Photofest/Twentieth Century-Fox Film Corporation

Avatar (2009) commonly is estimated to be the top-grossing film in the world. Writer and
director James Cameron's self-declared goal was to create a film with a powerful
environmental message inviting audiences to become warriors for the Earth. The
unsustainability of the film industry from the massive carbon footprint of new
technologies to the waste of disposable 3-D glasses remains a challenge that Cameron
will attempt to address in his sequels, including using solar power (Braude, 2012).

The Environment in/of
Visual and Popular Culture

Climate change really is a made-for-TV story. It has all the drama of
Hollywood, with real-life villains and heroes thrown in. We scientists
struggle everyday to communicate the importance of climate change to the
world. It is great to see communication experts come in and accomplish
what scientists alone cannot.

—John Abraham (2014)

While images are often said to embody complexity (being worth the prover-
bial thousand words), media theory tells us that they also reduce complexity
by providing interpretive frames or narratives that selectively blend fact and
emotion.

—Darryn Anne DiFrancesco and Nathan Young (2010, p. 518)

ommunication about the environment, of course, is not limited to verbal
communication. For most of us, it is challenging to separate our understand-
ing of the environment from the images we associate with it. Since ancient
times, across the globe from China to Greece to Egypt, initial art forms (such as pot-
tery vases, stone etchings, and hieroglyphics) included depictions of animals, food,
trees, and the places where people lived. Today, we continue to communicate about
the environment explicitly and implicitly across a range of media, including but not
limited to phones, computers, television, and films. How we interact with our envi-
ronments and what we do as part of the environment, in other words, long have been
and continue to be intertwined with sight. Like words, images can both enhance our
imaginations and stifle them.!
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The first section of this chapter on the environment and popular culture describes the ways
in which dominant mass-consumed media about the environment might be analyzed. We
highlight three approaches:

1. How audiences respond to environmental media through dominant, oppositional, and
negotiated positions .

2. How the environmental impact of communication technologies may include an
assessment of how they are made, used, and disposed !

3. How a circuit of culture approach helps provide a more nuanced environmental
analysis of media than just what we see an a screen or page

The second part of this chapter moves into specific examples of communication tech--

In particular, we look at two notable examples:

f.Emsmﬁmzéznsﬂsms.mzn::mwoz.nowam&mmznrmm umimsmmmnamﬂ__unoﬁouaurm‘.
can affect attitudes and behavior toward nature o

2. How a range of media that show moving images teach us something about environ-
mental embodiment and the witnessing of ecological disasters, in particular .

?mﬁzammnzo:ozzmnsmuﬁm_.soémSﬂoﬁ_._mmm_nwoﬂ m-mm:mﬂam%&:m.m:m graphic .
design, respectively. We discuss the following: o ’

u.qzmsmﬁmnss:am:nm_mamm:mm:meﬂmmmmEm&csoﬁ mxuammmo:m:amamsmu:mu
to respond poetically to environmental problems :

2. Two competing metaphors to consider the ways digital technologies are transforming
how we construct, send, and receive green messages

3. Finally, how graphic design (such as infographics and interactive maps) provides
opportunities to communicate technical environmental information and data

B I R I N O

Given the significance of sight and media technologies to how the environment
is imagined and expressed in culture, in this chapter we introduce several key com-
munication concepts of visual and popular cultures. Although we will address a
range of technologies, media specificity is important to appreciating the communi-
cative dimensions of these objects. That is, we do not believe a television show
enables the same communicative experiences as a photograph, and so forth. Political
economist Harold Innis (2008) argued that this is the bias of communication, the
ways any given medium creates and limits conditions of possibility across space and
time in a particular culture. Throughout this chapter, we'll attempt to underscore
various constraints (limitations and possibilities) that various media enable without
guaranteeing results. That is, while a television show is different than a photograph,

watching a television show does not determine the environmental consequences of
one’s experience,

- nologies and what they do or do not "afford” or enable us to "see” about the environment. -
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ther, we do not believe that focusing on visual and popular Bmmw» means Emw
" - relationships with them solely are limited to our eyes. Borrowing from .E%
o o ames Jerome Gibson's (1986) classic The Ecological Approach to Visual
noncm_.mﬁ H therefore, this chapter will describe which affordances are enabled by
.Um«.nm»e:o:‘ dia and ,w&wnw are not. “The affordances of the environment., Gibson
<mzomm n.H.MHn what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good
36._ mwbm. 127). Approaching visual and popular media communication through
o S anﬁ‘mmm considering both physical characteristics (a horizontal versus 2
mmo&wunmnmmnm stationary versus portable, et cetera) and how those nwwnwnﬁommmn.m
%wbﬁm nm”Eu mhm person using it (a knee-high seat for an adult, Gibson points .ocp wm
::M Mwhmm-wmmw for a child). We explore a range of visual and popular nEE.mm in this
MM%HQ (although we address advertising in Chapter 11 and images are significant
Qnmumw\omm%w WMMMW.% study aesthetics, or the role of art or taste. Applied aesthetics
of popular culture include but are not limited to the position of the nwEwHP ?MMMM
of light, the role of sound, design of costume and sets, the pace of a moving pic womm
and the application of special effects. we'll &&uogmm on the mmowam.wnmm H\Mmm ous
media provide aesthetically in the second part of this chapter, ‘,oc.n. irs SM wantto
provide context for thinking about how environmental communication is interp

Fur!

and circulates.
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The Environment and Popular Culture

Popular or mass media abound in the First ‘World across more ﬁmnwmowomp” MWMW
we almost can count and the environment is a frequent theme. Environ nente!
communication does not just occur when two or more people .nozSM.mw% .om -
in the woods with each other, it also happens ﬁﬁonmw. the radio, gr nrnwmwm m:nw
bumper stickers, phones, Skype calls, televisions, ﬂoﬁn theatres, compu M&. ond
more. Further, any given medium may meEm B.Eﬂwmwm HMMM“»MMWMMBM»MNE i
i ith advertisements, phones include A , - ,
Mwwmmw.ﬂ_ﬁmnmmwm“ﬂmwm how do we navigate these medinms? And what can we assume

is their communicative significance?

Encoding/Decoding Environmental Media

In a seminal essay, “Encoding and Decoding in the Television Uw.mnowmo. nﬁwwmw
stadies scholar Stuart Hall (1973) provided a useful way to .mnmnmwm e Sww&;a
ences (and users) interact with media. To begin, he helps .mmEE&.cm at MMM medh
is both encoding, or created with a message, and mnno&bm,. or interpre Tﬂwbd e
ences or receivers. Consider, for example, a popular mro.i like ?n Hou%umm nning
prime time show on television, The Simpsons. For any mEm.m mm.aomﬂ M «ﬁo o
that show will create a storyline, encoding it with a plot, side jokes, and more.

i i in di s. While
audiences may interpret or decode that particular episode in divergent way
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some may laugh with the mischievous and self-centered Bart, others may Emum.@

with his vegetarian and environmentally conscious sister, Lisa. The intent of the
authors, therefore, does not determine the reactions of audiences, though they can
make certain responses more or less imaginable,

For example, a Simpsons episode like “Treehouse of Horror XXIV” (from Season
25, originally aired on October 6, 2013), introduces common environmental ele.
ments of the show, such as the nuclear plant where Homer Simpson works, toxic
pollution, and kids playing outdoors. Afterward, one might expect that at least some
viewers could become more skeptical about nuclear power as a safe energy option,
worried about sources of toxic pollution in their lives, and curious about building a
treehouse; yet if you finished watching it and launched into a debate about national
parks, those watching with you might be surprised since the writers did not include
anything about national parks in the episode. (For a more extended engagement with
the series, see Todd, 2002.) )

Any given popular cultural artifact might enable a range of responses. Hall (1984)
identifies three ways a media consumer might decode a cultural text:

L. Dominant position: when the consumer agrees with the text’s cultural biases
2. Oppositional position: when the consumer rejects the text’s cultural biases

3. Negotiated position: when the consumer accepts some of the text’s cultural
biases, but rejects others

How do these different positions influence the communicative possibilities of
popular culture? These positions are a useful way to consider a range of popular cul-
ture practices that exceed the visual. For example, eco-celebrity initiatives are
announced regularly. In 2011, international musical artist and producer will.iam and
The Coca-Cola Company launched a new brand, EKOCYCLE™, that encourages zero
waste through recycled fashion. A dominant position in relation to this news could
be to believe that both partners genuinely care about environmental sustainability
and, perhaps, to be excited that one can purchase clothes that might not only be hip,
but also reduce waste. An oppositional position could be to act exasperated and
cynical about this news, believing anything a celebrity does in the name of the envi-
ronment is just another form of self-promotion and that 2 multinational corporation
like Coca-Cola, known for water abuses and sugar promotion, could not possibly be
initiating anything worthwhile. A negotiated position might believe that will.i.am is
interested in self-promotion and that Coca-Cola is not the healthiest corporation to
ever shape our planet, but also acknowledge that it is possible that their collaboration
could reduce clothing waste.

As we provide popular culture examples throughout this chapter and you consider
ones that you think have been most significant, try to identify not only the aesthetics
and content of the cultural text, but also the values that you believe might enable
someone to decode it from a particular position.

Chapter 4 The Environment infof Visual and Popular Culture

‘Media’s Lifecycle and the Circuit of Culture

i 2ddition to studying what media technologies afford us to communicate or not
FME» ways that we respond to those communications, media have environmental
WE pacts through the contexts in which they are made and disposed, as well as circu-
im

Jated. Let’s now turn to two ways to think about that approach to the environmental
ated.

; t of media. .
E_W\Mm" of us were taught the life cycle of a species in our first biology course. The

life cycle is the changes a species goes md.c:m.w E.#m life from birth Srm.mmmw.
Usually, teachers choose frogs to illustrate this biological process, because t mﬁﬁ ife
cycles are pretty easy to see as distinct stages; frogs Qmummowa from wm egg to w
tadpole to a tadpole with legs to a froglet to an adult frog. mnﬁawsuwmsﬁ ".wﬁm mMBMm
times refer to alife-cycle-assessment (LCA) as a way of studying how a M_.o ﬁan :
“life” develops from-cradle-to-grave. An LCA might EnEmw Taw materi .wmw men
tion, production, distribution, use, and disposal. Something like EM W_mﬁ ,E o
example, is made from metals and chemicals, mmﬁmowmm as components mm fhen
are combined and shipped, used through m_mnﬁn.woémn for a few v\mm‘%” Mb o
usually disposed of or recycled, as best as possible. .Zm<m1&&mmw. digit B.m Mm
often are promoted as a more environmentally sustainable way to communica
inti n paper.
%mwaw.mws%hnmwww to study the various environmental impacts of media beyond
aesthetics is called the circuit of culture, which initially vaﬁmm five &mBmﬁﬁ. and EM
relations between them: regulation, production, nommEﬁmﬁobw representation, Mn
identity. The circuit of culture is a flexible framework that Hmu.ubmm us of three ¢ MH.
acteristics of media: (1) culture always is changing and moving as wE..M of wwom er
networks or contexts; (2) to study it, we must choose which elements 2&.2 will uwﬁ
be the focus of our analysis; and (3) people involved may or may not be involved in
more than one element (Pezzullo, 2011).

This framework helps remind us that representation is only one gwm% .8 mmmmmm
visual media. The production, consumption, and disposal of communication ﬁmma.
nologies also have environmental impacts. Apple noB@Emmww for example, provide
environmental reports of all of their products, none of s&wnw focus on green or
antigreen representations shared on their devices vc.n focus E.mﬁmwm on four nmﬂﬂmo.
ries: climate change (focusing on the carbon footprint), mm.%znﬁmm .mzvmﬂwmnmm use
of toxic chemicals), energy efficiency (of use), and material efficiency Gncamn”m
used to make components and how they break down). (See apple.com/environ
Emwﬂwmwuwnm“virmo an applied aesthetic perspective might mOn.cm on what one mmmw
on a screen or a representation, a circuit of culture wvmmo»nr reminds us that manom.m
mental messages and values also are enabled and constrained .mzoamroﬁ.w HMHm Mwww
life cycle. Now that we have considered the environmental _B.wmnn of visu ‘Mmom
technologies, let us turn to some of the more popular uses of visual communi
technologies to engage environmental topics.
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Looking at the Environment

The circuit of culture framework reminds us that visual images do not exist by them-
selves. They are not simply isolated images of something, such as an eagle, mountain,
or polluting factory. Rather, a specific image may evoke other images and texts and,
therefore, a multitude of associations and meanings. It is important then to under-
stand "how that image fits into the larger ecosystem of images and texts” (Dobrin &
Morey, 2009, p. 10). Studying how various media interact with each other and people
is called intermediation.

Now that we have established an aesthetic and cultural studies approach to media
contexts, let us return to specific affordances of communication technologies and
what they do or do not enable. How do the visual media both persuade and constitute
our perceptions of environmental problems and possibilities?

Visual Rhetoric and Nature

Given the prevalence of visual media in most of our everyday lives, thetorical scholars
have begun to look more closely at the significance of visual images in the public sphere,
As communication scholars Lester Olson, Cara Finnegan, and Diane §, Hope (2008)
point out in their study Visual Rhetoric, “public images often work in ways that are
thetorical; that is, they function to persuade [emphasis added]” (p- 1). Rhetorical schol-
ars Sidney 1. Dobrin and Sean Morey (2009) also have called for the study of Ecosee, the
“study and the production of the visual {re)presentation of Space, environment, ecology,
and nature in photographs, paintings, television, film, video games, computer media,
and other forms of image-based media” (p. 2). As such, we can say that visual rhetoric
functions both pragmatically—to persuade-—and constitutively, to construct or chal-
lenge a particular “seeing” of nature or what constitutes an environmental problem.

While what we see firsthand in our environments surely affects us, our symbolic
actions—including images—also affect our perceptions of the environment. All
images, of course, are artifacts; they are human made. They select certain aspects of
the world (and not others), certain angles of vision, frames, and ways of composing
this larger reality. As a result, visual culture influences meaning; it suggests an
orientation to the world,

Let's pursue this insight by looking at two ways visual rhetoric have had a signifi-
cant influence on environmental communication in the United States: the 18th- and
18th-century paintings of the American West and 2003 photographs of the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge. What is seen in these paintings and photos, and what
meaning or orientation do they suggest?

Seeing the American West

In Chapter 2, we saw that 18th- and 19th-century artists such as Thomas Cole, Albert
Bierstadt, and the Hudson River School painters were significant sources of the
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ic’s awareness of the American West. Equally important were the @r,oﬁomﬂmwwmam
mwvrwm:oimm military expeditions and surveyors into western territories and who
who 10

- among the first to portray the West to many people who lived in eastern cities
were

Yosemite Valley, Yellowstone, the Rocky Mountains, and
end 825% .%m”o%m ”Www%w popularized Ewmm sites but, as they became broadly mﬁ&.ﬂ
Mwwmn“mwrm Bmwmm. “were factors in building public support for preserving the areas
mbmr.unw W“ng% .Mwmwwmwwwwﬁuémqﬂ. came an orientation and also ideological
di 2HMWMM ﬁow,‘wwa nature and human relationships with the land. On the one

aw% the paintings of the Hudson River School and, in the 20th nmmr.ﬁx photo-
han m of Wn&momamﬂﬁ advocates like Ansel Adams aided in constituting natural
B ristine and as objects of the sublime. Yet rhetorical scholars Gregory
mqmmw mw\Mng& Halloran, and Allison Woodford (1996) have argued that such
Qmﬂnw als of wilderness depicted nature as separate from vz.Bms culture; the
P «wﬂ of paintings distanced the human observer by viewing the Fumm.nmwm
memmvo,\m ow in control of nature. They concluded that, .w:rommw expressing a
reverence for the land, such depictions functioned “rhetorically to fuel a process
est” (p. 274).

o wmwmmﬁmmnmmwx rhetorical critics Kevin DeLuca and Anne Um“\do Mmoocvmwmwm
argued that what was left out of landscape photographs of %mr es MﬂwﬁmEWm
important as what was included. They gave the example of nm.a@ photos o MUmEo
Valley taken in the 1860s by the photographer Omm.m"om smaabm..dmwcnm BM Demo
(2000) wrote that, when Watkins portrayed Yosemite Valley m.aw swnamnmmmm. ﬁw roid of
humans, he also helped to construct a national myth of pristine mmgmm o s
harmful. In a critique of the implicit rhetoric of such mn.wzmr m.a.x m.ﬂmMmO %mn e
“ability of whites to rhapsodize about Yosemite mm.wﬁmﬁmmu .Em.onmwb . _vamua
Eden, depended on the forced removal and mow.mmm_u.m of the E&mmmom.m :w o
of the area for the past 3,500 years” (p. 254). Writer Rebecca Solnit (

pointed out,

The West wasn’t empty, it was emptied—literally by mxmm&mosm like the me,Mme
Battalion [which killed and/or relocated the native Ewwg.ﬂmwa of <o.mmB:m - v<
in the 1850s], and figuratively by the sublime images of a <:..m:.~ paradise nMMu M i a<
so many painters, poets, and photographers. (p. 56, quoted in DeLuca ,

2000, p. 256)

Whether or not one agrees with Deluca and Demo’s claim about wwm Emd@w“ MM
Watkins’s photos, it is important to note that visual images ommmm %w.% HuEMMm owo oty
shaping perceptions of natural areas as well as our awareness of the :swm@ooo Vmgﬁ
tion and toxic waste on human communities. As Deluca and UmBM 20%0) have
argued, visual portrayals often are “enmeshed in a E&Eaﬁ.wqgg. o HE nowﬂmﬁm d
conflictual discourses that shape what these images Bmmm.E mw.ﬁwn: Ez.nm Enmm.
indeed, in many ways, such pictures constitute “the context in which a politi

place—they are creating a reality” (p. 242).
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Documenting the Environment

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) hired freelance photographers to aoncam:ﬁﬂ
images of “environmental problems, EPA activities, and everyday life in the 1970s." This effort
became known as the Documerica Project (1971-1977). Photographers chose to document a
range of sites, including pictures of African Americans in Chicago enjoying parks, swimming
outdoors, and music; European Americans working in a Tennessee coal plant; Navajo and Hopi
reservations; power lines; birds; and much more. The collection includes over 15,000 images,
which can be found today in its entirety at the National Archives (http://arcweb.archives.gov/
arc/action/ExternalldSearch?id=542493&jScript=true) and partially on flickr {www.flickr.com/
photos/usnationalarchives/collections/72157620729903309/). Many of these images might
challenge assumptions about how narrowly some believe the word environment was imagined
in the 1970s.

Today, Google Earth makes the Documerica Project archive appear incredibly small.
built by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and bought by Google in 2004, it
uses satellite imagery, aerial photography, and computer graphics to show cities, skies, oceans,
the moon, and Mars, You can visually move laterally or zoom in or zoom out on more places than
ever before. Such unprecedented visual access has ambiguous environmental impacts, from
discoveries in biodiversity to military surveillance (www.google.com/earth/).

Picturing the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge

In October 2000, a 33-year-old physicist named Subhankar Banerjee began a two-year
project to photograph the seasons and the biodiversity of Alaska’s Arctic National
Wildlife Refuge. His project, which took him on a 4,000-mile journey by foot, kayak,
and snowmobile through the wildlife refuge, culminated in stunning photographs,
published in his book Arctic National Wildlife Refuge: Seasons of Life and Land
(Banerjee, 2003). (For a sample of the photographs, see www.subhankarbanerjee.org/.)

Banerjee hoped that his photographs would educate the public about threats to
Alaska’s remote refuge. The Smithsonian Museum in Washington, DC, had sched-
uled a major exhibition of Banerjee’s photos for 2003. However, the young scientist-
photographer suddenly found his photos and the exhibit caught in the midst of a
political controversy. During a March 18, 2003, debate in the U.S. Senate about oil
drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, Senator Barbara Boxer of California
urged every Senator to visit Banerjee’s exhibit at the Smithsonian “before calling the
refuge a frozen wasteland” (Egan, 2003, p. A20). The vote to open the refuge to oil
drilling later failed by four votes.

Although Banerjee’s photos were not the only influence on the Senate’s vote, the
controversy over his photos caused a political firestorm and helped to create a context
for debate over the refuge itself. Journalist Timothy Egan (2003) reported that the
Smithsonian told Banerjee “the museum had been pressured to cancel or sharply
revise the exhibit” (p. A20). Documents from the museum give an idea of the revised
exhibit. For example, Egan reported that the original caption for a photo of the
Romanzof Mountains quoted Banerjee as saying, “The refuge has the most beautiful
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landscape I have ever seen and is so
remote and untamed that many peaks,
valleys and lakes are still without
names.” However, the new caption
simply reads, “Unnamed Peak,
Romanzof Mountains” (p. A20). After
the failed vote, the Smithsonian “sent a
letter to the publisher of Banerjees
book, saying that the Smithsonian
no longer had any connection to
Mr. Banerjee's work” (p. A20).

The Smithsonian’s criticism of
Banerjee’s photographs was revealing.
Photographs can be powerful rhetori-
cal statements. As Deluca and Demo
(2000) arpued, they can constitute a
context for understanding and judg-
ment. Especially when accompanied
by captions that encourage a particular
meaning, photos can embody a range
of symbolic resources that sustain or
challenge prevailing viewpoints. Some
observers felt that Banerjee’s photos of
Alaskd’s wilderness had this potential.
A reviewer for the Planet in Jackson
Hole, Wyoming, observed, “Sometimes
pictures have a chance to change his-
tory by creating a larger understand-
ing of a subject, thus enlightening the
public and bringing greater awareness
to an issue” (Review, 2003).

ntergovernmental Panel on
imate:Change’s joint film . :
- and:multi-media.campaign:An
| “Inconvenient Truth remains-an
“exemnplar of an-eco-cinema .
documentary'and -
1 contemporary-environmental -
“-advocacy. What fewer kriow is
Y- that Gore-traces his-own .’
‘career-long belief in the
importance of environmental
‘communication as far back as
“his senior-undergraduate thesis
“on.visual rhetoric’s impact.on
-political debates (Gore; 2007).
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Moving Images of Disasters

Visual media do not always stand still. How does an advocacy organization or educa-
tional group decide to use photographs or video? What does looking at images that move
tell us about the affordances provided by 2 medium that moves beyond a single moment?

Witnessing Ecological Crises

Through various modes of media, more people appear more connected through
communication technologies than ever before. Of course, these connections are not
equal across the globe or even within the United States. Nevertheless, environmental
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advocates have used these interconnections to afford opportunities to witness eco.
logical crises. In general, witnessing traditionally has been defined as an act of hear-
ing and seeing oral and written evidence through firsthand experience. :wmmasm
witness,” as visual communication and drama scholar Jan Cohen-Cruz (1998) points
out, “uses heightened means to direct attention onto actions of social magnitude,
often at sites where they actually occur, and from a perspective that would otherwige
be missing” (p. 65). As such, social movements have found witnessing to be a per-
suasive mode of communication, either in the form of people “on the ground” bear-
ing witness to their own sitnation and experiences or by inviting those who live
farther away from particular sites and conditions to witness “a perspective that
would otherwise be missing” At minimum, therefore, the potential rhetorical effi-
cacy of providing opportunities to witness is to suggest alternative modes of viewing
and acting in the world.

The goal of witnessing is to build communities and connections between people,
As media scholars Bhaskar Sarkar and Janet Walker (2010) write in their collection,
Documentary Testimonies: Global Archives of Suffering,

In our latter twentieth and twenty-first century “era of witness,” media testimonial
initiatives—be they official, grassroots, guerilla, transitory, insistent, or any combi-
nation thereof—participate in the creation of ethical communities by bringing testi-
fiers and testimonial witnesses together at the audiovisual interface. (p. 1)

The communicative goal usually is to hope that these “ethical communities” will be trans-
formed through the experience and, after the viewing is over, take additional actions.

In the environmental movement, Greenpeace perhaps is best known for its use of
witnessing as a tactic of resistance. Started in 1971, the organization articulates or
links “green” concerns to a pacifist ethic of “peace”” The landmark event that cata-
pulted them into the international spotlight drew on the Quaker tradition of “bearing
witness” by chartering a boat to protest a nuclear test site on the island Amchitka in
the North West Pacific. This approach to social change involved “expressing opposi-
tion simply by turning up and being seen at the site of the activity to which they
object.”? There are risks to these acts of witnessing that are not risks taken by those
who look at the images from the comfort of their homes. Greenpeace activists have
been arrested in Russia, Japan, and elsewhere for these acts of witnessing, We discuss
this communication tactic more in the next chapter,

Visual communication scholar Diane S, Hope (2009) reminds us that environ-

mental perspectives sometimes are easily communicated through images, while
others are not:

Visual reportage and photographic documentation of environmental degradation
have been notoriously difficult. While individual instances of ecological crises such
as large oil spills, heavy smog, and mountaintop removal are “photogenic)’ persistent
deterioration of air, water, and land is largely invisible to the eye and to the camera
lens. Although measures of climate change and levels of polluting toxins may be

visualized through a variety of imaging technologies, such images need significant
expertise to interpret. (p. 33)
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Let’s turn now to climate change and oil spills to consider how various crises pose

hetorical constraints—limitations and possibilities—for environmental advocates to
. the

.&mc&? portray exigency.

polar Bears as Condensation Symbols

As media scholar Anders Hansen (2010) explains, the significance we wmmonmwﬁ.m S.m?
a public issue such as climate change is the result of a great deal of communicative

work. For example,

images of melting ice-floes, Arctic/Antarctic _mw%nmmmmg mFQB.‘w. etc. vaBM
synonymous with—come to mean or signify— Enmmnmwmm mssﬁogmm%m mMm
ultimately “global warming” or climate change, .a.zrmnm in .,Em past Qmwrio
have signified something quite different such as nrwummmm cn.w test of human
endeavour . .. or simply “pristine” and aesthetically pleasing environments, as yet
untouched and unspoilt. (p. 3)

“If anything symbolizes the Arctic,” writes Tim EwmwmQ (2005), author of ﬁa
Weather Makers, “it is surely nanuk, the great white bear” (p. 100). mmwu on greeting
cards, in environmental groups’ appeals, and featured as Lorek Byrnison, E.@ great
armored ice bear who aided Lyra in the 2007 film The Golden ﬂa:ﬁamv the Emm@m
of the polar bear abound in popular culture. Recently, compelling images of polar
bears struggling for survival have emerged as a powerful symbol of global €MHHBEW..
As early as 2005, scientists were finding evidence that Huorz.. bears have memw _nust
ing in the Arctic Sea due to the melting of ice floes from climate nwubmm.. Polar anm
feed from these ice floes, and as they drift farther apart, the bears are being forced to

i istances. .
msmmm MMMMHMW of 2008, observers flying for a whale survey over the Q.HESE Sea
spotted polar bears swimming in open water. The bears were 15 to 65 Bmw.m om&ﬁrm
Alaskan shore, “some swimming north, apparently trying to reach ﬁwm polar ice edge,
which on that day was 400 miles away” (“As Arctic Sea Ice szmw woo.w_ m.y.ﬁmﬂv.
“Although polar bears are strong swimmers, they are adapted mo.a swimming c o.mm 0
the shore. Their sea journeys leave them Shumavmzm to exhaustion, hypothermia or

i waves” (Iredale, 2005, para. 3).
vﬂmmmwwwmwmw&vcﬁ mHoAva warming, therefore, constitute a very &mmwmmn now.
text in which images of polar bears appear than do the contexts n.vm mwmnmnm cards
or a fantasy-adventure film. Within the context of wdmmn.m of melting ice wnm news
of climate change, images of polar bears function as a sz.& nobmgm.uwcb mwm:w
bol. A condensation symbol is a word or phrase (or, in ‘mdm nmwm.,. an image) www

“stirs vivid impressions involving the listeners’ most basic values Amﬂm‘ummu w Hm,
p- 289). Political scientist Murray Edelman (1964) stressed that m_.“nw symbols w
able to “condense into one symbolic event or sign” powerful emotions, memories,
or anxieties about some event or situation (p. 6). Images of ,EFQ&,&» mo_m.a vamwm
may be one condensation symbol for our anxieties about the planet’s émaBEm. : h
such, they also help to construct what we understand to be an environmen

problem itself.
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Within the context of images of melting ice floes and news of
climate change, polar bears function as a visual condensation
symbol for climate crisis. Yet what difference would it make if an
mage of a climate change refugee became the new condensation
symbol? Do you think polar bears on broken ice are more visually
resonant than people walking through floods? As more humans are
mpacted by climate disruptions, do you think the condensation
symbol will change?

Pollution in Real Time

Visual media of disasters also move. Increasingly, international journalists are using
drones to record large-scale ruins or hazardous places that are unsafe for humans to
visit. After the 2013 Pukushima disaster in Japan, the Namie city mayor invited
Google Earth to take images of their community to which residents believe they may
never be able to return.’ People also are watching more real-time video of environ-
mental disasters as they occur, whether provided through private citizens posting
video online or corporations sharing videos of cleanup efforts.

The multinational corporation, BE, provides one notable example of moving
images worth considering for its environmental implications. On April 20, 2010, a
fiery explosion erupted on the Deepwater Horizon oil platform in the Guif of Mexico,
Lilling 11 workers. The collapse of the rig and failure of BP’s “blowout preventer”
allowed crude oil a mile beneath the surface to spew into the Gulf waters. The oil
gushed for 87 days until BP temporarily blocked the wellhead. Although BP initially
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claimed the rate of oil flow was low, U.S. government scientists determined as much
as1.5t025 million gallons of oil a day were spewing into the Gulf (CNN Wire Staff,
June 16, 2010). By September 18, 2010, when BP permanently sealed the well, nearly
5 million barrels or 206 million gallons of oil had spilled into Gulf waters. Oil mﬁmm”m
and tar balls ultimately reached into wetlands, marshy bays, and onto beaches in
Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Florida. The U.S. government declared a fishery
disaster off the coasts of Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama, and hotels and restan-
rants reported that business had fallen off sharply for the summer season. .ﬂ.ﬁ G.m.“
official in charge of overseeing the cleanup called it “the worst oil spill in U.S. history’
(Hayes, 2010, para, 1). .

From the day of the oil rig explosion, visual images framed the public's sense of the
event as an economic and ecological problem: dramatic film showing the no:m.vmm of
the Deep Horizon oil rig; satellite images of ol spreading over 40,000 square miles on
the surface; interviews with unemployed Louisiana shrimpers; and emotionally grip-
ping photos of oil-soaked seabirds, turtles, and dolphins. TV cameras showed oil-
tainted wetlands and workers in white hazmat suits scooping up tar balls that had
washed onto beaches. .

Despite these compelling images, some worried they were not seeing the real
extent of the problem. “I think there’s an enormous amount of oil below the mcmmwmm
that unfortunately we can’t see]” one scientist told an oversight committee (quoted in
Froomkin, 2010, para. 7). A partial answer to “seeing” the problem would come from
the live video from BP’s Remotely Operated Vehicles (ROVs) of the oil gushing from
the underwater wellhead. Initially, BP had wanted to block this live feed to news out-
lets. Under intense pressure from federal officials, however, the company n&muﬁwm
and agreed to “make a live video feed from the source of the leak continuously avail-
able to the public” (Froomkin, 2010, p. 1). .

The real-time images of the oil gushing from the ruptured well were compelling:
“The sight of an ecological catastrophe unfolding in real time has gripped the public
more than the series finale of “Lost™ (Fermino, 2010, p.1). Within days, millions of
people had viewed the video, with at least 3,000 websites using the live feed QoH.um.moz.”
2010). One reporter observed, “The glimpse into the deep has proved mesmerizing
(Jonsson, 2010, para. 2). The images had become so riveting that “when President
Obama spoke about the historic spill, TV news channels showed a split screen of
Obama and the gushing oil” (Permino, 2010, p. 1).

Green Art, Marketing, and Graphic Design

One of the relevant affordances of environmental media is how they enable or con-
strain humans to enable or constrain our agency or ability to act, respond, or make a
difference. In this last section of the chapter, we want to highlight various metaphors
used to think about the ways digital media enable agency, when they can fail, and
how sometimes more abstract images make more powerful statements.
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Environmental Art

As we said previously, the environment has provided inspiration for humans’ greatest
fears and fantasy as long as humans have walked the Earth. Totem poles, tapestries,
masks, baskets, sculptures, graffiti, and more have been made from and symbolized
human interpretation of our environments. Some of the best-known art in the world
focuses on nature, including Utagawa Hirshige's Mountains and River on the Kiso
Road, Claude Monet’s Water Lilies, and Georgia O’Keefe’s Summer Days.

Today, environmental art usually references two types of artists: (1) artists who
foreground particular materials in their work—such as sticks, stones, flowers, and
mud—and whose work is displayed in the outdoors and (2) artists that aspire to
communicate about environment problems through their work.

An exemplar of the former type of environmental artist is Bavarian Nils-Udo. For
decades, he has been using locally found materials wherever he plans to create what
he imagines as “potential utopias,” such as giant nests. As such, his work resonates
with the Romanticism we discussed in Chapter 2; yet Nils-Udo believes most of us
have become disconnected from nature. Key to this type of art is inviting an embod-
ied, sensuous site-specific experience to heighten our awareness of nature’s poetics,
as well as the worlds ephemerality. As he (2002) notes in an artist’s statement,

Natural space experienced through hearing, seeing, smelling, tasting and touching.
By means of the smallest possible interventions, living, three-dimensional natural
space is re-organized, unlocked and put under tension. Reorganisation, of course for
a finite period of time, One day, the intervention is wiped away, undone by nature
without leaving a trace. (greenmuseum.org)

Nils-Udo not only has made environmental art throughout Europe, but also in India,
Japan, Israel, and Mexico.

While some environmental artists focus on nonhuman nature, others find inspira-
tion in the often-fraught relationship between humans and the environment. Perhaps
one of the best-known contemporary environmental artists in the United States who
communicates on a number of environmental problems is Seattle-based Chris Jordan.
He uses photographs and objects of mass consumption to visualize consumption. For
example, on his webpage Running the Numbers II: Portraits of Global Mass Culture
(2009-present), Jordan includes a 2009 image titled “Gyre” that at first appears to be
three vertical panels of Japanese art of the ocean, but once one zooms in closer, one
can see that it “[d]epicts 2.4 million pieces of plastic, equal to the estimated number of
pounds of plastic pollution that enter the world’s oceans every hour. All of the plastic
in this image was collected from the Pacific Ocean” (Jordan, 2009—present).

Art, of course, need not be in a museum or a large-scale production. Contemporary
environmental protests often include creative signs and puppets. Another relatively
common environmental advocacy campaign is to paint trashcans. Seventy-five-
year-old Lebanese Elie Saba launched the “Ana Ma Bkeb” (I Dor't Litter) campaign,
which included the painting of metal barrels with trees, suns, and other natural
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imagery to raise the profile of trash in the streets. Saba said, “People forget the street
is a public place and belongs to everyone and must be kept clean so we can have a
clean environment” (Topalian, 2013).
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Viral Marketing

There are many metaphors people use to describe how digital media work. One that
often is used for green advertising and campaigns is viral. To do so suggests the
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nonlinear and accumulative way that digital media (and viruses) work. That is, the
viral media metaphor suggests that communication spreads digitally in random pat.-
terns (will you share MisterEpicMan’s How Animals Eat Their Food YouTube video
from an acquaintance with one friend or ten or your cousin?) and exponentially (you
send the Taylor Swift Goat Duet YouTube video to your friend who sends it to two
friends who tweet it to one hundred, and so forth).

In advertising, viral marketing is increasingly popular. This approach to sell-
ing products and brands adopts a word-of-mouth campaign often through digital
media, involves little or unpaid services, and often is targeted at an audience in a
way to appear organic and grassroots rather than top-down. A common college
town example is students who are paid to go to a bar to order a drink in the
hopes on the part of a liquor company that they can create a buzz around a par-

ticular drink using their product and increase their sales. We revisit this concept
in Chapter 9.

Failed Persuasion

Digital media, obviously, sometimes fail. In 2010, the British climate campaign 10:10
(http://www.1010global.org/) commissioned the well-known comic screenwriter
Richard Curtis (Love Actually, Bridget Jones’ Diary, Four Weddings and a Funeral,
Notting Hill, etc.) to write and produce a mini-movie. Shot on 35 millimeter by a
professional crew, the partnership showed the promise of adding a digital media
component to the group’s broader efforts. Yet when the mini-movie No Pressure came
out, audiences felt they had gone too far.

In an attempt to be comedic, the film involved scenes congratulating those who
were joining efforts to address climate change and literally blowing up those who are
not with gory blood explosions. The controversy cause the organization to take the
video down from its site (though it is available online if you search for it) and to issue
an apology in which they wrote: “At 10:10 were all about trying new and creative
ways of getting people to take action on climate change. Unfortunately in this
instance we missed the mark. Oh well, we live and learn” (Sorry, n.d.).

This example shows how the humor often championed by digital media as a con-
temporary affordance of media-savvy consumers can backfire when one is not in
touch with one’s intended audiences.

Green Graphic Design

Most of the examples in this chapter show how visual media provide more detailed
documentation of the world we live in or imagine. Yet one of the ways digital
media is inventive is that it also has led to a proliferation of infographics, or visual
interpretations of information or data such as a table or chart that explain some-
thing (like a report, concept, or set of connections). These images are not valued
for their detail, but their abstraction. The assumption is that more people will be
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tornados touch down in the United States, the most common trave] paths i

New York City based on geotagged Tweets, and the microbiome that exists jp

human bodies (Vanhemert, 2013).
Increasingly popular also are interactive maps, two-way electronic communicy.

tions that synthesize complex data through a cartographic representation and -

respond to user activity. One exemplar is the World Resources Institute’s Aqueduct
global water risk mapping tool. The self-declared goal of this interactive info.-
graphic is to help “companies, investors, governments, and other users understand
where and how water risks and opportunities are emerging worldwide” (World
Resources Institute, n.d,, para. 1). The risks they map include physical quantitative
risks, physical qualitative risks, and regulatory and reputational risks, By going to
their website, one can click on any location in the world and find out more informa-
tion about the water present, threatened, or lacking in an area {betp:/ fwww.wri.org/
our-work/project/aqueduct/aqueduct-atlas). Interactive maps such as this afford
the producer to summarize a great deal of data, while allowing the user to interact
with the information in a way that is more specific to her or his interests, (We
elaborate further on how environmental activists use new media in Chapter 9.)

e Environmental communication increasingly involves images. This chapter
offers an overview of the complicated and changing visual landscape we live in,
We considered various approaches to assessing and studying the relationship
between the environment and popular culture, Although some focus on aes-
thetics or representations encoded or decoded in media, we introduced three
additional approaches: (1) studying how audiences respond to environmental
media texts through “dominant” “oppositional,” and “negotiated” positions;
(2) analyzing the life cycle of communication technologies, including produc-
tion, use, and disposal/reuse; and (3) mapping a “circuit of culture” approach
that can account for environmental communication constituted through rep-
resentation, as well as how that relates to broader contexts,

° Having established different approaches to popular culture, we then turned to how
to analyze visual texts. First, we considered the ways visual rhetoric in paintings
and still photographs can shape attitudes and behavior toward nature. Second, we
explored how moving images afford particular relationships with environmental
embodiment and the witnessing of ecological disaster, including constituting con-
densation symbols and real-time images.

¢ Finally, we turned to the fields of green art, marketing, and graphic design to
reflect on what they do or do not afford. We described how environmental art-
ists sometimes use nature as a medium of expression and, at other times, use art
to respond poetically to environmental crises. For marketing, we focused on two
competing metaphors to consider the ways digital technologies are transforming
how we construct, send, and receive green messages. We also noted how graphic
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1

Some climate scientists and journalists have complained that the public cannot
“see” global warming. How would you solve this problem? Which medium do
you think can most compellingly express the impacts of prolonged drought,
rising sea levels, disease, and so forth?

How many phones have you owned in your life? What do you do with the old
one when you buy a new one: trash, donate, or recycle it? Where do recycled
phones go?

Find three environmentally focused photographs about animals online: one
you share the dominant message with, one you resist completely, and one you
think shows both persuasive and unpersuasive points. How do the images alter
your opinion of the topic they are portraying, if at all? Are you more influenced
by aesthetic choices of the photographer or something else?

What is your favorite movie with an environmental message? Why? Do you
think films that show what you value and do not want harmed (such as beauti-
ful sunsets at the beach or healthy children playing at a park) or document a
problem (such as people walking through apocalyptic floods or dirty water
coming out of someone’s faucet) or portray a fictional time and place motivate
people more? Why?

Draw an infographic about climate change. How are numbers used, if at all?
What choices did you make to have complicated data appear quicker and easier
to understand? Why do you think it is a compelling interpretation?

Both authors of this textbook have been influenced by what we have seen or not seen in the

world, though (and sometimes perhaps because) we long have worn glasses and contacts. Since we
live in an ocularcentric or seeing-centered culture, we think this chapter is important to include in
this edition. Nevertheless, people who are severely seeing impaired or blind would not have the
heavy reliance on sight that we underscore in this chapter.

2.

Mark Warford (Ed.). Greenpeace Witness: Twenty-Five Years on the Environmental Front

Line (London: Andre Deutsch, 1997). We are grateful to Kevin DeLuca for pointing out this con-
nection. For an elaboration on the argument in this paragraph about witnessing as an environ-
mental advocacy tactic of the past and present, see Pezzullo (2007).

3.

We are grateful to Joshua Trey Barnett for first telling us of this invitation.




