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Media Narratives of Global Warming

The mass media are a key channel in the discourse of global warming. How they present the issue and proposed
responses to it will influence how the public and decision-makers perceive and respond to it. A qualitative analysis of
recent (1999-2000) media representations of global warming suggests that global warming is now largely accepted
in the media. However it is being framed very restrictively. Mass mediated constructions of global warming offer up
a limited selection of problem definitions, reasons for acting, and ways of addressing global warming.

Mark Meisner

INTRODUCTION

I t was a dark and stormy night thirty odd years after the first Earth Day in 1970. Storms raged outside her
mansion on the hill and Mother Earth was fitful and anxious. She knew that environmental issues were no
longer the delinquent offspring of Industrial Revolution. They were now an experienced outlaw gang on an

accelerating senseless crime spree.

And who was the poster child of crimes against Mother Earth and her own good children? None other than
“Global Warming” (aka “The Greenhouse Effect”, “Climate Warming”, “Climate Change”). Seldom seen, but
often spoken of, Global Warming could strike anywhere at any time. Now some doubted his (or was it her?, no
one knew) existence, saying he was a myth. Others believed the legend and feared him mightily. But as I said, few
had ever seen him perpetrating his vicious crimes; they knew only of the consequences.

And no one really knew where or how he would strike again or if his rumoured grand plans for the future would
come to pass. Thus he was almost impossible to apprehend, let alone try (all those appeal courts are murder) or
convict. And even if, by some miracle he could be sentenced, no prison could hold him, for his allies were
everywhere, even within the justice system!

And so, realizing this, Mother Earth and her children came to decide that the best thing they could do was to try
to carry on with their lives and simply learn to live with Global Warming and his partners in environmental
crime.

The End.

OK. Let me try that again.

In many ways, environmental degradation in the year 2000 is much worse than it was in 1970. Environmental
issues are many and varied, from the destruction of habitats and the extinguishing of species to a range of
chemical pollution of lands, waters, and bodies. And perhaps the most challenging environmental issue of them
all is global warming.

Global warming refers to the increase in the surface to lower atmospheric temperatures of the Earth. Anthropogenic
or human-caused global warming is generally thought to be caused by the build-up of excessive amounts of so-
called greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. These include carbon dioxide (CO

2
), methane, and nitrous oxide
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(NO
2
). Their build-up is widely considered to be largely the result of humans burning up excessive quantities of

fossil fuels, though other factors including animal flatulence also come in for some blame.

Global warming does not simply mean a steady rise in average temperatures across the board. It means somewhat
unpredictable changes in temperature and climate around the world with varying local and regional effects. And,
while extreme weather events such as hurricanes, floods and droughts are predicted by computer models of
global warming, specific instances of them cannot be definitively linked to global warming. Global warming is
happening; we just don’t know how bad it is going to get.

It is no longer a matter of debate about whether it is happening, it is now a debate about what, if anything to do
about it. We could do nothing to try to mitigate it and simply try to adapt to global warming. Or we could take
any range of actions to try to slow down and reverse global warming.

There. That’s better, isn’t it?

So what does all this have to do with media narratives of global warming, the advertised topic of this paper? Well,
since the paper is all about how the media talk about global warming, it seemed appropriate to illustrate two
quite different styles of global warming discourse, and two substantially different narratives of global warming.

This paper, then, describes a research project that explores how recent print media texts narrate global warming.
The questions guiding this work are: how is the global warming story being framed; how are nature and humanity’s
relationship to nature being presented; what types of responses to global warming are being presented; and who
is responsible for acting to prevent or mitigate global warming?

The main arguments that will be advanced are that media narratives of global warming are no longer primarily
stories of duelling scientists debating the existence of global warming. Rather, they now largely accept global
warming as a reality. However, they continue to construct the problem in narrow technical, economic, and
ultimately anthropocentric terms. Furthermore, these constructions are only likely to promote futility, denial,
and/or apathy on the part of the public.

Before getting to the specifics of this study, brief introductions to the social construction of environmental
problems, narratives and the media, and media coverage of global warming are in order.

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS
The idea that environmental problems are socially constructed is not new, but it is controversial. For many in the
environmental movement, environmental issues and problems are as plain to see as the nose on your face. To
them the suggestion that environmental problems are social constructions is akin to wilful blindness and denial
of urgent threats to life on earth (see Hannigan 1995; Soulé and Lease 1995). Fair enough; this is not an attempt
to suggest that the issues are made up, as some anti-environmental types might argue.

Rather, in this context, suggesting that environmental problems are socially constructed refers to the fact that the
ways in which we understand environmental and social conditions and the meanings we give to them are produced
through human communication choices. As John Hannigan puts it, “a social constructionist approach...recognises
the extent to which environmental problems and solutions are end-products of a dynamic social process of
definition, negotiation and legitimation both in public and private settings” (Hannigan 1995, 31).

The social construction of environmental problems means neither that conditions are ipso facto objective, nor
that they are entirely the products of human thought. Katherine Hayles (1995) refers to a middle ground between
objectivism and solipsism as “constrained constructivism.” “Neither cut free from reality nor existing independent
of human perception, the world as constrained constructivism sees it is the result of complex and active engagements
between the unmediated flux and human beings”(Hayles 1995, 53-54). Hannigan refers to the same idea as
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“contextual constructionism.”

Joel Best explains the relationship between objective conditions and social constructions of social problems,
using the example of ozone depletion:

Our sense of what is a social problem is inevitably subjective. This is true, even when the problem seems
purely objective. Thus, most scientists now agree that certain manufactured chemicals damage the ozone
layer in the Earth’s atmosphere, a process that threatens to increase the incidence of skin cancer, to damage
crops, etc. This might seem to be a clear example of a harmful objective condition. But, again, this social
problem has a subjective history. Scientists had to spot the loss in ozone, identify its cause, and bring it to
public attention. The chemical industry resisted these claims, denying that there was a serious problem or
that their chemicals were responsible. Politicians and the press began paying attention to the debate. In
other words, people developed a subjective sense that this was a social problem. Suppose that no one
noticed the declining ozone levels, or that politicians and the press refused to take the issue seriously. The
objective condition (diminishing ozone) still would have had effects (more cancer, etc.) but it would not be
on anyone’s list of social problems. No condition is a social problem until someone considers it a social
problem (Best 1995, 4-5).

Thus, our representations of the world, including those of environmental problems, can never be entirely and
completely “true,” since there is no place to stand from which to judge their accuracy. Representations can only
be compared to each other, not to reality (Hayles 1995). Some may be more complete than others, but a map can
never be the territory (Evernden 1985).

In the arena of public discourse, numerous potential social problems compete for attention, with success going
to those whose claims become legitimised. Thus, we can study the process of claimsmaking around competing
issues as they jostle for space and attention. Through the claimsmaking process, claimsmakers will present their
perspectives on the conditions that will form the basis for a definition of a problem that has caused the condition.
I prefer to think of it as issues (what we see, e.g., pollution) being the symptoms of problems (what causes the
issue, e.g., human error, lawbreaking, technical shortcomings, capitalism, etc.) For every issue there are many
potential problem definitions. This process of problem defining is sometimes referred to as “typification.” Best
explains:

Typification occurs when claimsmakers characterize a problem’s nature. Typification can take many forms.
One of the most common forms is to give an orientation toward a problem, arguing that a problem is best
understood from a particular perspective. Thus, claimsmakers assert that X is real ___ (moral, medical,
criminal, political, etc.) problem. Each orientation emphasizes different aspects of X. Typically an orientation
locates the problem’s cause and recommends a solution (Best 1995, 8-9).

In addition to the concept of typification, social constructionism employs several concepts around the claimsmaking
process. These are the grounds, “the basic facts which shape the ensuing claims-making discourse,” warrants,
“the justifications for demanding that action be taken,” and conclusions, “the action which is needed to alleviate
or eradicate a social problem” (Hannigan 1995).

So, central to this study is this idea that different participants in a discourse, in this case of global warming, will
seek to define the problem in ways that suit their proposed solutions or ideologies. Different definitions of the
problem underlying the global warming issue will be proposed and taken up in the media through a process of
competing claims.

NARRATIVES AND THE MEDIA
Narratives are essentially stories. They have plots, characters and themes, and they tell of events that have happened.
Why are they important? Because as Arthur Asa Berger (1997, 9-10) reminds us, from childhood to death,
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“narratives pervade our lives....they furnish us with both a method for learning about the world and a way to tell
others what we have learned.” Narratives are one of the most important ways that we socially construct our
understanding of reality.

Narratives can be found throughout the mass media. From news “stories” to TV dramas, feature films to
advertisements. Some narratives are easily identifiable stories, as in serialised dramatic television shows. In other
media texts, print advertisements for example, it may not always be obvious that there are narratives at work. But
they are, even if just in an implied form. In an advertisement, for example, there is always the implied story about
how your life will be transformed by buying the product.

The mass media are important sources of narratives for several reasons. First, the media are pervasive. They
surround us and provide near constant exposure to media texts, most of which have narrative qualities. Second,
the media have displaced religion and the education system as the dominant socializing and storytelling institutions
in our society. Thirdly, the media are influential. Though individuals read media messages in different ways, the
messages do matter for they offer not just information, but also beliefs, values, and ways of seeing. They tell us
what is normal and what is deviant and they help us structure our identities.

Thus the mass media affect everything from our relations with government and politics to those with our family
and friends. Indeed, they help define our culture and our ideologies, primarily the culture of consumption and
ideology of consumerism that characterise this society. Together these reasons combine to suggest that the media
have tremendous social power, the power of meaning formation (For a good introduction to the media and
society see Croteau and Hoynes 2000).

When it comes to environmental issues, the same is true of the media. They help us generate our understandings
of issues by acting as a central node for the circulation of environmental claims. The media sit between the public
and the policy makers, the activists, the scientists, industry and other environmental discourse participants, all of
whom, in part, communicate through the media. And this discourse of competing narratives and competing
claims takes place not just in news coverage, but also in entertainment and other genres of media texts.

In this paper, however, the focus is on narratives in newspaper and news magazine accounts of global warming.
The texts being considered include a limited range of genres: features, news reports, notes, editorials, reviews,
columns and letters to the editor. Obviously, this is only a small range of types of media texts, but newspapers
and newsmagazines are considered by scholars (though not the public) to be most reliable sources of news.

MEDIA COVERAGE OF GLOBAL WARMING
Some work has been done on how the media have covered global warming which I will now briefly consider.

Allan Bell (1991; 1994) was concerned with the accuracy of reporting and of the perception of media content.
His work attempted to measure the gaps between the science of climate change and how it is reported (i.e., the
degree of mis-reporting) as well as between the reporting of climate change and how it is perceived by the
audience (i.e., the degree mis-understanding).

In looking at the mis-reporting gap in relation to climate change, Bell (1991) found considerable evidence of
such things as overstatement, misquotation, misattribution and exaggeration. In looking at people’s understanding
of climate change issues and comparing these with media representations from the previous year, he found that
there was a considerable mismatch between the two (1994). Examples of this include the over-estimation of
temperature and sea-level rises and confusion of global warming with ozone depletion.

This research tends to presume a kind of reflection theory of the media, the idea that media reporting can mirror
the non-mediated world, whether it be of science or any aspect of social life. In this case, Bell seems to presume
both that reporters could construct fully accurate reports of climate change and that audiences could unambiguously
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understand such media messages. This kind of approach does not fit with the current study, but it is somewhat
instructive.

Sheldon Ungar (1992) looked at a variety of media in the late 1980’s to see how global warming was being
characterized. He found that the claims of scientists about the likelihood of global warming failed to attract
much attention until the summer of 1988 which was very hot and dry in North America. He argued that it was
these real world events that legitimized the scientific claims and gave them political currency.

Lee Wilkins (1993) conducted a large study of over 1400 stories about global warming (the greenhouse effect)
from 1987-1990. His interest was in news values and he found three important values that framed news of the
greenhouse effect: progress, the institutionalisation of knowledge, and innocence. He argued that these values
reflected the values of the scientific community and that they tended to exclude the consideration of ethical
choices. Furthermore, “progress, in these stories, was often linked to a technological fix, and to a technocratic
elite that would first develop and then control the solutions” (1993, 77). In his view, these stories did not
generally look at the roots of the problem. And, though facts were questioned through the duelling scientist
scenario, with equal time to both sides, non-experts were rarely acknowledged.

Craig Trumbo (1996) was interested in how climate change was constructed as a problem by the media from
1985 to 1995. Employing a claimsmaking perspective, he looked at the distribution of claims and frames by
different news sources (claimsmakers), including politicians, scientists and interested parties. Among his findings
were that scientists were less dominant as sources as the issue attention cycle progressed. In conjunction with
this, there was a shift away from a discussion of causes to more of a political debate and discussion of possible
solutions.

Jim Shanahan and Katherine McComas have studied media coverage of climate change issues extensively, using
primarily quantitative methods (McComas and Shanahan 1999; Shanahan and McComas 1999). In one study
they looked at the themes that emerged during different phases of attention to climate change between 1980 and
1995. Among other things, they found that, “the dangers and consequences of global climate change were
significantly more prominent in stories during the period of increased newspaper attention, and scientific
controversy was more prominent in the maintenance phase” (McComas and Shanahan 1999).

Shanahan and McComas also have an interest in narratives of global warming, in particular how the narrative of
global warming has evolved over time and in connection with the issue attention cycle (Shanahan and McComas
1999). They tracked both the fluctuations in the volume of global warming coverage and changes in its presentation
from 1980-1994. Coverage rose dramatically in the late 1980’s and declined in the 1990’s. In conjunction, the
narrative on the issue went from “imminent disaster” to extreme scepticism.

Lydia Dotto (2000) recently argued in Alternatives Journal that the problem in the discourse of global warming
has been an unreasonable focus on the question of incontrovertible proof of global warming’s existence. This, she
argues, has distracted us from the more important debate about the consequences of global warming.

Finally, writing in the current issue of the Ryerson Review of Journalism, Simon Smith suggests that the Canadian
media are failing to cover global warming adequately for several reasons. These include journalists misinterpreting
scientific findings, the media’s economic conflicts of interest, vociferous public relations from the fossil fuel
industry, the unwillingness of scientists who believe global warming is happening to make strong statements to
that effect on the record, and the failure of many journalists to report on energy alternatives that mitigate the
connection between economic output and the consumption of fossil fuels. In essence, then, “media organizations
focus on the economic implications of fighting climate change and fail to convey the dangers of inaction” (Smith
2000, 82).
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METHODS
Climate change is not going away, nor is media coverage of it. There have certainly been cycles of media attention
to the issue and there will be more. The current study is an attempt to take a snapshot of the North American
print media coverage of global warming at the turn of the millennium. It is a qualitative study of the narratives
and claimsmaking around global warming in a range of recent print media texts.

The Lexis-Nexis general news archive and the Canadian Periodical Index were used to obtain copies of a selection
of articles that contained at least one of three search terms within the full text of the articles. The terms were
“global warming,” “climate change,” and “greenhouse gas,” as it was thought that these would catch most of the
articles about global warming. The media outlets sampled from were the newsmagazines Maclean’s and Time,
and the newspapers The Globe and Mail, The National Post, and The New York Times, all elite media of record in
their respective countries. The period of the sample was from January 1, 1999 to May 31, 2000. Though the
search produced many more results, a manageable sample of 140 articles was purposively selected for qualitative
narrative analysis. This analytical sample was intended to incorporate a range of types of print media texts, from
short notes or longer unrelated stories that may have used the search terms simply in passing to longer articles
whose focus was global warming. I wanted to see the range of uses of terms like “global warming” as well as how
the issues themselves were being represented in detail.

A Filemaker database was created to store information about each article in the sample and to use in the actual
analysis. The basic fields in the database included the medium, the outlet, the genre of text, the date of publication,
the full text of the article, a description, the title, and the author. The analytical fields included repeating fields
for claimsmakers; their acceptance of global warming; and their grounds, warrants, conclusions and typifications
relating to global warming, as well as a single field for the narrative.

Each article was analysed and interpreted for the presence of each of these elements. It should be noted that not
all elements were found in every text. Certainly in longer texts that provided major treatments of the global
warming issue, most elements were present. But in many articles completely unrelated to global warming, such
as a Time feature entitled “Fun with E-Mail,” where global warming is simply mentioned in passing (in this case
as something people talk about on Internet email lists), the direct claimsmaking elements with respect to global
warming were absent.

The perspective used in analysing these texts is rooted in this idea of the social construction of environmental
problems. It is further informed by recent environmental philosophy that emphasises the analysis of competing
worldviews or environmental ideologies (See, for example, Evernden 1985; Evernden 1992; Fox 1990; Livingston
1994; McLaughlin 1993).

Four meta-analytical questions guided the analysis:
• How is global warming being typified?

(e.g., technical, political, ethical problem, etc.)

• How are nature and humanity’s relationship to nature being presented?
(e.g., anthropocentric-resourcist, biocentric, or ecocentric environmental ideologies)

• What types of responses to global warming are being proposed?
(e.g., policies, technical fixes, lifestyle changes, adapt)

• Who is responsible for acting to prevent or mitigate global warming?
(e.g., government, industry, individuals)

To get at those questions, more focused analytical questions were put to the texts being analysed:
• Is global warming accepted as a fact?

i.e., is there an issue? (the initial claim)
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• If accepted, then how do we know global warming is happening?
i.e., how do we know there is an issue? (the grounds)

• If accepted, then why is global warming happening?
i.e., how is the problem defined? (the typification)

• If accepted, then why should action be taken?
i.e., what justifies a course of action? (the warrants)

• If accepted, then what action, if any, should be taken?
i.e., what course of action should be taken? (the conclusions)

DISCUSSION
First of all, the texts generally reflected three types of treatments of global warming: passing (the simple mention
of one of the search terms); minor (the brief discussion of global warming in an article about something else);
and major (global warming or some aspect of it as the focus of the article).

One might be quick to dismiss the passing treatments as being less relevant than the minor and major treatments.
However, they occur sufficiently frequently to be worth consideration. In almost all of these cases, the passing
references to global warming contained the implication that it is a real phenomenon; there was an implied
acceptance of global warming. For example, in that Time article “Fun with E-Mail,” global warming is used as an
example of the profound topics discussed on mailing lists: “discussing everything from global warming to nose
hair.” The implication being that global warming is an important topic. Similarly, in a Globe and Mail article
from January 4, 2000, global warming was mentioned as the type of real issue that we shouldn’t neglect simply
because the Y2K “bug” didn’t end in apocalypse as some predicted. In the texts analysed, passing references to
global warming and climate change almost always contain the implication that they are a reality, even if the
references don’t say anything more about their causes or consequences.

In general, the texts in this study presented global warming as something that is happening. With some notable
exceptions, few of the authors or articles outright denied the existence of global warming. That is not to say that
there was no dissent, for there were still sources quoted, including scientists and industry people, who continued
to dispute the scientific evidence of global warming. But for the most part, it looks like the discourse is now
moving past the debate over the existence of global warming.

The most notable exceptions to this came from the editorialists at the National Post led by editor Terrence
Corcoran, formerly of the Globe and Mail. In his view, global warming is “the mother of all long-term scares” and
“a scientific muddle and politically a total non-issue to most North Americans,” and is supported only by “junk
science.” The Kyoto agreement is a “Stalinist plan,” and “a monster of economic absurdity.” And the Climate
Change Action Fund is “a giant national pork barrel for researchers and propagandists.”

Corcoran’s rhetoric is the source of frequent earnest rejoinders in the form of letters to the editor and counter-
editorials by the likes of environmentalist David Suzuki, as well as much laughter within the Canadian
environmental community. Dan Westell put it succinctly when he suggested that Corcoran allows his extreme
right-wing beliefs to “overtake the facts” (quoted in Morton 1995, 20). Though less colourful in their language,
the other Post editorialists are equally zealous in their arguments against action on global warming.

The claimsmakers represented in this sample were the usual suspects, consisting mostly of the journalists and
other authors of course, scientists, environmentalists, government officials, politicians, fossil fuel industry
spokespersons, and think-tank spokespersons. This range of sources is in line with the media’s usual reliance on
official and established sources and tendency to leave lay-persons out of the picture, except, of course, in the case
of letters to the editor. Just as Wilkins (1993) found, non-experts are not part of the mediated global warming
discourse.
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The grounds used to support the claim that global warming is happening were also mostly predictable. They
included references to scientific studies of global temperature increases, regional temperature increases, glacial
retreat, thinning polar ice, and carbon dioxide levels in polar ice. The grounds used also included anecdotal
reports of northern ice roads melting, calving polar ice, coral reef die-offs, increasingly severe storms, and regional
and local weather changes. Finally, extreme weather events such as floods, droughts, and hurricanes were also
used, less often mind you, as evidence of global warming.

Where global warming was accepted as a real phenomenon, it was typified in a very narrow range of ways. These
included that the problem was the use of fossil fuels, the excessive use of fossil fuels, reliance on fossil fuels,
greenhouse gas emissions, excessive greenhouse gas emissions, an economic challenge, and simply global warming
itself. For some claimsmakers who acknowledged the existence of global warming, it wasn’t a problem at all, but
simply part of a natural cycle or an opportunity.

Where action on global warming was advocated, a fairly limited range of warrants was offered. These included
the damaging effects of unpredictable and extreme weather, including floods, droughts, and hurricanes; the
damaging effects of a rise in sea levels, particularly to coastal communities; the damaging effects of inland waters
drying up; the spread of diseases; a general threat to human health; the costs of increased health care; the costs of
paying out insurance claims; the impairment and possible failure of human agricultural systems; the vulnerability
of civilisation as we know it; and occasionally the threat to wildlife, including the extinction of some species.

A similarly narrow range of conclusions or “solutions” to global warming appeared in these texts. These included
doing nothing, reducing greenhouse gas emissions, reducing greenhouse gas emissions to meet Kyoto, reducing
greenhouse gas emissions only insofar as it could be done without hurting the economy, reducing fossil fuel
consumption, carbon taxes, developing new technologies, increasing energy efficiency, investing in renewable
energy sources, converting to renewable energy sources, trading emissions credits, producing “cleaner” more fuel
efficient cars, promoting biotechnology solutions, conserving energy, increasing use of nuclear power, having
politicians provide more leadership, increasing computing power for better prediction, expanding research efforts
to better understand global warming’s causes and effects, preparing for global warming and adapting to it,
increasing public awareness of global warming, strengthening policies, and treating cow food to reduce the
animals’ methane output. Some of these are obviously quite vague others quite concrete.

Finally, we come to the narratives. In terms of the texts that focussed on global warming, six major narratives of
global warming were discerned in this study. They are:
1. There is no conclusive evidence of global warming; environmentalists are perpetrating an alarmist myth in

order to gain support for their organizations.

2. To the extent that global warming is occurring, it is the result of natural cycles, so there is nothing to worry
about.

3. Global warming is happening, but it would be far too costly to the economy to take the measures suggested by
Kyoto not to mention exceeding the Kyoto standards.

4. Global warming is happening and it will bring benefits, so we should enjoy the warmer climate and otherwise
take advantage of its effects on northern agriculture.

5. Humans have caused global warming, but we can’t stop it, so the best thing to do is prepare for and adapt to
it.

6. Humans have caused global warming and the consequences will be severe; we must act now and decisively to
mitigate its impacts, slow it down and ultimately reverse it.

It should be noted that these narratives didn’t necessarily appear in these forms in the texts, and that sometimes
these narratives were combined with each other. This list is a distillation.
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CONCLUSIONS
This has been a small study of a limited range of media texts. A study of content such as this will not pass the tests
of quantitative researchers and it offers no guarantees of providing the full spectrum of constructions of global
warming. Furthermore, it cannot account for the ways that people idiosyncratically consume media texts about
environmental issues, nor can it account for all the factors that shape a media text, let alone a discourse. Any
conclusions must be seen in this light. That said, there are some points to be made about how the North
American print media, as represented in this sample, are representing global warming.

One might want to be hopeful that in these texts there is acceptance of the fact of global warming as well as some
scepticism about the public relations campaigns of interested parties. Those are minor victories. However, it isn’t
going to be a Hollywood ending.

First of all, the mainstream mass media studied here are mostly constructing global warming as a technical and
economic problem, as can be seen from the lists of typifications and conclusions above. These texts almost
completely neglect the fact that global warming is also a problem of human ethics and values, not to mention
lifestyle and political economy (e.g., industrialism). For problems to be solved without creating residue problems,
they must be accurately identified and it is my impression that that is not happening here.

Second, the responses to global warming, as seen in the narratives and conclusions, are also limited to semi-
concrete technical measures and vague policy and economic measures. There also at times seemed to be an
acceptance of global warming as inevitable. This is not going to solve the problem, whatever it may be.

Third, non-human nature is largely absent from this discourse. With the exception of the occasional mention of
impacts on wildlife among the warrants for dealing with global warming, non-human nature is not an object of
concern to the claimsmakers represented in this study. It is all about impacts on human health, property and
wealth. Furthermore, the narrative possibilities offered up by these texts are firmly rooted in the hegemonic
anthropocentric-resourcist ideology of nature.

That, to some, is the real problem behind environmental degradation, including global warming. Addressing it
properly means not just technical, economic, or political responses, but cultural and spiritual ones as well.

Judging by these texts, it seems that the public is to stand by and wait for either new rules from governments,
new energy efficient cars to buy, or similar institutional responses. In these texts, addressing global warming is
the concern of governments and industry, not the public. Individual and collective democratic agency appears
not to be an option. The techno-fix will come from above when it’s good and ready.

As can be seen from the list of narratives, most of them offer ways out of dealing with global warming head on.
This will be discouraging for those trying to promote action against global warming. Now, since this is not a
quantitative study, it may be that narrative #6 dominates the discourse (I didn’t have that impression). It is clear
that even though the naysayers have backed down from the uncertainty of warming line, their filibustering
continues along the lines of the costs of acting and the uncertainty of exact outcomes. Proponents of action to
prevent/mitigate global warming have a long way to go in terms of getting the media on side.

And then from the reader’s perspective, the range of narratives the public is being offered are too narrow and the
only one that lets us address global warming head on offers nothing in the way of enticement to action. It is, like
other narratives of environmental degradation, lacking in vision and hope. It is tinkering with the course of a
super-tanker that urgently needs turning around 180 degrees. And perhaps people know that and are responding
with denial, apathy, and/or futility.

Because of the perception of there being high social and economic costs involved, and because of intense lobby-
ing by vested interests, national governments in the U.S. and Canada have been slow to seriously begin to
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address global warming. And until there is an undeniable wave of public opinion in favour of taking such action,
policy makers will continue to hesitate. The only way to generate that level of public opinion is through the
media, and everyone involved in the debates knows that. But without the legitimation that institutional leader-
ship brings, the media are less likely to take up the issue vigorously. If Al Gore can’t step up to the plate on global
warming, who can? And with a media that only weakly reports on and narrowly constructs global warming, the
likelihood of action goes down further. It is a Catch-22 of sorts isn’t it?  ❏
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