value the natural environment....

'Radical environmentalists' must
turn their critical insiehts toward
television and film aid examine
everything from nature programs,
documentaries, and news coverase of
environmental issues and groupi, to
weather reports, commercials,
advertisements, and representations of
nature in popular movies and
television shows.

Delicath's point is that green theory and practlce
have yet to fully engage with media and ciltural studies.
Because, if we don't understand how we are
(re)producing a culture that is hostile to the non-human.
then we will have difficulty findine a lastine wav out of
our "crisis." As Raymond Will iami (l972,i64iputs it,

"We need different ideas because we need different
relationships."

Previous Research

Previous research into the mass mediated
representations of Nature and environmental issues has
been surprisingly limited. Furthermore, I am unaware of
any previous research that specifically looks at how the
media articulate ideologies of Nature by examrning
representations of Nature and representations of
environmental issues topetlter or that looks at a broad
sweep of media texts t6gether. Most of the previous
research on media and environment has concerned itself
with the production of environmental news, with news
and current affairs coverage of the issues, and with
attempts to measure the linear effects of environmental
coverage. In the interest ofbrevity and relevance, I will
notbereviewing all that research here. Others, including
Shanahan and McComas (1999), and Kunst and Witloi
(1993), have already provided such reviews.

Most relevant in the current context is previous
research into how media portrav Nature as well as
studies that emphasize the culiural or ideological
function of media in relation to Nature. Such research, as
I mentioned, is limited. Nevertheless, it has yielded some
interesting results, some of which I wil l- now briefly
survey.

Wilson's bookThe Culture of Nature is frequently
cited as a watershed for this sort of "sreen Cultural
studies." It is a lush and broad-ranging stidy of human
relationships to the land and the ways we manifest them
in the things we say, build and do, and the places we
(re)make. Wilson describes the book as "a cultural
history of nature in North America" which "attempm ro
understand how nature is lived and worked with, c6pied
and talked about in contemporary society-especially in
those environments we consider natural'i (Wilson, 199 1 ,
l2). Wilson touches on everything from nuclear plants
and theme parks to environmental education, Nature
movies, and tourism. In the process he problematizes not
only how we represent the land and Nature, but also the
many modern capitalist mystifications of our
relationships with Nature and the ever-present myth of
technological progress. Of particular interest hereis his
chapter on Nature movies and television. In it he argues
that

In films nature is easily constructed as
a resource or a corrrmodity to be
consumed as scenery, or it is shown in
some abstract form as matter capable
ofproducing energy. Usually in these
movies we're supposed to be able to
sit back and "view" nature without
becoming involved in it....Our abil ity
to produce these films of "life in th6
wild" is an index not only of our
power over nature but also of our
distance from it. (Wilson, 1991,122)
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And this commodification of Nature is a theme that
recurs throughout the book. Furthermore, Wilson argues
that in our popular culture there is an ever-present
requirement for Nature to be entertaining, a different
kind of resource function.

In her book F/ ight Maps , Price ( 1999) writes about
similar cultural uses of Nature in North America. In one
chapter she considers the shows Dr. Quinn, Medicine
Wontan; Twin Peaksi and Northern Exposure, along
with television commercials. She argues that these texts
encode a Nature as ultimate reality, but also as 'that
place apart' that we desire. She suggests that these texts
fit well with a baby-boomer culture that seems to want
both "ravenous resource use-and restraints on rampant
materialism" (243). This is an important point: our
cultural representations of Nature express contradictory
ideas.

In another chapter she writes about the Nature
Company, a store dedicated to selling bits of Nature,
representations of Nature, and tools to help people
experience Nature. She argues that the store taps into
horv we use Nature to define our identities. In hei view,
the store connects us not with Nature, but with what
Nature means: Nature as a place for leisure, adventure,
simplicity, uniqueness, authenticity, the primitive, the
past, the autochthonous, tranquility, exoticness,
wildness, and freedom. Indeed at the heart of Price's
(1999, 195) argument she asks, "Is it possible thar
people in our culture have become so estranged from
Nature that their only avenue to it is consumerism'?"

In a similar vein to Wilson, Gardner and Sheppard
(1983) suggest that the representation of Nature in
television Nature shows is overly exotic, exciting, and
unrealistic and may further alienate people from the non-
human Nature around them. Furthermore, the fact that
these shows are seen as "factual but uncontentious"
suggests that the audiences for such shows do not view
representations of Nature crit ically.

Looking at the way in which earth day is presented
in both "fictional" and "non-fictional" teleiision Caroini
and Williams (1994) make the argument that it is fals'e to
separate the study of "entertainment" from public affairs
programming. They argue that not only are the lines
between them blurred, but also that both are polit ical and
therefore should be studied together. In terms of how
environmental pollution is framed and actions suggested,
the authors find that all of the shows they studiecl-dffered
an individualistic frame of agency involving nothing
more than recycling. Furthermore, they found ihe shorvs
fundamentally supported existing ideologies and
institutions. As they put it,

While it may be possible to find
speci f ic  instances of  counter-
hegemonic messages in television
shorvs, it is important to not lose sight
of the overall-impact of the mediim
as an important mechanism for
reinforcing the status qao. That is,
taken as a whole, the medium is
firmly situated within and supportive
of a consumer culture hostile to anv

but the most modest forms of
oppositional political acrion. (Carpini
& Will iams, 1994,95)

A show that has been considered radically
oppositional even within a mainstream context is ?'/ze
Simpsons. Todd (2002) has considered the
environmental meaningS of The Simpsons, by focusing
on the role of both the nuclear plant and non-human
animals in the show's narratives. She argues that the
show offers a coherent pro-environment message by
showing the utter disregard most of the characters have
for nature:

The Simpsons presents a strong
ideological message about nature as a
symbol-as an object for human
exploitation. The characters of The
Slrrpsons display an overall disregard
for the environment, are separated
from nature, and often oppose nature.
The show portrays the mainstream
culture in which the environment has
a solely utilitarian value and exists
exclusively for human purposes.
Through humorous exagge r ation, T I rc
Simpsons offers critical commentary
on humanitv and points out the danser
of destroying the environment. TYhe
series' messace is revolutionarv
because it portriys the counterculture
of environmental activism as an
alternative to anthroDoc enlrism. Tlrc
S imp s ons' activism ii communicated
effectively through the juxtaposition
of characters that represent the
extremes on an ecological spectrum.
(Todd, 2002,71-78)

Based on my own imoressions of that show. I
would be inclined to aeree with that readins of it.
However, we know thatThe Sintpsons is a multi-Iayered
text, so it is also quite possible to read the show
differently. I am sure there are some who might be
inclined to identify with its cynicism rather than with its
satire.

Some of the most interestins work on ideas of
Nature in media comes from Gl6nda Wall 's (1998;
1999) exarnination of the of Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation's popular science show, The Nature of
Things, from 1960-1994. Wall looked at roughly 140
episodes of the show and found a shifting emphasis on
different ideas of Nature over time. In the early years of
the series, Nature was cast primarily as a resource and
source of wealth, as something to struggle against, as
something to study and understand, as something to
control and manage, and as a place where one could go
to escape from the city and renew oneself. As the series
and years progressed, the show shifted its emphasis to
portray Nature as vulnerable to the negative effects of
technological society and as a source of spiritual
inspiration:
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The conceptions ofscience and nature
' that framed the presentation and

understand ing of environmental issues
in the 1960s, were as Worster (1994:
291-315) has pointed out, conducive
to a "bioeconomic outlook" that
defined the environment in terms of
exploitable resources, and science as
tool to aid in this exnloitation.
Environmental problems,- however
catastrophic, were still seen, within
this outlook, as being solvable with
science and technology if properly
applied. As discussed in the section
above, the understandings of science
and nature presented in the 1980s and
1990s on The Nature ofThings had
changed dramatically from those
presented in the 1960s. Nature was
now to be understood in a spiritual as
well as a scientific sense. I[ was
presented as a fragile victim of our
collective wasteful and exploitative
ways, and science, in the traditional
sense, was implicated in its demise.
Nature was also portrayed as wise and
deserving ofrespect, as a way out of
the abyss we had created if only we
could re-connect with it on a sniritual
tevel. (Watl, 1999,70)

Wall 's research represents an important
contribution to the understandins of media
representations ofNature and because shE looked at i"fte
Nature of Things,to the understanding of environmental
olscourse.

There are also several studies that have focused on
advertising's portrayal of Nature. Hansen (2002) looked
at a sample of 132 television ads (7i unique; the rest
repeats) from the UK from 2000. He wanted to study the
relative frequency of discourses of Nature in advertising,
so he categorizedthe ads according to their primary and
secondary images of Nature. In the sample he tbund that
the dominant images of Nature were "Nature as a nice
place to be" and "Nature as intrinsically good (e.g.
healthy, fresh)". Other images he found included "human
master/power over nature", "recreational function of
nature", "Nature as distance/space traversed/the in-
betweer/obstacle", 'Nature as symbol of freedom",
"Nature as resource (production/recreation)", "'Like
nature'-metaphor", "Nature as threat", o'Nature as
gentle and authentic", Nature as metaphor for life's
journey",  "Nature as
challenges/sporUmanhood/endurance", "Nature as
spectacle, packaged (TV) spectacle", "Nature as global,
big, awesome, impressive", and "Nature as something to
protect". Hansen cataloged these images and noted what
kinds of ads they appear in. He suggests that "the
relative prominence of discourses is very different in
advertising compared with news and television
documentaries" (510). And he goes on to say that he
"found - no advertisements with a direct explicit

'environmental' message, and discourses of Nature as
threatened, fragile, and in need of protection
were. ..virtually absent" (5 10).

Corbet (2002) also considers advertising that
invokes nature. She argues that such advertising is only
faintly environmental using six related al'guments:

l. The business of advertising is
fundamentally "brown," therefore the
idea ofadvertising being "green" and
capable of supporting environmental
values is an oxymoron.

2. Advertising commodifies the natural
world and attaches material value to
non-material goods, treating natural
resources as private and possessible,
not public and intrinsic.

3. Nature-as-backdrop ads portray an
antkopocentric, narcissistic relation-
ship to the biotic community and
focus on the environment's utility and
benefit to humans.

4. Advertising idealizes the natural
world and presents a simplified,
distorted picture of nature as sublime,
simple, and unproblematic.

5. The depiction of nature in advertising
disconnects and estranses us from
what is valued, yet at tlie same time
we are encourased to reconnect
through products,lreating a circular
consumotion.

6. As a ubiquitous form of pop culture,
advertising reinforces consonant
messages in the social system and
provides strong dissonance to
oppositional or alternative messages.
(Corbett, 2002,143)

As a whole, Corbet's arguments are a
condemnation of advertising's representation of Nature.
This paper is a good example of a critique of advertising
from a critical environmental perspective informed by
environmental thoueht.

Hope (2002) eixamines "two kinds of advertising,
those that use images of a pristine Nature and those that
feature earth's globe." She summarizes her findings as
follows:

Both types investigated here absolve
consumers of responsibility for the
ecological  consequences of
consumption, Although used to
advertise a variety of commodities,
images of a pristine nature are
especially prevalent in tourism and
automobile advertisements. In these
ads the most frequent fantasy presents
nature as somewhere else, distanced
from evervdav I  i fe and
work-accesslUle and available as a
reward to affluent consumers. The
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fantasy further enables consumers to
deny connect ions between
consumption and ecological
degradation by evoking the powerful
myth of earthly paradise in lush and
sensuous images. Nature is exotic,
preserved for the r ighteous,
somewhere far away. Images of the
earth's globe in space are dominated
by commodities associated with
advanced technology and high
finance. Such images create a visual
metaphor for globalization and evoke
mythologies of manifest destiny, now
expanded beyond the continent to the
world. In these advertisements, elite
consumers are rewarded with the
opportunity to make more money by
control of the planer earth. (Hope,
2002, 172-173)

This is another strong critique of the fantasies
promoted by advertising and their implications for
human relations with the planet.

If there is one conclusion that can be drawn from
most of this research, it is that there is no clear theory of
the media's representation of Nature. This is because
researchers have found a range of representations of
Nature that vary over time, across genres and across
texts within a given genre. And they have built their
arguments from those limited perspectives. A number
have argued that the media commodify Nature and I
wouldn't disagree with that. But that argument doesn't
account for the representations ofNature that fall outside
that category. It is my view that this research has often
looked at representations of Nature in too fragmented a
manner. While not meaning to dismiss or inva'iidate this
research, I want to suggest that it would be more fruitful
to examine the media landscape as a whole (to the extent
that is practicable) in order to see how it handles
different ideologies of Nature. The current study is a
modest step in that direction.

Methods

To begin to address the question of how the media
landscape as a whole represents Nature and
environmental issues, this research project looked at a
large number of mainstream newspaper, magazine and
television texts that engage with environmental issues,
portray aspects of Nature, or do both.

Initially 2150 such texts were identified in a
selection of 70 editions of 9 Canadian newspapers, 8
Canadian magazines and 36 hours of prlnie-time
Canadian television from six stations (all within a I
month period). In print, Nature and or environmental
issues appeared in everything from small notes to news
stories, features, editorials and reviews. On television,
news, drama, comedy, science fiction, documentary, and
current affairs shows were all represented in the data
universe. From this collection, a representative samole

of 350 texts (175 ads and 175 other texts) were chosen
for analysis.

A qualitative method was developed to analyze the
texts for both manifest and latent content that
contributed to the text's representations of Nature and
environmental issues. This method was supported by
several text and media analysis methods including
metaphorical analysis (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Ortony,
1993), keyword analysis (Rosenthal, 1984; Will iams,
1983), nanative analysis (Berger, 1997;Chatman, 1978;
Harr6, Brockmeier, & Miihlhiiusler,1999 Manning &
Cullum-Swan, 1994), semiotics (Fiske, 1987; Leiss,
Kline, & Jhally, 1990; Manning & Cullum-Swan,1994;
Williamson, 1978), critical news discourse analysis
(Bell, 1991;Fowler, 1991), news frame analysis (Gitl in,
1980; Hackett, 1991; Tuchman, 1978), and
constructionist sociology (Best, 1995; Hannigan, 1995).

This method was necessitated by the need to be
able to read the texts as packages that included a number
of elements that combine to produce representations.
The method had to meet five criteria. First. it had to
answer my questions about environmental issues and
Nature in media discourse. Second. it had to be
applicable to any media genre. Third, I had to be able to
undertake it on my own with limited resources. Fourth,
it had to go beyond simplistic one-sided interpretations
to account for multiple possible meanings. And fifth, it
had to be largely understandable and easy to explain
(i.e., with minimal "translation") to someone not versed
in complex textual interpretation methods.

The method I settled on was to put nine questions,
each informed by a mix of the above methods, to each
text. Each text was then coded using these questions. A
relational database was used to store the answers in a
way that allowed for multiple responses to each question
for any given text. The questions were:

1.
2.

3.
i

) .

6.

7.
8.

9.

What aspects of Nature appear in the text?
What is the vabtation of the aspects of Nature in
the text?
Whatfunction in the text do these aspects of Nature
serve?
How are the aspects of Nature characterized in the
text?
What are the reLationships of humans to the aspects
of Nature in the text ?
What are the relationships of technology to the
aspects of Nature in the text?
What is the issue in relation to Nature in the text?
What is the problem in relation to Nature in the
text?
What is the suggested course of action in the text?

This primary coding process yielded a total of 5063
answers to the nine questions across the 350 texts. At
this point, a grounded theory approach (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was used in the
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Table 1. Sumrnary of Ideas of Nature and

Maior Ideas of Nature
Nature is a Victim
Nature is a Sick Patient
Nature is a Problem

- Deficient
- AnnoYance
- Obstacle
- ComPetitor
- Threat
- Enemy

Nature is a Resource
- Raw Material
- Tool
- Spectacle
- DestinationlPlayground

Ideas of Nature
Nature is Something to Understand
Nature is a Domestic(ated) Companion

Nature and Humans are Alike
Nature is a Helper / Caregiver
Nature is Well

- Abundant
- Attractive
- Healthy
- Pure / Pristine
- Effective
- Powerful
- HaPPY
- Smart / Creative
- Relaxed
- Virtuous

Actions yis-ri-vis Nature

Maior Actions
Care for Nature
Protect Nature
Control Nature
Manage Nature
Use Nature
Enjoy Nature

Actions
Improve on or Replace Nature
Cope with Nature
Ovlrcome Nature
Compete with Nature
Protect from Nature
Fight Nature
Study and Learn from Nature
Acquire Nature
Consume Nature
Employ Nature
Watch Nature
Visit Nature
Play in Nature
Live with or Near Nature
Do Nothing

Table 2. Mid-Level Ideological Clusters with Percentage of Data Points

I
I
I
t
t
I
I

Mid-Level Ideological Cluster
Nature as Victim / Patient
Nature as Problem
Nature as Resource
Nature is Well
Nature and Humans Alike and Tosether
Understand Nature
Not categorized

Vo of Data Points
35
26
2l
07
05
04
02
I00VoTOTAL

analysis of the secondary data. The answers from each
question for the ads and for the other texts were then
categorized, resulting in 18 summaries. The categories
in the summaries were not pre-determined, but rather
emerged from the data. Each of these summaries was
subsequently interpreted for any significant preliminary
findings.

In the next phase, the data points for questions 1
and 2 were set aside (because they did not contribute to

ideas of Nature or environmental issues) and working
with the remaining 3847 data points in aggregate, I
developed an overall summary consisting of major ideas
of Nature (some with sub-ideas), ideas of Nature, major
actions in relation to Nature, and.actions in relation to
Nature. These are summarized in Table l.

Working with these ideas of Nature and actions
vis-a-vis Nature, I developed six clusters representing
six midlevel ideologies of Nature. These are
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summarized in Table 2 and illustrated in Fieure 1. Once
the clusters were finalized, I then set ab6ut trvins to
make sense of them as a whole. The results-of all ihis-are
presented in the following section.

Relevant results from this study were sleaned at
each level of analysis. After the initiai summa-ries of the
different questions were completed and interpreted, I
was able to make the following conclusions based on the
results for each question:

. The Nature in this discourse is familiar and
generic, a representation that permits
obj ectifi cation and stereotyping.

. There are conflicting valuations of Nature in
this discourse, with the tendency being towards
valuing Nature positively by a ratio of roughly
3 ro l .

. The most prominent representations of Nature
are Nature cts resource, Nature as problent.
and Nature as victim / patiettt.

. The discourse emphasizes a narrow range of
possible relationships between humans and
Nature.

. The discourse presents a strong technological
optimism vis-i-vis human relations with non-
human Nature-

. The discourse tends to be not particularly
analytical and.consequently tends to equate
issues with problems and even when it doesn't
exactly equate them, it doesn't stray far from
issues in defining problems.

. The actions proposed by the discourse follow
a similarly conventional pattern of reformist
approaches to addressing the issues/problems.

In the next phase ofthe analysis, I considered the
data points in aggregate and developed the overall list of
ideas of Nature and actions vis-i-vis Nature. Thesc were
organized so as to account for their relative prominence
in the discourse and are summarized in Table 1.

Major ideas of Nature and major actions vis-i-vis
Nature were those that were most prominent. Major
ideas of Nature sometimes were comprised of sub-ideas.
The other ideas of Nature and actions vis-i-vis Nature
were not as prominent, but nevertheless formed part of
the overall media representation of Nature and
environmental issues.

These ideas and actions were then organized into
a series ofsix different clusters representing'six distinct
mid-level ideologies of Nature. These are not full blown
comprehensive views that account for all ideas of Nature
and actions vis-i-vis Nature, nor are they simply a single
idea or action. These are coherent ideas of Nature
coupled with clear actions. Some are more developed in
the discourse than others.

This clustering process was not simply a matter of
putting together what I thought would go together
logically, but also of considering which actlons tended
to go with which ideas of Nature in the primary texts.
After I had settled on the six clusters, I went back and
made note of their relative importance within the
discourse. This was done by simply measuring the

percentage of the data points that fell into that cluster
(note: the data points for questions I and2 were not part
of this process because they did not contribute to either
ideas of Nature or actions vis-d-vis Nature). The mid-
level ideological clusters and their relative weights
within this discourse are summarized in Table 2. It
should be noted that these are approximate values.

It is pretty clear from the percentages ofdata points
that there are three major clusters (Nature es
Victin/Patient, Natttre as Problem, and Nature as
Resource) and three minor clusterc (Nature is Well,
Nature and Humans Alike and Tosether, and
[Jnderstand Nature). One might be temptid to simply
dismiss the minor clusters as not sisnificant. However.
they are essential to understanding ihe overall ideology
of Nature represented by the media in this case as I will
explain shortly.

I have presented these six clusters together in
Figure 1. Each of them is labeled and shows their
internal components as well as selected links to other
clusters. This "big picture" diagram suggests the
relationships within the clusters as well as some of those
between them.

Space does not permit me to include examples
from the primary texts that illustrate and illuminate each
of these ideas and actions. Instead, I want to focus on my
interpretation of the clusters taken as a whole. It is my
contention that the overall story manifesteel in this
discourse represents a unified ideology of Nature that
presents Nature and its relatiorts with hunnns in such a
way as to justify the continued hwnan cotttrol and
dominatiort of Nature.

On the surface, there appear to be some
incongruities between the different pieces of the story
the media are telling in this case. Sometimes there seems
to be a strong admiration and desire for Nature. At other
times there is a hatred. Sometimes there is a strong
injunction [o connect with or care for Nature. At other
times the injunction is to fight or exploit it. These could
just seem like competing ideas and actions. It might be
possible, therefore, to read this overall discourse as
simply two conflicting ideologies of Nature jostling for
position. Some of the clusters (Nature as victint/patient,
Nature and hunmns alike and together, and understand
Nature) can be read as indicative of a caring ideology of
Nature. And there is no doubt that there is an element of
just such an ideology present in the discourse. Similarly,
the other clusters (Nature as resource, Nature as
problem, Nature is well) suggest an ideology favouring
control of Nature. Seeins this discourse as simply
reflecting this dialectic riould be an entirely valid
interpretation.

But I think that a case can be made that these ideas
and actions form a cohesive single ideology into which
all of the pieces fit. Furthermore, the appearance of
competing ideas is just an illusion of choice being
presented by the media. The final outcome is pre-
ordained. However, for the story to be convincing, both
outcomes must be possible... The media would lose
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credibility if their story about Nature and humanity's
relations with Nature was all negative and critical about
Nature, all leading to an agenda of control. To make the
story work and to make the argument for control most
convincing, it must be articulated in dialectic with
another possible outcome. "Should we'care for Nature or
should we control Nature, that is the question..." That's
the set-up. The story's purpose, though, is to convince
the reader/viewer to side with humanity and affirm
humanity's need to control Nature.

This story is an appeal for the audience to see the
situation from humanity's perspective in the strong
anthropocentric sense. The whole purpose of the story is
to convince the reader that humanity is right to want to
control Nature.

It is my interpretation of this discourse of Nature
that it expresses an argument for the domestication of
Nature. For that reason, I am calling the ideology
encoded by the media in this case the symbolic
domestication of Nature. And that is also my theory of
how the media represent Nature in this case. So, then,
how do the elements of this ideology fit into an
understanding of domestication?

Well, to begin with, the Oxford English Dictionary
(Simpson & Weiner, 1989), defines "domesticate" as
follows:

I a.To make, or settle as, a member
of a household; to cause to be at
home; to naturalize.

b. To make to be or to feel 'at
home': to familiarize.
2. To make domestic; to attach to
home and its duties.
3. To accustom (an animal) to live
under the care and near the
habitations of man; to tame or brins
under control ;  to c iv i l ize.
4. To l ive familiarly or at home
(with); to take up one's abode.

So, the first idea we have is that domestication is a
form of bringing into the home, taming, civilizing. This
fits with the Nature and lrumans alike and topether
cluster. The idea Nature is a dontestic(ated) comlanion
is obviously an expression of domestication. The idea
that Nature and humans are alike fits because by
civilizing and taming Nature, we are making it more like
us. The idea that Nature is a caregiver/helper is also a
good fit as we know that animals and plants were
domesticated in order to be made useful and they
continue to offer help and care to humans. And, ttr-e
injunction to live with or near Nature is also an obvious
fit with this idea.of bringing into the home.

Connections with other clusters are equally clear.
Most obvious are the connections to the Nature as
resoltrce cluster. Domesticated species are, obviously,
used as resources, including as nmterials (e.g. for food),
as tools (e.g. for transportation), as spectacles (e.g.
c i rcuses and marine parks),  and as
d e s t it tttti o trs/p lay g ro unds (e. g. zoos and marine parks).
Humans acquire, consume, employ, watch, visit, and

play with domesticated Nature. We manage, use and
enjoy our domesticates.

The connections with the Nature is well cluster
come in the sense that we pick species and individuals to
domesticate that have qualities we value. These can
inciude their power, their abundance, their health, their
intelligence, and their ability to get along well with
numans.

The connection between domestication and the
Nature as victim/patient cluster exists primarily in the
actions of protecting and caring for Nature,If we have
domesticated plants and animals, obviously we must care
for them even if only in a very limited way. They are
dependent on us. Domesticated animals are unable to
care for themselves as a rule. They would perish without
human tending. Also, we protect and care for them
because we want them to helo us in some way. And,
sometimes our domesticates are hurt or become sick, so
they can also be victims and patients. Livingston (1994,
20) writes about this dependency and argues that it is
absolute:

The domesticate must not have a
mind, or a will, of its own. It must
totally rely on its master for food,
drink, shelter, fresh air, exercise,
and information. Such sensory
stimulation as it mav receive.
including sex, is alio largely
determined by its captor, who
decides whether or not to afford the
animal even the company of its own
species. Dependence is virtually
absolute. Security is given. The
domesticate need no longer be able
even to detect danger, much less
escape, still less defend itself.

The Nature as problem cluster connects to the idea
of domestication in several ways as well. Most
obviously, domestication is a form of control over
Nature. Indeed, control is at the center ofthe process of
domestication, just as it seems to be at the center of the
discourse of Nature studied in this case. Furthermore,
domestication is regarded as a way of dealing with all
the things we find difficult or challenging about Nature.
Domestication is also considered ak,tnd of improvemerlt
on wild species (from the point of view of the
domesticators of course). And, in the process of
domestication, we may encounter the species or
individual as an annoyance, obstacle, or even threat,
that is until it is domesticated. So the process of
domestication is a kind of problem solving. On a related
note, Livingston (1994, 20) writes:

Docility and tractability aie almost
as important as dependence,
although when some exria measure
of control is required for a
chronicaliy recalcitrant individual,
we have our ways. Most
domesticates readilv accept the
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downward flow of command. Few
. are dangerous. It used to be said that

the domestic Jersey bull was the
most dangerous non-human being on
Earth. But Jerseys have declined in
popularity because rhey are not high-
volume producers, and there are
fewer bulls of any breed around
nowadays in any case. Most of those
that do remain (of dairy breeds at
least) tend to stay shut up in their
laboratory stalis for sem'en drawing.
There is not much to fear from any
domesticated mammal of whatevei
size; little or no spirit ofself-defence
is left in any of them. (1994,20)

Finally, the connection to the understand Nature
cluster is in the fact that in order to domesticate a plant
or animal, and then to be able to care for it, it must be
understood, at least in a limited way.

Domestication is a metaphor that can be used to
interpret the media discourse of Nature encountered in
this case. It is an apt metaphor because the different
ideas of Nature and actions vis-i-vis Nature found in this
discourse are closely aligned with the ideas of Nature
and aciions vis-i-vis Nature that exist in actual cases of
domestication. Domestication is also an element within
the discourse as in, for example, a prevalence of
domestic species in the texts studied.

Furthermore, domestication is an apt label for this
ideology because the attempted domestication of all of
Nature appears to be the objective of much of
contemporary globalizing corporate industrial society.
What I mean by this is that the ultimate fantasy of the
anthropocentric-resourcist ideology is total control over
Nature so as to make it most useful and least problematic
lor humans.

Now,- it is one thing for humans to have
domesticated certain plants and animals as part of the
development of agriculture. I am not suggesting that we
go back to pre-agricultural times and let all the
domesticates go feral. That would be a disaster. What I
am concerned about is the tendency of this particular
type of relationship to be extended to all of what might
still be considered "wild" Nature. Making house petsof
wild animals, turning forests into trele farmi, and
damming rivers are just a few examples of this process.
Indeed, it seems that much of contemporary human
civilization is geared towards trying t6 control and
manage _any non-human Nature that it has not yet
exploited or consumed. Domestication, then, is the liteial
truth of what humans are doing to what remains of the
wild Earth and its non-human inhabitants. And that, too,
makes "domestication" an appropriate label for this
discourse.

So, for all of the reasons outlined above. it seems
to me that the idea of the symbolic dontestication of
Nature is a devilishly obvious and elegant theory of thb
representation of Nature.

Conclusions

What. then. are we to make of this interoretation?
Well it is, of course, one interpretation bised on a
detailed qualitative analysis. So, it needs to be
acknowledged again that other interpretations are
possible. The texts engaged in this study are certainly
not all suggestive of the syntbolic dontestication of
N ature.This discourse is not universally anthropocentric
in the strong sense of the term. Indeed, there were a few
texts whose overall meanings suggestjust the opposite.
But not many.

I thit* the first and most obvious implication of
these results is that the mainstream media, as presently
configured, must be regarded as agents of hegemony in
environmental affairs, at least if one takes a radical view
of those affairs as I do. I think it is pretty clear from this
study that the media are promoting an anthropocentric
and resourcist ideology of Nature. Such an ideology,
though by definition human-centered, does not serve all
humans equally. it primarily serves the interests of those
who benefit most from the exploitation of Nature, the
resource extraction companies, the tourism operators, the
car makers and so on-those best positioned to benefit
from the capitalist consumer economy.

To the extent that my interpretation of the
discourse of Nature in this case is accurate, the
implications for Nature are not great. In the increasing
absence of real Nature from our experience and the
concurrent dependence on media representations of
Nature, the media's role becomes ever more important
in shaping long term environmental ideological
perspectives. And the kind ofmessages I have seen here
would seem to reinforce an already well-entrenched
ideology that itself reinforces a well entrenched
economic and political system----capitalist liberal
democracy-which depends on the expansion of its
exploitation of Nature and that itself tends to serve
particular elites over the general human population.

In this society, Nature is altogether too meaningful.
At the same time, Nature is not meaningful enough. It is
too meaningful in the sense of being an infinitely flexible
sign, able to be used to say whatever one wants. It is not
meaningful enough in the sense that it is seen as mere
stuff, devoid ofsignificance beyond its resource value or
problem status.

How are we to sDan this divide? I don't know
exactly, but I know where to start: at both ends. At one
end, we can start by showing just how our meanings of
Nature are culturally produced and disseminated. We
can deconstruct the currently circulating meanings of
Nature and show their damaging effects. This might be
considered the critical task. At the other end of the
divide, we can start by trying to give people the
opportunity to connect with Nature in more substantial
ways than simply through its consumption. We might
even offer them representations of Nature that are
completely unfamiliar. And people are doing all of these
things. But the most important thing for all of us is the
experience of Nature. And we need to seek as un-
mediated an experience as possible. We need to
experience Nature as itself, even Nature as yugen.
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