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The conference

The Consuming the Environment conference is a recurring meeting place for 
researchers conducting interdisciplinary studies with regard to environmental 
issues and climate change. The initiative comes from the department of the 
humanities, Media and Communication Studies in the Faculty of Education and 
Economics. Two years ago, when the first conference was held in November 
2015 at the University of Gävle, the overall theme was Storytelling. The need for 
stories to be told about the threat to the environment and to the climate change 
globally, was in focus. 

Stories are communicated to ordinary people via the media. Thus, the way in 
which the climate issue is conceived of and told by the media is one of 
several other prerequisites for understanding how decisions and non-decisions  
are made by states, politicians, stakeholders and ordinary people and how 
ordinary people live their lives under the influence of mediated environmental 
threats. Environmental communication -a sub-subject of Media and 
Communication Studies - is a meta-narrative that embodies all of the 
mentioned perspectives.

The focus of the conference 2017, urbanization and vulnerability is 
relevant to recent years’ attention to the effects of climate change and the 
increasingly powerful weather phenomena reported in the media and in the 
research community. How then, do the Swedish conditions appear in a global 
comparison?

The Swedish authorities have invested in institutions that collect data from 
around the world and cooperate with supranational organizations such as the 
EU and the UN. Adaptation to climate change is the area that gets the greatest 
attention in public debate in Sweden, while other countries whose alarms of 
floods, hurricanes and landslides, which make people homeless and bereft 
future living conditions, focus more on loss and damage. Another strand of 
attention by the global community is capacity building, to mention a few.

Sweden’s geographical location is in a region that has so far been relatively 
saved from more severe climate impact, but more flooding, heatwaves, fires 
and landslides are expected according to the Swedish Meteorological and 
Hydrological Institute (SMHI). The SMHI has produced indicators of climate 
change, and the length of vegetation is one of them.

By the end of the century, the vegetation period is expected to be 30-100 
days longer than last century. The growing period in the north has already 
grown almost three weeks in the last fifty years (https://www.smhi.se/en), 
which can be regarded as positive. But there are also negative effects e.g. the 
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spread of unknown harmful insects when the vegetation zones gradually move 
north. Another threat is the effect that global warming has on Sápmi, the Sami 
people. Reindeer herding is the essence of their culture, which is threatened 
because of its dependency on cold, snowy winters. Sápmi is the only remaining 
indigenous culture in Sweden.

Recent demographic trends, such as increased migration to Sweden, has 
put forward the need for more housing in urban areas. Whether this increase 
is an effect of climate change or not is an open question. With this said, the 
concepts of vulnerability and urbanization have different meanings in different 
parts of the world. 

The agenda

The speakers at the conference talked about various aspects of the complexity 
of climate change and environmental degradation. Social anthropologist Don 
Kulick, Uppsala University gave an example from his thirty years of studies of 
indigenous people in Papua New Guinea in his talk “The air we breathe”. He 
highlighted cultural differences between indigenous people and modern 
civilizations as regards to the prerequisites for communication. Åsa Persson 
from Stockholm Resilience Center has specialized in the problem of achieving 
the goal of the Paris Agreement 2015, keeping global warming at a level in 
pre-industrial conditions at an intergovernmental level, and gave a snapshot 
of the process in “A global framework - national and local delivery”.

Stephan Barthel, University of Gävle and Stockholm Resilience Center, 
researches urbanization theories with particular emphasis on the importance 
of proximity to nature in urban areas. He talked about “Social-Ecological 
Urbanism - Designing responses to the challenges of the Urban Anthropocene”. 
This social aspect was emphasized by psychologist Terry Hartig, who 
demonstrated different health effects resulting from having access to and 
staying in natural meadows in “Doses of nature? On communication about 
nature and health”. 

The conference was opened with a description of the environmental and 
climate problems of today and how they are interconnected, by meteorologist 
Martin Hedberg in “Climate Change and human limits”. Art and science go 
together in environmental communication contexts and the first day 
Heather Ackroyd and Dan Harvey showed their artworks and talked about 
their many years of work together with climate change researchers, in the 
spirit of the German artist Joseph Beuys under the title “Beuys’ Acorns: 
when a tree is a work of art, a forest a social movement”. 

The second day was devoted to presentations in parallel seminars of  
papers or extended abstracts accredited by the conference reference group 
of experts in the humanities and social sciences. The problems of communi-
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cating scientific facts were presented by Olle Findahl, Media Studies and 
Rodrigo Lorenz, Industrial Economics in two different ways before the 
seminars. The former presentation was about the audience›s dependence on 
media’s relation to sources and medialized events in Can we trust the media?. 
The latter speaker talked about The new publishing; or how to take over the 
world using clever people concerning the research community and the 
publishing culture and magazine industry that has become important for 
individual researchers’ careers. 

The number of accepted papers has increased from twenty 2015 to thirty 
2017. The programme with all abstracts included can be found in pdf on the 
conference website https://www.hig.se/consumingtheenvironment.

Thanks to a contribution of the Vice Chancellor of the University of Gävle, 
ten student travel grants were awarded to PhD students from University of 
Chittagong and University of Hyderabad in Bangladesh, University of Pittsburgh, 
USA, University of Lincoln, UK, University of Cape Town and University of 
KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa and The St. Kliment Ohridsky Sofia University, 
Romania.

The selection of articles has been based on the authors own wishes for 
publication.

Any re-writing of the following papers for other publications should refer 
to Proceedings. Consuming the Environment conference 2017, University of 
Gävle, Sweden. This pdf is published in DiVA- Academic Archive Online, a 
publishing system for research and student theses and a digital archive for 
long-term preservation of publications. 

Eva Åsén Ekstrand, Ph D, project leader of the conferene, Media and 
Communication Studies, University of Gävle
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Consuming the environment - papers

The problem

Our environment is changing not only due to natural causes that have 
changed the world through thousands and millions of years but also as an 
effect of human activities. The increasing levels of carbon dioxide have 
already resulted in increasing global temperature and if not the levels of 
carbon dioxide come under control the global warming will continue with 
disastrous results. What do people know about these climate changes? 
What is the role of the media? How about opinions and attitudes that can 
force politicians to act? What can be done? 

Looking back in history there seems to be a relation between extreme 
climate events and social collapse. To understand the mechanisms behind 
this causal link there is a need for a social-ecological framework. This is the 
starting point for Avit K. Bhowmik in his article The missing causal link between 
climate extremes and social collapse. Extreme climate events follow of an 
increase in climate expenditures and the catastrophes often result in conflicts 
and epidemics and later migration. 

Media

Most of what we know about what is happening in the world, outside our own 
life and experiences, come from the media. Media are essential to informing 
and educating the audience. What are the experiences of how the media 
have handled environmental problems and crisis in the past? Can previous 
media research throw light on the debate about the climate change today? 
That is the aim of Olle Findahl in a Public understanding of the media coverage 
of environmental risks and threats. How has media covered environmental risks 
like acid rain and radioactive downfall after Chernobyl and how did people in 
Sweden comprehend and react to these media stories? Unfortunately, the 
media coverage in the past is not impressing. The media has in many cases 
been alarmist, fragmentary, contradictory and without depth. As a result 
information and knowledge gaps have arisen. Speculations are still common 
and many in the audience regard the information as contradictory and 
confusing and the credibility of the experts and authorities are questioned.

What about media stories about environmental disasters in other parts of 
the world? Are the media stories mostly one-sided alarmist stories or stories 
that create awareness and willingness to help to act? That is the question that 
Aishwarya Sastry, Niqat Patel and Shubhda Arora ask in The City of Burning 
Lakes: Media Representation of an Environmental Disaster in Bangalore City. Their 
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starting point is a lake disaster in Bangalore city in India. The growing city 
of Bangalore is famous for its many lakes and the quality of the water is 
essential for the survival of people living there. In 2015 the lake caught fire 
due to toxic eruptions and dried hyacinth. In their analyses, the authors have 
compared national and international newspapers during three years 2015 
– 2017. They found a large repetition of alarmist one-sided news of fire and 
foam, but stories of the vulnerability of people and communities living there 
were rare. Sensationalism and dramatization made the disaster much bigger 
and disastrous than it actually was. That holds for both national and international 
newspapers. The stories were disaster centric rather than human-centric. 

Another obstacle to cover environmental problems in media is the conflict that 
can arise between media and those in charge, i.e. authorities and those who 
are in power, who do not want any attention to the environmental problems. Lin 
Song has taken up how these sensitive matters look like in China in How Chinese 
environmental journalists deal with global environmental threats: an exceptional way 
of storytelling. Overall, environmental disasters that have taken place in China 
are reflected by the Chinese media. The government has to admit the polluting 
problems and deal with them as president Xi has said that Chinese people need 
“green mountains and clear water”. However, these issues reported in media are 
quite often covered with ‘Chinese characteristics’. Lin Song demonstrates how 
Chinese environmental journalists report using these ‘Chinese characteristics’ 
and she argues that it requires a readjustment in style and substance if the 
media are to be at all credible. 

It is not only in China but in many countries in the world, that journalists 
reporting about environmental problems are vulnerable. People in power who 
feel criticized often have the last word. In Sweden in the late sixties, there was 
a mass housing public program. The aim of this million programme was to 
overcome housing shortages through close cooperation between politicians 
and the construction industry. But what about the housing environment and the 
quality of the houses? In a documentary film from 1969, Lena Ewert criticized 
this way of planning in Stockholm. Two days after the movie premiere, the film 
was stopped. In Vulnerable Representation - Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968…(The 
Record Years 1966/1967/1968), Per Vesterlund looks closer at the film and 
investigates what happened when the film was stopped and puts the film in a 
wider context as an example of a new way to make documentary film in the late 
60’s.

Opinions and attitudes

Public understanding of climate change is well researched in rich and developed 
countries. There is an awareness of the problem of global warming, but other 
more concrete and urgent problems appear to be more important and get more 
attention. Global warming comes in second hand and the magnitude of the 
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problem varies between countries. Some are doubtful or dismissive towards 
climate change, (Public understanding of the media coverage of environmental risks 
and threats, Olle Findahl).

Less is known about the awareness among people in the south in areas 
more directly affected by the climate change. What do they know and what 
do they think about the environmental problems? Henri-Count Evans tries to 
answer that question in Public understanding and perceptions of climate change 
and global warming in South Africa and Zimbabwe. People in the global south 
are becoming more vulnerable to climate change but are also part of the 
problem. A majority are aware of the climate change and see a connection 
to the recurrent droughts and most of them think that developed countries 
should play a bigger role. But it is the immediate and local environmental 
problems, observable to ordinary people, that gets the most concern, 
especially the problem of water pollution. The distinction between human 
and natural causes are blurred. Knowledge gaps are evident and a higher 
level of education about the environment should have priority. The support 
for renewable energy sources is however increasing. 

The vulnerable

In the world of today, there are environments that make people vulnerable. 
Often the most vulnerable are found among the youngest and the oldest. At 
the same time as the development of the modern digital environment proceeds, 
the ageing of the populations continues. That is something Lilia Raycheva and 
Nadezhda Miteva discuss in Consuming the Media and ICT Environment: 
Challenges to Vulnerability of Older Adults. They scrutinize European and UN 
institutional media documents to see if this problem is recognized and they 
conduct their own survey. They have found that elderly people in Bulgaria are 
not a homogeneous group of people. Most vulnerable are the oldest, poorly 
educated people living in the countryside. There is a need for urgent prevention 
of the digital generation divide but there is, unfortunately, a lack of regulatory 
mechanisms. The traditional media is still very popular and they should not 
forget the older audiences as they are their most faithful admirers.

Children are often depicted as helplessness and in constant need of adult 
care and protection. Especially the victimization of the child is essential in 
stories about the war. The vulnerable child creates the audience’s sympathy. 
Shriya Kuchibhotla and Shubhda Arora are analysing different representations 
of children in war films in ‘Vulnerable’ Children and War Cinema: Exploring Varying 
Representations of ‘Childhood in Refuge’ Through the Film Turtles Can Fly. They 
look closer at how vulnerable children are used as narrative tools in cinema. 
They oppose the conception of children as monolithic in nature and prefer 
films that urge audiences to perceive children as beings with independent 
hearts and souls.
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What to do

Sustainability has during the last years become a buzzword that can be seen 
and heard in all kind of contexts. The word “sustainability” was very rare in 
media before 2010 and now with the positive associations connected to the 
word everyone is using it. All businesses and all industries must adapt to this, at 
least in their presentations and advertisements. This also applies to the fashion 
industry. But how to combine sustainability with an increasing consumption? 
The answer is a circular economy. But there are some difficulties buried here. 
That’s what Celinda Palm reveals in her critical review, A fashion system without 
getting dressed? She looks at the consequences for the global Fashion System 
and the problems for the fashion industry, that theories of social-ecological 
resilience reveal. Is it possible to define a hybrid sustainable fashion system? Is it 
possible for a transformation towards a future sustainable fashion system?

Usually, there is a process of environmental licensing which precedes the 
establishment of enterprises that are involved in environmental degradation. 
Daniela Correa e Castro de Carvalho in Communication in mining projects in Brazil 
looks closer at this process when it comes to iron mines and especially at the 
Public Hearings that take place during this environmental licensing. She argues 
that the “strategic action” usually taken place is silencing the social and dialogic 
communication and she proposes an orientation to communicative action. 

Professor Olle Findahl, Visiting Professor, University of Gävle
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The missing causal link between 
climate extremes and social collapse
Dr. Avit K. Bhowmik
Email: avit.bhowmik@futureearth.org
Future Earth, Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences
Stockholm Resilience Centre, 
Stockholm University
Sweden

Abstract

Whether or not climate change and associated extreme events can lead to 
a collapse of modern societies is an extensively debated question. Most of 
these debates emerge from the lack of a social-ecological framework and 
functional metrics to understand the causal link and dynamics of climatically 
triggered social collapse. We reviewed 250 pieces of scientific literature to 
provide a social-ecological framework that outlines a systemic causal link 
between climate related extreme events and social collapse. By bridging 
theories of complexity and resilient systems, we asked whether climate 
change and associated extreme events have increased levels of social 
complexity and cost of problem solving. All reviewed literature indicate 
that climate change and associated extreme events demand increasing 
complexity, i.e. formation of new social institutions to engineer, mitigate 
and adapt to climate problems, which, in turn, increased climate related 
expenditures. We identified two major groups of functional metrics, i.e. 
structural changes (e.g. migration) and catastrophes (e.g. armed conflicts), 
that were used to observe and quantify climatically triggered social collapse. 
The studied zones exhibiting social disruptions are mostly characterised by 
inadequate resources, e.g. low development index and poor governance, 
which failed to afford increasing complexity and cost of problem solving 
with the increasing intensities and magnitudes of climate related shocks. 
Our results are relevant for the parameterisation and modelling of climatically 
triggered social collapse as well as for mobilizing related initiatives and 
advocacy on climate change issues. 

Keywords: Resilience, Social Disruptions, Social Collapse, Complexity, Climate Change
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Introduction

Climate-related extreme events have been identified as a potential confounding 
driver of the ancient societal collapse in archeological studies (Butzer, 2012; 
Hanson, 2007). These extreme events coupled with social instability, which 
evolved as a consequence of several socio-economic and political stressors, 
led to social disintegration and conflicts, and eventually social collapse during 
historic and prehistoric times (Kintisch, 2016).

Modern societies, in contrast, are claimed to be substantially less 
susceptible to collapse mainly due to high innovation and sophisticated 
engineering instigated by cheap energy sources, e.g. fossil fuels (Ehrlich and 
Ehrlich, 2013; Tainter, 1990). Even if temporary disruptions due to extreme 
events are prevalent, e.g. Hurricane Harvey, modern societies are considered 
as a highly resilient complex adaptive system (Scheffer et al., 2003).

There is a growing number of evidence, which indicates that climate extreme 
events may trigger and amplify societal shocks, e.g. conflicts and epidemics 
(Hsiang and Burke, 2014; Kelley et al., 2015; Schleussner et al., 2016; WHO, 
2005). However, the interpretation and inference conducted from these 
evidences have been highly debated (Buhaug et al., 2014; Hsiang and Meng, 
2014; Solow, 2013). The critic often refers to the lack of a social-ecological 
framework, which leads to the inference of spurious correlations and flawed 
coincidences without understanding the mechanism, through which the 
climate and social systems interact (L. Perch-Nielsen et al., 2008; Salehyan, 
2008). Moreover, a lack of functional metrics to observe and understand 
climatically triggered social collapse has also been highlighted, which entails 
exclusion of internal social variables and persisting shocks triggering social 
disruptions and collapse at the first place (Otto et al., 2017; Theisen et al., 
2013). Hence, a need for a social-ecological framework for understanding the 
causal link between climate extremes and social collapse as well as functional 
metrics for observing collapse processes remain crucial (Ehrlich and Ehrlich, 
2013; Homer-Dixon, 2010).

We rigorously reviewed scientific articles, reports and books linking climate 
change and associated extreme events to social disruptions to provide 
a social-ecological framework for disentangling the causal link between 
climate extreme events and social disruptions. We also listed major groups 
of functional metrics that were used in the scientific literature to observe and 
quantify climatically triggered societal shocks.

Methods

We reviewed 250 scientific literature, i.e. articles, reports and books, which 
link climate change and associated extreme events to social disruptions 
and collapse. A rigorous literature search was conducted using Web of 
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Science/Knowledge, Google Scholar (http://scholar.google.com), Elsevier 
ScienceDirect (http://www.sciencedirect.com/) and Springer Online Journals 
(http://link.springer.com/). The focus was on the peer-reviewed articles and 
government reports between 1990 and 2017.

We used three sets of terms, i.e. armed conflicts, epidemics and migrations, 
to define the searching keywords for the literature review. The literature that 
included at least one of the entries were included for the first round of review. 
Three sets of literature were generated:

i the conflict set describing the climatic drivers of armed and civil conflicts 

ii the epidemics set describing how origination and propagation of infectious 
diseases link to climate extremes 

iii the migration set describing the major climate-related migration events and 
mechanisms.

The climate extreme events related to temperature, precipitation, and 
humidity, and included large-scale extreme weather events, e.g. El Nino, 
and meteorological hazards, e.g. drought, flood and heatwaves. We also 
included articles and books that contained theories and models for social 
disruptions and collapse. This included resilient system theories and complex 
system analyses (Folke et al., 2010; Tainter, 1990; Walker et al., 2004).

The social institutions, which were created to tackle climate-related societal 
shocks and associated expenditures were identified. We also listed major 
groups of functional metrics that were used in the scientific literature to observe 
and quantify climatically triggered societal shocks.

Figure 1: Convergence of complexity and resilience theories 
for modelling social collapse. In the events of multiple and 
amplified shocks, system resilience erodes as a result of 
diminishing marginal return on the cost of complexity.
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A social-ecological framework

We converged the complexity and resilience systems theories to arrive at a 
social ecological framework for disentangling the causal link between climate 
extremes and social collapse (Tainter, 1990; Walker et al., 2004). According 
to the complexity theory, social complexity is a function of diversity and 
organization of social institutions, i.e. a complex society is composed of a high 
number of institutions organized in a single system (Tainter 1990, Figure 1). The 
level of complexity increases through problem-solving. Problem-solving requires 
energy (cost) and societies benefit from the problem-solving. Here, problem-
solving is considered as a mechanism of attaining sustainability while costs 
are considered as metabolic and energy cost of a system. However, increasing 
complexity leads to a diminishing marginal return on the cost and consequently, 
complex societies collapse through a rapid simplification process.

Figure 2: Climate expenditure (in annual budget review) of 
the countries in Asia-Pacific region during the last decade. 
Data source: CPEIRs (CFADE, 2018).
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In the resilient system theory, social collapse is defined as “erosion of resilience” 
in social systems (Cumming and Peterson, 2017; Walker et al., 2004). Systems 
can exist in functionally and structurally different dynamical states. In the event 
of multiple and amplified shocks, systems approach a tipping point and may 
abruptly shift to a qualitatively contrasting state through erosion of resilience 
(Figure 1).

In a converged framework, structural changes in resilience theory are 
represented by increasing complexity, while the erosion of resilience occurs 
as a result of an increasing cost of complexity and diminishing marginal return 
(Figure 1). Eventually, systems may collapse by rapidly shifting to a contrasting 
simple state.

Climate change and associated extreme events have triggered increasing 
complexity, i.e. formation of new social institutions, e.g. new infrastructures 

Figure 3: The functional metrics for observing and modelling 
climatically triggered social collapse in the reviewed studies. 
The orange numbers indicate the percentages of total reviewed 
studies (250) that used the metrics (or the group of metrics).
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and relocation, to solve, mitigate and adapt to climate-induced social shocks 
(Ehrlich and Ehrlich, 2013; Hsiang and Meng, 2014; Kelley et al., 2015). This 
has led to higher climate expenditures than in the absence of shocks (Figure 
2). The zones of social disruptions are characterized by inadequate resources, 
e.g. low development index and poor governance, which failed to afford 
increasing complexity and problem solving, and thus reached a diminishing 
marginal return (Schleussner et al., 2016).

Functional metrics

Two major groups of functional metrics, i.e. structural changes and 
catastrophes, were used to observe and quantify climatically triggered social 
shocks (Figure 3). The majority of the studies suggested catastrophes, i.e. 
conflicts and epidemics, as the principal functional metric (Hsiang and Burke, 
2014; WHO, 2005), although they often resulted in structural changes, e.g. 
migration (L. Perch-Nielsen et al., 2008; McLeman and Smit, 2006). The most 
direct observation of climatically driven social disruption was performed using 
the epidemics, mostly because of an explicit link between vector-borne 
epidemics and climatic variables (WHO, 2005). Mechanisms for climatically 
triggered migrations were also explained using institutional theories (Reuveny, 
2007).

Figure 4: The positive feedback loop that amplified the 
internal socio-economic shocks and led to the collapse 
of the Syrian regime. The droughts of 2003 and 2010 
amplified the social instability and pushed the system, 
coupled with other shocks, to a tipping point.
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Positive feedback loops

Statistical correlation and coincidence analyses often regard climatically 
triggered social disruptions as single events, onsets of which are followed by 
climate extreme events (Hsiang and Burke, 2014; Schleussner et al., 2016). 
By contrast, our review suggests that climatically triggered social disruptions 
are incidences of chains of events, origins of which are deeply embedded in 
internal socio-economic dynamics (Buhaug et al., 2014; Solow, 2013). The 
externalities of these events amplify over time through positive feedbacks from 
society (Kelley et al., 2017). Climate extreme events interact with social systems, 
which either amplify an existing internal social shock or entail diminishing 
marginal return on the cost of solving problems related to that shock (Kelley 
et al., 2017; Schleussner et al., 2016) (Figure 4).

Here, we explain the link between two major drought incidences in Syria in 
2003 and 2010, and the consequent civil war and refugee crisis using our 
framework (Figure 4). The pre-existing economic liberalization, poor agricultural 
policies, unprecedented population growth and the influx of Iraqi refugees 
created instability in the Syrian society, particularly extreme pressure on water 
resources, on which the rural agriculture is predominantly dependent on 
(Gleick, 2014; Werrell et al., 2015). Hence, the Syrian society already created a 
number of institutions and arrived at a diminishing return for maintaining rural 
agriculture regime (Figure 4). The droughts of 2003 and 2010, therefore, led 
to the collapse of the rural agricultural regime in Syria, which in turn, led to the 
biggest rural to urban migration in Syrian history (Kelley et al., 2017, 2015). The 
outbreak of the civil war was the diminishing return to the cost of solving this 
further amplified stability with poor governance and scarce resources. The 
outbreak of the civil war led to the refugee influx in Europe, which posed further 
management and governance challenges.
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Abstract

Media reports are nothing but black dots on paper, sound waves in the air or 
a pixel pattern on a screen until someone has tried to understand what it all 
means. The fundamental subconscious question that has to be answered in 
people’s minds is: What does all this mean in relation to what I already know? 
In the case of media reports about environmental risks and threats, studies 
have shown that the communication process is complex with many barriers 
and comprehension problems far away from a simple injection model. Most 
people remember event-related information about concrete, and often 
dramatic events. Scientific/technical information of a more abstract nature 
is more difficult to assimilate and an assessment of probability is difficult for 
experts and laymen alike. 

There is a long tradition of media research that has shown both possibilities 
and limitations of media as information and knowledge intermediaries. 
Speculations are common. A majority of the audience regard the information 
as contradictory and confusing and the credibility of the experts and 
authorities is questioned. Examples will be taken from earlier knowledge 
gap research, research about people’s comprehension and reactions to the 
media coverage of acid rain, poison in the food, the radioactive fallout from 
Chernobyl. Can previous research cast light on the knowledge gap and the 
differences in attitudes towards the climate change?

Keywords: Media, news comprehension, environmental risks, public understanding
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Introduction

The climate change or the global warming is something that is caused 
by mankind through the industrial and technology development. The 
consequences can be dramatic for the life on earth in a future if there are 
no changes in the way people live in the industrial world. The level of carbon 
dioxide, for example, has to decrease, in order to stop the increasing global 
temperature. How come that people do not understand this and change their 
behaviours despite the global campaigns and the alarming news in the media? 
That is a question that a lot of researchers has tried to answer during the last 
twenty years. (Marshall, 2014)

A simple injection model is not relevant here. Information and knowledge 
gain from media is a more complex process than just reading, listening 
or watching the news. Even so when it comes to changes in behaviour. 
There is a long tradition of media research that has shown that. What are 
the possibilities and limitations of media as information and knowledge 
intermediaries? Who is gaining knowledge? Are there information gaps?

In order to look into this, we will ask the question: Can previous media 
research cast light on the debate about climate change today? We will start 
with research about information and knowledge gaps: How they develop 
and how they grow or can be overcome. Radioactivity is an environmental 
risk that has been with us the last 70 years and how has media and people 
handled that in crisis situations. Acid rain is also a risk that affects the 
environment as well as poison in the food. How have people reacted to  
hese alarming news and what parallels can be drawn to news of today 
about climate change?

Information and knowledge gaps

Information and knowledge about the world around us are not evenly 
spread in a social system. Those with higher education and with higher 
socioeconomic status usually are more knowledgeable in several issues. 
When media information in a social system increases, that part with higher 
socioeconomic status tends to acquire this information faster with the result 
that the gap in knowledge between parts of the population tends to increase 
rather than decrease. And the paradox is that the more information there is, 
the greater the gap. (Titchenor et al, 1970)

This does not mean that the gap always increases. There are situations and 
conditions that reduce the gap and the knowledge is spread more equally. 
Such a situation is if there is an intense social conflict, preferably linked to a 
local affair relating to people’s founding conditions. Another situation where 
knowledge gaps tend to diminish is when the mass media coverage is intensive 
and long-term and when the issue itself is relatively simple and delimited.
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If we compare different subjects, we find that the differences are greatest 
in terms of knowledge of for example developing countries and, least, when 
it comes to energy issues. This supports the observations that say that the 
psychological distance of the subject area is of great importance to the 
knowledge gap. The more we distance ourselves from what people are 
“close” - the greater the importance of the social position. High social position 
means a man between 30 and 60 years old who lives in the big city, has high 
education and a high professional position. (Höijer et al, 1976)

However, studies of information gaps in the 70’s also showed that there 
are other conditions than social positions that affect knowledge in a subject 
area. This is the view of the world, i.e., in this case, how much you shield 
from reality beyond your borders. Another circumstance that affects the 
knowledge in an area is the extent to which a person is active in associations 
and organizations.

In summary, knowledge in many areas is largely subordinated to education 
levels. Those who have a long school education behind them have, in other 
words, received a broad knowledge background for granted. The differences 
within the group are relatively small.

The greater is the spread in the knowledge among the short-educated. It is 
here as such circumstances as a conscious worldview and high association 
activity play a major part in the knowledge creation. There are such 
circumstances that are also capable of breaking up knowledge differences 
between those in higher and lower social positions.

A mass media consumption targeting information is also a circumstance 
that is related to knowledge in the field. The relationships become even 
clearer the more specific information activities that are concerned. There are 
thus a number of circumstances that can replace the traditional knowledge 
gap between education levels. (Findahl, 1990)

New knowledge requires old knowledge 

The basis for the comprehension process is a person’s combined knowledge 
and experience. In fact, there is a vast amount of knowledge that is activated 
during the comprehension process. However, it is not the question of a 
conscious activation but there is something happening on the edge of attention. 

The knowledgeable approaches the text with knowledge of the subject and 
knowledge of how similar texts are usually organized and her strategy is to look 
for the superior, often familiar structures of the text and then use them as a 
coherent framework for understanding and organizing in memory.

The person with less knowledge often has trouble following the overall 
structure of the text and consequently follows a different strategy. It may be to 
target specific details or individual examples in the text or to gather information 
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around well-known persons or phenomena. In addition to people’s previous 
knowledge, it has been found that the logical structure of how the content is 
presented is important and especially how the causal relationships are clarified 
and emphasized. (Findahl & Höijer, 1984)

The difficulties to comprehend and remember television news were 
demonstrated and discussed already in the 50s (Vernon, 1950; Belson, 
1952). These findings were confirmed in the 70s (Trenaman, 1967; Findahl 
& Höijer, 1974, 1976; Renckstorf, 1976; Larsen, 1980). The many research 
investigations since then of individual news programs and daily newspapers 
show also that one remembers relatively little of the news in newspapers and 
on radio and television. And people sometimes remember only the conclusion 
of a reasoning and not the argument that led to the conclusion. And at 
the same time, media’s influence is not direct but rather modulated by the 
public’s background and personal experience. This reduces the direct media 
effect, which depends upon how relevant a particular issue is for a given 
individual. (Graber, 1984).

Acid rain

The phenomenon, commonly known as “acid rain”, has widespread effects 
not only on the ecosystem but also on infrastructure and the economy. 
Polluted precipitation, that is, gases of sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxide that 
become sulphuric and nitric acid when mixed with rainwater, adversely affects 
forestry, fishing, agriculture and other industries. Acid also erodes structures, 
damaging buildings, roads and bridges.

The story of acid rain is told in media since the 70s and got even more 
attention from the great forest death discovered in the 1980s in Europe due to 
acid rain. The immediate threat was that a complete catastrophe would soon 
happen in Europe, with enormous wood loss of 100 million cubic meters each 
year as a result. And the acid rain will come to Sweden from Europe.

A study of the viewers of a television program about the problems with 
acid rain showed that the program caused many different kinds of reflections, 
most of which relate to personal experiences. It was reflections on one’s own 
life, the close environment, and also national and global life and environment. 
More fact-oriented general reflections also appeared but they were not as 
common. Here, in many cases, there was a clear link to the viewers’ unique 
professional experiences. (Höijer, 1986)

The study showed that there were several ways to cognitively process and 
comprehend the program content. Here are three examples: 

- Understand the descriptions of the acidification process and the causal 
context. Weave own thoughts and reflexions into the program understanding 
and have an active and in many cases critical approach to the program.
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- The opposite of the active comprehension process is a more passive 
understanding of the program. The result will be a fragmentary program 
understanding that contains many details out of context but no overall 
understanding. The program arouses few thoughts and reflections.

- A third way is that the comprehension process activates several different 
levels when it comes to the more accessible everyday content, but it does not 
happen the same for the more abstract and technical sections. The result will 
be memories of especially the concrete and descriptive sections and a lot of 
thoughts are activated around this. 

The media coverage of acid rain was in many aspects alarmist and the 
speculations did not come true. This is however partly a result of international 
agreements in Europe and North America to reduce the gases of sulphur 
dioxide and nitrogen oxide which gives rise to the acid rain. 

Radioactivity

April 26, 1986, an accident happened in the nuclear power plant at Chernobyl in 
Ukraine and huge quantities of radioactivity were released into the atmosphere 
after the explosion in the power plant. During the first days following the disaster, 
the wind carried the contaminated air up to the north of Scandinavia where the 
radioactivity, like a spray, fell with the rain down to the ground. In Sweden, a belt 
north of Stockholm, where Gävle is situated, was particularly hard hit. 

Media coverage

In the media coverage, there was a overall a predominance of themes with 
alarming content: the evacuation of the civilian population around Chernobyl 
and the fire and meltdown in the nuclear power station, the high radiation levels 
measured abroad in various countries in Scandinavia and around Europe, and 
the restrictions and recommendations in foreign countries for protection of 
children and pregnant women. 

Throughout the whole period, there is the recurring theme in the news of 
people’s anxiety – worried farmers, worried women, worried parents of young 
children. But there are also themes of a reassuring nature: Radioactivity levels 
in Sweden are falling, and more and more areas, ultimately all of Sweden, were 
declared contamination-free. There is no danger the Radiation Protection 
Institute declared. (Findahl & Lindblad, 1987)

Of all utterances that could be classified as potentially alarming or reassuring, 
about 72 % could be classified as alarming and 28 % were reassuring in some 
way. Speculations and contradictions were common. There was some form of 
speculation in roughly one in three news items. There were also quite a number 
of contradictory details among the actual news items.
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People’s reactions

From the screening of programs with alarming and reassuring utterances it was 
shown that people who were already anxious judged the alarming utterances 
as highly worrying, but they were not calmed by the reassuring utterances, and 
even if the less anxious were somewhat reassured by the latter they were also 
worried by the alarming utterances (Findahl & Lindblad, 1987). 

The ambiguity and the contradictions in the Chernobyl coverage were well 
recognized by the audience. A majority regarded the information as 
contradictory and confusing. In the hard-hit area, as many as 85 % agreed on 
this. A very common remark was that “one says this and the other says that”. 
(Höijer, 1987). Even the credibility of the authorities was questioned by about 
50 % of the Swedish population. Confidence in the regional health authorities 
was even lower. 

Worry about having been personally injured was indicated by some 40 % of 
the Gävle respondents living in the most hard-hit area, twice as many as were 
found in other areas. This difference between the affected areas and other parts 
in Sweden could not be accounted for by differences in general levels of risk 
perception (Sjöberg & Drottz, 1988), and it, therefore, seems that the accident 
doubled the number of people seriously worried about nuclear power. 

Later polls have shown that Swedes, in general, became less anxious and less 
negative about nuclear power. This in line with a common observation that a risk 
is judged as more aversive if it is more salient. But it is important to remember 
here that there were no detectable signs of radioactivity in the air or in nature 
that showed that something strange had happened. Everything looked exactly 
as before. Radioactivity is invisible and could only be measured through special 
equipment. So people had to rely on the media and on the authorities. 

Numerous studies have found that assessments of probability are difficult, 
for experts and layman alike (Tversky & Kahneman, 1980). A stumbling block 
for many in their understanding of scientific phenomena is their tendency to 
reason in everyday terms with simple (often wrong-headed) mechanistic ideas 
of causality. 

Differences in information gain according to the degree of formal education 
were also noted, as expected. Mainly men were familiar with the chain of events 
that led up to the catastrophe; they were better able than women to identify 
“natural” sources of radioactivity. Women, on the other hand, knew more about 
the practical guidelines and recommendations issued by the Authorities. 

Misunderstandings

Misunderstandings as to what recommendations the authorities had 
announced were common among the Swedes, and nearly 50 percent 
remembered at least one false recommendation that the radiation protection 
authority had openly repudiated. Misunderstandings are influenced both by 
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how the information is presented and by individuals’ previous knowledge and 
ideas. In the case of the effects of the Chernobyl catastrophe in Sweden, 
many misunderstandings would seem to be due to information carried in the 
media. There were also juxtapositions in news broadcasts about different 
areas, foreign and domestic, with a quite different situation of fall-out, for 
example, the “high” levels of radiation in Chernobyl and the “high” levels 
of radiation in Sweden. What was meant by “high levels” was, however, 
completely different in those areas?

Together with the authorities credibility problems this made the Chernobyl 
case to an information crisis of substantial dimensions, in Sweden like in other 
countries affected by the fall-out (Nohrstedt, 1988; Findahl, 1988). 

Behaviour changes

In the hard-hit areas, one person in two had taken special precautions 
concerning foodstuffs and eating habits. Half of those living in Gävle were 
gardening and half of them had refrained or cut back on vegetable gardening. 
These measures were not necessary as vegetables absorbed very little of the 
radioactive Caesium. The reason why so many refrained from gardening must 
be the confusion and uncertainty that prevailed during the spring and summer. 

A closer look at the correlations between different variables in an interview 
study shows that knowledge, perceptions, attitudes and behaviour interact 
in a complex fashion (Höijer, 1987). It is, however, possible to distinguish at 
least three groups with different patterns of reactions. One group consists of 
middle-aged men with technical or industrial occupations without children. 
They were not worried and had confidence in the experts. Another group felt 
deep sorrow after Chernobyl. They did not trust the experts and they were 
trying to do something about it. In contrast to these more energetic people, 
we can also find a group of middle-aged women, mostly in nursing. They 
were also worried, but suppressed their alarm and did nothing. 

Don’t eat fish

One Sunday morning it was said in the ordinary radio news programme: 
Don‘t eat fish from the Baltic sea more than once a week, and young girls and 
pregnant women should not eat fish at all. The source of the news was a press 
release from one researcher of cancer saying that he had found abnormal 
levels of PCB in fatty fish like salmon and herring from the Baltic Sea. 

Not everyone, but half of those who were interviewed a few days later in a 
study about “the news in people’s minds”, remembered the news about fish 
and where they had got it. That means that the fish news was relevant for 
many. The reactions to the news differed widely even if most of them were 
critical in some way:
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1. Some people made an effort to neutralise the risk of eating fish: “Now it 
is fish, just recently it was risky to warm food in the micro. What will be next?” 
“Soon you can not do anything. It is dangerous to drive a car too”.

2. Still more critical to the news were those who were suspicious and 
blamed the journalists for their love to report about an alarm. “They are 
exaggerating and they read the report as the devil reads the bible. Media is 
nothing to rely upon.”

3. There were also those who did not believe in experts and blamed the 
researcher. “He probably needs money for research. He does not have much 
evidence.”

4. At last, there were a few who asked themselves if there was a serious 
risk to eat fish. “Is it really like that? How often is it safe to eat fish? Perhaps I 
should eat fish less frequent?” A young woman that eat fish regularly said to 
herself when she was going to buy fish the following day in the shop after that 
she had heard about “don’t eat fish” in the news. She hesitated and thought: 
“No today it has to be something else”. But a few days later she returned to 
her old habit and bought fish as usual. (Findahl, 1996)

A lot of associations were triggered by the news. Mostly it had to do with 
pollution and food-related risks. People were thinking of Chernobyl and the 
high level of radioactivity that still can be found in fish and animals in some 
parts of Sweden. There was old news about PCB and Dioxin. There were also 
thoughts about Salmonella and bacteria in chicken. It also became a topic 
brought up in the conversation at workplaces. 

Seemingly the dramatic news about the danger to eat fish appeared like a 
mayfly in the news media but as we can see from the interviews with our panel 
this information about risk is perceived as the latest information in a long row 
of similar news. For most people, there is a long story of contradictory and 
confusing food-related risks. This is also the framework or the knowledge 
background that gives meaning to the new information. It is important to have 
this media history of risk stories in mind if we want to understand what is 
happening with alarmist news. We can see comprehension of environmental 
risks as a result of a recollection in connection with the implicit, subconscious 
question: Is there any interpretation of this message that will make it meaningful 
in terms of what I already know? 

Climate change 

Radioactivity is nothing that you can see, smell or taste and you have to rely on 
experts with their measurements if the levels of radioactivity are dangerous or 
not. The same is true with climate change. You have to trust the scientists who 
are measuring and calculating the trends in the rising of the global temperature 
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and their explanation of the reason for this temperature rise. It is hard to 
connect single events like a flood or a hurricane to the climate change even 
though it is said that they will occur more often in the future. At the same time, 
there are natural changes in the weather both globally over historical time and 
during the time of a generation. 

Focus groups

Many of the findings from earlier research on media coverage of 
environmental risks and threats were found in a recent UK study about 
climate change (Happer & Philo, 2016). Information about climate change 
and predictions of possible futures were presented and discussed in focus 
groups. The discussions showed that media lacked credibility and most 
people’s confidence in experts and politicians were low and there was not a 
clear understanding of the causes and potential threats of climate change. 
The majority felt that individual behaviour did not make a difference and 
the governments would have to lead. There was a lack of commitments 
to behavioural changes unless the information was not directly related to 
people’s own life and experiences. 

Laypersons

In a Swedish study of how the conversation is being conducted about climate 
change, between laypersons with a rather high level of education, it was shown 
that climate change was seen as a global issue with severe consequences far 
away from Sweden. The examples mentioned were melting polar ice caps, polar 
bears, warmer weather, floods and droughts. All examples came from media. 

The responses mentioned were mostly individual actions like sorting waste 
and turning off lights. There was an argument whether the change in global 
temperature was caused by natural fluctuations or a consequence of human 
activities. Overall, the public’s understanding of climate change reporting was 
affected by previous knowledge and experience, everyday interactions with 
people and scientific and political debate on climate change. (Wibeck, 2013)

Farmers

When Swedish farmers were interviewed it was found that they relate to and 
understand climate change through their own experience and that climate 
change is understood either as a natural process subject to little or no human 
influence or as anthropogenic, caused by mankind.

The discussions showed how the farmers jointly tried to understand climate 
change and, in interaction, with others who shared special experiences of 
changes in weather and climate. 
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While natural climate change was typically understood from a long-term time 
perspective in terms of slow change, human-induced climate change was 
understood from a short-term perspective and in terms of rapid change.  
“We cannot know the causes”. “The intensity of the seasons has not 
changed”. “Extreme weather is nothing new. It comes and goes”.

As this study demonstrates, when climate change was framed as a natural 
process, with little or no human input, it was rarely recognized as a problem 
(Asplund, 2016).

People’s concern about climate change 

In the US, the Yale Project on Climate Change Communication, that started 
2008, divided the population into six segments according to the individual’s 
concern, motivation and belief in Global Warming. 2008 when the awareness 
of climate change was high, 51 percent belonged to the Alarmed and the 
Concerned segments. Than there was a decline in public concern for climate 
change and the dismissive more than doubled from 7 to 16 percentage points 
between 2008 and 2010 and the size of the Alarmed and the Concerned seg-
ments taken together decreased from 51 to 40 percentage points between 
2008 and 2012, but 2016 the segments were up to 45 percent (Leiserowitz et 
al, 2017). But the level of concern is still far away from the 2008 level. 

The US study was replicated in Australia with a similar result that six seg-
ments gave the best explanation of the data gathered about the Australians 
attitudes to the climate change. But the sizes of the six segments were differ-
ent. There were less of Alarmed and Concerned people in Australia compared 
to US (33% vs. 51%) but more of Cautious and Disengaged (46% vs. 31%) and 
about the same Doubtful and Dismissive (21% vs. 18%). (Morrison et.al. 2013)

Another difference was that the Australians showed a higher issue 
involvement, more of personal experiences of climate change and 
implementation of behaviours to reduce climate change impacts. So even 
if the question of climate change was a more close and personal relevant 
question to the Australians compared to the Americans, the engaged and 
active segments were smaller. 

In Germany, the outcome was five different segments when people’s atti-
tudes toward climate change were analysed (Metag et.al. 2017). Compared to 
US and Australia the German population is generally more concerned about 
climate change than the population in the other two countries. Here is also 
the largest group of Alarmed people to be found and the sixth segment, the 
Dismissive, that was found in US and Australia did not exist in Germany.

In Europe, there also has been a drop in the percentage of the population 
that think that climate change is the most serious problem facing the world as 
a whole. The drop is from 20 % 2011 to 12 % March 2017 (EU, 2017).
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In EU there are big differences between countries, with a high concern among 
countries in the north and low concern in the south, especially the southeast 
part of Europe. The Swedes are the most concerned about the climate change. 
38% see climate change as the most serious problem according to the EU 
study. However, if the question is put in another way the level of concern will 
be different.

High concern among Swedes but other things are more important

The Swedes concerns about environmental problems vary according to how 
the question is formulated in different opinion and attitude surveys. If there 
is a direct question about environmental problems and climate change most 
Swedes are very concerned, but if the question is open and about what people 
think are the most important issues of today than other problems end up in the 
foreground. 

So if there is a direct question: If you look at the situation today, how worried 
are you about the environmental degradation? Then 50 percent answer it is very 
worrying. It is down from 75 percent 1987, after the Chernobyl accident. Another 
peak happened 2009 when the United Nations conference on climate change 
was held in Copenhagen and there was a lot of media attention on this climate 
issue. Those years 60 percent were very worried about the environmental 
degradation. Today it is down to 50 percent. (SOM, 2017).

Most concerned are young people. In general Climate Change is the most 
important social issue today for young people between 16-25 years. Six out of 
ten think about climate change at least once a week and worry about the 
climate’s impact on the future. Every fifth young woman is vegetarian for 
reasons of climate. 94 percent find it important to live climate-friendly. (SIFO 
2017). 

But the answer to an open question like: What do you perceive as the most 
worrying about the future? On this open question only 4 percent answer that 
it is the environment that concerns them the most (March 2017). It is down 
from 6 percent 2015 and 9 percent 2013. And if the question concerns the 
most important political issues of today, eight out of ten Swedes worry about 
segregation, violence and school and health care. Environmental issues come 
here second. 

Political preference matters 

In the US there were 2016 clear political differences in the way people were 
concerned about climate change. Republicans are skeptical about climate 
change and Democrats are more concerned. The most alarmed who support 
actions to mitigate climate change are young and well-educated. (Leiserowitz 
et al, 2017)
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Also in Australia politics matter. The Greens and Labour have a higher 
proportion of Alarmed and Concerned, while those expressing a preference 
for Liberal or National are more likely to be Doubtful and Dismissive. (Morrison 
et.al. 2013).

In Sweden, these differences, dependent on political preferences, are not 
so evident. They were much more clear during the 80s when nuclear power 
was in focus, but even if they are smaller today they still exist when it comes 
to supporting for political actions, between those with political preferences to 
the left or to the right. (Harring, 2014).

Discussion

Ever since the 1970s, environmental and health risks have been a recurring 
theme in the media. On the placards and front pages, the negative sides of 
the modern industrial society have been shown: Emissions and exhausts 
that destroy the environment, diseases and pandemics that destroy human 
health. The media coverage has in many cases been alarmist, fragmentary, 
contradictory, and without depth. As a result, information and knowledge 
gaps have arisen which have been difficult to bridge. This is in line with earlier 
knowledge gap research.

For many people, with the exception of some young and well-educated, the 
climate change is an abstract and distant phenomenon without bearing on 
personal life and experiences. There is a general awareness of the problem 
that varies with the intensity of the media coverage. But there are more 
current issues such as terrorism, economy, immigration and health care that 
come first. People’s concern about the global warming has not increased but 
fallen since 2009 and among Swedes, there is widespread skepticism and 
lack of credibility vis-à-vis experts, authorities and media.

Looking back we can see that the worst scenarios described in media 
connected to the acid rain, the hole in the ozone layer, the swine flu and the 
radioactive fall-out in Sweden after Chernobyl, have not entered. In the two 
first cases, the effects were alleviated by international agreements, and the 
swine flu never was a pandemic and the radioactivity in Sweden, even in the 
most hard-hit areas, was below all thresholds. No negative medical effects 
have been discovered 30 years later. 

This does not mean that people cannot gain knowledge of the causes of 
the global climate change and also realize that they must influence politicians 
and industry to implement both a national and global long-term change. But 
it can hardly happen with major national campaigns or horror news about the 
earth’s demise.

The starting point must be people’s own knowledge and experience and 
the context in which they live. Since both the knowledge and the context 
vary, information must also be adapted accordingly. Once people realize the 
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problem and the causes of the problem and see what opportunities are open 
and what solutions are available, many will also act. But first a critical review 
and sound skepticism. History has shown that the alarmist news is not always 
to be trusted.
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Abstract

Media, the fourth estate plays a pivotal role in the dissemination of quick, 
reliable and timely information. In the event of a disaster, they are also 
bestowed with the responsibility of presenting a picture of the situation in an 
attempt to create awareness and provide aid in the best possible manner. 
This paper elucidates media representation and coverage of the Bellandur 
and Varthur Lake disaster in Bangalore city. By solely looking into news 
websites; Financial Express, The Times of India, Huffington Post and The 
Guardian, it compares and contrast information as reported by different 
types of news agencies. By looking into the content of 20 web articles on 
the Bellandur and Varthur lake disaster between 2015 and 2017 it was found 
that the media has underplayed its role by only focusing on the foaming and 
toxicity of the lake. By constantly re-posting this urban and environmental 
disaster as a burning lake, it has failed to look into the vulnerability of the 
communities that are affected by it. This can also be seen through image 
analysis as its focus is centered on visuals of fire, foam, blocked roads and 
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the lake itself. Vulnerability, responsibility, cause, and effect were rarely 
covered making the media reportage more hazard centric rather than 
human-centric. This has resulted in the audience’s superficial and limited 
understanding of the social and environmental disaster.

Keywords: Media, News websites, Vulnerability, Urban disasters, Toxic lakes

Introduction

Bangalore, known as “the city of lakes” is home to approximately 262 water 
bodies covering up to 5% of its surface land. It got this name mainly because 
of the pivotal roles lakes have played for centuries in this region. Since the city 
of Bangalore does not have a perennial river, it depends on these lakes and 
its ability to harvest rainwater to sustain livelihood activities like agriculture, 
irrigation, and cleaning. Hence, its lakes play an essential hydrological role in 
recharging groundwater and sustaining flora, fauna and human life through 
this region. These lakes are also self sustaining eco-systems that maintain a 
more or less reasonable water quality through biological processes that allow 
naturally balanced levels of oxygen and minerals (Ramesh & Krishnaiah, 2014) 
However, over the last decade there has been a stark decline in the recharge 
of groundwater that has affected the sustainability of these lakes (Govt. of 
Karnataka, 2017). Over the last 10 years, the advent of rapid urbanization and 
pollution has reduced the water body coverage by 35 percent incorporating 
only 35 existing lakes today (ibid).

Accordingly, The Bellandur Lake is one of the biggest water bodies of 
Bangalore covering approximately 287.3 sq. km (Ramachandra, Asulabha 
et al., 2015) The Lake has been one of the primary sources of water for 
irrigation, cleaning and agriculture. It has also been a source of water for 
the villages that surround this area. Apart from human aid, the lake has also 
been home to a large number of flora, fauna, ecological species and natural 
resources (ibid). Today, the Bellandur Lake is one of the critical examples of 
the consequences of urbanization in Bangalore city. Over the last 5 years, it 
has turned into a looming disaster with contaminated water, obnoxious odor, 
a growth of invasive floating macrophytes, methane sediments and foaming 
toxic. Recently, the lake caught fire due to the toxic eruptions and dried 
hyacinth, causing alarm to the vulnerable communities around (ibid). 

These events have found coverage in print and electronic news media. This 
paper explores the representation of the events in news to understand which 
themes have been highlighted, how have the stories been framed, how have 
the major stakeholders been portrayed and what was the dominant content 
of these news pieces. 

The paper looks at the polluting and foaming of the Bellandur Lake as a 
slow onset environmental disaster because of the negative impact on the 
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community dependent on it and the long-term measures that will be needed 
to revive the lake. According to Perry (2007), Fritz defined a disaster as an 
event that impacts an entire society or subdivision that is the Bellandur 
community and Bangalore as a city in this case. Cisin and Clark (1962) add 
to the definition by stating that disasters lead to serious disruptions of normal 
activities. Lastly, Buckle (2005) refers to disasters as something that requires 
long-term recovery.

 
Theoretical Framework 

Priming of news is a ‘change in the standards that people use to make 
political evaluations’ (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987). It takes place when a 
specific amount of time and space is devoted to making an audience more 
susceptible or alert to particular issues. This can often be understood by 
looking at the strong or weak media attention that leads up to an event. 
Strong media attention will make it almost impossible to ignore and even 
encourage audiences to set it as a benchmark for future evaluations if the 
attention is positive (Raphael, 2006). Priming as a concept can be understood 
by looking at memory-based models of information processing wherein it is 
believed that people form attitudes or opinions based on thoughts that are 
most salient or accessible (Raphael, 2006). 

Framing is rooted in the assumption that media can influence the 
perception of issues (Raphael, 2006). Additionally, it can also be defined as 
‘patterns of interpretation through which information is classified in order 
to handle it efficiently based on cognitive schemata’ (Donsbach & Traugott, 
2007). This can be done with the help of metaphors, jargon, storytelling, 
spin and other narrative elements. Therefore, this paper explores how media 
stories of the Bellandur Lake disaster were framed and primed in newspaper 
coverage of the event.

Methodology

Through a qualitative content analysis of 70 newspaper articles from The 
Times of India, The Hindu, Deccan Herald, the Guardian and Huffington Post, 
the paper analyses these articles for its headings, sub-headings, keywords 
and main images. Table 1 depicts the break up of the number of articles 
analyzed from each newspaper between 2015 and 2017. The variation in the 
number of newspapers analyzed is mainly because of the difference in the 
number of published and accessible articles.

Hence, online newspapers are the focus of this disaster analysis. Three 
national newspapers; The times of India, Deccan Herald and The Hindu have 
been analyzed to understand the way in which information on the Bellandur 
lake disaster has been reported. The rationale for picking The Times of India 
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for this analysis is because it is the most widely read newspaper in India with 
a readership of approximately 75.9 lakh people. It is also the most widely read 
English daily in Karnataka whose capital is Bangalore city (Indian Readership 
Survey, 2014). Articles from Deccan Herald were picked for analysis as the 
agency’s headquarters is situated in Bangalore city, making it an important 
paper for this study. It also has a readership of 4.2 lakh in the South of India 
making it an important medium of mass communication in Bangalore (Indian 
Readership Survey, 2014). Similarly, articles from The Hindu were chosen for 
analysis as it has the third largest readership with 16.2 lakh people across 
the country (Indian Readership Survey, 2014). Hence the way in which these 
national newspapers have reported the Bellandur lake disaster has played a 
major role in information transmission and shaping perceptions across India.
In addition to this, for a global perspective on this issue, articles from two 
international newspapers; Huffington Post in the USA and The Guardian in 
the UK were selected for analysis. Hence, this research has looked at news 
articles from different news agencies to understand how the Bellandur Lake 
disaster is represented and framed by audiences and readers of these papers.

Year/Newspaper Archives 2015 2016 2017 Total

The Times of India  3  1 15 19

Deccan Herald  5  3  6 14

The Hindu  6  8 13 27

The Guardian  2  1  2  5

Huffington Post  2  1  2  5

Total 18 14 38 70

Table 1: depicting the number of articles used for analysis 
from each newspaper
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Sensationalism and dramatization

a) Analysis of headings
The first thing that is evident with respect to the headings in its sensationalism 
and dramatization across all three years. Initial analysis of Newspaper articles 
across The Times of India (TOI), Deccan Herald and The Hindu depict 
headings, content and themes. By publishing articles with titles like “Smoke 
on the Water” (The Hindu, 2017) and “Burning Disaster” (Abraham & Kumar, 
2015), news articles were able to catch reader’s attention on the following 
issue. The Times of India did the same by using block letters, exclamation 
marks and attractive fonts in their titles.

The initial outrage and media coverage the Bellandur Lake disaster began in 
the early months of 2015. Hence, there is an abundance of articles in that time 
period. An analysis of headings also shows the overuse of words like ‘foam’, 
‘fire’ ‘froth’ and ‘toxic’ in national newspapers across 2015 (Rao, 2015; Deccan 
Herald, 2015; Kumar, 2015; Menezes, 2015). 

Similarly, international newspapers also the initial reporting of the Bellandur 
lake disaster. The headings introduced the disaster as “frothing with fury”, and 
“snowy froth” to catch the attention of the international communities (Mehra, 
2015, November 23). The headings were also exaggerated to make the issue 
much bigger and disastrous than it actually was. For example, The Guardian 
used the heading “City of burning Lakes: Bangalore will be uninhabitable by 
2025” in its first article about the Bellandur lake disaster (Bhasthi, 2017, March 
1). has no evidence to back the claim made by the newspaper. Hence we can 
say that of headings; the bias of sensationalism has been used as a medium to 
dramatize the issue, presently biased impressions on the event and influence 
reader’s perception.

b) Analysis of body copy
Similar to the sensationalism of headings, content in International newspapers 
were also heavily dramatized. Mainly seen in the international newspapers, 
an example of the Huffington Post’s opening statement on the Bellandur lake 
disaster is given below

From a distance, it’s as mesmerizing as waking up to an expanse of snow. 
White, light and fluffy, stretching as far as the eye can see. Closer up, 
these flakes sting. This is no white winter but the frothing fury of one of 
Bangalore’s last remaining lakes – Bellandur Lake 
(Huffington Post, November 2015).

In addition to this, statements like “whoever said water couldn’t burn didn’t 
pollute hard enough” were used to dramatize the issue and focus on its 
imagery rather than framing (Huffington Post, May 2015).
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The Story of responsibility and blame game

a) Analysis of headings
Apart from the above-mentioned editorial bias, the framing of this environmental 
disaster by the media has also posed a challenge. While the articles focused 
on sensationalism in 2015, little to no change was seen in 2016. Headings were 
still sensationalized with the terms froth and fire in the articles; “Froth rises again 
in Varthur and Bellandur” and “Fire breaks out in the middle of the Bellandur 
Lake” are some examples of this (The Hindu, 2016; The Hindu, 2017, October 
16). Nevertheless, the disaster was framed in a way such that some articles 
also spoke about the set of actions proposed by the government, and the NGT 
to solve the problem at hand. Titles in the Hindu and Deccan Herald were kept 
short, and to the point, hence the framing of this disaster was more factual 
compared to the other articles in this newspaper. An article named “Make joint 
effort to clean Bellandur lake” in The Hindu can be seen as an example of the 
same (The Hindu, 2016, August 8). While most other newspapers did not give it 
much attention, The Hindu published approximately 40 articles on a wide 
variety of short articles on themes around the polluted lake. Readers will also 
notice the lack of detail in titles that spoke about the action that was being 
taken towards the disaster during this year.

Post this, in 2017, topics like resident woes, government action and 
NGO awareness took the spotlight in the headings of national newspapers. 
Environmental effects of the heavy rains were also an essential aspect of 
the heading coverage. Apart from this, the action being taken to mitigate the 
disaster was portrayed in the headings to once again attract readership and 
report information through a glance. In this case specifically, the headings 
also gave the readers a sense of hope by highlighting mitigation measures. 
Some examples of this are ‘60 of 74 industries in Bellandur told to move’, 
‘Lake properties must be STP-compliant or lose water & power’, and ‘Give 
Bellandur lake plan in 15 days: NGT’ (National Green Tribunal) in TOI and 
“NGT gives state two weeks to file affidavit” and “Green tribunal slams govt.” 
in the Deccan Herald (Atharady, 2017; Aval, 2017; Times of India, 2017, 
June 6; Times of India, 2017, August 23; Deccan Herald, 2017, March 21). 
Consequently, the framing of these titles makes it seem like the authorities 
are taking immediate measures and are also working towards finding a more 
permanent solution, which was not the case in reality.

The Times of India, in 2017 also published headings that highlighted the 
problems that are slowing down the process of cleaning the lake. Some 
examples of this are ‘Not enough funds’, ‘Lack of Knowledge in Cleaning 
Bellandur Lake is Harmful’ and ‘All Stakeholders Shying away from cleaning 
Bellandur Lake’ (Shivashankar, 2017, August 31; Desai, 2017, May 7). These titles 
also make the reader realize that the situation may not be as easy as it seems. 
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Furthermore, a holistic analysis of the change in heading coverage from  
2015-2017 shows that the causes and effects of the Bellandur lake disaster 
were only covered approximately 2 years after its initial occurrence. Hence we 
can question the reliability of the media in relaying timely and comprehensive 
information on such issues. The information on the above headings gives an 
overview of the way in which each of the national newspapers has addressed 
this issue. We can say from the above analysis that the Times of India has 
essentially tried to provide information that highlights the Government’s 
difficulties in dealing with this issue. Hence the disaster was framed in a way 
to superficially cover the government’s actions and issues with taking action 
with respect to this disaster.

b) Analysis of body copy
Across all newspapers, the initial content of the Bellandur Lake disaster 
covered the shocking state of the lake, its effluents, foaming and fire. These 
articles also briefly covered the causes of the disaster. In terms of the state 
of the lake, the articles focused on the details of the fire and smoke that 
engulfed the lake. The details included the time of the fire, the duration of the 
fire, the cause of the fire, and the extent of the fire.

Initially, it was stated that the overwhelming amount of sewage in the lake 
was the main reason for fire eruptions. However, the Deccan Herald, Times of 
India (TOI) and, The Hindu respectively highlighted the role of urine, detergent 
and rapid urbanization as a cause of the disaster as well. Over the course 
of 2015, articles also quoted concerned experts and officials in order to add 
authenticity to the information that they were reporting. Experts and officials 
that they referred to in this set of articles included, Dr. Ramachandra from the 
Indian Institute of Sciences, Environmentalist A S Yellapa Reddy, and the CEO 
of Karnataka Lake Conservation and Development Authority. 

A few articles in the TOI also highlighted dying fauna in the lake post the 
disaster in relation to government’s focus on the people only (Ray, 2015). Here 
it is important to notice that a majority of the articles in 2015 do not justify or 
explain their content but simply state information especially in terms of the 
action that was being taken to subdue the ongoing disaster. For example, the 
articles refer to the recommendations of the Lakes Expert Committee and the 
plan by NGT but they do not at any point state what these recommendations of 
plans entailed. Through analysis, we also noticed the lack of articles from the 
initial months of the disaster in TOI’s Internet archives. This was considered to 
be unusual since TOI is the most circulated paper in the country.

In the year 2016, the main theme news articles covered was the worsening 
of the disaster due to the rains, with a slight indication at the lack of work 
done by the authorities responsible for the lake. As reported by newspapers, 
interviews and statements from residents near the lake support the worsening 
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of the disaster. Apart from statements from residents, articles also reflect the 
anger of the residents with respect to the government’s impractical solutions 
and decision in implementing solutions. Thus the articles reported that the 
government has not understood the immensity or the practicality of the 
situation. One will also find references to the action proposed by authorities 
such as the NGT, High Court, and the Karnataka State Pollution Control 
Board in the articles.

In the year 2017, changes in national newspaper reporting were seen, as the 
disaster began to worsen. For the first time since the reporting of the disaster, 
the frustration and vulnerability of the communities that live around the lake were 
highlighted. The lack of responses to the woes of residents and implementation 
of action was questioned by all national newspapers with an aim to use media 
power for a worthy cause. The TOI questioned the stakeholders involved in 
the disaster as ‘shying away from the cleaning process’, but made little to no 
mention about the government as a stakeholder (Shivashankar, 2017, August 
31). “The Hindu” discussed the role of the government is not complying with the 
orders of the NGT, showcasing the government and industrialists as the groups 
responsible for the state of the lake. Besides this, the TOI also wrote about the 
role of the community in the events that lead to the environmental disaster. While 
TOI focuses on the community’s role in the disaster, The Hindu highlighted the 
vulnerability and susceptibility to health hazards such as nausea, skin irritation 
and lung problems to a certain extent. 

Articles also covered the work being done by the government, especially 
in the case of TOI. It can be said that TOI has especially focused on the 
actions taken by and problems faced by the government. However, it is also 
seen that its coverage on the Government is superficial, as details about the 
plans, especially in the case of the ‘cleanup plan’ proposed to the NGT by the 
Bangalore Development Authorities and the State Government are not covered.

The content in international newspapers was superficial and brief as well. In 
2015, content focused on the toxic nature of the lake and its foaming effect that 
took inhabitants of this area by surprise. An overflow of the foam onto the roads 
was highlighted across the majority of articles. There was no information on the 
cause of the toxic fumes and foam. However, the Huffington post did leave the 
readers with reference to impacts of industrialization and urbanization that have 
caused instances like this worldwide.

In the year 2017, a change in the content of international newspapers was 
seen. From a brief coverage, the articles now reported causes of the disaster 
and listed industries as the main stakeholders of this disaster. However, there 
was no mention of the government’s inefficiency in handling the situation that 
was highly reported across some national newspapers. 

There was a huge difference between the numbers of articles published by 
each of the newspapers under consideration. This can be seen as a direct 
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reflection on the kind of information and attention each of the newspapers gave 
the disaster in that year. The TOI published very limited articles, The Deccan 
Herald published a few more and The Hindu published the most number of 
articles with 40 brief articles. Even though they were brief, the sheer number of 
articles published by the Hindu reflects the amount of importance and attention 
they are giving the disaster. In consideration of the international newspapers, too 
much importance was not provided to the Bellandur lake disaster. It was mainly 
published as a statement that showcased the impact of industrialization today.

Images of disaster

Usually, newspaper articles published online have at least one image that is 
published along with it to illustrate what they are talking about. The choice 
of images and number of images varies from paper to paper and article 
to article. In the case of the articles that were analyzed for the purpose 
of this paper, one can say that the images can be divided into three main 
categories (Lake, Community and The Process) across the time frame under 
consideration. Pictures from the Deccan Herald and The Hindu fall under the 
first two categories while those from TOI fall under all three categories.

‘Lost the Lake’, the first category includes pictures of the lake itself, either on 
fire, filled with foam or covered with hyacinth. This category contains a set of 
pictures that are close-ups of the lake and a set of pictures that are taken from 
a distant location. The latter set makes it hard to identify the exact contents 
of the image. This category consists of images from a bird’s eye view or from 
far away locations. The proportions of image elements make it seem like the 
fire and smoke were extremely tiny compared to the rest of the lake thereby 
making it seem inconsequential. One such picture was published for an article 
titled ‘Blaze near Bengaluru’s Bellandur lake sparks panic’ wherein a group of 
policemen was watching over the flaming Bellandur Lake (The Times of India, 
2017, February 18). This picture gives the audience the impression that even 
though the lake is burning it is under the control of the policemen who are 
patiently watching over the lake.

Another category of images can be categorized as the ‘Community’ 
consists of pictures of the foam affecting the community around the lake. 
This includes flowing over the fences of the lake and onto the roads and even 
their houses. These pictures are often used to show the consequences of 
the disaster on the community around the Bellandur lake. It also helps the 
readers understand the real problem and provides them with a chance to 
take a closer look at the current state of the lake and its surrounding. 

The third and final category can be categorized as ‘Process’ and is the 
one wherein the images included a group of men working towards cleaning 
the lake with the help of tractors or other mechanical vehicles in an attempt 
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to showcase the attempts made by the government and other authorities 
to solve the problem at hand. Nevertheless, none of the pictures show the 
different stages in the process of cleaning the lake or the results of the 
process. Thus it does not help portray the magnitude of the calamity and  
nor does it add value to the information present in the articles.

The images printed in international newspapers were similar to those in the 
national newspapers. While the articles in the Guardian published pictures 

Image one: A picture from the Times of India that falls under the 
first category of images (Times of India, 2017, February 18).

Image two: An example of the pictures that fall under category 
two (Community) (The Times of India. 2017, June 6).
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from the bird’s eye point of view, it did not imply insignificance of the disaster 
as the smoke and fire in this picture had taken over a large stretch of the air. 
The Huffington post, however, focused on pictures from the first category i.e. 
the foam and froth.

An analysis of images indicated that since 2015 to 2017 there has been 
no change in the type/ coverage of images in national and international 
newspapers. While the situation of the disaster and the content written on it 
has evolved, the pictures have failed to keep up with the same. For example, 
pictures of foam and vehicles stuck in the foam were reported in 2015. In 
2017 the content reported included vulnerability of communities around but 
this was not depicted in the pictures.

Conclusion

After considering seventy news articles, across five newspapers in a three-year 
timeframe, this paper argues that media reportage on the Bellandur lake  
disaster is highly dramatized and sensationalized. It overplays the hazards  
giving little consideration to the community directly affected by the disaster. 

Over the years, articles cover a variety of themes and topics ranging from 
the causes, stakeholders involved, proposed action, implemented action and 
the disaster itself. Analyses of the articles have also shown a slow change 
in content from 2015-2017 with the cause and effect of the disaster being 
reported in news articles only in the last 8 months. With little focus on their 
vulnerabilities and ample focus on the description of events, the media 
reportage on the Bellandur lake disaster can be deemed disaster centric 

Image three: An example of the pictures that fall under category 
three (Process) (Shankar, S. in The Times of India. 2017, May 25)
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rather than human-centric. Media representation of the disaster stated facts 
but failed to examine the more important details surrounding the effects and 
vulnerability that a disaster can have on people and communities.
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Abstract

There is no doubt that China’ pollution has created global concern. Many 
Western media organisations have already sent out their own special 
correspondents, who are now based in China, to track these issues. Overall, 
environmental disasters that have taken place in China are reflected by the 
Chinese media. However, these issues are quite often covered with ‘Chinese 
characteristics’. For example, Chinese environmental journalists have been 
reporting on such issues for a considerable time, but without obviously 
criticizing the Chinese Communist Party. As China now sees an increased 
tightening of control over the media and its social ideology, and the journalists 
I interviewed during my field research mentioned that the space and freedom 
for them to report on sensitive issues under President Xi’s regime was not 
as good as it had been under his predecessor. This paper argues that both 
journalists and the Chinese authorities are confronting a new situation that is 
facing China, i.e., unfolding environmental disasters. Traditional approaches 
to journalism must change, the Chinese population has become aware of 
the level of pollution and it is no longer possible to deny the evidence. This 
paper, therefore, demonstrates the complicated relationships that may limit 
the coverage of environmental issues, and the ways in which journalists have 
reacted to this situation. The research on which this paper is based offers 
the argument that it requires a readjustment in style and substance if the 
media are to be at all credible. The paper also demonstrates how Chinese 
environmental journalists report the issues using ‘Chinese characteristics’.

Keywords: Chinese characteristics; authoritarian regime; censorship; Party journalism
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Introduction

China’s environmental problems have become a hot topic that attracts media 
attention worldwide. More specifically, China’s neighbouring countries, Japan, 
for instance, have blamed China for its increased transboundary pollution 
(South China Morning Post, 2013). Even the US media have reported that air 
pollutants from China have been ‘exported’ by the wind to western America 
(Wong, 2014). There is no doubt that pollution in China has created global 
concern. Many Western media organisations have their own special corre-
spondents, who are now based in China, to track these issues. In general, 
environmental disasters that have taken place in China are reflected in the 
Chinese media. However, these issues are often covered in a reporting style 
that I will argue has specific ‘Chinese characteristics’. Chinese environmental 
journalists have been managing to report on such issues for a considerable 
time, without obviously criticizing the Chinese Communist Party, for which 
they have developed their own particular strategies. 

Under the highly centralised political regime in China, it is understandable 
that it is not easy for Chinese journalists to disclose the whole story to their 
readers when they are dealing with environmental disaster news, especially 
since President Xi’s taking office in 2013. As China now sees an increasingly 
strict social ideology and tightening of control over the media and the journalists 
I interviewed during my field research mentioned that the space and freedom 
for them to report on sensitive issues under President Xi’s regime was not as 
good as it had been under his predecessor.

 
Why Chinese environmental journalists have developed an 
exceptional way of storytelling

Anyone walking in the streets in Beijing on a smoggy day will find that they 
cough and their eyes feel itchy – pollution of this kind cannot be hidden from 
the public as everyone suffers it. The Chinese authorities cannot cover up 
these environmental issues to the Chinese population or the rest of the world 
because people can see polluted water and smell the dirty air. Therefore, 
environmental stories are constantly present as bad stories in Chinese media, 
which has made it exceptional. Environmental journalists are dealing with a 
subject that constantly supplies this type of bad news. Moreover, outsiders 
notice that the Chinese government has been spending its efforts trying to 
manage the negative stories rather than to solve the environmental problems, 
which has become quite controversial. 

The environmental problems in China are too significant to be ignored 
both within China and the remainder of the world. To be more specific, the 
air pollution (including PM 2.5) has led to the incidence rate of lung cancer 
rising by 60% between 2000 and 2009, and lung cancer has become the top 
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cancer killer in Beijing since 2005 (Li, 2011). In March of 2013, a former leading 
member of the Party’s Committee of Political and Legislative Affairs, Chen 
Jiping, told journalists that China now sees 30,000 to 50,000 ‘mass incidents’ 
[protests] every year,’ the major reason for mass incidents is the environment, 
and everyone cares about it now,’ he addressed so during a meeting of the 
Chinese People’s Political and Consultative Conference (Bloomberg, 2013). 

Furthermore, it was reported that the Airborne Pollution Prevention and 
Control Action Plan (2013-2017) was proposed in July of 2013 with a total 
investment of 1,700 trillion yuan (US$277 billion) by the central government 
to tackle pollution (China dialogue, 2013). From the cost of this plan, we can 
see how high the price that the country has to pay to tackle pollution. Not to 
mention that various international NGOs have paid special attention to China’s 
environmental issues and released relevant data to the international societies, 
which puts the Chinese government under huge pressure. The government’s 
sensitivity due to foreign image and criticism plays a key part in understanding 
the context of the environmental reporting in China and the state’s attempt to 
control the media.

There is always a social dilemma around environmental reporting in China 
since the problem is so acute, and touches on a more general issue. It 
touches on the price that has been paid for China’s economic success. Thirty 
years of incredible economic growth, the transformation of the whole society 
that has lifted hundreds of millions of people out of poverty, transforming a 
backward society into the world’s 2nd largest economic success, has been 
very successful. However, there is a price. Among several costs of these 
economic advances, the foremost is the damage to the environment. To a 
great extent, if journalists are reporting on environmental issues, they are also 
challenging the foundation of China’s economic success. 

Negative stories which criticize the state do not normally make it into 
the Chinese media. However, environmental news can be an exception. 
Environmental journalists have been reporting on the issues all the time, without 
obviously criticizing the Party. This gives the message that news cannot be 
managed by the authorities entirely. Normally if there is a negative issue going 
on, the state does not admit it. With environmental issues, however, they have 
to admit it; they have to talk about how to solve it. What we know is that the 
big stories are out there, what they try to do is to micro-manage some of the 
smaller stories. So, actually, the stories show that the state is in retreat in regard 
to environmental coverage, though the state tries to manage the stories. It, 
therefore, has become increasingly difficult for the Chinese authorities to keep 
environmental reporting under their control in the same way that they manage 
other stories. 
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Environmental reporting and state control of the media

This article argues that reporting on environmental problems is different and 
helps to reveal important aspects of the media model in China. Because of the 
high visibility of the environmental problems, the Party is refining its ways of 
controlling the media and the reporting of the environment in the media. Instead 
of automatically suppressing the stories, except where they are politically 
sensitive they are allowing more stories to be published as there is clear public 
interest in them especially from the new middle classes. Since President Xi 
Jinping came to power in Spring 2013, there has been increasing concern 
about the state of China’s physical environment. This has led to increasing 
protests occurring in polluted areas and has raised concerns about the 
competence of the new administration to deal with such issues. Street protests 
caused by environmental issues have seen an annual increase of almost to 
30% since the middle of the 1990s in China (Yang and Wonjae, 2015).

The Western discourse on China’s environmental crisis is dominated by the 
view that media in China operate within a strict censorship regime. The context 
in which Chinese journalists operate is very different from, for example, that 
of British journalists, who have a tradition of scepticism towards government 
officials (Henningham and Delano, 1998; cited in Franklin et al, 2005). As a 
result, environmental journalists in China cannot fully perform their adversarial 
role. Journalists are supposed to be the watchdog of the government for 
society. But when it comes to controversial topics, such as the Dam Building 
(especially the Three Gorges Dam) and South-to-North water diversion project, 
it is difficult to find news stories on the above projects in either the Party organs 
or the liberal newspapers, while many critical stories are in fact published by 
citizen journalists via social media like Wechat and microblog. 

State control over the Chinese media is a widely accepted as an essential 
different model of the media to the media models prevalent in the democracies 
in the west (Tong, 2011; Zhao, 2000; Tong and Sparks, 2009; Li, 2010; Brady, 
2006). However, this model is not working as efficiently as it did previously.  
With the increased visibility of environmental issues, this preconceived model  
is not only becoming inaccurate but the government itself is in retreat by 
authorising the model to develop with a new direction. Because of the 
environmental issues, the political constraints on reporting are changing. Due 
to the deterioration of the physical environment, journalists and the public 
are circumventing the control mechanisms. More specifically, the state no 
longer has complete control of the media, as it has to allow more stories to be 
published where there is clear public interest in them.

The government itself is altering the model in terms of refining its ways of 
controlling the media and leaving the media some space and freedom on 
reporting environmental disasters. Instead of automatically suppressing the 
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stories, except where they are politically sensitive, the Party is allowing more 
stories to be published where there is clear public interest in them, especially 
from the new middle classes. While the authorities recognise that they can 
let some information out, some degree of control is better than no control at 
all. The driving force to change the model is that environmental journalism is 
sometimes circumventing government controls, often using the new online 
and social media. The government itself is altering the model in terms of giving 
the media a little bit more freedom, because they have to admit the polluting 
problems and deal with them. In this sense, journalism on environmental issues 
is pushing the boundaries of state media control, even if quite gently. 

One of the main reasons to pursue environmental reporting is that 
environmental issues mobilize the Chinese middle class. They have become 
quite rich during the last thirty years, but have little political power in the 
Party. Mostly they do not worry about their political power, as they have done 
a deal with the Party: the officials can have the politics, and they can have the 
money. However, environmental problems are one of the issues which have 
caused this deal to break down. Many environmental problems involve the 
middle class in China. For example, air pollution, water pollution, oil leakage 
cases, and so on, have caused many problems. This, then, has become an 
issue which has affected the Party’s base. It makes environmental problems 
particularly sensitive among Chinese issues. 

The Chinese press can fail to report on something which is reported in the 
Western press. The following example is a sensitive Chinese story, reported 
in the Western media, which was not reported by the mainland Chinese 
media. During a meeting with Hong Kong journalists on 27th October 2000, 
the then Chinese President Jiang Zemin shouted at the reporters, accusing 
them of being ‘too simple and sometimes naive’ and he complained that 
they deserved to be taught a lesson by him, when asked about the central 
government’s support to the Hong Kong’s chief executive to serve another 
term. This story was covered in the West, e.g., the headline in the Guardian: 
‘Hong Kong reporters make Jiang see red’ (dated 1th November 2000), the 
story of ‘Leader of China Angrily Chastises Hong Kong Media’ in the New 
York Times (dated 29 October 2000), etc. However, people could not find the 
same story covered by any of the Chinese Party organs, or by other Chinese 
mainland newspapers.

Another example is an incident at a paraxylene plant in Zhangzhou City on 
7 April 2015. This story was covered the same day by the Western press, e.g., 
the BBC (‘China paraxylene chemical plant hit by explosion’, 7 April 2015), 
Daily Mail (‘Explosion at China chemical plant injures 14’, 7 April 2015), etc., 
and it was also reported by the Chinese media, e.g. China Daily (‘Q and A 
about impact of Zhangzhou PX plant’s explosion on Xiamen’, 10 April 2015), 
The Beijing News (‘Exposure of Zhangzhou Paraxylene Plant: injured six 
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people’, 7 April 2015), etc. The first story was only reported in the West, while 
the second story was covered by both of Western and the mainland Chinese 
media. The difference is that the second story was about the environment, 
but the first topic is a politically sensitive one.

This article argues that the environment is reported better than other 
topics in China and that environmental reporting is exceptional in the way 
that it is reported. This reporting can be more honest than reporting on other 
topics as environmental problems in China are too significant to be ignored. 
There is one big difference between environmental reporting and reporting 
in other areas. Most Chinese people recognise that the degradation of their 
environment is leading to serious health problems, and unlike what happened 
in the past, they are expressing their frustrations in public forums – both 
offline and online. 

Environmental journalism in China

The coverage of environmental issues did not become mainstream news 
until the 1970s (De Burgh, 2000). Since then, studies have shown that 
there have been three peaks in media coverage on environmental issues 
globally: the early 1970s, the period between 1985 and the early 1990s and 
the first ten years of the 21st century (Hansen, 1993, 2010; Brossard et al., 
2004). According to Chen, 2010, there have been three historical stages in 
environmental reporting in China:

I.    The origin and development stage (1985-1992) 

II.   The growth period (1993-2005)

III.  Updating to modernisation (2006 to date) 

It was not until the late 1970s that modern investigative journalism emerged in 
China as a result of reforms in the economic sphere and the market-oriented 
press industry (De Burgh, 2003). Since then, the number of news reports 
aimed at investigating the truth of environmental issues has increased in print 
media throughout the country (Wang, 2010).

From a global perspective, journalism has a close relationship with its 
social contexts and specialist journalism genres arise from specific social 
circumstances (Weaver, 1998). De Burgh (2003) has noted that as Party 
journalism has dominated Chinese journalism since 1949, journalists have 
worked as mouthpieces of the Party (cited in Tong, 2008: 81). In this system, 
newspapers have had to ‘obey the political commands from the CCP at the 
same administrative level’ (De Burgh, 2003; cited in Tong, 2008: 81), meanwhile, 
they still have to speak for the Party Central Committee and support policies, 
maintaining the Party line. Similarly, a specific type of journalism will have 
profound and direct influences on its own social functions (Tong, 2011). 
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‘Economic modernization’ has been considered to be China’s ‘national priority’ 
since PRC was founded in 1949 (Tong: 2014: 345). Though China’s rapid 
economic growth has raised hundreds of millions of people out of poverty 
since the 1980s and provided a middle-class living standard for increasing 
numbers in the population (it has also caused widespread environmental 
degradation, such as air pollution, soil pollution, water pollution, etc. Chinese 
academics and officials have already accepted the notion of ‘ecological 
modernisation’, however, the state is used to the approach of the ‘treadmill 
of production’ (Li and Lang, 2010: 44). Gradually, Chinese companies and 
authorities have taken ecological value assessment on board when planning 
future projects. Mol (2006) argues that to analyse Chinese environmentalism 
from the perspective of ‘ecological modernisation’, one should note that 
ecological modernisation is a process of industrialised nations, and we 
should examine the extent to which the main characteristics of ecological 
modernisation have been ‘exported’ to China. These features demonstrate 
the development of an environmental civil society and some degree of 
international integration. In other words, China’s environmental issues can be 
said to be part of Globalisation processes.

In China, the environmental reports always involve exposure, which will 
conflict with government policy, even though it may benefit other groups. In 
this situation, environmental news reports, just as with negative reports in 
other fields, will face resistance. It can be said that environmental issues in 
China have not been thoroughly explored, and what has already been done 
often does not reflect the realities of China. However, environmental reporting 
in China results from a whole series of different factors. There are formal 
government policies, powerful interest groups, Party decisions about what 
is and is not sensitive, etc. To some extent, as Chinese leaders are insecure 
and are afraid of losing control of the political situation thus causing social 
instability, they dare not loosen censorship on the coverage of negative 
environmental news.

Professionalism and ethics

The interviews with journalists revealed a strong sense of mission in 
environmental journalists, whether from Party papers or more liberal 
commercial newspapers. They were very conscious of their professional role 
and personal ethos. In discussing professionalism, some scholars define it as 
an accumulation of professional characteristics with regard to ‘the occupation’s 
work activities and its social organisation’ (cited in Tong, 2008: 69). However, 
others stress that the fundamental element is the journalist’s personal integrity, 
which has considerable influence on news coverage. Tong and Sparks (2009) 
have noted that many Chinese investigative journalists ‘risk their jobs and 
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even their lives’, to probe into the truth in which they believe. Environmental 
journalists have to overcome problems such as blocking and even intimidation 
by officials. 

Furthermore, the investigation of environmental news is very different from 
that of other social news as it involves more professional challenges. For 
example, when facing a water pollution case, a highly professional journalist 
can judge whether the water is polluted and what chemicals pollute it, because 
of the smell and colour of the water that the factory has discharged. To find out 
about the discharge from a polluting factory and to get first-hand information, a 
journalist might have to walk along the river for more than ten kilometres before 
finding it. The researcher found that professional environmental journalists often 
used their knowledge of chemistry to differentiate between the truth and the 
false information that was provided by officials. 

In the current one-party state, while many Chinese journalists are cooperative 
with both the central and local authorities, environmental reporting can be 
an exception. With professional integrity, some responsible and courageous 
journalists do not like to produce ‘mouthpiece’ stories when facing a severe 
environmental issue. If they cannot publish on an environmental issue in their 
own area, journalists with high levels of professionalism will provide clues to 
their peers who work for other media organisations (De Burgh and Zeng, 2010).

While the context in which Chinese journalists operate is very different 
from, for example, that of British journalists, who have a tradition of 
scepticism towards government officials (responsible Chinese journalists can 
be as professional as their Western peers when pursuing the reality of an 
environmental issue. Although they may not come from a scientific background, 
they try their best to understand the core issues. 

Tong (2011) points out that the Chinese media is developing and that 
contradictions can be captured. These are caused by the conflict between the 
Chinese authorities’ control over its media system and the media’s desires for 
journalistic autonomy (Tong, 2011). The process of fighting for more freedom 
with political power holders can vividly demonstrate how the Chinese media 
perform their adversarial role, and this again shows that the journalists and their 
institutions are on their way to becoming more liberal and professional than 
they were before.

Censorship and strategies: a big Party vs a small journalist 

Under the authoritarian media environment, journalists have limited space and 
freedom to conduct professional investigative reporting. But there are some 
courageous journalists with a spirit of professionalism, many of them of who 
have experienced Western training on reporting or have been influenced and 
inspired by their Western peers’ reporting style. Not all of them are pursuing 
material success or seeking to just enjoy the privileges and rights arising from 
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their institutional roles. Some of them may also have their ambition to have 
a ‘China dream’, a political slogan put forward by the state’s new President, 
Xi Jinping. But those journalists’ dreams might be different from the head 
of the country; being conscientious intellectuals, they might wish China to 
experience political reform and some degree of democracy. 

When facing various pressures to report on some controversial topics, they 
have to negotiate with related parties, which might include the Propaganda 
Department, their media supervisors and other interest groups. They also 
need to bear in mind with what kind of news stories that can be tolerated by 
the officials and eventually be published by the media, and what could not be 
permitted. It is easier said than done. Meanwhile, as some media scholars 
have noticed, that the political elites and the Chinese state need to readjust 
their policies facing the ongoing domestic social problems, economic crisis 
and international pressure (for example, Zhao, 2010). 

Although there is a robust media control system in China (the so-called 
Propaganda Department) put in place by the Chinese authorities, which 
makes it difficult for Chinese environmental journalists to disclose negative 
environmental problems, this does not necessarily mean that Chinese 
journalists have no way to make things better. From my research, particularly 
the participant observation, I found that there have been interesting battles 
of wits between the environmental journalists and authorities. For example, 
sometimes environmental journalists have to play the part of other identities/
working professionals in order to get the permission of being at present of the 
scene of the accident because they want to get solid evidence to disclose 
some tricky incidents. 

Environmental reporters can have special privileges and be co-opted by the 
state: because it cannot keep the environmental reporting under control in the 
same way as they manage other stories but they find different ways to manage 
the press. The reason why the Ministry of Environmental Protection invites 
journalists to join their press release events from time to time, or to organise a 
press trip for environmental reporters, is because they wish to use the media 
to alleviate the conflicts between the government and public. It can also help 
them in monitoring the environment and investigating cases in local areas. 
National officials can use environmental reporters to monitor and investigate 
action by local officials to see if the regulations are being implemented.

Some environmental stories have reported that some officials both at 
Central and local level have been removed from their positions due to 
dereliction of their duties. The question arises as to why they would have been 
allowed to stay in that position for so long. It is all called the ‘sacrificial lamb’ so 
that they can say the state is taking tough action. It is all about trying to release 
positive signals, they also wish to make the local environmental victims feel 
better by punishing these irresponsible local officials.
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One strategy is to frame the environmental problem in terms of the positive 
action the Chinese government is taking, such as new regulations to control 
environmental degradation, which then becomes positive news by the state. 
According to a well-known figure reporting on environmental incidents working 
for a prestigious Party paper that I interviewed, he had to produce negative 
stories from a positive angle. For instance, if an environmental disaster took 
place, party journalists might report what a good job local officials have done 
regarding saving local people’s lives and their property. Another tactic is to 
wait for the local media to report on a problem and then include a reference to 
it so the journalist is not seen as the main author of the story.

Journalists also mentioned another tactic they use quite often in order 
to protect their stories not to be killed by censorship. This is to deploy the 
publishing time differences between the paper version and online version. By 
all means, responsible environmental journalists have to try all sorts of ways 
to publish their stories as soon as possible. After the earthquake took place 
in Ludian (a county in Yunnan Province) on 3 August 2014 617 people died, 
within five days. Phoenix TV made a TV programme to demonstrated the 
relationship of the hydroelectric projects and the occurrence of earthquakes. 
The earthquake expert told journalists to let him/her review the final version to 
check on the professional terms, etc. as it really needs specialised knowledge 
to report on the earthquakes. However, due to the time limits, the journalist 
did not let this expert double check the contents of news reports. They did not 
want to wait to check the facts with an expert as that delay might mean that 
this news story might have been killed before it was published. 

Though the sensitive parts of the original stories can sometimes be deleted, 
that is not always the end of the stories. I was told that they could also publish 
some stories via Wechat or Microblog, but they might have to use a fake 
name or a pen name instead, although it is not allowed for journalists to do so 
according to some related media regulations. This is what Chinese people called 
‘Where there is a measure, there is a countermeasure’. Also, they have to report 
any of their social media account information to their own media organisations.

Progress in environmental reporting in China

Nowadays people realise that there have been more negative environmental 
stories than they could find ten years ago. Xinhua News Agency, China’s 
leading national newsagent, has recently reported that in ten years’ time, the 
incidence of cancer rate will shoot up. This sort of reporting in an honest way 
would seldom happen in the past. 

While in the Olympic year of 2008, China’s Ministry of Environmental 
Protection condemned the US Embassy in China for intervening in China’s 
domestic affairs by releasing the daily data of the PM2.5 in Beijing, by the 
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end of 2011, China’s MEP decided to release the figure of PM 2.5 and 
other aspects of the air quality in Beijing, municipalities under the Central 
government and provincial capital cities from the year of 2012. This case 
shows that after only three of four years, things in the Chinese media have 
improved and there is progress on the national coverage reporting on 
environmental issues. 

I have found more cases which demonstrate that the discourse of 
environmental communication in China tends to become more transparent 
and my research data shows that more and more negative environmental 
issues are reported in the Chinese media over the years. 

The legitimacy of the Communist Party government comes from the fact 
that it competently deals with the economy and in addition, they need to be 
seen to be tackling the environmental problems properly and they may be 
on the way to solve them. My argument is that the scale of the environmental 
problems facing China mean that both journalists and the Chinese authorities 
are confronting a new situation in which traditional approaches to controlling 
journalism must change, as the Chinese population has become aware of 
the level of pollution and it is no longer possible to deny the evidence. The 
significance of the Chinese media’s role in environmental reporting is not fully 
understood, either in or outside China. To be more specific, journalists in 
China are supposed to be working as a ‘mouthpiece’ to provide a bridge to 
communicate between the authorities and the public. However, they also have 
the professional responsibilities for writing honest but critical articles in order 
to monitor what is going on to help the state curb the environmental problems. 
The research on which this paper is based offers the argument that it requires 
a readjustment in style and substance if the media are to be at all credible. 

It is reported that the CCP (Communist Party of China) proposed to 
remove the following expression that the President and Vice-President of the 
People’s Republic of China ‘shall serve no more than two consecutive terms’ 
from its Constitution (Xinhua News, 2018). While this story was also covered 
immediately on the same date by many Western press, e.g., the BBC (‘China 
proposes to let Xi Jinping extend presidency beyond 2023’), the New York 
Times (‘China Moves to Let Xi Stay in Power by Abolishing Term Limit’), CNN 
(‘China proposes removing term limit for Xi’), etc. From the above headlines, 
we can see that China has made its way and try to let the current President 
stay in office for more than two terms; meanwhile, President Xi reiterated 
the point that a greener environment is crucial to China’s future, etc. This 
is an interesting contrast to Donald Trump’s withdrawal of its commitments 
made at the Paris Conference on Climate Change in 2015, which inevitably 
disappointed many people globally. At the conference, President Xi said 
that Chinese people needed ‘green mountains and clear water’, and that 
these things are ‘like money we put in the bank’, which can benefit future 
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generations. Following this, some Western media have speculated whether 
China will and can take the new leadership on climate change (Guardian, 
2017). Meanwhile, the fact is that China has shown its willingness and has 
also engaged to take more responsibilities from China’s perspectives on 
climate issues, which can be a positive signal. 
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Abstract

“The human in society. Society is a process. The distance between human 
beings and the decisions about their life conditions is increasing”. These 
words begin the final voice-over in the Swedish documentary film Rekordåren 
1966, 1967, 1968 … from 1969. 

This film was the subject of one of the most intense debates in Swedish 
film culture in the late 1960s. In her film director, Lena Ewert focused the city 
planning of Stockholm. With the national project “miljonprogrammet”(the 
million program), a mass housing public program supposed to put an end 
to the housing shortages, as a case Ewert discussed intertwining structures 
of regional planning, politics and national and international economics. The 
tendency of the film was overtly political, stating at the beginning of the film 
that through the “structural change” the institutions of international banking 
would strengthen their position and thus “influence would lay in the hands of 
a very few human beings”. 

The criticism of international capitalism was however not the major theme 
of the film. Instead, Ewert and her collaborators heavily discussed the 
cooperation between the social-democratic government, local politicians 
of different ideological colour and representatives of banks, industry and 
building companies. 

This was not a very unusual theme of leftist activism in Sweden in the late 
1960s. What makes Ewert’s film especially interesting here - besides the fact 
that the film even nearly 50 years after its release stands out as a well-made, 
fresh and well informed cinematic statement of the most critical views of the 
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time – is the way in which the film was discussed. Ewert made the film as a 
final examination in the national film school of The Swedish Film Institute (SFI). 
The filmed interviews with politicians, architects and researchers were thus 
done under the implicit assumption that the film was an internal work not to 
be shown in public. Short after the theatrical release, the film was withdrawn 
from public viewings after protests from some of the interviewed persons. 
Some of these were close friends with the head of SFI. 

In my paper, I will discuss both the themes of the film and these political 
implications of how the film met (and did not meet) the public life in social 
democratic late 1960s Sweden. I will also discuss how the concept 
of documentary filmmaking changed during these years, making the 
interviewees (with obsolete notions on objectivity and trust) naïve victims 
of the observational and interactive modes of the then new documentary 
filmmaking that Ewert represented. The asymmetric relationship between 
the (filmed) men of power, the powerless (female) filmmaker and the world of 
Sweden in 1969 viewed in the film, could finally lead to intriguing perspectives 
of vulnerability – regarding public life and notions of the representation of 
reality, as well as power and society in a larger sense.

Key Words – documentary, film politics, urbanization, public life,

Introduction

In a frozen picture from Lena Ewert’s documentary film Rekordåren 1966, 
1967, 1968 [Record Years 1966/1967/1968] from 1969, we see four men sitting 
in a meeting-room (see Figure 1). They are all properly dressed for official duty, 
but as if this would not be sufficient the director has also provided all of them 
with professional epithets. Over the picture we thus see the word politician 
cover one of the four men, while the other three are labelled as architects.  

Figure 1: Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968… 
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The interplay between politics and architecture are among the main thematic 
nodes in Ewert’s film. But Ewert’s critical discourse is also directed towards 
societal structures in a more overarching way. Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968 
is a documentary film about the 1960s city-planning in Stockholm, directed 
by the film school student Lena Ewert. 

City-planning might be imagined as a rather unspectacular subject matter 
for a film, but in fact, this was a film that gave rise to one of the most intense 
film debates in the radical years of the late 1960s in Sweden. In this article, I 
will discuss this film, and contextualize it both in relation to the Swedish city 
planning and urbanization of its time, as well as to the history of documentary 
filmmaking. I will argue that Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968 is a film that 
actualizes the concept of vulnerability in different ways. On the one hand, 
it focuses how the changing character of Swedish cities by the late 1960s 
started to be seen as destructive. The new big scale suburban architecture 
and the modernist makeover of the city centres were regularly regarded as 
symptomatic effects of capitalism and central planning with less room for 
human beings. On the other hand, I will also discuss how new aesthetical and 
rhetorical strategies in the documentary film were used against the authorities 
of society in ways that were unfamiliar to politicians and other men of power. 

Urbanizing in 20th century Sweden 

One of the most pivotal periods in Swedish urbanization occurred during 
the first half of the 20th century. After the First World War in 1920, a majority 
(a bit more than 3 million people) of the Swedes did not live in urban areas. 
Fifty years later 6,5 million of a total 8 million inhabitants lived in cities. 
(SCB, 2010) A majority of the population left the countryside for an urban 
life, and especially in the 1950s and 1960s, there was also a notable 
labour immigration from Finland and southern Europe. The structural 
change of Sweden during these years was thus two-folded. The national 
dominance of agriculture was turned over to an equally strong dominance of 
industrialization, and the rural inhabitants were at the same time urbanized. 

The biggest cities showed the largest growth of inhabitants and industries. 
The number of available dwellings in big cities like Stockholm, Gothenburg or 
Malmö was however not sufficient. From the 1950s the shortage of housings 
was considered a major national problem in many cities, leading not only to 
intense media-debates but also to health problems, difficulties to find labour 
and in some cases waves of suicide. (Åker, 1998)

With the national project “miljonprogrammet” [the million programme], a 
mass housing public program, the Swedish government intended to put an 
end to the housing shortages. About one million new dwellings were built 
during a ten-year period (1.005.578 dwellings 1965-1974). The suburbs of the 
three largest cities – Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö – are the most usual 
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examples of this huge project, but most Swedish cities were subject to a 
massive change concerning the design of the cityscape. Further, this was not 
just a suburban phenomenon, also the city-centres were transformed. Old 
houses were regularly replaced with new ones – bigger or more appropriate 
to new ideas of what a modern city would consist of – and the streets were 
turned in pedestrian walks with shopping malls and official buildings. 

The renewal of the Swedish cities has in retrospect been heavily criticized. 
The houses in the suburbs of the 1960s and 1970s have not only been 
considered as poorly built, but also has the planning of both the suburbs and 
the city-centres of the time been generally regarded as both short-sighted 
and devastating development of the urban environment. This critique of the 
general policy in Swedish architecture and city planning from the 1960s and 
1970s is widely spread. Suburban areas with social problems are usually 
called “miljonprogramsområden”, even if they were actually built before 1965 
or after 1974. As are Swedish city centres often described as ruined by the 
1960s and 1970s building boom. 

City transformation in swedish audiovisual fiction

The vivid transformations that the Swedish cities went through during the 
1960s and 1970s were frequently discussed in contemporary news media 
– starting with a heavy wave of public critique in 1968. In September 1968 
Lars Gyllensten, a well-known writer and member of the Swedish Academy 
wrote in the major daily newspaper Dagens Nyheter: “Who has decided that 
heavy freight traffic and wild growing private motoring should make their way 
into old cities and new suburban centers? Motorism has mighty advocates 
and economic resources that affects City-planning. No one has asked the 
inhabitants, they have no organizations.” [Vem har bestämt att tung bilburen 
godstrafik och vilt växande privatbilism skall dras in i gamla stadskärnor och 
nya centra? Bilismen har mäktiga förespråkare med ekonomiska resurser, som 
påverkar stadsplaneringen. De icke tillfrågade – de som skall bo i städerna – 
har inga organisationer.]  

The transformation of the cities was during the following years also 
documented, discussed and imagined in different kinds of audio-visual 
representation. Some of them were fictive – like the feature film Stenansiktet 
(Stoneface, released in 1972, directed by Jan Halldoff), where a gang of teenage 
delinquents from a dystopian suburb, with assistance from a radical journalist 
and writer, kills a number of architects and politicians that are supposed to be 
“guilty” of the poor urban environment where they live. Or the long-time running 
TV-serial Hem till byn (Home to the village 1971-), which tells the story of how a 
small rural village turns empty in the name of structural rationalization of farming, 
and some of the peasants are forced to a life in the city. 
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Other visual representations of urbanity were documentary. At first mostly 
in a rather uncritical manner. Organisations – public as well as private ones 
– involved in the process of millionprogrammet released promotional films 
of a development that was considered unavoidable. The mass-building was 
an unquestionable progress, as was the renewal of the city-centres. As 
an example, we can see how a number of films produced for HSB, a large 
cooperative housing organisation with a close connection to the Swedish 
labour movement, described the planning of new city areas as an improvement. 

In the film Vi går framåt (We Move Forward, 1964), for example, we see how 
new houses are built and the old ones are torn down. The film – like other 
films from this organization – articulates an explicit belief in modernization as 
an unavoidable means of developing the conditions of the welfare state. In 
terms of style, the film follows what film documentary theorist Bill Nichols has 
called the Expository mode, relying mainly on an explaining voice-over that 
advocates the modern discourse of the film and the contemporary housing 
project (Nichols, 1992). In another film produced for the same organisation  
– Från mark till bostad (From Ground to Dwellings, 1968) – showed the building 
of a new suburb in the city of Karlskrona in southern Sweden (Vesterlund, 
2008). The establishing shot is emblematic, a highway with cars running 
in different directions seems to connote the inevitableness of technocratic 
progress (see figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Från mark till bostad
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The expository documentary mode was, however, a bit out of date in 1968. 
In the 1960s, a more observing kind of representing reality was the new big 
thing (Nichols, 2001). With Dom kallar oss mods (They call us misfits, 1968, 
Stefan Jarl & Jan Lindkvist) made one of the most influential films in the mode 
that Bill Nichols calls the Observational mode of documentary filmmaking. 
This film about two teenage boys that lived their days with sex, drugs and 
rock’n roll in the devastated city centre of Stockholm was not just innovative 
in an aesthetic manner, it was also an acrid depiction of how young people 
were hurt not in the Swedish welfare state but by the Swedish welfare state. 
The new cityscape of Stockholm and its suburbs was a self-evident setting 
for this tragedy. 

Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968… 
(The Record Years 1966/1967/1968) 

My main example in this article is of yet another kind. In 1969 the film 
Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968… (The Record Years 1966, 1967, 1968…). As 
noted above, this film was the subject of one of the most intense debates in 
Swedish film culture in the late 1960s. In her film director, Lena Ewert focused 
the planning of Stockholm. With “miljonprogrammet” (the million programme), 
a mass housing public program supposed to put an end to the housing 
shortages, as a case Ewert discussed intertwining structures of regional 
planning, politics and national and international economics.

Figure 3. Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968. 
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Interestingly we can recognize the iconography from the contemporary film 
Från Mark till bostad. An establishing shot focuses heavy traffic on a highway. 
But here the inevitableness of progress is soon broken, as the stream of cars 
is interrupted by two of Ewert’s fellow filmmakers (see figure 3), Ewert and 
her two companions – who in the film interact with the decision makers – are 
activists. As activists, they are also participants in the society. This is not only 
a political and ethical stance but also an aesthetic. If we follow documentary 
theorist Bill Nichols further, we can see this film as exemplifying a participatory 
mode (Nichols, 2001). Historically this is a logical observation since this mode 
was the primal way of representing reality in the days of 1968. The filmmaker 
should not tell the audience what the reality was like. Neither was the neutral 
observation (like Dom kallar oss mods) a sufficient tool for radical film. Political 
filmmakers should participate in reality, they should provoke and manipulate 
reality in order to change it.   

The tendency of Rekordåren was thus overtly political, stating at the 
beginning of the film that through the “structural change” the institutions of 
international banking would strengthen their position and thus “influence would 
lay in the hands of a very few human beings”. 

The criticism of international capitalism was however not the major theme 
of the film. Instead, Ewert and her collaborators heavily discussed the 
cooperation between the social-democratic government, local politicians 
of different ideological colour and representatives of banks, industry and 
building companies. This was not a very unusual theme in the leftist activism in 
Sweden in the late 1960s. What makes Ewert’s film especially interesting here 
– besides the fact that the film even nearly 50 years after its release stands 
out as a well-made, fresh and well informed cinematic statement of the most 
critical views of the time – is the way in which the film was discussed. Ewert 
made the film as a final examination in the national film school of The Swedish 
Film Institute (SFI). The filmed interviews with politicians, architects and 
researchers were thus done under the implicit assumption that the film was an 
internal work not to be shown in public (Svensk Filmografi 6; Correspondence 
at The Swedish Film Institute). And – what is a historically interesting point – 
under the even more implicit assumption of what a documentary film would 
be. That a documentary film should provoke authorities, and not be in ally 
with the establishment, was more or less unthinkable for men and women 
grown up with a dominating expository mode of filmmaking. Further, many of 
the interviewed persons were good social democrats, and since the SFI (and 
perhaps even the film school) was seen as a social democratic project in the 
welfare state, the preparedness for being subject of critique was low. The men 
of power were thus vulnerable victims of a new film aesthetics, in a film that 
intended to show the vulnerabilities of the welfare state. 



CONSUMING THE ENVIRONMENT – PROCEEDINGS I 75

Ewert and her collaborators did not only (or mainly) provoke the men of 
powers, but they also made them reveal plans and thoughts on city planning 
and politics. Short after the theatrical release in June 1968, the film was 
withdrawn from public viewings after protests from some of the interviewed 
persons (Svensk Filmografi 6, 462-463, Wechselman).

In an ethical and legal matter, this would maybe not be a surprising result. 
Had it not been for the fact that some of the interviewed persons had deep 
connections not only in the political elite but also in the Swedish cultural elite. 
Both the Mayor of Stockholm, Hjalmar Mehr, and Krister Wickman, minister of 
The Industry Department, were heavily criticized in the film. And both of them 
were close friends to Harry Schein, the head of The Swedish Film Institute. 
So was Göran Sidenbladh, architect and head of the transformations of 
Stockholm in the 1960s. When Professor Folke Kristensson at the Stockholm 
School of Economics, also described as one of the most important actors 
behind the Swedish regional planning, in the film tells us how important 
decisions have been made, all the dinners end up in a prioritized place. 
Like the alcohol - the long drink (“groggen”) - was an important means of 
communication, perhaps the most important thing was that Kristensson could 
communicate in front of the camera. 

After only two days Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968… was removed from the 
cinema theatres by Schein and the head of Film School, Rune Waldekranz. 
Eventually, in the autumn of 1969, it was to be shown in public on one 
occasion by Swedish television, in the new radical second channel (Svensk 
Filmografi 6, 463). 

Figure 4. Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968…
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Vulnerability, documentary and urbanity 

“The human in society. Society is a process. The distance between human 
beings and the decisions about their life conditions is increasing”. These 
words begin the final voice-over in the film. With pictures of the big new 
suburban city centre of Skärholmen, Ewert (and her collaborators) ends 
the film in a dystopian mode (see Figure 4). Ewert’s film was one of the first 
audio-visual examples of such dystopian and critical statements on Swedish 
city-planning. More was to come in the 1970s. The controversy surrounding 
Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968... did not stop the discussions on urbanity and 
environment from having a central role in of Swedish public debate. 

To summarize, the film Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968 illustrates well how the 
concept of documentary filmmaking changed during the late 1960s, making 
the interviewees (with obsolete notions on objectivity and trust) naïve victims 
of the Observational and Interactive modes of the then new documentary 
filmmaking that Ewert represented. The asymmetric relationship between 
the (filmed) men of power, the powerless (female) filmmaker and the world 
of Sweden in 1969 viewed in the film, lead to intriguing perspectives of 
vulnerability – regarding public life and notions of the representation of reality, 
as well as power and society in a larger sense. Rekordåren 1966, 1967, 1968 
is thus, on the one hand, an interesting example of how the new documentary 
films met (and did not meet) the public life in social democratic late 1960s 
Sweden. On the other hand, Ewert’s film is as interesting as a surprisingly 
early example of an ideological standpoint that would dominate the domestic 
debate on urbanity and environment in the years to come. 
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Abstract

Despite the global scientific consensus that climate change is happening 
and its adverse impact on human, animal and plant lives, there is little that 
is known about how people in the global south understand and perceive 
climate change and global warming. Research has shown that countries 
in the global south have also become heavy emitters of greenhouse 
gases. Public perceptions and attitudes towards climate change and 
global warming directly influence peoples’ lifestyles and choices, which 
may not always be in harmony with nature. Hence, the need for collective 
understanding and effort towards fighting climate change and addressing 
global warming through a reduction in emissions. Most studies have 
focused on understanding global north public perceptions. There is dearth 
in research on the subject in the global south, especially in South Africa 
and Zimbabwe. As people in the global south grow more vulnerable to 
climate change, their understanding of the problem is vital. Furthermore, 
an understanding of public perceptions has the potential to improve 
policy-making, align climate change policies to the priorities of the people, 
address their knowledge gaps and help the people participate in policy 
implementation. By bridging the gap between scientists, decision-makers 
and the ordinary people all narratives are aligned in a convergent manner, 
helping people to work together with a collective objective and frame of 
thought. While policies on climate change and global warming have been 
made in the name of the people, people’s views and priorities are often 



CONSUMING THE ENVIRONMENT – PROCEEDINGS I 79

unknown to the decision-makers. Often there are divergences between 
‘what people know and want’ and ‘what those in power think’.

Keywords: Climate change, public understanding, perceptions, South Africa, Zimbabwe

Introduction

Despite the global scientific consensus that climate change is happening 
and the adverse impacts it poses on human, animal and plant lives, there 
is little that is known about how people in the global south understand and 
perceive climate change and global warming. Research has shown that 
countries in the global south have also become heavy emitters of greenhouse 
gases (HDI 2010, Bennett 2010). Public perceptions and attitudes towards 
climate change and global warming directly influence peoples’ lifestyles and 
choices, which may not always be in harmony with nature. Hence, the need 
for collective understanding and effort towards fighting climate change and 
addressing global warming through a reduction in emissions. Most studies 
have focused on understanding global north public perceptions (Knight 2016, 
Yale-AP/NORC 2014, Wike 2016, Gallup World Polls, 2008, 2010, Lorenzoni 
and Pidgeon 2006). There is dearth in research on the subject in the global 
south, especially in South Africa and Zimbabwe.

As people in the global south grow more vulnerable to climate change, their 
understanding of the problem is vital. Furthermore, an understanding of public 
perceptions has the potential to improve policy-making, align climate change 
policies to the priorities of the people, address their knowledge gaps and help 
the people participate in policy implementation. By bridging the gap between 
scientists, decision-makers and the ordinary people all narratives are aligned 
in a convergent manner, helping people to work together with a collective 
objective and frame of thought.

Kyle Knight (2016: 1) saw this as a benefit by improving “understanding of 
the opportunities and challenges of formulating politically feasible and effective 
international climate change policies”. Stressing the importance of public 
understanding, Bonstrom et al (1994: 959) argued that to a “significant degree, 
the effectiveness with which society responds to this possibility [climate 
change] depends on how well it is understood by individual citizens”.

While policies on climate change and global warming have been made in 
the name of the people, people’s views and priorities are often unknown to the 
decision-makers. Often there are divergences between ‘what people know 
and want’ and ‘what those in power think’. The narrative divergences between 
the ordinary people and experts on these important subjects is not healthy for 
the implementation of adaptation and mitigation strategies.
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As argued by Lorenzoni and Pidgeon (2006), while scientists remain central to 
providing knowledge about climate change, there is need for acceptance at 
all societal levels, noting that “traditional forms of science and policy-making, 
however, cannot alone find solutions to such a complex and pervasive issue”. 
Rather, decision-making will require “taking into account the context, including 
multiple value preferences for characteristics and functions of natural human 
systems” (Lorenzoni and Pidgeon 2006: 74). They warned that “failure to take 
public values and views into consideration when making decisions on climate 
risk management will inevitably prove problematic” as the decisions will  
“require a ‘buy-in’ or acceptance from those who will be affected by them if 
they are to be successfully implemented”. Further, differences between “policy 
and citizen frames of reference” will make communication of the former difficult 
and the risk is that “policy implementation may be misunderstood, neglected 
or even opposed by the electorate” (Lorenzoni and Pidgeon 2006: 74). 

This study provides a general framework for understanding the public’s 
nuanced perceptions and understanding towards climate change and global 
warming that resonate with their own individual and contextual narratives. 
Tvinnereim, Liu and Jamelske (2016: 399) stressed that public understanding 
and knowledge of climate change was crucial, especially on mitigation, noting 
that “public acceptance of mitigation policies constitutes a crucial limiting 
factor, necessitating ancillary gains such as clean air for mitigation policy to 
be politically robust”. This study is an attempt to gain an understanding of the 
South African and Zimbabwean public’s perceptions of climate change and 
global warming.

Whereas most studies globally have been carried out in relation to adaptation 
experiences and realities, this paper shifts the focus to understand the people’s 
general perceptions and understanding of climate change. While previous 
studies have put a focus on scientists and farmers, this paper sought to get a  
broad understanding from people of different professions, age groups and 
levels of education in South Africa and Zimbabwe. Questions were asked on 
how well they understood the climate change problem, how they perceived 
mitigation and their preferences, climate change-related impacts on their 
families, countries and globally. Such a broad understanding of individual 
people’s perceptions and understanding of climate change is crucial for 
informed decision-making and for understanding public opinion which 
becomes the crucial moral campus for policy-makers.

Literature review

Pugliese and Ray (2009, 2011), in surveys for Gallup World Polls, investigated 
several cross-national predictors of public awareness and perception of 
climate change with ordinary least squares (OLS) and robust regression 
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models using national level data. Climate change awareness was found to 
be higher in richer countries – and among the more highly educated. The 
responses were not influenced by political affiliation or vulnerability. These 
results sharply contradict the Yale-AP/NORC (2014, 2015) findings on public 
perceptions in the United States where political ideology was found to greatly 
influence public perceptions of climate change. A Yale-AP/NORC (2015: 1) 
study found that in the United States, environmental perceptions correlate 
with “political ideology and religion”. Democrats were found to be more 
concerned with the environment compared to the Republicans. Similarly, 
Richard Wike (2016) reached the same conclusion that climate change 
perceptions are sharply divided along partisan lines with Democrats being 
more likely to have a greater concern than Republicans.

In this study, political orientation was not used mostly because the subject 
has not been a high campaign issue in both Zimbabwe and South Africa. 
Studies by Pugliese and Ray (2007, 2009) show that generally people all 
over the world are concerned about climate change (61%) and more than 
40 percent see climate change as a key existential threat. In South Africa 
and Zimbabwe, Pugliese and Ray (2007, 2009) surveys revealed that 31% 
and 56% of the people said they knew something about climate while 21% 
of South Africans and 36% of Zimbabweans indicated that global warming 
posed serious threats to their families.

Various theories have been put forward to explain the factors behind 
environmental concern for individuals. Key of these are theories that see 
higher wealth and education levels as the ones that influence individuals’ 
greater concern for the environment. These theses (Knight 2016, Inglehart 
1990, 1995) are based on postmaterialist and affluence theories that 
argue for a positive correlation between wealth and education to levels of 
environmental concern. Within the postmaterialist and affluence theoretical 
paradigms, richer/wealthier nations are seen as having a greater concern 
for the environment (Knight 2016) and that these countries have to be 
ideologically left-leaning and have lower unemployment levels.

The postmaterialist theory (see Inglehart 1990) assumes that “as countries 
become wealthier, there is a shift from a ‘materialist’ values of survival and 
security to ‘postmaterialist’ values of freedom and quality of life, including 
environmental protection” (Knight 2016: 2). Because of these newly acquired 
values, a greater concern is given to environmental issues, thus leading to 
the hypothesis that wealthier countries are likely to be more concerned than 
poor ones (Knight 2016: 2). The environment is considered a public good and 
because of these people in wealthy countries “will increasingly care about 
environmental quality and put pressure on the government and businesses 
to engage in more sustainable practices” (Givens and Jorgenson 2011: 77). 
Contrary to this theoretical approach, results in this study show that people 
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generally care about the environment and worry more about the observable 
and immediate environmental problems that affect their daily lives (see Theme 
Two under results presentation).

However, this conceptualization fails to account for in-country inequalities in 
terms of wealth distribution – key questions on environmental concern between 
the rich, middle class and the poor in-country sections of society remain 
unanswered. This study, though without measuring the wealth of respondents, 
noted that respondents in both Zimbabwe and South Africa are equally 
concerned about the environment as the environmental issues such water 
and air pollution, global warming and disposal of toxic waste equally affect 
them. Moreover, through written responses, South Africans and Zimbabweans 
all noted the negative impacts of climate change especially in terms of food 
security and health.

This paper contends that perceived risks of climate change are influenced 
by experience, history, access to information and education. This also confirms 
arguments by Dunlap and York (2008), Givens and Jorgenson (2011) who noted 
that there is a non-significant relationship between economic development 
and environmental concern. In revising the earlier version of the postmaterialist 
thesis, Inglehart (1995) linked environmental concern to people’s experience 
of/with extreme weather (in global south countries) events, environmental 
degradation and the cultural shift to postmaterialism in developed countries. 
Results in this study indicate that people’s perceptions about climate change 
are based on experience (extreme weather – floods, droughts etc.). Brechin 
(1999: 799 in Knight 2016: 2) argued that economic development is negatively 
correlated with concern for local environmental problems, but positively 
correlated with concern for “global environmental threats that are more 
symbolic and less likely to be experienced directly”.

Sandvik (2008: 334) argued that public concern for global warming was 
negatively associated with the GDP/capita arguing that this is due to the 
denial or disregard of the uncomfortable truth of climate change in wealthy 
countries because they would “expect higher transition costs when policies 
are designed to reduce anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions”. Lo and 
Chow (2015) distinguished between perceived risk and perceived importance 
of climate change. In their analysis, they noted that GDP/capita negatively 
associates with perceived risk of climate change but positively correlates with 
perceived importance of climate change. They argued that rich countries highly 
recognize climate change as an important problem (because of higher average 
educational levels and less pressing domestic environmental problems) but 
noting that this did not coincide with greater risk perception.

Millicent Ochieng and James Koske (2013) assessed the level of climate 
change awareness and perceptions among primary school teachers in 
Kenya. Their study found that the “level of climate change awareness” was not 
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“significantly low, but there exist significant gaps in their knowledge” (Ochieng 
and Koske 2013: 174). They noted that climate change in sub-Saharan Africa 
is generally low among the people, although people worry most about climate 
change related problems such as food insecurity, recurrent droughts and floods. 
This study concurs with this argument that although people are greatly worried 
about climate change, they do not have clear distinctions, for example, between 
human-induced and natural climate change causes. While climate change risks 
perceptions have increased globally, attributed to increased extreme weather 
events such as floods, droughts etc., the bar for the subject to become a public 
priority concern has not gone up (Ochieng and Koske 2013: 175).

Ocheing and Koske (2013: 177) found that primary school teachers in Kenya 
had a basic “awareness of the causes, effects and mitigations of climate 
change” while they “expressed limited understanding of the role of fossil 
fuels”. Their study observed that people have problems relating to climate 
change problems, where respondents concurred that climate change was 
anthropogenic and at the same time (same respondents) agreed that climate 
change was also due to natural causes. This trend was also observed in this 
study, where most of the respondents (over 50%) saw climate change as both 
naturally caused and at the same time anthropogenic. Ochieng and Koske 
(2013: 177) then concluded that “it is thus not guaranteed that teachers who 
agree to the theory that current climate change is anthropogenic will disagree 
with the theory that natural factors are to be blamed for current climate 
change”. Because of this trend in knowledge and perceptions, Ochieng and 
Koske (2013: 178) determined that teachers in Kenya had significant climate 
change knowledge gaps. They found that teachers in Kenya were not aware of 
key climate change policy developments such as the Kyoto Protocol, and the 
scientific reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a 
phenomenon which “shows an inherent lack of awareness on important climate 
change institutions and instruments”.

Nicholas Wiid and Gina Ziervogel (2012: 152) in a study that sought to 
understand the perceptions of commercial farmers towards climate change 
and how those “perceptions and experiences drive their climate-related 
decisions” observed that farmers in South Africa “perceived a gradual but 
dramatic shift in climate over almost four decades, including increasing 
temperatures, changing annual rainfall patterns and shifts in predominant wind 
direction, mirrored by recorded weather data that show similar results and 
narratives”. These perceptions, Wiid and Ziervogel (2012) concluded, influenced 
farmers’ decision-making.

Wiid and Zievorgel (2012) noted that the relationship between public 
perception does not always lead to adaptation action. In the same line 
of understanding, this paper notes that while public understanding and 
perceptions are central – this does not lead to mitigation expectations and 
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outcomes but are a step towards sound mitigation plans and outcomes. 
Mitigation policies are more likely to receive public support if the public 
understanding of the problem is well-informed.

Methodology

The study used a survey to understand public understanding and perception 
of climate change in South Africa. The survey was solely distributed on Twitter. 
A multi-stage stratified random sampling strategy was used to identify and 
contact potential respondents. The respondents were chosen if they were 
on Twitter, and their handle was actively engaged in general socio-political 
debates in either South Africa or Zimbabwe. This engagement could be in 
the form of tweets, retweets, likes and replies. This assured that at least 
the chosen respondents had the chance of seeing the survey request. The 
request was sent to Twitter users through the Direct Message (DM) platform, 
meaning that only those users whose Twitter handles had Direct Messaging 
from non-followers/following enabled were targeted. The data were collected 
from August 2017 to January 2018. A total of 500 requests were distributed 
(350 to South Africans and 150 to Zimbabweans). The survey received 190 
completely filled-in survey forms out of the 500, giving a stage completion rate 
of 38%. While Kelly et al (2003) recommended a response rate of 75%, the 
study’s use of online media (Twitter) for data collection is a relatively difficult 
way and the return rates are generally poor. For that reason, recruitment of 
respondents online and on Twitter specifically has proven to be difficult and 
therefore the responses received (38%) are considered sufficient enough to 
represent the views of South Africans and Zimbabweans. Similarly, 2015 and 
2016 climate change and environmental perception studies conducted by 
Yale-AP/NORC only achieved a response rate of 48% but the results were 
representative of the United States general populace. In addition, Gallup World 
Polls has worked with response rates of less than 38 percent in their studies.

After the results were collected and coded, the analysis was done using 
descriptive statistics. For the sections in the survey that required respondents 
to write their answers, NVIVO was used to do word map clusters. In addition, 
these sections were coded inductively, within the framework of mixed 
methods. In terms of nationality, South Africa had 54.9 percent respondents 
while Zimbabwe had 45.1 percent. Regarding age groups, 56.4% of the 
respondents were in the age range of 30-50 years, 25.5% were between the 
ages of 23-29 and 18.2% were in the range of 18-22. In relation to gender, the 
study attracted 65.5% male respondents and 34.5% females. The educational 
qualifications and levels of respondents were distributed as follows: Matric/
Ordinary Level – 16.4%, National diploma/equivalent – 10.9%, Higher national 
diploma/equivalent – 10.9%, Bachelor’s degree – 7.3%, Honour’s degree  
– 23.6%, Master’s degree – 23.6% and PhD – 7.3%.
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The results are presented in a thematic form following the pattern used in 
the survey form. The following key themes are presented below – (a) climate 
change beliefs, (b) climate change effects, (c) climate change response/
mitigation, (d) environmental concerns, (e) confidence in energy sources, (f)
climate change and security and lastly (g) climate change information sources.

Theme one: Climate change beliefs

The survey results show that most South Africans and Zimbabweans (98.2%) 
say that they know about climate change. Moreover, the same number (98.2%) 
believe that climate change and global warming are happening. Of this 98.2 
%, 80 percent say they have general knowledge on the subject, a significant 
number, 18.2 percent, say that they know quite a lot about climate change 
(both scientific and political knowledge of the subject) and a non-significant 
1.8% say they know nothing about the subject. This marks a very significant 
increase from Gallup World Polls statistical estimates where only 31% and 52% 
of South Africans and Zimbabweans said that they knew something about 
climate change in 2007 and 2008. Though the comparison between these 
two studies is not straightforward, there is a consensus that the numbers have 
significantly gone up since 2008. Further, this also confirms with results from 
Ochieng and Koske (2013) who noted that in Kenya, people generally know 
about climate change, though the scientific/technical knowledge gaps are 
significant.

Of those who say they know something and those who say they know 
quite a lot about climate change, most of them say that climate change is 
caused by both human and natural factors. While studies in countries such 
as the United States (Yale-AP & NORC 2014, 2015) showed that people who 
believed that climate change was happening also saw global warming and 
climate change as human-induced (anthropogenic), however, this study’s 
results paint a different picture where the distinctions between human and 
natural causes are blurred for most of the respondents. Of the 98.2 percent 
who believe that climate change is happening, only 32.7 percent believe that 
climate change is anthropogenic, while a significant majority of the population 
(60%) attribute climate change to both natural and human factors and 7.3% 
believe that humans have no role in the warming of the planet and attribute 
current climate problems to natural climatic shifts. It is important to note 
that those who strongly indicated that climate change was human-induced, 
most of them had indicated that they know quite a lot about climate in the 
first question and had postgraduate qualifications. This result could indicate 
and concur with previous studies (Knight 2016, Tvinnereim et al 2012) that 
noted higher levels of education often correlated with an increased concern 
of the environment and the will to engage in scientific and political debates 
that shape the climate change discourse. Further, from the results, it clear 
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that people who indicated that they had general knowledge on the subject in 
the first question mostly attributed climate change to both human and natural 
causes. This could point to basic knowledge on the subject and a lack of 
engagement on the scientific aspects of climate change, and lack of exposure 
to debates and knowledge sources.

Theme two: Climate change effects

This section of the survey allowed respondents to write down what they thought 
were the effects of climate change that needed urgent attention and those that 
affected their immediate communities. The data analysis in this section slightly 
moves towards the inductive analytical paradigm and the coding was done 
using NVIVO for the generation of word maps and word searches. Cues to 
interpretation are also derived partly from the results given by the respondents. 
Answers ranged from one word to five lines. It was noted that people outlined 
issues that affect individuals more and that related to their day to day lives. 
Maybe what climate change means to individuals is what they experience and 
is also historical. Key issues raised in the survey are to do with food security and 
its related issues such as droughts, famine and malnutrition. The other key issue 
that became prominent from the answers is the aspect of extreme weather 
events and global warming. These are likely derived from individual experiences. 
Fig 1 provides a word map for the most used words in the responses.

Fig 1: Word map
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Extreme weather was linked to food insecurity as both droughts and excess 
rains led to crop failure and “food shortages”. Also found in the same lines are 
aspects of floods, successive droughts and high temperatures. It is important 
to highlight that what people identified as key climate change problems 
also directly link with scientific evidence (IPCC2013) that shows that climate 
change and temperature increases lead to extreme weather events (floods, 
droughts etc.). Lines could be drawn between climate science and people’s 
experiences. The narratives of ordinary people on the climate change subject, 
though divorced from the more scientific language of academics, do show 
that the people in South Africa and Zimbabwe have their own narratives 
but that speak to and about the same subject. Inferences from historical 
experiences with extreme weather events were made. 

Using NVIVO word search queries, the study managed to do cluster maps 
for most used words and this helped to show the relationship of these words 
to the broader topic of climate change.

Floods/drought/extreme weather

The words ‘floods’ and ‘flood’ feature as some of the problems identified by 
people in this study. The repeated occurrence of floods in both countries 
gained major highlights from the responses. Cyclones and general flooding 
were seen to be causing problems for both the farming communities and the 
urban populations. Respondents referred to recent events, for example “in 
Johannesburg, South Africa there were a lot of floods due to heavy rains” and 
“Floods we see what happened in Durban recently”. While acknowledging that 
the rains were excessive, respondents also blamed poor drainage systems for 
the flooding in metropolitan cities.

Fig 2 shows the cluster map for the “floods” keyword.
From the map below, respondents saw floods as “unusual” and increasing in 
frequency and being “often devastating”, accompanied by “mudslides” while 
theopposite of flooding was “successive droughts and high temperatures”.

Fig 2: Floods cluster map
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The keyword “weather” is presented in Fig 3.
From Fig 3, climate change is linked to “unpredictable weather patterns 

whose consequences are often devastating e.g. floods, droughts”. Further, 
climate change leads to “drastic change” in weather patterns that result in 
“higher temperatures”, “El Nino”, “extremely powerful storms”.

Weather unpredictability became an overarching concern for almost all the 
respondents. Respondents noted that:

Unpredictable weather patterns with the El Nino effect have caused acute 
droughts in recent years and its opposite causing floods. Rising temperatures, 
erratic rains resulting in droughts. Heavy (excessive) rains when it rains after 
5/6 years of no rain. Unusual floods and hailstorm, it’s September right now 
and South Africa is still cold. In my area, the temperature is abnormally high 
on days when its 23 degrees, because of trapped UV rays from the sun, we 
actually really feel temperatures of above 25 degrees. Right now, we are facing 
a water crisis, our dam levels are at a low and restrictions are set up to prevent 
further water loss.

Related to the aspect of unpredictable weather, is the threat that climate 
change poses on food security and general survival of both people and 
wildlife due to the shifting of seasons. People noted that “[T]he seasons have 
changed, and people are taking longer to adapt”. For example:

In Zimbabwe, the 2016/17 rain season changed which was alien to the 
ordinary citizens. The Zimbabwean society is involved in subsistence farming 

 Fig 3: Key word cluster (weather)
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of maize (for staple food), beans, groundnuts, sorghum and other crops. 
Seeds are put in the ground around November however the 2016/17 rain 
season made it impossible for crops to grow due to change in climate. 
Rains started in January up to March and they were heavy which in return 
resulted in some crops being affected because of too much water. This has 
affected the Zimbabwean rural community which almost solely depends on 
subsistence farming.

In addition, it was noted that “Last year Zimbabwe experienced a heat 
wave which resulted in deaths of people and livestock”. In terms of shifting 
seasons, respondents saw changes in weather patterns as directly related to 
climate change. They noted “We no longer have seasons we specifically say, 
this is winter, summer etc. It can be June in Spring. Of course, winter itself 
remains winter”. Further, respondents opined that “Weather conditions are 
seriously plummeting, we have sunny weather in the afternoon and then a 
few hours later, it rains out of nowhere. These have many bad effects on the 
environment, such as farming- crops either get too much water or too little of 
it which might become problematic in the near future”.

In terms of drought, as noted from the above references, respondents 
strongly believe that climate change is the reason behind the “recurrent” and 
“successive” droughts that have been recorded in both Zimbabwe and South 
Africa. Fig 4 provides a map for the “drought(s)” keyword.

In the above map, droughts in South Africa and Zimbabwe are seen as 
“persistent”, “prolonged”, “successive” and leading to “food insecurity”. 
Moreover, droughts were linked to “high temperatures” and the effects often 
meant “water restrictions due to lower dam levels”. The Western Cape province 
of South Africa was linked to cases of water restrictions. Respondents related 
to “Poor harvests” as “farmers are still used to their old farming seasons [which 
were no longer applicable as the climate was no longer predictable]”. The 

Fig 4: Drought key word map
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drought and poor harvests were also due to low “amount of rainfall received […] 
for example Eastern Cape used to get winter rain but now reservoirs have low 
volumes of water because winter was dry”.

Important to note from these results is how people relate climate change 
to the “observable” and to their daily life experiences and how their narratives 
of climate change concur with the scientific narratives though in different 
discursive languages.

The last keyword to be discussed that featured prominently in the results 
is global warming. The aspect of global warming had two key dimensions. 
Firstly, respondents noted the effects of global warming and called for 
stronger measures to address the warming planet problem. For example, 
“Personally, I think Global Warming needs quite a lot of attention, the situation 
might not be serious right now. We see the facts staring directly at us but 
there are hardly measures put in place to counter this problem”. Secondly, 
respondents pointed to the causes of global warming.

Global warming was blamed on industrial emissions, vehicle emissions and 
population growth. It was argued that “With population growth, more people 
are buying motor vehicles, and this has a negative impact on the environment. 
Industrial areas emissions of toxins into the atmosphere”. Continued 
greenhouse gas emissions were linked to a lack of political solutions at a 
global scale – “The lack of consensus by world leaders as to what needs to 
be done to combat climate change”. Furthermore, the “continued emission of 
greenhouse gases especially now with Trump denying the reality of climate 
change” was exacerbating the global warming problem. One respondent 
noted that “The burning of coal and is affecting people and the environment”.

From Fig 5, global warming is linked to the use of fossil fuels, the disposal 
of toxic waste, and “rising sea levels”. Related to the aspect of emissions and 
disposal of waste, respondents blamed the two factors for the water and air 

Fig 5: Global warming cluster map
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pollution that they observed in their communities. As a way of addressing 
global warming, South Africans and Zimbabweans suggested “less reliance 
on fossil fuels”, increased “global warming awareness campaigns” in order 
to make people feel personally responsible for the current climate change 
problems and thus help in mitigation.

Environmental concerns

Related to climate change effects, respondents were asked to rank 
environmental problems that they thought were of major concern and 
needed urgent attention. Several South Africans and Zimbabweans reported 
that several environmental issues are serious issues that affect their daily 
lives. When asked to rank seven (7) different environmental concerns, the 
concerns that were deemed to be more serious are water pollution (56.9%), 
global warming (53.4%), air pollution (48.3%), ozone depletion (41.4%) and 
disposal of toxic waste (43.1%). The least ranked concerns are overuse of 
natural resources (32.8%), and extinction of plant and animal species (34.5%). 
In keeping with answers provided above, the environmental concerns that 
received much ranking are those that can be said to relate to the daily living 
conditions of individuals. The concerns that have better ranking are immediate 
and often local. Fig 6 below has a representation of these results.

The concerns that received least ranking (extinction of plant and animal 
species and overuse of natural resources) are thought to be distant in nature 
and are not directly experienced daily. The answers given, as noted above, 
often refer to experiential concerns and the issues have to be observable by 
the ordinary people.

Fig 6: Ranking of environmental concerns
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Theme three: Concerns and confidence in energy sources

South Africans and Zimbabweans express low confidence in fossil fuel energy 
sources and higher confidence in renewable energy sources. Confidence 
in six energy sources was measured in this survey. The energy sources 
were grouped into fossils (coal, gas and oil, and nuclear) and renewables 
(wind, solar and hydro). Nuclear energy was grouped together with fossils 
considering its environmental threats. From fossil fuel sources coal had the 
least confidence ratio at 7.3%, followed by nuclear at (12.7%) and oil and 
gas at 18.2%. However, while these fossil fuels received lower confidence 
ratios, it is important to highlight that South Africans and Zimbabweans have 
moderate confidence in these, which is, of course, a significant result. People 
are moderately confident about coal (61.8%), gas and oil (58.2%) and nuclear 
(56.4%). A significant proportion of South Africans and Zimbabweans have no 
confidence in fossil fuels. 30.9% of people have no confidence in both coal 
and nuclear energy while 23.6% have no confidence in gas and oil.

Most South Africans and Zimbabweans express higher confidence levels 
in renewable energy sources with 81.8% confidence in solar, 63.6% in hydro 
and 56.4% in wind energy. The moderate confidence in these sources is also 
significant. Wind has 38.2% moderate confidence, hydro 32.7% and solar 
18.2%. Fewer South Africans and Zimbabweans have no confidence in solar 
(0%), hydro (3.6%) and wind (5.5%). Therefore, it can be noted that though 
confidence in fossil fuels is still high, most people prefer renewable energy 
compared to fossil fuels.

Fig 7: Confidence in energy sources
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Theme four: Climate change response/mitigation

Asked whether they think that their countries should reduce their carbon 
emissions and move towards renewable energy sources, most South Africans 
and Zimbabweans (85.5%) think that their governments should reduce 
emissions and adopt renewables. This links to the above reported higher 
confidence ratios in renewable energy sources. Fewer South Africans and 
Zimbabweans (5.5%) deny that their governments should move from fossils 
to renewables while a sizable number are not sure. This means that there is 
greater support for renewable energy sources in both countries.

Related to the need to shift from fossils to renewables, a question was 
asked if respondents thought that the move could stifle economic growth. 
Interesting to note is that while people generally support the shift because 
of the environmental and social benefits, reservations are there as people 
fear that the economies of the two countries could be negatively affected 
in the short-term. 50% of South Africans and Zimbabweans think that 
the shift will stifle economic growth. This line of thinking is synonymous 
with arguments that often come from global south countries when they 
talk about climate change mitigation. Issues are raised as to the need to 
‘catch-up’ developmentally with the west through the use of fossils. Such 
discourses that seek to ‘distanciate’ (MacManus 2000) and export mitigation 
‘responsibility’ to the west (Bennett 2010) have support from the people. 
While it is true that in the short-term changes in energy supply systems could 
prove catastrophic, especially for politicians, long-term benefits need more 
emphasis. However, 34.5% of South African and Zimbabweans think that the 
shift to renewables will not stifle economic growth, at least in the long-term 
and 15.5% indicate that they are not sure of the consequences.

Furthermore, in terms of climate change responses at a global level, 90.9% 
of South Africans and Zimbabweans think that their governments should 
continue to participate in international climate change debates and policy 
forums. 5.5% of the people are not sure if that is the right way to deal with 
climate change and 3.6% think that their countries should not participate. In 
addition, 72.7% strongly feel that the international arena is the best place to 
design climate change response policies, 18.2% are not sure while 9.1% do 
not think the international arena can bring positive solutions.

Regarding actors who are supposed to play key roles in climate change 
mitigation, most South Africans and Zimbabweans think that developed 
countries should play a bigger role in achieving mitigation outcomes (58.6%). 
This agrees with findings by Wike (2016) who noted that most people 
globally expect developed countries to do more to deal with climate change. 
Compared to the 29.3% of people who think developing countries should 
act more, the expectation follows the same line as the political discourses 
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that have, since the 1992 Rio Conference, maintained that due to historical 
responsibility, developed countries should do more. This is also consistent 
with demands made by global south developing nations within the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)- basing 
their arguments on the Rio 1992 principle of “differentiated responsibilities”. 
However, such discussions and arguments have been blamed for their blind 
approach to increasing emissions from developing countries (especially 
those within the Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa (BRICS) cluster 
framework) (Weston 2012, Human Development Report 2010, 2012) where 
countries such as South Africa contribute around 40% of all emissions from 
Africa. India and China have topped the global list of top carbon emissions in 
the past three years. The World Resources Institute noted that by 2017, the 
BRICS countries alone contributed 42.01% of the total global emissions.

South Africans and Zimbabweans also expect corporations and  
non-governmental organisations to play key roles in mitigation with each 
having a ranking of (48.3%) and (52.5%) respectively. A significant number of 
South Africans and Zimbabweans also think that citizens (46.6%) and local 
governments (48.1%) have a role in reducing greenhouse gas emissions.  
Fig 8 below illustrates these results.

Fig 8: Responsibility for addressing climate change
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Theme five: Climate change and security

The respondents (82.8%) see climate change as posing serious national, 
regional and global security threats in general. Of those who think climate 
change poses serious security threats, 96.6% think that the greatest risks 
are on food security at national, regional and global levels. In relation to 
individual families, South Africans and Zimbabweans largely think that climate 
change poses serious challenges to families in general and food security and 
health in particular. As shown in Fig 9 below, more people are concerned 
about the food security and health risks brought by the changing climate. 
Important to highlight is the connection between these high concerns and 
the results presented under theme two where respondents noted that climate 
change was responsible for the extreme weather events, droughts, and 
global warming. Further, in their ranking of serious environmental concerns, 
respondents saw water and air pollution, disposal of toxic waste and global 
warming as key and in this section, they relate climate change to food 
security and health issues that are induced by global warming and pollution.

Theme six: Climate change information sources 

This section of the survey sought to identify and understand the sources 
of information on climate change that South Africans and Zimbabweans 
have access to. Fig Ten above shows the source ranking. A number of 
South Africans and Zimbabweans get their climate change information 
mostly from television, newspapers and social media. The study also noted 

Fig 9: Climate change threats
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that most respondents trust the mainstream media (44.8%) as a source of 
credible climate change information, while a significant 27.6% do not trust 
climate change information they get from the mainstream media and another 
27.6% moderately trust mainstream media information. Of note is the higher 
percentage of people who use and get their information from social media. 
Social media emerged as a significant player in the dissemination and 
consumption of climate change information. These findings strengthen calls 
made for increased and more effective use of social media as a conduit for  
climate change communication (Evans, Dyll and Tomaselli 2018- forthcoming). 
While studies argue that social media cannot achieve the desired climate 
change communication goals, the platform becomes significant in 
“encouraging small steps” and a move towards more inclusive communication 
(Lie and Servaes 2015).
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Abstract 

Population ageing is expected to raise significant challenges to the European 
community in the coming decades. These challenges are connected not only 
with the problems related to the labor market employment, the provision of 
healthcare, and the welfare programming for older people but also with the 
quality of their social life, and in particular, with their communication activities, 
as well as with their capacity to take part in, and to contribute to intercultural 
dialogue. 

It is very important that European policymakers and regulators maintain 
their commitment to a fair media treatment of older people. A telling tendency 
is the stereotypic predominantly negative portrayal of old age in online and 
offline media. Having in mind the rapid developments of the information and 
communication technologies in a highly competitive market, a major concern 
is whether the pillars of the European media model (freedom of expression and 
access to information, cultural diversity, consumer protection, media pluralism, 
intolerance for racial and religious hatred) can be efficiently sustained.

Population ageing and the development of modern media digital 
environment are two interlinked processes in the contemporary world. The 
trend of population ageing determines the need for urgent prevention of 
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digital generation divide, i. e. of the vulnerability and the social exclusion of 
older people from the modern information and communication environment. 

The paper presents the results of a survey, conducted to measure the 
extent of vulnerability of older users of media content, compared to younger 
generations in the constantly changing media ecosystem.

Keywords: media ecosystem, older adults, vulnerability

Introduction

Contemporary societies are undergoing significant social, economic, cultural, 
and political changes, which correlate with the dynamic developments of 
the ICT environment. Indeed, the globalised information and communication 
technologies are among the main milestones tracing the dimensions of 
human achievements in the 21st century. They are also the fundamental 
factors that outline the basis of social transformations. 

Today, these transformations are being catalyzed by the intense 
developments of the media ecosystem, combining the traditional media 
with the potential of the blogosphere, the social networks, and the mobile 
communication technologies (Raycheva, 2016). The netizens, i.e. the 
citizens of the Net represent the new globalized way of communication 
(Hauben, 1997). Situated in the context of globalization processes, the media 
themselves are undergoing multi-layered transformations; they change with 
the dynamic developments taking place in technologies, business models, 
regulatory policies, professional practices, and the behavior of the audiences. 

The population trends display the growing percentage of the aged 
population. At the world level, the prognoses are that, after the year 2050, the 
number of people aged over 60 years will exceed the number of those under 
60. Although it is expected that the overall population of the European Union 
will grow to 532 million by 2060, the population in nearly half of the member 
states (Bulgaria, Croatia, Germany, Greece, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Poland, Portugal, Rumania, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Spain) will decrease. 
The prognoses show also that the ratio of people above 65 years to those 
between 15 and 64 will increase from 27.8% to 50.1%. This will practically 
mean that the ratio between persons of working age and those in retirement 
age will decrease from 4:1 to 2:1, in case that retirement age remains stable 
(European Commission, 2015). 

Despite these forecasts, the amount of attention devoted to older people 
is still not proportionate to the challenges they face in the modern world. For 
instance, in the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 
adopted in 1948, as well as in the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (1966) and the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
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Rights (1966), which lay the basis of the International Bill of Human Rights 
(adopted in 1976), age discrimination is not explicitly referred to. 

The Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA) and the Political 
Declaration, adopted by the Second World Assembly on Ageing in April 
2002, nowadays are still among the global guiding documents that have a 
priority focus in the areas of the rights of older adults and their well-being in 
a supportive environment (United Nations, 2014). Certain provisions on the 
equal and respectful treatment of old people are present in the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights of the European Union, drafted in 2000, which entered 
into force after the Treaty of Lisbon on December 1, 2009. 

Since the start of the second decade of the 21st century, there have been 
active efforts to promote the adoption of a special Convention on the Rights of 
Older Persons by the UN. Alas, with no success, so far. It is perfectly obvious 
that these rights cannot be thoroughly defined and protected without taking 
into consideration the modern information and communication environment. 
Although many institutional documents related to technology, business models 
and the editorial responsibility of the media have been adopted, the multi-
faceted attitude at older people as objects of coverage and as subjects of the 
communication process have still not been treated properly and effectively. 
Nevertheless, the trend is that older adults are not only passive users of the 
traditional media (press, radio, and television) but they are also becoming 
prosumers, i. e. active participants and creators of content in the online space. 

Contemporary information and communication technologies can help older 
adults to improve the quality of their well being, preserve their health, and live 
longer independently. 

The section on “Silver Surfers” in the statistical portrait of the European 
Union for 2012, prepared by the Eurostat in connection with the 
commemoration of 2012 as the European Year for Active Ageing and 
Solidarity between Generations, is devoted to the better use of the potential 
of ICT for healthy and independent ageing. This includes social inclusion, 
access to public services, lifelong learning, social and economic activeness. 
Statistics show growing use of the Internet in the age groups 55-64 years 
and 65-74 years for electronic mail correspondence; for seeking information 
on goods, services and health; for reading online newspapers and learning 
the news; for participating in educational activities, etc. E-banking and 
e-shopping have become increasingly popular lately (Eurostat, 2012). 

Many serious political debates about “the graying of Europe” are based 
on ageing prognoses, including the comprehensive Europe 2020 Strategy 
for Smart, Sustainable and Inclusive Growth. The strategy envisages the 
development of technologies in a way that they would enable older adults 
to live independently and to take an active part in society. The program in 
the field of digital technologies for Europe (A Digital Agenda for Europe) is 
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fundamental to the Strategy and aims to accelerate high-speed access to 
the Internet and to increase the benefit of the digital market for households. 
(European Commission, 2010).

Providing high-speed access to advanced public services and diverse 
multimedia content for work, training and entertainment has become the 
mainstay of the knowledge-based society. Therefore intensive improvement 
of ICT skills and digital literacy are critical to the effectiveness of any 
media strategy to further advancement of ‘user-centered’ to ‘user-driven’ 
developments for achieving the universality of the digital services.

The technical possibility of combining different media   in modern mobile 
communication devices is facilitating the emergence of new hybrid forms. The 
options to choose different communication platforms and, consequently, the 
possibility of satisfying specific individual needs, also increase. To improve 
their quality of life, older adults today have larger choices to attain equity 
through inclusion, provided by the new communication technologies and 
hence, to attain individual and social satisfaction. 

Despite the rapid development of ICT and online services, television 
continues to be the most preferred source of information and entertainment 
for most European households. The main internationally acknowledged 
instruments in the field of TV broadcasting continue to be the European 
Convention on Transfrontier Television (ECTT) of the Council of Europe, 
adopted in 1989 and the Audiovisual Media Service Directive (AVMSD), 
which has been introduced in 2007 by the European Commission. The ECTT 
and the amending Protocols on the one hand, and the AVMSD on the other 
have similar objectives, although the intention of the AVMS Directive is to 
create a common market in broadcasting. Both instruments, the ECTT and 
the AVMSD, however, do not have a special focus on the production and 
dissemination of content aimed at the aged population.  

In times of intensive social, economic and technological transformations, 
the very paradigm of the media inevitably changes as well. The media are 
becoming a convergent phenomenon. Audiences also change: they are 
shifting from massive to individualized, from passive to active. A number of 
trends are becoming increasingly important, including: freedom of expression 
and access to information; pluralism of opinions and variety of contents; 
professional standards and journalistic ethics; transparency of ownership and 
accountability to the audience; protection of underage and vulnerable social 
groups; cooperation between regulation, self-regulation and co-regulation; 
and the expansion of the social media. These trends are important also for the 
older people. 

In this new realm, it is very important to analyze how the businesses and 
the audiences of the media and communication industries will gain more 
value than disruption. The future when artificial intelligence will rigorously 
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impact the creative process in media and communication, thus replacing the 
multi-channel experiences, is not that distant. Measures should be foreseen 
to prevent consumers’ vulnerability especially from the expanding information 
overload and the growing digital fatigue.

The demographic shifts may have a dramatic impact on consumers’ 
expectations from media and communication industries, as well as their ICT 
literacy and skills while navigating the digital world. In this sense, the habits 
of the millennials (the generation born between 1981 and 1997) differ from 
those of the older adults (55+). The demand for technology services that offer 
convenience, memorable experiences and instant access to content anywhere 
and anytime by the younger population is often juxtaposed to the preferences 
of the older people for health and wellness, entertainment and education 
services designed especially for them. Contemporary media ecosystem 
requires not only e-reading and e-writing practices but also e-producing talents 
and e-disseminating skills. The growing availability of open-source and free 
software facilitates the quick start-up of new businesses and innovative hybrid 
products and yet poses threats of disruption of fundamental freedoms, such 
as compliance with the professional standards for the diversity of opinions and 
media pluralism, as well as for the protection of consumers and human dignity.

Survey on trust in media
Outline of the survey. Contemporary media ecosystem challenges elderly 
audiences in many ways. To name a few – these are the fast and growing 
technology development, the diversification of information resources (especially 
in the Internet), the rise of non-professional generated content, and, of course, 
the rise and the distribution of distorted or fabricated information (sometimes 
even information which is simply not true, i.e. fake news). 

To measure the extent of vulnerability of older users of media content, 
compared to younger generations in constantly changing media ecosystem a 
focus group survey has been initiated by the Faculty of Journalism and Mass 
Communication of the St. Kliment Ohridsky Sofia University. 77 respondents 
aged 18-64+ took part in it. The subject of the survey is their preferences 
towards different types of media, their interests in different thematic areas, as 
well as the degree of influence and the means of counteracting fake news. 

Table 1 shows the respondents divide by gender and by education. 

Table 1: Level of education of generations

Education Age 18 – 30 Age 31 – 55 Age 56 – 63 Age 64+

Primary (%) 0 0 0 11

Secondary (%) 72 42 64 79

Higher (%) 28 58 36 11
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Apart from studying the elderly audiences’ vulnerabilities, the aim of the 
survey is to identify behavioral differences among the Bulgarian generations 
as well as their defense capabilities when facing untrustworthy and not 
good-natured information in contemporary media and communication 
environment. This second focus is rooted in the importance attributed to the 
fake news phenomenon in all its dimensions as well as to its negative impacts 
on society (e.g. undermining the trust between media and users, increasing 
opportunities to manipulate the society on strategic issues thus influencing 
political processes in and outside the country, etc.). 

The methods used in the survey include field questionnaire and poll; data 
analysis; comparative analysis based on age; comparative analysis based on 
data from similar surveys; documents and statistics research

Results

The research found out drastic differences regarding the type of preferred 
media among the different generation groups. While young users devote their 
time mostly to online media, older users aged 64+ give their preferences to the 
press and the television. Since people encounter only the direct impression of 
the media they use, it is logical to conclude that they run upon untrustworthy 
content in the same types of media (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Most common places for distributing fake news
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The assumption that the young devote much of their media time mainly to 
Internet activities, including social networks and social media, is confirmed. 
However, the data show that this statement also applies to their parents. In 
fact, people in active working age (35-44 and 45-55) are the largest groups of 
users of two of the most popular networks in Bulgaria and Europe - Facebook 
and Twitter (MarkBit, 2010). The demographic profile of social media and social 
networks shows all age groups, including people in the 64+ range, albeit less 
than others. This explains why social networks and social media are recognized 
by all respondents, including retirees, as mainstream fraudulent content gener-
ators (51% of all respondents point to them as a preferred distribution environ-
ment, and 68% - as a primary source of fake news) (Figure 2).

The phenomenon of fake news is perceived as a form of hybrid threat to EU 
security and fighting it is in the focus of a number of activities of the European 
Commission, namely – the activities of the Commissioner for Digital economy 
Maria Gabriel, the European Parliament and the Council of the EU (European 
Union, 2017). Having in mind the dire consequences for the society brought by 
devaluation of truth and the distribution of fake news, Pope Francis proposed 
to dedicate the 2018 World Day of Social Communications to these problems 
in order to support journalists in their mission to speak truth and to send a 
message to the world “The truth will set you free: Fake news and journalism for 
peace” (Harries, 2017).

Figure 2: Fake news primary sources
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As the age of social networking and the use of social media grows, the 
segment of social media and social networks is gradually diminishing as a 
source of fake content, but it does not disappear completely. Only the oldest 
respondents give the political class an advantage over this indicator. This is 
easy to understand given the fact that people of retirement age are keenly 
interested in politics and government news as their well-being (the size 
and increase of their earnings, health insurance, social benefits - personal 
assistant, heating support, etc.) and sometimes - and their survival - depend 
to a large extent on the decisions of the public authorities.

All this determines the interest of the older audience in topics related to 
domestic politics, security and public order, economy and finance. These 
are topics that are directly related to the lives, health and safety of the elderly 
and their families. For this reason, they are most sensitive to the spreading 
of false and distorted facts precisely on this subject. 79% of the people in 
pre-retirement age and 63% of the retired people claim that fake information 
most often refers to issues of domestic policy, economy, crime, and security. 
For young people under 30, politics is a distant abstraction without a clear 
framework. For them, free time, not professional development, has been a 
cult. Their interests are related to sports, the lifestyle of public figures and 
celebrities, and for this reason, the majority of them (78%) claim that the 
media most often speculate about the facts of the celebrities’ lives. The 
middle age generation tries to stick to the pattern of being informed on a 
wider range of issues. The opinion of the respondents aged 30-55 is that 
untrue information is distributed in a balanced way between domestic politics, 
economy, crime and public order, and the lifestyle of celebrities (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Topics, subject to falsified information
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A large number of respondents (57%) encounter unreliable information each 
day, and over a quarter say they fall into fake news every week. Less than 
3% insist that they have never encountered media fiction. These percentages 
portray the Bulgarian audience as being conscious and, to a large extent, 
literate enough to recognize untrue information (Figure 4).

The highest (67%) is the percentage of recognition of fake news in the  
younger part of the audience (18-30 years old), and the lowest - in people 
at pre-retirement and retirement age (56-64+) - 42% and 47%, respectively). 
The explanation is not so much in the higher media literacy of young people, 
as in the way media is consumed and even in their lifestyle. The main source 
of information about them is online media and chatting with friends (direct or 
computer-mediated). Not to trust institutions and authoritative personalities is 
a matter of principle, although groundless. The elderly consumption pattern is 
distinguished by a higher level of trust in linear electronic media. 

Over half of the elderly categorically recognize false news as mixing real facts 
with fiction (half-truth), on the same footing as the circumstances that influence 
the audience’s emotions and beliefs in order to ignore objective facts.

The older audiences are aware of the nuances and the various forms of “fake 
news”. They have the confidence to recognize them and counteract them. With 
the age of respondents growing, their confidence that they are unaffected by 
the harmful effects of untrustworthy information increases.

For younger users, high self-esteem is likely to be tied to the fact that 
they are very well familiar with the technological environment in which fake 

Figure 4: Fake news vulnerability level
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content is distributed as a matter of priority. As they devote much of their time 
to it, they have the means of identifying and blocking technology (software, 
mobile applications) on unreliable sites and enjoy the support of their online 
community. Young people are hardly under the influence of traditional media 
(radio, television and the press) as they rarely (or at all) do not use them (Capital, 
2013). In addition, the audiences aged 18-30 (65.5%) and 31-55 years (33.33%) 
tend to carry out their own research on the reliability of information, including – 
the usage of specialized software or mobile applications. Elderly people tend to 
rely on the good faith of journalists and content authors (63%), and most of all, 
on their own life experiences of distinguishing the truth from falsehood (50% of 
56-63-year-olds and 32% of the aged 64+) (Figure 5).

During the EU Online Media Summit, organized by the European Broadcasting 
Union and held on 22 October 2015 in Dublin, Ireland (Eurovision, 2015), it 
was pointed out that young retirees in Western Europe are an underestimated 
(market and not just market ) niche. The clarification that this is valid for 
Western Europe societies is by no means casual. Experts stated that “young 
retirees”, i. e. people aged about 60, can be productive (both “lucrative” and 
still active in the economy). These are people with still strong social activity and 
social contacts. They have free financial resources (pensions) that they could 
and would like to spend. Moreover, despite the perception that information 
technology and new media are “on and off” for the young people, in fact, for 
the “young retirees in the West” the digital world is no strange at all. In fact, 

Figure 5: Means and methods of news verification
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today’s “young retirees” are the people who created the Internet and laid the 
foundations for satellite technologies, mobile communications and everything 
that is now taken for granted and is easy to use. On the other hand, this is 
the generation that grew up with punk, with the music of Sex Pistols, and 
it can hardly be called “congested” (conservative). In short, young retirees 
are a niche that is actively present in the digital society and is waiting to be 
recognized in the digital services market.

In Bulgaria, the technological revolution is not very late, compared to the 
Western world. In the 20s of the 20th century, Bulgarian listeners have their 
own Radio. The Bulgarian National Television, which began broadcasting 
in the late 1950s, is the first in the Balkans. The 70s and 80s are marked 
by the rise of electronics. At that time Bulgaria produced its own brands of 
computers, computing machines, processors, magnetic heads, compact 
discs, radio and television sets, telephones and telephone exchanges, radio 
navigation equipment, etc. Bulgarian scientists and engineers participated 
in space programs and projects. The golden age of Bulgarian electronics is 
between 1975 and 1990. 

The backbone of these industry branches are the generations born in the 
1950s and 1960s - today’s “young retirees” of Bulgaria aged between 60 and 
70, as well as people on the border of active working age and pre-retirement, 
perceived as the “the technological generation” (the baby boomers), unlike 
the “internet generation” (X and Y) of their children and grandchildren today. 
Their contribution to the Bulgarian economy and society is felt today. 

 The people of these generations do not correspond to the usual notion 
of today’s Bulgarian pensioner - poor, poorly educated, receptive to 
foreign suggestions, heavily dependent on the political situation and power 
decisions. On the contrary, these are people who are able to get their 
professional chance and for whom the digital world is not alien. That is why 
the “generation” of people around 50-67 has to be separated in a special 
group when discussing financial security, handling modern technical devices, 
making decisions, forming and maintaining an opinion.

Communication technical literacy, as far as it is fundamental to the 
functioning of consumers in the modern information ecosystem, has one 
more specific feature among the elderly in Bulgaria. Like “young retirees” 
who do not have a technical education and have not worked in technology 
sectors, older people are also interested in developing skills to work with 
online information sources, smartphones and social networks, call and 
messaging applications such as Skype, Messenger, WhatsApp, etc. This 
literacy is often the only chance for communication between older people and 
their descendants, scattered, mostly on economic downturns, at different 
points in the globalized world. On the other hand, it enables pensioners to 
establish contacts and thus overcome social exclusion.
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At first glance, this puts the older users in the position of the most 
vulnerable part of the media audience. But not if the modern view is taken 
that the public is sustainable, including significant attempts at manipulation, 
triggering various emotional, value and cognitive barriers, and when it prefers 
to get social referrals from close people instead of media. At the same time, 
these audiences are susceptible to messages that are timely, interesting, 
personally oriented and which meet their expectations, understanding and 
experience, messages that help decrease their feelings of being socially 
insecure as well as reduce their psychological and cognitive discomfort 
(Petev, 2009: 95-108). On the other hand, especially this segment of the 
audiences seem to be the subject of personalized media messages and is 
underestimated in the development of policy and marketing strategies. 

The fact is that with age, the percentage of people willing to use technical 
means to denounce unreliable content is decreasing. However, to consider that 
insufficient technical and media literacy are inherent characteristics of people of 
retirement age is completely wrong. Their technical skills and abilities must be 
seen in the historical context of the time they have been acquired and developed. 

Respondents are most likely to have the greatest importance in terms of 
age (78%), education (50.64%) and residence (27%) as factors determining 
the extent of unreliable consumer impact. The most vulnerable are the  
adolescents aged 15-18 (28.33%), as well as the elderly aged 64+ (28.33%), 
those with the primary education (38%), and residents in small settlements in 
the countryside (18%) (Figure 6).

Figure 6: Most trusted media
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According to the survey, television continues to enjoy the trust of over half of 
the respondents and remains the most preferred among people in active and 
retirement age.

Every sixth of the respondents relies on trustworthy information on the 
radio, while social networks and the social media, as well as websites, are 
completely discredited. Almost 33% of the users state that there are no 
such media which can be trusted. The results of the survey confirm the 
sustained trust in television as a medium in Bulgaria, registered in the last 
two years by the Open Society Institute within the framework of the Report 
on Public Attitudes to Democracy, the Rule of Law and Fundamental Rights. 
According to the report, television is the main source of information for 74% 
of Bulgarians in 2016 (Open Society, 2017). The Alfa Research Agency in its 
National Representative Survey indicates television as the main source of 
information, especially on domestic and international issues for 90% of the 
Bulgarians (Alpha, 2017). Compared to other EU countries, Bulgarians watch 
more television, read fewer newspapers and listen less to radio programmes 
(European Commission, 2014). An explanation can be sought in the impact 
of personality in a frame on the audience, which creates a sense of “eye 
to eye” communication, devoid of anonymity. This resilience to the interest 
in television in Bulgaria is against the backdrop of a worldwide decline in 
traditional media consumption, as recorded in 2016 (WARC, 2016). Still, 
forecasts are for TV to keep a slight lead over the Internet in 2018.

Discussion

When assessing the vulnerability of elderly people in Bulgaria in the 
contemporary media environment, it should be borne in mind that they are 
not a homogeneous group of people. Apart from the traditional division of 
people at pre-retirement and retirement age, there is another intermediate 
generation, whose characteristics are sharply different from the traditional 
perception of older adults in Bulgaria. The “technological” generation (today’s 
Bulgarians at the age of 50-67), which ensured the boom of the high-tech 
industry in Bulgaria in two socio-economic systems, has a high social 
status, a good financial position and opportunities for coping in the modern 
technology and information environment. Media, marketing, and political PR 
specialists should view them as a group with significant, underestimated 
potential, rather than as people with disruptive functions in society.

Along with the increase in the activity of the middle-aged people on social 
networks, the older people’s aspirations to learn about online skills are 
growing. Enhancing the communication and media literacy of the elderly 
should be encouraged by the governmental and the non-governmental sector 
as it satisfies several needs simultaneously: communicating with relatives who 
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have emigrated abroad, overcoming social exclusion by establishing contacts 
with people with similar interests, diversifying the channels for obtaining a 
variety of information, providing an opportunity to check its credibility, etc.

According to the survey, the teenagers and the oldest, poorly educated, 
mostly living in the countryside users of media content can be considered as 
truly vulnerable participants in the contemporary media ecosystem. But while 
for adolescents it is due to their immaturity, for the elderly it is a stable part of 
their value system, along with goodwill and faith in the good intentions of the 
other, the willingness to give and receive help, etc. 

Against the backdrop of the popularity of traditional media, journalists in 
the radio, the television and the press should try to justify and preserve their 
trust, otherwise, they risk losing some of their most faithful admirers - the 
older audiences. This can be done by providing reliable information on topics 
important for the elderly: internal politics, security and public order, economy 
and finance.
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Abstract

The dominant conception of the child in the middle ages was that of 
“innocence, naivety and fragility” (DeMolen, 1991) and has persisted over 
the years. One of the main disseminators of this rhetoric is media. Media 
and cinema take into account the economic, social and cultural factors 
of childhood, yet the child remains to be “the epitome of vulnerability and 
innocence” (Lemish, 2013). With this narrow comprehension, there are still 
numerous facets of the child that remain unexplored. 

The connection between children and vulnerability is nuanced with various 
layers of complexity but its representation in media creates and reinforces 
a simplistic and reductionist notion of childhood. Children are considered 
as a vulnerable group for their susceptibility to “systematic rape, abduction, 
mutilation” in times of war and disasters. (UNICEF, 2017)

The genre of war films uses children as narrative tools to explore political, 
psychological and social aspects in extreme conditions. This study explores 
the anti-war film, Turtles Can Fly (2004) by Bahman Ghobadi. Set in Iraq 
under Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship, the film explores the experiences of 
children in Kurdish refugee camp on the Iraqi-Turkish border on the eve of the 
US invasion. 
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The purpose of this paper is to explore varying comprehensions and 
representations of childhood and children as a vulnerable group in the advent 
of social adversities such as war and disasters. Turtles Can Fly understands 
the ‘child in refuge’ not just as a monolithic construct of ‘fragile helplessness’ 
but a polemic explication. This could progress our mechanisms to help and 
embrace the versatility of children, of tribulations and calamities.

Keywords: Child, War, Refugee, Narrative, Vulnerability, Childhood, Cinema

Introduction

The representations of war and conflict have attempted to incorporate a 
variety of experiences which spring from the numerous strata of society. 
It is crucial for the interpretation of any armed conflict to be perceived 
through various lenses in terms of gender, religion, class, caste and age 
differences, thereby exposing the countless stories of different individuals 
each experiencing the same conflict in countless ways. Amongst the 
divergent sections of society, children and their experiences play an essential 
role in the depiction and interpretation of the war. In her paper, “Impact of 
War on Children and Imperative to End War”, author Joanna Santa Barbara 
(2006) emphasises Unicef’s definition of children as a vulnerable group as 
they are known to be the most affected by the trauma of armed conflict. 
Children are thought to be the most vulnerable in these situations, for they 
are expected to depend on the care, empathy and love from caretakers and 
adults, subtracting which, allows for exposure and unguarded interactions 
with the obscenities of war. Childhood, as Barbara (2006) comprehends is 
psychologically the most important aspect of an individual’s life, as this period 
significantly shapes the personality and experiences of the adolescent and 
further adult years of life. She further notes the conception of the child as an 
image of innocence and naivety is only true, if not exposed to the demons 
and deaths of the world, which, she reiterates, is of course not possible 
(Barbara, 2006). Through the atrocities of war, children are often exposed 
to death, injury, illness, disability, rape and prostitution which not only affect 
the psyche and emotional quotient of the individual (Barbara, 2006), but also 
impacts notions of morality and humanity. 

Children: The ‘helpless’ face of war

The history of representation of the child in times of war and conflict has more 
often than not reinforced a stereotypical notion of fragility, helplessness and 
constantly in need of adult care and protection. Labeau (2008) understands 
the trope of childhood and the perception of the child to persist the existence 
of innocence and purity in the world. This said, the nature of visual culture, is 
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its highly politicized representation of war and disasters. In their book, “War 
and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century”, Winter and Sivan (2000) explain 
the narrative of the victimization of the child to be an essential trope in the 
retelling and memorialization of the war. The notion of excessive vulnerability 
is painted onto the child, thereby inducing and immediately catering to the 
audience’s sympathy (Winter & Sivan, 2000). 

Award-winning war photographer, Nicole Tung (2016) explains the reason 
for this portrayal of the ‘child in war’ through the famous pictures of Omran 
Daqneesh, the 5 year old boy pictured with bruises and blood in the back of 
an ambulance and that of a Syrian Kurdish boy Aylan Kurdi, who was found 
dead on the beach in Turkey. Tung (2016) understands the pictures of children 
to be almost a strategic form of representation; children in the pictures are 
both very young and motionless, in terms of the facial compositions which 
often resonates with adults, particularly those who have children. The 
emotionless face of Omran Daqneesh is often interpreted as a complete 
shock of both body and mind, which only helps the case in portraying the 
loss of innocence and perhaps a healthy life. Tung (2016) notes, that the 
picture of Aylan Kurdi portrays the death of young children, which made 
audiences uncomfortable. Ghastly and morbid photographs of children 
do not necessarily hold the attention of audiences (Tung, 2016). Here, the 
apparent notion of the child and its being are strong enough to pull the 
audience into the pictures but does not necessarily showcase the complete 
brutality of the armed conflict. In the attempt to formulate an image of the 
war, the media often eliminates different child narratives. This builds a narrow 
conception of children, as well as the impacts of war on them. 

Cinema is not inoculated from this trope, for many war films represent the 
brutality of war through a singular notion of the “fragile”, “innocent” and the 
“naive” child (“The Tin Drum”, 1980; “Life Is Beautiful”, 1997). While these films 
are necessary and indeed representatives of the child in war, the perpetuation 
of this trope is exclusive and does not allow diverse perspectives on the 
impacts of war on children, thereby constructing or rather restricting the 
exposure and access to the many different voices and their subsequent 
stories. With this in mind, the film, Turtles Can Fly, attempts to provide varying 
stories of children through numerous perspectives, taking into account the 
differences in gender, minority status, personalities and experiences, in the 
advent of war, disability, sexual violence and death.

Lākpošthā Ham Parvāz Mikonand/Turtles Can Fly

Bahman Ghobadi’s Turtles Can Fly (2004) is an anti-war film and the first film 
to have been shot in Iraq after the Saddam Hussein’s rule (1979 - 2003). The 
film is set in a Kurdish refugee camp on the Iraq-Turkish border, on the eve of 
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the U.S Invasion of Iraq. The film has no particular protagonist and tells the 
story of myriad children, whose lives are intertwined with each other. Satellite, 
a young adolescent boy is introduced first and is depicted to be a dynamic 
leader amongst the children of the camp. He is known for his installation of 
dishes and antennae for his fellow refugees, and with his limited knowledge 
of English attempts to translate the news of Saddam Hussein to the camp’s 
elders. He is also shown to be manipulative and shrewd and organizes the 
dangerous sweeping and clearing of minefields, in order to trade undetonated 
American mines for food, supplies and even weapons. Amongst his group 
of refugee boys, many of them are injured and disabled, including Satellite’s 
right-hand man, Pashow who has lost one of his legs. The film’s parallel 
narrative introduces Agrin, a young Kurdish girl who enters the camp along 
with her older disabled brother Hengov and the young Riga. The audience is 
given the impression that Riga is their younger brother but later reveals that 
he is Agrin’s child from rape. Hengov is shown to be a very caring brother 
who possesses the gift of clairvoyance. 

Satellite falls for Agrin, who is perpetually stone-faced, either lost in thought 
or bitter of her experiences in her village. The film reveals that Agrin’s village 
was invaded by Iraqi soldiers who raped her and disabled her brother. 
The film speaks of the mental and emotional trauma Agrin faces, with her 
responsibilities of being a mother to Riga behind closed doors. Riga’s existence 
is considered a social stigma and his presence is a constant reminder of the 
atrocity she faced. Troubled with the dilemma and trauma, Agrin attempts to 
commit suicide, and kill Riga many times, but doesn’t go through with it. 

Meanwhile, the film depicts the deteriorating conditions of the war, as 
Satellite and the other refugee children prepare for the worse by learning how 
to man and use heavy weaponry to protect themselves. The film reaches its 
climax when Hengov is met with a vision of the future indicating the arrival 
of US troops to Iraq and the fall of Saddam Hussein. Hengov’s vision comes 
true in the film when US helicopters are shown hovering over the camp and 
with the explosion of Saddam Hussein’s statue. At the same time, Agrin 
commits suicide and Hengov finds the body of Riga in a lake, drowned by 
Agrin. The film ends with a disabled Satellite, peering deep into the camera, 
lost of all his charm and optimism for the future, and realizes that though the 
US has entered Iraq, his home is left in shackles and shreds and that he can 
never be the same. 

Construction and representation of vulnerable children in war

Daniela Kruger’s article (2016) on the understanding of social vulnerability in 
disasters (both natural and man-made), cannot be viewed in isolation. There 
is constant friction with concepts of race, ethnicity, age, gender and class 
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in conceptualizing vulnerability of people. Kruger (2016) understands the 
influence of these variables to alter the degrees of social vulnerability and 
experiences of the disaster. The acknowledgment of this intersectionality 
in the representation of stories of refugees, war and violence is crucial, for 
only then does it promote an inclusive narrative of trauma, conflict and even 
comfort. This very intersectionality seeps into the representation of childhood, 
which allows children to be understood not as one homogeneous group 
of vulnerability, but be identified with all the divergent comprehensions and 
experiences of the same disaster. 

Turtles Can Fly tells the excruciating stories of the young victims of the 
attempted Kurdish ethnic cleansing in Iraq by Baathist leader, Saddam Hussein, 
along with Hussein’s war against the US. The film throws light on the different 
impacts of war through the medium of children, thereby not representing 
the child merely as a being of absorption, but of independent thoughts, and 
personalities. Further, the film capitalizes and emphasizes the facet of varied 
social vulnerabilities. Lori Peek (2008) understands social vulnerability to be 
an excessive form of susceptibility based on social differences, such as age, 
gender, ethnicity etc. Peek understands that a disabled child in war will be 
more susceptible to the atrocities of the war and its war crimes than a child 
without disabilities. Peek also explains the social vulnerability of girl children 
to be higher, for they are often physically and sexually abused. Further, the 
social vulnerability in relations to ethnicity and religion must be explored to 
better understand the experiences of children in situations of war and refuge. 
For example, the Kurdish minority in Iraq, faced inequality and violence, solely 
based on their ethnicity. This said, Turtles Can Fly, provides a multifarious, 
intersectional representation of the same war, while also representing the 
different construction and comprehensions of childhood and the ‘child’. 

Disabled children in war

Ghobadi’s take on proposing ‘different’ children includes his depiction 
of disabilities and injuries in the advent of the war. Satellite’s right-hand 
man Pashow, is shown with only one leg, presumably from a sudden 
detonation of mines. Throughout the film, Pashow has little to no disdain 
for his condition and regards it to be part of his life. This matter of fact and 
normalized representation of disability in children living in refugee camps is 
an empowering narrative as it does not invoke sympathy but gives agency 
to the differently able. Further, the film sports a scene in which Pashow is 
shown to be indifferent to his disability and he uses his injured leg in play to 
mimic a rifle. In support of this representation, former Education and Culture 
Minister of Mozambique, Graca Marchel (2001) argues that there are external 
expectations on third parties involved (Government, NGOs) to penetrate the 
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lived reality of the child. This further accentuates the image of helplessness 
and the rather singular perspective of fragility is reiterated, further excluding 
varying representations of disabilities and their sensitization.

Paul Hunt (1991) explains the exclusion and perhaps even depression due to 
the disability is often an invasive adult social construct which is further used to 
cement an image of disability and children. Ghobadi’s alternative understanding 
of disability and the child’s perspective of their predicament extends to the 
character of Hengov, who had lost his arms to the violence of the Iraqi soldiers. 
Despite his disability, Hengov is shown to dismantle the mines with his teeth, 
and carry Riga on his chest, depicting a sense of haunting indifference and 
perhaps even acceptance of his situation. This highlights his desperation 
for survival and that of his family. The film also sports all the children to be 
completely independent in their situation. The audience is never told of the 
families of these children, who seldom discuss their parents and other elders 
as well. This provides a cinematic representation of the disabled child provides 
agency to differently able, highlighting their independence. 

Gendering the ‘child’

Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity (1988) understands all 
bodies to be gendered at the very beginning of their social existence. Butler 
(1988) further states that there is no “natural body”, and is always culturally 
inscribed. Therefore the body is not a state of being, rather a state of doing, 
ultimately causing the actions of the individual to define their gendered 
identity. These various actions that are ‘becoming’ of different genders are 
seen to perpetuate childhood, for as Butler reiterates, the gendering of a body 
is a process that begins at an early age. Now, this gendered self must be able 
to comply with the set notions, influenced by society, race, ethnicity, religion 
and even family structure. In the case of Agrin, the only female character 
depicted in Turtles Can Fly, she must perform her gender, for she has been 
taught and expected to do so. Agrin’s social role is not merely confined to 
that of a sister to Hengov, but she is also the mother of Riga, the child of her 
rape by the Iraqi soldiers. Though Agrin is shown to nourish her son Riga, 
she is not shown to be in the mental state to nurture him. As his mother, 
she is expected to provide him not only shelter and food but also love and 
compassion, two emotions which she struggles with, considering her age 
and his presence as a constant reminder of her traumatic event. 

Miller (2011) understands the girl child to be a facet of reassurance, of 
nurture, sympathy and compassion. The feminine nature of the girl child 
is characterized by her power of empathy and to nurture, both emotions 
of which Agrin is shown to lack. The authors Yavneh & Miller (2011) also 
understand this reassurance to extend to the siblings of the family, such as 
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the younger sisters and brothers and even older male siblings. The female 
child must be prepared to nurture the growth of her family in any way 
possible. This is an interesting aspect, for Agrin’s role to nurture Riga is rather 
taken upon his uncle, her older brother Hengov, who seemingly understands 
Agrin’s plight, yet shows compassion to the innocent Riga. Hengov is shown 
to care for his nephew through Agrin’s battle with depression, hopelessness 
and even social stigma of being an unwed mother and a rape victim. 

Ghobadi includes the notions of depression, anxiety and PTSD in children 
of war. Karen L Kinnear’s “Childhood Sexual Abuse: A Reference Handbook” 
(2007), depicts the severe sexual exploitation of refugee camps and war zones 
towards children, for they are the most susceptible, physically, psychologically 
and emotionally, hence become easy targets. Overcome with the trauma of 
her past, Agrin is shown to attempt to commit suicide multiple times, until she 
ultimately gives into her urges in the final part of the film. Ghobadi’s depiction 
of depression and trauma is shown to manifest in Agrin, for she is often shown 
to possess no expression, moving through the entire film without sporting a 
smile. The final attempt at suicide is also a form of euthanasia, for she first 
drowns Riga, perhaps in an attempt to spare him from the social injustice in 
the future, and then jumps to her death to rid herself of the grief and trauma.

Magic and the ‘child in refuge’

The use of magic in relation to the child has been an intrinsic facet in the 
construction of childhood. Saara Vielma (2015) notes that the dominant 
association of fragility, innocence and purity with children often leads to an 
assimilation of magic into the rhetoric, while magic is often met with reluctance 
in the adult sphere. In children, whose imagination and the world is much 
more open and ‘new’, allows them to be the perfect carriers of magic in media 
(Vielma,2015). 

Bahman Ghobadi’s utilization of magic is seen in his creation of the 
character of Hengov. Hengov is shown to possess a rare gift of acquiring 
visions from the future. Though this may seem in his favour, Hengov’s visions 
often bring with them pain and suffering, which is inflicted on his family. The 
first instance of this is heard from Agrin, as she recounts the repercussions of 
Hengov’s past vision to have brought the Iraqi soldiers to their village, which 
resulted in her rape, his dismemberment and the murder of their family. Ian 
Wojik-Andrews (2000) understands magic and the supernatural to be an 
essential rhetoric in the association with the child, which often translates 
into a more whimsical and subdued form of representation. This said, the 
assimilation of magic in Hengov’s character refutes the whimsical and ideal 
notion of the same, which furthers the narrative of trauma and its influence on 
the hegemonic representations of childhood and magic. 
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This form of magic is emphasizes the pervasive nature of the war and its 
traumatic enterprise, which has since constructed different comprehensions 
and perceptions of supernatural ‘gifts’, in the narrative of childhood. The 
trauma of wars is reiterated through this trope when Hengov has a vision of 
the US invasion, followed by the tragic repercussion of this vision. The vision 
results in the tragic death of his nephew and sister. This shows that Ghobadi 
uses magic and magical elements to support his ‘anti-war’ position. The loss 
and pain of wars and displacement cannot and will not magically disappear. 
While Agrin is haunted by memories of the past trauma, Hengov is haunted by 
the future through his visions. This shows the persistence of loss and agony, 
where the past, present and future of these children is uncertain. 

Refugee camp as a space for children

Richard Ek’s (2006) research on Italian political philosopher Giorgio Agamben, 
understands the spatiality of the ‘camps’ in wars to include power dynamics 
and critically examines the influence of the camp’s atmosphere on daily life. 
Editors Joanna de Berry and Jo Boyden (2005) contend that violence and 
warfare in or around the refugee camp permeate into the lives of children 
living in the camps. Violence is often displayed by children against each other 
through the nature of the play, which further manifests into extreme violent 
behaviour and personalities in the future (Berry & Boyden, 2005). In the film, 
the Kurdish refugee camp set on the Iraqi-Turkish border is heavily run down 
and isolated, with little information and scarcity of resources. There is food 
shortage and children are shown distributing gas masks. To make ends meet, 
children collect mines and exchange them in the markets. The film depicts an 
increasing influence of war in all aspects of daily life, especially play. Satellite 
and his comrades do not go to school and while there is some makeshift 
arrangement for schooling, their teacher is absorbed by the war and unable to 
teach them. Their ‘education’ is in the form of survival skills they acquire. They 
self-learn how to use gas masks, remove mines, handle guns and seek shelter. 
This ‘learning’ is essential to survive the brutalities of war. Most children are 
shown to combine this ‘learning’ with play in these spaces of refuge. The 
refugee camp, therefore, acts as a pivotal influence on the construction of 
childhood in refugee, which is depicted to be ridden with violence, grief, 
trauma and fear. 

Varied representations of the child

An interesting feature of the film is the noticeable absence of adult characters. 
However, the film depicts the presence of normative adult characteristics 
in children. The film’s pseudo-protagonist, Satellite, whose real name is 
never mentioned, is shown to embody the characteristics of manipulation, 
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manoeuvring and even borders on exploitation of other refugee children in the 
picking and reselling of the American mines. Jackie C. Horne (2011) speaks 
of the ‘romantic child’ first seen in the works of Rousseau and Wordsworth. 
Horne further uses Judith Ploz’s (2001) explanation of the ‘romantic child’ to 
be “a sanctuary of valuable but socially endangered psychic powers”. This 
predominant idea of the child still holds onto the associations of the child with 
idealism and faith which has since created a certain barrier of what one must 
‘be’ or ‘possess’ to be considered a child in the narrative (Horne, 2011). 

In contrast to the dominant notion of the ‘romantic child’, Satellite’s character 
is shown to be wily, jealous and even at times oppressive in his leadership. 
Satellite’s exhibition of ‘adult-like’ or rather ‘mature’ roles is shown in his 
orchestration of food and shelter, his negotiation for arms and weaponry for the 
personal protection of the inmates of the camp. Satellite also provides certain 
emotional security for his group by constantly instilling their faith at the end 
of the war. Horne’s book, “History and the Construction of the Child in Early 
British Children’s Literature” (2011) understands the construction of the child 
to be “edenic, natural and asocial”, all of which refute the character of Satellite. 
His character can be understood as an essential tool in providing a different 
understanding of the child and childhood. 

Yet, in complete contrast to the charter of Satellite is the character of 
Shirkoh. Shirkoh is shown to often speak, cry and attempt to cheer up his 
leaders in a very conventional ‘childlike’ manner, thereby conforming to the 
dominant narrative of childhood and the child. This is particularly interesting, as 
the film portrays violence and trauma to have ‘transformed’ many of the child 
characters, Shirkoh persists as an exception. Shirkoh’s character retains the 
traditional idea of purity and innocence associated with children of that age. 

Minority status and refugee children

Another important facet of the film is its representation of a minority 
community, the Kurdish people of Iraq. Bahman Ghobadi’s cast composed 
of only Iraqi-Kurds, who embodied the pain of atrocities committed 
towards the Kurdish community. David J Griffiths’ (2000) introduction 
states Saddam Hussein’s Baathist party to have waged war against the 
Iraqi Kurds, citing the difference in sects of Islam and inequalities in the 
past. The majority of Iraq was governed by the Sunni sect of Islam, while 
the Kurdish community was seen to follow the Shia faith of Islam (Griffiths, 
2000). Adding to this tension was the many rebellions of the Kurds against 
the central Iraq authority that began shortly after the fall of the Ottoman 
Empire. This instability and retaliation of the Kurds instigated, what is known 
as the Kurdish genocide, wherein millions of Kurds were tortured, raped and 
murdered (Griffiths, 2000).
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The Kurdish refugees, in Ghobadi’s film, are portrayed to be secluded and 
hardly provided with basic resources such as food, clothing, shelter and even 
minimum medical resources. Griffiths (2000) notes the violence against the 
Kurds was both physical and sexual, as shown in the narrative of Agrin and 
Hengov. Hengov’s dismemberment and Agrin’s gang rape were seen to be 
forms of ethnic violence, for the Iraqi soldiers sent on the mission of ethnic 
cleansing, would ravage Kurdish villages, kill the young men and boys and rape 
the girls. Though Ghobadi’s film sparks no explicit discourse on the treatment 
and stratification of the Kurdish community, he depicts and understands 
violence against children, who are members of a minority community.

Love, hope and fear: Formation of a varied child community

Harpviken (2009) understands that emotions such as love, compassion, 
infatuation, anger, fear and hope are often common among refugees that 
provide a common ground for the formation of relationships of aid - physically, 
emotionally and psychologically among people. The interactions of Satellite 
and his followers spark the emotional capacity of compassion and assurance 
of each other. 

The film also shows adolescent infatuation in Satellite towards Agrin; the 
emotion is understandably an emotion of childhood and growth portrayed in 
a space of violence and pain. Along with love, the friendship between Satellite 
and Pashow attempts to instill unity and companionship to find hope and the 
strength to survive. Harpviken (2009) states the importance of love, family 
and friendship in situations of refuge, and particularly for children, as they 
find it necessary to create a safe space and community at all times. This is 
translated into the film when we see Satellite and Pashow attempt to cheer a 
distraught lonely Riga, and in the final instance when Satellite saves Riga from 
a minefield. The film sports the very need for these children to stick together 
and protect each other to preserve their community and their family 

Vulnerability, war and the child: Need for different narratives

The film Turtles Can Fly attempts to depict the various notions of childhood in 
traumatic situations, perhaps to construct a new narrative of children and for 
other children as audiences. This very idea is crucial to the study of disasters 
and war, for an accurate depiction of the effects of extreme, traumatic events 
on numerous children. This is an essential tool for better understanding 
various types of children, their varied experiences and the different 
manifestations in the child as well, to perhaps provide different relatable and 
also accessible stories of the same war. Vahed (1999) specifically explores 
the case of the ‘Muslim child’ in armed conflicts and speaks of the child as a 
being of complex layers, such as culture, religion, gender, race and ethnicity. 
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The idea of categorization of children into a separate vulnerable group could 
perhaps not be enough, for it promotes homogeneity in the perception of 
child vulnerability (Vahed, 1999). This apparent composite segregation does 
not account for the polemic nature of its members and therefore eradicates 
the multiplicity involved in child vulnerability. Along with this, the image of 
war must be multifarious, to aid the exposure of the different narratives in the 
understanding of the same war.

 In conclusion, the conception of the child is not monolithic in nature and 
should not be considered so. Though the psychological, physical, emotional 
and mental states of children are particularly under-developed, Cassidy (2007) 
reiterates the child does not solely absorb their surroundings, but rather soak, 
analyze, feel and emote. All of this must be acknowledged and accepted in 
attempting to truly understand childhood. Turtles Can Fly is an important 
movie, for it not only provides a different perception to the war in Iraq but 
raises to the platform, many unheard stories and varying forms of vulnerability. 
Therefore, the film urges audiences to perceive children as beings with 
independent hearts and souls, and with so much more to say. 
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Abstract

An awareness of global fashion sector’s negative external impacts is 
motivating the fashion industry to move towards a sustainable fashion with 
less negative social-ecological impacts. The circular economy is promoted 
as a solution for this unsustainability. In an ongoing science-business 
collaboration, the Planetary Boundaries concept science-based analysis of 
risks and resilience of the Earth system. Secondly, Circular Economy, aiming 
to decouple economic growth from environmental degradation. 

These proposed solutions do not address the social dimensions or the 
practice of dress, individual’s everyday perpetuated activity through which 
the abstract notion of fashion is embodied. They exclude the numerous 
negotiations that happen when individuals get dressed; those between the 
individual, social norms and values, the fashion system, the social context of 
usage and individual’s habitus. It is not in fashion’s nature to go back, thus 
old clothes are not fashion, one reason for difficulties lifting the second-hand 
market up from being a niche. Thus, then attempt to transform the fashion 
system without addressing the essential activity of individual’s getting dressed. 

I argue that individual’s everyday perpetuated activity of getting dressed 
are linked to negative environmental impacts on a global biophysical 
scale. Furthermore, that transformation of the fashion system towards 
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sustainability entails acknowledging entities from all stratified layers, and 
that transformations are unfeasible by mere techno-economical solutions 
or new business models irrespective of the inclusion of scientific data on 
biophysical processes. Finally, that key theory of social-ecological resilience 
and complex adaptive systems are limited for weaving together the concepts 
hybridity, modernity and fashion. Individual’s desire of neophilia as a driver of 
the fashion system is an imperative part needed to be acknowledged when 
developing new business models for prolonged use of clothes.

 
Keywords Fashion, Complex social-ecological system, Transformation, Consumption,
Sustainability

Fashion as a social and ecological system

The fashion industry is an increasingly sizeable global industry. In the last 
decade the total private consumption in Sweden has increased by 25%, 
and during the same period, consumption of textiles increased by 40% 
(Naturvårdsverket 2013). The result of the industry’s linear business model 
is an increasing amount of textile waste, carbon emissions, freshwater 
and chemical usage and social equity problems (Roos et al. 2015, Zamani 
2016, H&M 2017). The social and ecological impacts induced by the fashion 
industry are driven by individuals’ consumption of fast fashion, here defined 
as – cheap fashion garments frequently updated in large retail chains 
(Entwistle 2000, Zamani 2016). Consumer demand for fashion with less social 
and ecological impact is increasing. An awareness of its negative external 
impacts is motivating the fashion industry to seek to transform towards a 
sustainable fashion system.

I want to understand what defines a sustainable fashion system and where 
a joint framework combining the Planetary boundaries and Circular Economy 
would be situated in that system. The social-ecological problems caused 
by the fashion industry encompass complex interdependencies between 
individuals, businesses and ecosystems. Thus, the global fashion system 
faces mounting challenges towards social and ecological sustainability. My 
intention is to develop a theoretical understanding of a sustainable fashion 
system. I explore a perpetuated micro-scale activity – getting dressed each 
day – as a driver of the fashion system, aiming to help in redefining and 
clarifying the dynamics of fashion as a complex social-ecological system, to 
enable a transformation to a sustainable fashion system. 
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A framework for understanding fashion as a system

The stratified reality of the fashion system. Based on the meta-theory of 
Critical Realism I have developed a four-level framework to structure my 
understanding of the fashion system. A Critical Realist metatheory is useful for 
understanding the fashion system because it supports my position is that the 
real world consists of both material and non-material hierarchically ordered i.e. 
stratified systems. I understand the fashion system as an open system having 
external interactions i.e. a complex system. Critical Realism recognizes that 
human ideas have causal effects on the material physical world, and views 
social aspects as inseparable from physical matters.

A central idea of Critical realism is that ontology (the nature of reality, 
as something suitable to be an object of investigation) is not reducible to 
epistemology (our knowledge of reality, which is constructed from a particular 
standpoint or experience) (Bhaskar 2008). The ontology of Critical Realism 
distinguishes three domains: 1) the empirical level i.e. what is observed or 
sensed by human beings, 2) the actual level i.e. events that take place and 3) 
the real level i.e. agencies independent of both mind and society.  
Higher-level phenomena are irreducible to the lower-level phenomena as 
“particular structures give rise to certain causal powers, tendencies, or ways 
of acting” (Mingers et al. 2013). 

Critical Realism identifies the real as emerging from complex interactions 
between dynamic, open and stratified systems, both natural and social. 
Emergence is important as it clarifies a focus on individual activity within 
macro-level systems. Getting dressed is thus impossible to overlook when 
addressing a sustainable fashion system. From this follows that social 
aspects are inseparable from physical matters and that human ideas have 
causal effects on the material physical world. For example, fashion cannot be 
predicted by society, but it cannot exist without it. Critical realism, therefore, 
precludes studying social objects autonomously from material objects when 
researching social-ecological systems. For inclusion of both social and 
material objects when focusing the social, I refer to Critical realism’s concept 
of four-planar social being: material transactions with nature, interpersonal 
relations, social structure, and the stratification of the embodied personality 
(Bhaskar 2010).

A fashion system framework. My Critical realist understanding of the fashion 
system enables a structured framework differentiated into four strata or 
levels. To highlight the emergence between levels and that the boundaries are 
fluctuant and not strident, the levels in Figure 1, are separated using un-sharp 
and toned colours.
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• Biophysical, the level of the ecological life support system that underpins 
all human activities (e.g., climate, biodiversity, natural resources). 

• Material interaction, how people change the flows or distribution of the 
physical things (e.g., the global commodities trade). 

• Socio-economic, society’s consumption and economic structures (e.g., 
institutionalisation of the fashion system).

• Cultural, modes of expression and interaction. I refer to this level as 
entailing individual’s purpose of fashion.

Figure 2. The framework of the fashion system from a stratified critical realist 
perspective. The phenomenon of emergence links clothes-fashion-dress, 
e.g. the biophysical emerges from the culture which has emerged from the 
embodiment of dress.
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In a stratified fashion system, it is through the phenomenon of emergence 
that clothes emerge from fashion which has emerged from the embodiment 
of dress (Figure 2). This link between dress-fashion-clothes (Figure 1) shows – 
from a stratified critical realist perspective – that negative environmental effects 
from the fashion industry cannot be reduced to having a socio-technical 
solution. 

Concepts and theories used when studying fashion

Biophysical and material perspectives: Planetary boundaries and circular 
economy. Two frameworks are currently being joined in a science-business 
collaboration (Stockholmresilience.org, 2017). The Planetary Boundaries is 
a science-based analysis of risks and resilience of the Earth system which 
identifies nine “Earth-system processes and associated thresholds which, if 
crossed, could generate unacceptable environmental change” (Rockström 
et al. 2009). The planetary boundaries framework focuses on biophysical 
processes, i.e., the biophysical layer.

The circular economy model aims at using closed-loop production where 
resources use is prolonged and maximized with an intention “to decouple 
economic growth and development from the consumption of finite resources” 
(Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2013). The circular economy framework focuses 
on material flows in either a biological (renewable) or a technical (non-renewable) 
loops. The circular economy does not entail large-scale perspective on 
environmental or resource limits, material flows and thus, it mostly focuses on 
material interaction layer and only partially on not all the biophysical layer. 

Together these frameworks take a biophysical perspective, linking material 
and energy flows to Earth system processes. Epistemologically, a joint 
framework between planetary boundaries and circular economy addresses 
just two of the four stratified layers (Figure 2). The frameworks leave open the 
social and cultural dimensions of a sustainable fashion system, apart from 
economic aspects. Because the frameworks are unable to focus on any social 
or cultural aspects, this reduces sustainability to be achievable only through 
socio-technical solutions. Therefore, these concepts are necessary but not 
sufficient conditions for transforming the fashion system towards sustainability.

Social and cultural perspectives. From a from a stratified critical realist 
perspective, social and cultural theories show gaps and are not sufficient for 
understanding the fashion system, as they have a conspicuous absence of 
ecological perspectives. Table 1, shows how key theories applied in fashion 
studies are focusing on the non-material aspects, and that they leave out the 
material aspects that emerge from fashion. 



132 I CONSUMING THE ENVIRONMENT – PROCEEDINGS

Getting dressed: A perpetuated micro-level social activity. The dress is an essential 
aspect of the fashion system, as it is through dress that fashion emerges and 
the abstract and symbolic aspects of fashion embodies. Thus, without us 
getting dressed every day there would be no fashion. Based on nudity being 
socially unaccepted, the dress is here defined as an inter-subjective and social 
phenomenon, a practice used for social acceptance and as such fundamental 
to microsocial order. Fashion needs a social context and dress provides this 
as “dress is an intimate experience of the body and a public display of it”, e.g. 
both individual and social (Entwistle 2000). The everyday act of getting dressed 
links material interaction, the socio-economic and the cultural layers as “the 
dress, the body and the self in the social context are perceived simultaneously” 

Researcher Fashion perspective Short description of perspective Reference

Bourdieu, Pierre Social distinction
Describes how individuals interna-
lize and identifies with dominant 
social institutions and structures. 

Bourdieu 1990

Butler, Judith Gender 
Describes gender as performativi-
ty, as being acted by individuals.

Butler 2006

Derrida, Jacques
Post-modernism, 
Deconstruction

The concept of deconstruction is 
used within fashion to describe 
how fashion is used to contradict 
established social norms and 
values by dissolving conventional 
garments. 

Derrida and Spivak 
2016

Foucault, Michel
Power relations

Describes power as central and 
discursive, not something an 
individual or institution has, but 
constructed through practices. 

Foucault and Hurley 
1998

Simmel, George Personal distinction

Pioneering distinction between 
clothes and fashion, and the 
social dimensions of elegance 
and fashion as connected to 
relationships not clothes.

Purdy 2004

Kawamura,Yuniya Institutional system

Defines fashion as an institutional 
system that creates the discourse 
of fashion through regulatory 
processes

Kawamura 2005

Veblen, Thorstein Class distinction
Pioneering descriptions (first 
published 1899) of the connection 
between fashion and society.

Veblen and Banta 
2009

Table 1. Key sociological theories show a conspicuous absence 
of ecological perspectives.
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(Entwistle 2016). In a stratified reality, this interprets as the connection between 
the material and non-material.

Focusing on the body distinguishes from conventional studies on consumer 
behaviour which tend to focus more on consumer groups, their economic 
choices and how to increase sales. Placing the dressed body in centre, 
highlights the choices each individual make – in private – every day. This also 
highlights the “practical negotiation between the fashion system as a structured 
system, the social conditions of everyday life […] as well as the ‘rules’ or norms 
governing particular social situations” (Entwistle 2000). Therefore, focus on 
the everyday act of getting dressed can enrichen present theories applied 
in studies of social-ecological system and research related to the circular 
economy.

The part of individual identity that is constructed through the act of dressing 
the body, needs to be addressed as a social-ecological phenomenon. The 
choices on what to wear emerge from a negotiation between social norms 
and values and contemporary fashion (Entwistle 2000a). These negotiations 
are mixed with our experiences and skills of dress and financial status. 
Furthermore, the negotiations are influenced by our habitus – a concept 
coined by Bourdieu which refers to the physical embodiment of cultural capital. 
Habitus internalizes individual’s habits and skills gathered by life experiences 
(Bourdieu 1990).These components and negotiations are intertwined affecting 
the way we get dressed, button a shirt and put on socks in an ongoing 
practice. Contemporary fashion might be influential in these negotiations, but 
everyday choices in a dress are not driven by autonomous entities but from the 
sum of multiple cultural entities and individual’s negotiations.

Therefore, each individual is an active co-driver of the fashion system. 
Individuals and the fashion system have a co-dependency and are co-driving  
the fashion system. This co-dependency is an imperative aspect when 
understanding how ‘fast-fashion’ clothes manage to be perceived as 
polysemic, despite fast-fashion’s mass production of identical clothes. In the 
modern era of mass-production fast-fashion is democratized and available for 
all, but at the same time, it depersonalizes individualities by creating ‘a vision of 
‘totalitarian’ societies peopled by identical zombies in uniform’ (Wilson 2010). 
This irony is prevented by the manifold entities affecting individual’s choices in 
their act of getting dressed.

Fashion’s dependency on modernity. I suggest that modernity – as a driver 
without a finite destination – must be addressed in studies towards sustainable 
fashion. Definitions of fashion refer to various words and concepts such 
as social aspects, power, class, movement, system and change, and in all 
definitions, the wording ‘modernity’ is always present (Purdy 2004, Kawamura 
2005, Welters and Lillethun 2007, Holmberg 2008, Craik 2009, Wilson 2010). 
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Marx (2008) often-cited formulation of modernity as “all that is solid melts 
into air” captures an important essence of fashion, namely its perpetuated 
changes. Fashion promises an ultimate solution on how to look, this creates 
an irony in relation to ‘modernity,’ as fashion changes and the promised 
solutions are discarded and replaced with the speed of fast-fashion. 
Fashion’s objects change continuously, but the structures that promise 
something new and ‘modern’ and creates the abstract notions are maintained 
within the system. 

Modernity as both a word and a concept is a common denominator 
linking various sustainability concept combinations, confirming views on 
the relationship between man and nature. The repeated use of the concept 
‘modernism’ within industry, art and fashion, indicates its capture of cultural 
experiences of the industrial society. Modernity entails movement forward, 
rejecting present ideas or values which is a perpetuated activity of fashion 
(OED 2017a). Wilson (2013) refers to modernity as a useful way “of indicating 
the restless desire for change characteristic of cultural life in industrial 
capitalism, the desire for the new that fashion expresses so well”.  
 The concept of modernity is not ‘purely’ cultural. It is fundamental to our 
economic system and therefore tightly coupled to ecological systems. 
The concept is continuously repeated in relation to circular economy, in 
conferences and in industry and policy reports, with phrases such as; “the 
modern circular economy” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2013); “modern 
[…] from sustainably sourced materials” (H&M 2017), “modern world 
development” (Rockström 2015) and “jord kan i en modern ekonomi […]” 
(Miljö- och energidepartementet 2017).

Towards defining a modern (re-)connected hybrid austainable 
fashion system

Dichotomizing re-connecting. A prevailing sustainability science concept is 
‘re-connecting to the biosphere’ (Folke et al. 2011). By reconnecting to the 
biosphere and seeing people and nature as interdependent social-ecological 
systems, the concept supposes we can transform our societies and 
economies and live within the planetary boundaries (Folke et al. 2011). The 
prefix ‘re’ of the concept ‘re-connection to the biosphere’ has the ‘general 
sense of ‘back’ or ‘again’’ (OED Online 2017) which is not compatible with 
fashion’s desire for neophilia and close connection to modernity. Whereas 
modernity persistently promises an alternative to the present and the past, 
‘re-connecting’ currently holds no promises or even visions for what a 
modern society connected to the biosphere might look like. Consequently, 
combining the meaning of the words ‘modernity’ and ‘re-connecting to the 
biosphere’ means that on the one hand we should be moving backwards 
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to something previously left behind and vanquished, while simultaneously 
moving forward towards something new.

We cannot go back to a pre-modern notion of nature. There is a dichotomy 
between ‘modernity’ as a driver away from the present and past and 
sustainability science referring to ‘re’-connect, a fact often left out in current 
sustainability science research. Going back is not in line with the essence 
of fashion. Its close connection to modernity holds one explanation to the 
system’s disposal of old clothes. It is not in fashion’s nature to go back; thus, 
old clothes are not fashion. This is one reason for difficulties lifting the second-
hand market up from being a niche. Individual’s desire of neophilia is one 
driver of the fashion system, an imperative part needed to be acknowledged 
when developing new business models for prolonged use of clothes.

The way stakeholders and academics contextualize modernity in relation 
to sustainability designates passage of time where moving forward and 
leaving the present behind is perceived as a solution to current sustainability 
problems. At the same time, there is an absence of reflections on the fact that 
what becomes modern also becomes outmoded, victors and vanquished. 
This fact is indifferent to natural or social objects, to fashion trends, business 
models or textile fibres. There has always been a yesterday, thus sustainability 
science research in particular needs to be humble when referring to modernity 
connected to long-term sustainable solutions.

Hybrid social-ecological systems 

The global fashion system is a complex social-ecological system where 
people and nature are inseparable within the biosphere – the zone of life on 
Earth. The fashion system has a uniqueness which includes the ecological 
dimensions of textile fibres, its institutionalized processes that internalize 
abstract values, which later materialize in clothes thus, linking the material, 
the social, the individual and the global. Natural resources such as cotton 
originate from land, filled with abstract symbolic notions, and embodied 
through the practice of dress. Fashion as a social phenomenon necessities 
material resources to materialize and finally serve its purpose in social 
contexts. This connects individual’s practice of getting dressed to the 
biosphere – the zone of life on Earth – not only through the physical material 
but also through deep abstract social and cultural connections to the natural. 

Neither fashion as an abstract object nor its material objects can be 
declared as either natural or a social. This is exemplified by a stratified reality 
perspective on a cotton T-shirt that entails various questions; is it natural 
because it grows from the soil? Is it human because we produced it? Is it local 
(cultivation and usage) or global (trade)? Is it a cultural or a socio-economic 
commodity? I argue it is a hybrid. 
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Hybridity is a way to describe the blurring of boundaries, but this needs to be 
done carefully. By bringing in Critical Realism stratification, the dynamics of 
‘social’ and ‘natural’ can still be differentiated rather than blurred completely, 
without being held as separate-but-linked ‘components’.

This extended socio-ecological approach acknowledges not only the 
sociological and the ecological aspects of fashion, but emphasizes the 
inextricable, abstract, often invisible and missed out links between the two. 
The intricacy of the system impedes separating the social and ecological 
entities. I, therefore, view the global fashion system in terms of hybridity, as 
defined by Latour (1993): a deeply (re) connected dynamic system consisting 
of material and non-material entities.

The hybrid notion is seen in the interdependency between  
dress-fashion-clothes, the social and cultural, as well as between the material 
and non-material. We notice this in how we connote black as the colour of 
mourning, and why most brides prefer a wedding dress made from a  
silk-look-a-like polyester fabric instead of a shiny mercerized high-quality 
cotton fabric.

Biophysical
Material 

interaction
Socio-economic Cultural

Planetary Boundaries

Circular Economy

Sociological theories of fashion

Hybridity

Comparison of how concepts
and theories relate to the four
stratified layers derived from 
the metatheory Critical Realism.

A short explanation to the concept/theory. 
Showing the color gradation, span of the 
banner and gaps (dark) through 
the stratified levels.

Negative ecological
impacts inflicted by
the cotton- and
fashion industries

Science-based analysis on how to maintain Earth 
System in a resilient state, associated with the 
planet’s bio- physical subsystems or processes. 
Not including social aspects at any level. Physical
level of environmental impacts.

Aims to decouple economic growth from the 
consumption of finite resources and to keep 
products and materials at their highest value and 
in use at all times. Include socio-economicand 
material interaction levels. Touches on physical 
level by addressing environmental impacts
but not social impacts, not include culture or 
abstract value of fashion.

Theorizing fashion through multiple sociological 
perspectives. Essential concepts theorizing fashion 
have a conspicuous absence of the ecological 
biophysical level.

Networks consists of things and humans as actors, 
as well as abstract processes, symbols and
information, clarifies connections between the 
stratified levels both linear and horizontal
perspectives. Include all four levels of the system.

Moving of material
objects around the
world

Perspectives on
consumption and the
processes clothes
undergo to become
fashion   

Microsocial order
through dressing 
the human body

Table 2. Theory and concepts related to the stratified levels of the system.
An overview of how theories, concepts and frameworks relate to the stratified 
levels of the system.
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Unfortunately, theories on fashion show a conspicuous absence of the eco-
logical biophysical level (Table 1). Furthermore, social-ecological system 
perspectives are not able to address the cultural level (Table 2). There is an 
ontological and meta-theoretical difference between social-ecological sys-
tem perspective and a hybrid perspective. Sustainability science research 
frequently uses the concept of social-ecological systems, defined as being 
“[…] intertwined systems of people and nature embedded in the biosphere” 
(Folke 2016). The magnitude and intricate webs of social-ecological systems 
have necessitated an expansion and deepening of the concept, consequent-
ly, the concept of complex adaptive systems is increasingly adapted (Levin 
et al. 2013). Complex adaptive systems not only relate to connections and 
feedbacks within social-ecological systems but also perceive feedbacks as 
nonlinear, varying time scales and strategic interactions (Levin et al. 2013) and 
as such complex adaptive systems can be identified as hybrid networks. This 
is still based on a division between the natural and the social.

None of the separate concepts or theories are applicable or be able to 
entail a real fashion when looking at theory and practice from a meta-theory 
perspective – where the four stratified layers together constitute what is the 
real system (Table 2).

Sustainability as transformation 

Wording the concept of Sustainable Fashion is complex as it entails weaving 
together environmental movements, fashion industry and marketing strategies. 
The current – modern – version of sustainable fashion, is that of an updated 
‘circular’ business model, presenting circular economy as a solution to 
staying within the planetary boundaries while maintaining economic growth. 
Potentially, weaving together the Planetary Boundaries and Circular economy 
concepts in a joint framework envisions a sustainable fashion system as 
achievable through merely techno-economic solutions. As such, it is an 
attempt to transform the fashion system without addressing and individuals 
getting dressed.

Such a joint framework – along with the sustainability concepts’ wish 
for ‘going back’ – also misses fashion’s close connection to modernity. 
It, therefore, misses what manifold fashion studies have pointed out – the 
dichotomy between fashion and sustainability as an oxymoron – as fashion’s 
neophilia mismatches sustainability solutions such as slow-fashion and 
second-hand clothing (Fletcher and Tham 2015, Clark 2008, Thomas 2008). 
Neophilia as a driver of the fashion system needs to be understood when 
aiming to prolong use of clothing and lift the second-hand market from 
centuries-old history as a niche market (Ginsburg 1980). 

A framework seeking to transform the fashion system – rather than reform 
as in aiming to reshape and improve mechanisms to one stakeholder’s own 
end – towards a sustainable fashion system must include individual’s and 
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their perpetuated activity of getting dressed. Even though fashion appears 
to be fluctuating and transformative, this solely applies to the actual objects 
– clothes – the institutionalized fashion system is static. Furthermore, the 
fashion system has upheld the same institutionalized structure for almost 
two centuries (Kawamura 2005), it has survived two world wars and as such 
is resilient to both social and ecological disturbances. Currently, policymak-
ers and stakeholders are working towards transforming the linear business 
models, the rules by which a resilient fashion system has always operated, by 
implementing circular economy, without acknowledging contemporary re-
search showing the importance of a systemic approach at multiple scales for 
successful transformations. 

Conclusion

Fashion as a concept is a social phenomenon whereas fashion as a system 
has negative impacts at a biophysical level of human life support systems. 
The fashion system is a global open complex adaptive system, not a circular 
loop system or a fixed boundaries system. It is understood through the social 
and cultural process clothes are preconditioned to undergo to become 
fashion an abstract symbolic object.

From this follows that individuals are active co-drivers of the fashion system 
and our everyday act of getting dressed is linked to negative environmental 
impacts on a global biophysical scale thus, the system cannot be transformed 
by mere techno-economical solutions. This is an imperative aspect needed to 
be acknowledged by both science and business when defining a sustainable 
fashion system, and when developing new models for long-term sustainable 
solutions such as prolonged use of clothes.

I argue that a joint framework between the planetary boundaries 
framework and the circular economy concept is not sufficient for visioning or 
transformation towards a future sustainable fashion system. Instead, visioning 
a future sustainable fashion system is helped by the concept of hybridity, 
which adds ontological depth to theories of the social-ecological system. 
Situating fashion in a multi-coloured critical realist hybridity perspective can 
enhance that of social-ecological system, and other international network 
facilitating communication and collaborations among scholars interested in 
coupled human and natural systems, such as CHANS (International Network 
of Research on Coupled Human and Natural Systems) (Chans-net.org, 2017)). 
I addition it can benefit perspectives such as coupled human-environment 
systems, ecological-economic systems and population-environment systems. 
Hybridity – as described here – enables sustainability science to integrate 
knowledge about the biophysical future in sustainability-oriented action, while 
acknowledging that our activities constantly create the presents that become 
that future.
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Abstract

The proposal of this text is to direct the discussion about strategic 
communication through political ecology, symbolic interactionism and the 
communicative action of Habermas in the context of Brazil, where mining, 
especially iron ore, is one of the economic activities that underpin the 
economy. The communication strategies used in the Brazilian environmental 
licensing process should be analysed considering the role of communication 
in society, specifically in the case of the research developed for the 
elaboration of the doctoral thesis of the researcher, in the implantation of 
iron mines. Considering the relations of power that permeate the relations 
that will be formed in the territories, we propose, in this text, to discuss the 
communication strategy in the previous environmental licensing phases, 
when Public Hearings are held and during the construction. 

Keywords: strategic communication, communicative action, sustainability, Brazilian 
environmental licensing.

Introduction

Our contribution to this theme is in the discussion of social change 
communication theories, looking forward the process of strategic 
communication with a background of theories that appoint the difficulty in the 
process of environmental license in Brazil and which points could be improved. 
Indirectly, the public involved in our case study will be composed by people 
in vulnerability situation, and that is one of the reasons (in a list of points that 
justified this research) why the communication should be analysed.

The aim of this paper is to discuss the strategic organizational 
communication, on the Brazilian context, through the politic ecology, 
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symbolic interactionism and the communicative action from Habermas, 
where the mining process, in particular, the iron, is one of the most important 
economic activities. 

 Despite the economic crises that began in 2008 in Brazil, one of the major 
projects in mine exploration activity that keep then was the mine of iron at 
the Serra de Carajás, on the state of Pará, north area in Brazil, between 2013 
and 2016, called Projeto Ferro Carajás S11D, managed by the company Vale 
S.A. This was the only enterprise of mine of iron licensed by the federal organ 
Instituto Brasileiro do Meio Ambiente e dos Recursos Naturais Renováveis 
(IBAMA).

The mine is located in Canna dos Carajas, a city in the southeast of Pará, 
a traditional region of mining in the country as the state of Minas Gerais, and 
it’s the biggest open-air iron mine in the world. According to the organization, 
“O projeto Ferro Carajás S11D é o maior projeto da história da Vale e também 
da indústria de minério de ferro global” [The project Ferro Carajás S11D is the 
biggest project in the history of the company and in the global industry of iron 
mine] (VALE, 2016), and its estimate is it will increase the world production 
of iron mining by 4%. The project includes the milling plant, a rail and the 
improvement of the capacity of the port where the company exports the 
product to the clients.

In Brazil, this kind of project needs to comply with environmental legislation 
in the order received by the authorization to start the construction. One of the 
requirements is to organize an event that is named Public Hearings. When 
the governmental sector authorizes the construction, other communications 
actions are performed. Normally, the enterprises are installed in vulnerability 
areas, with communities that don’t have public support or in cities where the 
experience in managing the natural resources are scarce, besides what the 
job offers are low and absence of public investment. 

Besides that, the relationship between companies, society and government 
are pervaded by power relationships – in a cyclical reconfiguration of the 
territories – territory is understood not only in the political-administrative 
dimension but as a multi-dimensional territory – material, political and legal 
limits, symbolic and cultural, where life and interpersonal interactions happen – 
that receive the mining projects that do a high social and environmental impact.

Reflections about strategic communication 

A key part of the social construction is the communication between the 
individuals that can create a sustainability perception in the local practical, 
provided it contributes to the different world visions that recognize and value 
because they involve and mobilize different social actors: legal institutions to 
regulate and supervise the process; the companies that are the owners of 
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the projects presented and discussed; consultants who carry out the studies; 
the companies that carry out the works; associations of residents, organized 
movements, and populations impacted by the project.

All these involved publics are struggling to make a dominant point of view 
before the others, in a possible accumulation of symbolic power because 
“... the relations of communication are, inseparably, always, relations of power 
that depend, in the form, and content of the material and symbolic power 
accumulated by the agents (or institutions) involved in those relations ...” 
(Bourdieu, 1989, p. 11). Given this context, we based our criticism to strategic 
communication on the contributions of Junger Habermas, which reinforces 
these unequal power relations and does not aim to arrive at a consensus, 
since the outcome of the whole process is already defined from the beginning 
- implementation of the mine. For Junger Habermas, in the teleological or 
strategic action, the world is a system of cause and effect with objective 
purposes, with the use of language to achieve success, from the influence of 
the others involved in the interaction.

The actions oriented in this way seem to us opposed to the discussions 
for the pursuit of sustainability. The beginning of this inequality is already 
present in the initial stages of the licensing. In this sense, Andrea Zhouri 
(2014) points out that in environmental studies - documents that summarize 
all the information considered important for assessing the impacts of a 
venture - there is a predominance of technical legitimacy to the detriment of 
the contributions of the other actors. According to the author:

O olhar técnico compartimentado apenas promove uma adequação do 
meio ambiente e da sociedade ao projeto proposto, fazendo com que 
outros olhares e saberes não enquadrados pelo discurso técnico-científico 
sejam, assim, excluídos dos processos de classificação e de definição 
sobre os destinos dos espaços” [The compartmentalized technical 
view only promotes an adaptation of the environment and society to the 
proposed project, making other views and knowledge not framed by the 
technical-scientific discourse are thus excluded from the processes of 
classification and definition about the destinations of spaces. 
(Zhouri, 2014, p.17).

By not legitimizing the different uses and meanings of the territories for the 
different forms of living, the licensing acquires a character of superposition 
of knowledge, with the supremacy of the technician and politician. These 
distinctions demonstrate the presence of distinct worlds, called by Jürgen 
Habermas (2012) of worlds of life. According to Habermas (2003), “O mundo 
da vida constitui, pois, o contexto da situação de ação; ao mesmo tempo 
ele fornece os recursos para os processos de interpretação com os quais os 
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participantes da comunicação procuram suprir a carência de entendimento 
mútuo que surgiu em cada situação de ação.” [The world of life is, therefore, 
the context of the situation of action; at the same time it provides the 
resources for the processes of interpretation with which communication 
participants seek to meet the lack of mutual understanding that has arisen in 
every situation of action.], (Ibid, p.167). 

These resources are the traditions, the culture and the language, which form 
the world of life through the interaction of the subjects. There are similarities 
and consensual structures, which allow that in the interaction between 
these different worlds, there is dialogue and the search for agreements. The 
differences in interpretations of the world are present in the licensing, as 
indicated, for example, by Zhouri (2014) – there is a group of people concerned 
with the “terra como patrimônio da família e da comunidade, defendido pela 
memória coletiva e por regras de uso e compartilhamento dos recursos” [land 
as patrimony of the family and community, defended by collective memory and 
rules of use and sharing of resources] and others that “entendem o território 
como propriedade e, como tal, uma mercadoria passível de valoração 
monetária” [understand the territory as property and, as such, a commodity 
subject to monetary valuation], (Zhour, 2014, p.50). Communication would be 
the space for dialogue of these understandings and ways of dimensioning the 
territory and its relations.

In the documents that guide the environmental feasibility analysis of a project, 
the whole context is considered and, normally, susceptible to mitigation or  
compensation. The main documents that compose the process are the 
Environmental Impact Study (EIA) and a summary report in more accessible 
language, the Environmental Impact Report (RIMA), both required to obtain the 
first license, the Previous License.

During this process, the first official moment that the local population 
receives information about the project happens in carrying out the collection 
of information for the EIA. With teams from different areas of the knowledge 
in the field to elaborate the socio-environmental diagnoses, residents, formal 
and informal leaders are interviewed and briefed on the general objective of 
an enterprise and consulted about their opinion about the project.

The study submitted to the environmental agency should be presented and 
discussed with all stakeholders identified during the elaboration of the EIA. 
Denominated Public Hearings, is a stage expected for projects of great impact, 
as the case that we analyzed in the doctoral research, of the iron mine in Pará.

Public Hearing is one of the stages of the environmental impact assessment 
and the main space for community participation in decisions at the local 
level. In the event, the content of the EIA and RIMA is presented to interested 
parties, doubts are clarified and criticisms and suggestions about the 
enterprise are collected. The Hearing may be carried out by determination 
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of IBAMA, whenever it deems necessary, or at the request of a civil entity, 
of the Public Prosecution Service or of 50 or more citizens. The objective 
of this stage is to obtain the Preliminary License (LP), which certifies the 
environmental feasibility and allows the continuity of the studies, for detailing 
and planning of the work stage.

Communication in this situation is public and organizational, but both 
permeated by strategic action. There is a legal requirement that the 
communication has a public character, but it is conducted, defined, thought 
out and put into practice with strategic objectives defined within the 
company, to meet goals, both at the micro level, for company teams, such 
as macro, delivery of ore in the international market, different from the daily 
life of the residents of the city where the iron ore is intended to be installed. 
The complexity present in the routine of these people should be legitimately 
considered in the process. If instead of being strategically oriented, it was 
constructed in a communicative way, its construction would be carried 
out in order to put the different social actors in dialogue so that “... tratam 
de harmonizar internamente seus planos de ação e de só perseguir suas 
respectivas metas sob a condição de um acordo existente ou a de negociar 
sobre a situação e as consequências esperadas” [they try to internally 
harmonize their plans of action and only pursue their respective goals under 
the condition of an existing agreement or of negotiating on the expected 
situation and consequences] (Habermas, 2003, p. 165).

Communicative action and the communication process

Briefly, the main difference between the communicative and strategic actions 
discussed by Habermas (2012) is that in the teleological or strategic, the world 
is a cause and effect system with objective purposes, with the use of language 
to achieve success, to influence the others involved in the interaction.

Communicative action is expressed when the actors act accordingly. It is 
in the world of life that the demands of the subjects are present and, from the 
experiences built by communication, the association between these subjects 
in the struggle for better living conditions and to change the current situation in 
which they live. We then have the two main points to understand the context 
of environmental licensing of an enterprise, where communication of the 
enterprise and communication of daily life meet - strategic (teleological) action 
and communicative action; the orientation to success and the orientation to 
mutual understanding.

The professionals and the documents in the area of organizational 
communication tend to affirm that its actions contribute to the sustainable 
management of this process, by creating spaces and activities that allow 
negotiation. But in order for an action with a communicative rationality 
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to exist, the organization must be willing to adjust its plans. And usually 
what we have in the context of the environmental licensing of an enterprise 
is the meeting place for the communication of the enterprise and the 
communication of everyday life - strategic action (teleological) and 
communicative action; the orientation to success and the orientation to 
mutual understanding. This is very different ways to reach a goal. 

This happens when action is strategically oriented toward success, and 
participants seek to achieve their goals using innumerable ways to influence 
externally. In environmental licensing, this may mean negotiating political 
favors or financial investments, and even threats, that have a bearing on the 
decisions or motives that led to the decision of the other participants involved. 
There is the establishment of a strategic relationship, where the balance and 
cooperation between them depend exclusively on the interests involved. 

The consensus recognizes this possible conflict, the clash or confrontation 
between different worldviews, but the present interaction in the quotidian 
between the different worlds of life allows bridges of understanding to be 
produced to allow the creation of agreements (Habermas, 2012), in a constant 
process of understanding each world of the life of the interlocutors involved 
in the interaction. The author argues that “em ambos os casos, a estrutura 
teleológica da ação é pressuposta na medida em que se atribui aos atores 
a capacidade de agir em vista de um objetivo e o interesse em executar 
seus planos de ação.” [in both cases, the teleological structure of action is 
presupposed insofar as actors are given the capacity to act in pursuit of an 
objective and the interest in executing their action plans], (Habermas, 2003, 
p.165).

The difference between the two actions is that communicative action 
recognizes the interests and presents them, but it requires that the conditions 
that will consolidate an agreement are explicit, where all the participants of  
the interaction can insert their actions in those of the others. In an area 
of discussion between companies, communities and the State, the 
agreement based on the model of communicative action, oriented to mutual 
understanding, must present the link between the action plans of these 
different participants, conquered communicatively. This is achieved only 
through communicative action, which is dialogic, recognizes and validates the 
different worlds of life. By using strategic action, one cannot say that there was 
a consensus, but rather the success of one plan over another.

The existence of spaces or actions that bring the company closer to the 
population impacted by the enterprise during the licensing process does 
not mean a real capacity to make the environmental licensing participatory 
or dialogical, capable of giving a voice with effective recognition and 
representation to the impacted communities and residents, mainly due to 
the difficulty in accessing the technical information that guides the definition 
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of impacts and attests the viability of the project. And even when access 
is possible, there is another factor to be considered, the “communicability” 
(Briggs; Hallin, 2007) of the project itself.

Developing a RIMA, making it available physically in public spaces, does 
not mean that information will be discussed, appropriated and circulated, 
generating understanding in all audiences, such as city dwellers and 
rural producers. We will not delve into the discussion of communicability 
of the process, but we consider an important point when analyzing the 
organizational communication in this context. For the authors, “By using the 
term communicability, we have sought to achieve critical engagement with 
notions of circulation — along with those of production and reception — and 
their place in shaping notions of knowledge, information, communication, and 
culture.” (Briggs; Hallin, 2007, p.60)

When the implementation of the project begins, this same characteristic 
must be observed. The information was conveyed but not necessarily 
understood, and communicability may not have been achieved in any of the 
steps. From this stage, the organization is responsible for all the interaction 
of the populations impacted by the mitigation measures or potentialization of 
the impacts generated by the works required to carry out the project, and the 
presence of the State is maintained, supervised or at times acting directly, but 
not responsible for carrying out the activities.

Environmental licensing and the effectiveness of its actions have been 
discussed in recent years, and even with the tragedy in the municipality of 
Mariana, in Minas Gerais, federal legislation has undergone changes that 
diverge opinions. The environmental public policies have acted to reduce 
the space and time of discussion with the society of an enterprise with high 
polluting and degrading impact, which represents numerous risks. For the 
authors Viola and Leis, “as políticas públicas estão hoje a meio caminho entre 
um discurso-legislação bastantes ambientalizados e um comportamento 
individual-social bastante predatório.” [public policies are today halfway 
between a discourse-quite environmental legislation and a very predatory 
individual-social behavior] (Viola, Leis, 1995, p.2).

 While companies, politicians and environmental agencies are seeking a 
flexibilization of licensing, academics and social movements engaged in the 
analysis of the processes of implementation of large enterprises, they question 
that environmental licensing has been flawed. It is important to note that as 
environmental licensing begins, by the company’s vision, as a certain fact, in 
seeking to act in a communicative and non-strategic way. 

Nothing has to happen. Nothing is fully determined. At every step to every 
unfolding event, something else might happen. To be sure, the balance of 
constraints and opportunities available to the actors, individual and collective, 
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in a situation will lead many, perhaps most, of them to do the same thing.
(Becker, McCall, 1990, p.6).

When a process driven by strategic action is carried out, social and dialogic 
constructions are silenced or reduced. The orientation to a communicative 
action would allow a social construction in which the definitions also take 
place in the relations at the microsocial level, where the contact between the 
social actors allows the rules to exist, but understanding the society as a daily 
construction, considering even personal motivations that shape social objects 
endlessly. (Joas, 1999; Silveira, 2010). This openness to the permanent 
construction that must be considered by communication, without imposing 
one world of life over another.

 Existing and intrinsic disputes about social reality must have a place in 
communication actions as essential elements of the dialogue process, both 
during the phases of environmental licensing and in the interactions between 
individuals during the complex operations for the licensing of public or private 
enterprises which affect the environment, sustainability, as well as directly 
provoke profound changes in the symbolic and existential universe of the 
populations living in the territory, object of their interventions.
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