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Abstract 

Comparing media portrayals of Hurricanes Sandy, Katrina and Joaquin in the US 

and The Bahamas, I argue that media ultimately shapes public understanding of climate 

change, and that a new messaging approach is necessary in order for individuals to 

acknowledge their role in climate change and natural disasters. An evaluation of existing 

media criticisms in regards to portrayals of climate change supports my argument, and 

through this examination it is clear that media do not help in the dissemination of 

accurate climate change information. With humans as the driving factor behind climate 

change, calling hurricanes “natural” does not seem entirely fitting; however, that is how 

these events are recognized in the media and in these plans. Additionally, the messaging 

found in the media is reinforced by reconstruction plans, and both the media portrayals 

and the government plans remove responsibility from individual American citizens. As 

participants in capitalist markets, individuals become unaware of the ramifications of 

their individual actions, and media enable individuals to avoid evaluating their role. Not 

placing responsibility on individuals ensures that citizens will continue to find a 

scapegoat, and instead of consumers changing their own habits, they will point fingers. 

This thesis ends with suggested guidelines for the media going forward, and proposes that 

individual agency is powerful enough to make a global impact. 
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Introduction 

Climate change first came to the attention of most Americans after NASA 

scientist James Hansen testified before congress in 1988 (Klein 73). However, “Mike 

Hulme has traced the term ‘climate’ back to the third century BC Greece. Aristotle’s 

student Theophrastus made early connections between deforestation, water management 

and the cooling and warming of the planet” (Boykoff 6). While not always called 

“climate change,” studies of the Anthropocene suggest that humans have long been aware 

of their impact on the ecological world (Sayre 62). As humans developed new 

technologies that allowed “domination of basic biogeochemical process” (Sayre 52), that 

is the Industrial Revolution, humans became exceedingly able to impact the Earth. This 

was not, however, an intended alteration: “we have stumbled into it” (Chakrabarty 1). 

Climate change only rose to notoriety after Hansen’s testimony; immediately, the media 

picked up on this information. Time magazine’s 1988 “Man of the Year” became “Planet 

of the Year: Endangered Earth,” and the cover was “an image of the globe held together 

with twine, the sun setting ominously in the background. ‘No single individual, no event, 

no movement captured imaginations or dominated headlines more’” (Klein 74). Initially, 

the public largely believed in climate change, and initiatives began to reduce human 

impact on the environment. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

formed, the US Global Change Research program emerged, and many other 

organizations followed. Even though scientists had informed President Lyndon Johnson 

in 1965 about the risks of burning fossil fuels, it took an additional 23 years for it to reach 

the public sphere.  
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Over the following five years, scientists began coming forward to deny the 

existence of climate change (Oreskes 186). The term “climate change” became prominent 

over the term “global warming” due to Republican strategist Frank Luntz, and was based 

on the uncertainty within climate change science: “‘uncertainty’ allows doubt to be 

strategically amplified in the public’s mind by those whose interests would be harmed by 

widespread public belief in human-caused climate change” (Lester 104). And while 

Luntz’s role has had lasting impacts, he is not considered a large factor in many of the 

works reviewed for this thesis. Media, in its attempts at objectivity and balancing of 

opinions, gave space to both those who acknowledge the existence of climate change and 

those who are skeptical of climate change. Thus, climate change very quickly lost its 

certainty in the public eye, and became a matter up for debate.  

This thesis focuses on how US media currently represents climate change, and the 

impact these media have on consumers. It also argues that with climate change missing 

from media portrayals, the fact that climate change disproportionately affects the poor 

and disenfranchised is not addressed. Comparing US media portrayals of hurricanes and 

Bahamian media portrayals of hurricanes, several differences become evident and 

suggest different public understandings of hurricanes and climate change. Focusing 

specifically on Hurricanes Sandy, Katrina and Joaquin, clear media and societal trends 

emerge in the US and The Bahamas. Hurricanes and the media representations of 

hurricanes, representations greatly impact public understanding of hurricanes, and also, 

though the viewer may not realize it, shape individual perception of climate change. The 

framing of the situation, as well as understanding of climate change and responsibility, 

vary drastically between the US and the Bahamas. Understanding human responsibility in 
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regards to climate crises is important. In order to make people feel a responsibility for the 

environment, it is first necessary to see how the current sense of responsibility was 

constructed through media. 

The first chapter examines media broadly as it currently exists. This chapter looks 

at the production and reception of media, the history of media, and the development of 

climate change skepticism in media in order to determine how climate change is currently 

represented in US media. The second chapter focuses on the media portrayals of 

Hurricanes Sandy and Katrina. Despite there being drastic differences in these portrayals, 

neither set of representations ask viewers to consider their role in creating these “natural” 

disasters. The third chapter examines media portrayals of Hurricane Joaquin, both those 

from US-based media outlets and those from Bahamas-based media outlets. Climate 

change is understood differently in this context; even though The Bahamas are a Small 

Island Developing State (SIDS), they are widely viewed as Paradise on Earth. This means 

that The Bahamas status as a SIDS is overlooked, as well as the challenges that come 

with being a SIDS. Information about the potential sinking of The Bahamas has to 

compete against travel advertisements for attention in the US. Within Bahamian 

newspapers, the foci of the stories are different than those from US outlets, and societal 

understanding of climate change is clearly different as well. 

Finally, the fourth chapter addresses how media can accurately and effectively 

distribute climate change information. This argument pulls from the idea of framing, and 

suggests that the diversity of audiences needs to be considered in order to re-establish 

broad public acceptance acceptance of climate change. This chapter proposes a more 

traditional advertising approach than is currently in place, and concludes that media 
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needs to speak about the positive relationship people have with the world – that is, 

explain individual agency and how it matters on an international level. 

From this thesis, I want people to realize that media has the unique ability to 

reshape human understanding of climate change. Just as advertising has been effective at 

creating a consumer-driven world, it can be effective at creating an environmentally 

conscious one. This is not only something that should be done, but it is something that 

needs to be done in order for mitigation programs to be developed. 

Relevant Background - Social Dramas 

Popular climate change messaging in the United States puts the issue in relation to 

natural disasters. From the scientific viewpoint, Hurricane Katrina confirmed direct links 

between climate change and natural disasters (N. Smith 1). From the everyday American 

viewpoint, climate change was understood to somehow, vaguely, be connected to natural 

disasters. The difference between scientific consensus and media portrayal ultimately 

distances viewers from understanding climate change. These depictions overwhelmingly 

suggest that civilization is more powerful than the ecological world, people just need to 

decide to “fix it.” These adaptive solutions, however, are often tied to infrastructural 

components, not to consumer habits and climate change. Additionally, by 

sensationalizing the information, the media has made nature into an obstacle that must be 

overcome. The different portrayals of Sandy, Katrina and Joaquin also show that natural 

disasters receive different coverage depending on the characteristics of where they occur. 

Whether the news was praising citizens for their loyal attitude, or criticizing citizens for 

remaining in their homes, the media failed to explain how the severity of the hurricanes is 

linked to individual actions. I argue that changing the messaging and images (by invoking 
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marketing and advertising techniques) will change public perception of climate change. 

People genuinely care about the things that are marketed to them, so if an organization 

were to market the world as something that may eventually “run out,” it might be 

possible to mitigate climate change. Using these techniques alone will not be enough to 

generate enough habit change to mitigate climate change, but it is an important starting 

point that needs to be realized in the very near future.  

US media is not consistent in its portrayals of climate change and natural 

disasters. As can be seen by the different methods used to portray Hurricanes Sandy and 

Katrina, it is very clear that there is no single formula for coverage. Philip Smith and 

Nicolas Howe explain in their book Climate Change as Social Drama: Global Warming 

in the Public Sphere that while news coverage sounds like an effective way to spread 

awareness “climate change’s appearance in this paramount sphere of social drama has 

often been unfortunate, problematic, or mismanaged” (Smith and Howe 119). That is, 

when climate change makes it into the news it is often portrayed as a “social drama” and 

exaggerated in a way that loses scientific integrity. Moreover, “scientific advances on 

climate change make for ‘bad news’ so far as the news desk is concerned. A core 

component of the news is surprise…. (climate change) is becoming too familiar to be 

interesting” (Smith and Howe 119). The consistent portrayals seem to be having an 

adverse effect on how people in the US consider climate change; rather, the more they 

hear about it, the less interested they are.  

 Using the model of social dramas, Smith and Howe suggest that the more 

traditional drama model is effective at garnering interest in climate change. Despite any 

slight loss of scientific integrity, they cite Gus Speth who explains that: 
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“environmentalists have been too wonkish and too focused on technical fixes. We have 

not developed well the capacity to speak in a language that goes straight to the American 

heart, resonates with both core moral values and common aspirations” (Smith 15). When 

climate change is conveyed in highly scientific terms, consumers do not always interpret 

the information accurately, nor are they inspired to consider their own habits. The 

ramifications of this mean the portrayals may not be entirely scientifically accurate, 

however the support gained is so enormous that it seems to outweigh the costs of lost 

evidence. They compare this model to plays written by Shakespeare, because their 

definition of a social drama shares the dramatic structure as old plays: exposition, inciting 

incident, rising action, climax, falling action and denouement. They explain that this is 

because a single dramatic incident or problem that moves toward a resolution is easy to 

follow and captures the attention of the audience. Smith and Howe believe this is why 

natural disasters receive more attention and are most often used to depict threats to the 

environment: “natural disasters hold synergies with this template. They are unexpected 

‘events’ involving victims, suffering, struggle, triumph, and so forth and are amenable to 

representation through mediatized rituals that give birth to solidaristic and cosmopolitan 

moments” (Smith and Howe 120). Natural disasters share traits with other dramatic social 

events, such as a protest or a tragedy. This is problematic though; while this type of 

coverage may be adequate for natural disasters, when it is the only way climate change is 

portrayed, it does not give viewers an accurate understanding of climate change overall, 

or of its impact in other countries, as will be explained in the following chapters. 
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Chapter One: Media’s Role in Information Dissemination, Particularly in Regards 

to Climate Change 

By sensationalizing the information, the media has made nature into an obstacle 

that must be overcome. The different portrayals of Sandy, Katrina and Joaquin show that 

natural disasters receive different coverage depending on the characteristics of where 

they occur. I argue that changing the messaging and images (by invoking marketing and 

advertising techniques) will change public perception of climate change. People 

genuinely care about the things that are marketed to them, so if an organization were to 

market the world as full of limited resources, it might be possible to mitigate climate 

change. Using these techniques alone will not be enough to generate enough habit change 

to mitigate climate change, but it is an important start. 

 This chapter has three main divisions, and will first explore the existing scholarly 

criticisms of climate change in media portrayals. Understanding the current criticisms 

reveals the ways that current media is ineffective at explaining climate change in a 

truthful manner, and presents evidence that this is caused by other, external agents. 

Through the creation of “informational bias” (Oreskes 215), or rather the attempt to 

balance media by including the multiple points of view, climate denying views are given 

more weight than they deserve. Second, this chapter examines the production and 

reception of media in the US. This section also examines the history of media in the US, 

and helps to explain how informational bias became prevalent in our media. The final 

section is dependent on the first two, as it examines how skepticism of climate change 

became so popular, and suggests that this is directly related to media portrayals. This 
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chapter draws on the works of many environmental media scholars, and presents 

arguments specific to media depictions of environmental topics.  

Scholarly Criticisms of Climate Change Media Portrayals 

 To begin, numerous scholars find media portrayals of climate change to be 

inaccurate, disappointing, and rare. Amongst these criticisms several different angles are 

taken in attempts to understand why media has failed at accurately portraying climate 

change. This section is broken down into two sub-sections; the first looks at media where 

climate change is the sole focus, and the second explores the other ways media attempts 

to portray climate change. Putting these critiques next to each other attempts to combine 

them into an overall critique of climate change in media, and develop an overarching 

understanding of climate change in the media. Cumulatively, these criticisms suggest that 

contemporary media mechanisms are flawed, and show that they have been unsuccessful 

at creating a universal understanding of climate change.  

Sub-Section I: Media Focused Solely on Climate Change 

This sub-section aims to understand the current media portrayals of climate 

change and whether or not they motivate viewers to adopt more sustainable habits. In 

their essay, “Visualizing Climate Change: Television News and Ecological Citizenship,” 

Libby Lester and Simon Cottle argue that current environmental messaging is strong in 

conveying the existence of climate change, though not particularly effective at generating 

a response to adopt less environmentally-damaging habits. Both professors in Australia, 

they see news programs as an effective platform for raising awareness: “television visuals 

can play an important role in the development of global environmental awareness and 

contribute to a sense of ecological citizenship and associated rights and responsibilities” 
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(Lester and Cottle 922). Their suggestion, that television visuals help viewers understand 

climate change is debatable will be discussed later. It is significant that their analysis is of 

news media, since that suggests a particular audience and ensures a particular frame will 

be placed on the issue. Lester and Cottle explore different ways people and media can 

interact to create a more environmentally aware person. For this, they draw from 

Szyerszynski’s concept of a global citizen, agreeing that “to be an environmental citizen 

‘is to have one’s perceptions and actions in a local context transformed by an awareness 

of that locality’s connections with and nesting within a wider, ultimately global context’” 

(Lester and Cottle 922). Lester and Cottle suggest that communities and solidarity are 

formed by visuals seen in news television programming.  

This creates a connection between viewer and place, but is also very complicated, 

as the main methods of consuming images are through forms media: “It is here, in the 

interplay of media politics and symbolic power, that we discern the media’s pivotal part 

in growing ecological awareness” (Lester and Cottle 923). Using media to promote 

political agendas is normal in the United States; however, using media to create an 

international ecological awareness is likely more difficult. Lester and Cottle accurately 

claim that “the ways different discourses about climate change are accessed, embodied, 

and represented by contending agencies and actors, as well as the ways the latter become 

visualized on the news stage thereby also enter into the symbolic politics of climate 

change” (Lester and Cottle 924). Images, they conclude, have the ability to transport 

individuals to environmentally unique places that they may never be able to physically 

visit. Additionally images are crucial to conveying messages to large groups of people 
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and because of that, the specific structuring of these images can greatly change public 

perception. 

In their analysis of news programs from the UK, the US, Australia, South Africa, 

India and Singapore, Lester and Cottle spent two weeks gathering stories of both daily 

and highly-rated news programs. Of the 27 stories explicitly regarding climate change, 

the majority of stories were aired in the USA, UK, and Australia. South Africa and 

Singapore each only aired one story, while India aired none (Lester and Cottle 925). 

Within these stories Lester and Cottle identified three main visual techniques: iconic 

(“that purport to represent what is being discussed;” for example: a flooded scenic area 

being associated with the increase of rainstorms in the area), symbolic (“that represent 

something larger or broader than the image itself, beyond the literal;” for example: 

images of a car’s tailpipe emitting black smoke to accompany a piece focusing on the 

contribution cars have on air pollution) and spectacular (“seemingly invite responses of 

awe or dread;” for example: slow panning across the most destroyed parts of a city after a 

natural disaster with a story about extreme weather events). Lester and Cottle found that 

symbolic and spectacular visuals were most common and explain that these are the two 

types of visuals foster exaggeration (Lester and Cottle 926). The prominence of symbolic 

and spectacular visuals suggests that either television studios do not want to depict 

normalized climate change, or people are not interested in seeing real portrayals of 

climate change; instead, exaggeration is required to get attention. This breakdown of 

techniques reveals that in current messages, climate change is depicted in a dramatized 

manner as social dramas.  
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 Depictions of natural disasters, such as hurricanes, are among the most 

exaggerated broadcasts. These depictions regularly portray abnormal weather events as 

extreme weather events that cause immense destruction. While this is occasionally true, 

by showing all natural disasters in this manner, news companies deeply influence their 

viewers’ perceptions of disaster. In conveying these events to audiences, media outlets 

regularly show similar images (trees blowing, lightning, rain beating against windows, 

cars and other heavy objects being blown/carried away) and narrate the events in a 

dramatized manner (words like “demolished,” “heartbreaking,” and “devastating,” are 

common). The consistent use of dramatized images creates a narrow perception of these 

disasters, and makes it nearly impossible to change the narratives associated with the 

images. 

 Within the visuals presented, Lester and Cottle categorize two patterns of images: 

those depicting causes and those depicting impacts. In the images of causes, “the 

meaning for most Western viewers is clear … this is a human-created crisis that requires 

a human response to avert” (Lester and Cottle 928). Humans are consistently depicted as 

the cause of climate change, but the images of the impacts of climate change portray both 

the natural and human consequences. Sharing a single cause, “The natural impact visuals 

are disconnected from humanity: the dripping glacier, the collapsing edge of an ice shelf, 

bared mountain rocks … The human impact visuals, in contrast, are symbolically 

associated with individual and communal suffering and loss” (Lester and Cottle 928). 

While “natural impacts” images are common in pieces such as Planet Earth and other 

climate-change-focused pieces, they initiate a feeling of hopelessness and sadness in their 

audience. Conversely, “human impact” visuals depict people as the victims of natural 
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disasters and are often paired with a narrative of “overcoming obstacles nature puts in the 

way.” Both of these tones are subdued, suggesting little reaction from audiences. As 

advertiser Ryan Holiday explains, certain media spark emotions that garner more 

responses: “the most powerful predictor of what spreads online is anger… sadness 

depresses our impulse for social sharing” (Holiday 63). While Holiday’s specialty was in 

sales (for companies such as American Apparel) and he is speaking specifically about 

how anger helps share content online (versus Lester and Cottle who viewed television 

news) his observations may be applicable to the dissemination of media overall.  

 Amongst media dedicated solely to climate change, Lester and Cottle do observe 

significant limitations in portrayals. They do not think that trust is accurately distributed 

between guests on news programs, and are very upset that politicians are shown at an 

equivalent of credibility as scientists. Nevertheless, they think current methods of 

portrayal are effectively conveying the existence of climate change to various audiences. 

They caution against turning climate change into spectacles, believing it will dramatize 

climate change too much by distorting it into a social drama. They do, however, realize 

that at least initially this may be a necessary method of creating interest in the subject. In 

terms of “generating pressure for action,” they think that current portrayals are better at 

representing “symbolic politics” (Lester and Cottle 933) and are better suited to educate 

audiences. As a reader, I was left with the realization that, no matter how many news 

stories there are, through the methods of communicating climate change, habit change is 

an unlikely result. 

Even though Lester and Cottle recommend against the sensationalism of climate 

change, as turning it into a social drama alters understandings of “how climate change 
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should appear,” US media usually mention climate change in relation to disasters. This 

means that in their depictions of disasters, such as hurricanes, landslides, flooding and 

earthquakes among others, media use images to shock and amaze the viewers; they are 

inherently sensationalized. National coverage of various disasters is very different than 

local coverage - for example, in areas such as Kansas and California, disasters are 

presented as being relatively minor disturbances, but on the national scale they do not 

always receive coverage. Only very large disasters receive national coverage, and this 

coverage often suggests that humans are well equipped to overcome such events (as can 

be seen from media portrayals of Hurricane Sandy in New York). Coverage often 

reinforces the notion that everything can be “business as usual,” and even when there is 

destruction, humanity is smarter than nature and can overcome it.  

Analyzing news segments means that Lester and Cottle saw a lot of 

environmental “stock visuals,” or rather, a compilation of images curated to influence the 

viewer into having a particular understanding of an environment. As William Cronon 

explains in “The Trouble of Wilderness,” many societies believe nature (in the real 

world) appears like the curated images they observe in media around them. Media 

depictions show “a pristine sanctuary where the last remnant of an untouched, 

endangered, but still transcendent nature can for at least a little while longer be 

encountered” (Cronon 69). The use of images as Cronon explains, creates a widespread 

understanding of a perfect and untouched nature that is not an accurate reflection of 

nature. Similarly, the images used in disaster coverage create a specific conception of 

disasters that consumers hold on to, and from this idea they may not conduct an in-depth 

analysis of causes. Neither of these options accurately show the audience every 
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component of an environment, nor do they reveal how human activity contributes to 

climate change.  

Sub-Section II: Climate Change as a Secondary Focus in Media  

This sub-section examines the dominant way that climate change is featured in 

news media, which is as somehow connected component of natural disasters. This ties 

into the ethics of news journalism, and the need to determine who is responsible for 

communicating messages of climate change. Looking first to Belsey, he argues that: 

“ethical journalism is undefeated, being able to rely on the undiminished strength and 

perennial appeal of virtue” (Belsey 11). This perhaps overly optimistic outlook on media 

in the US seems to ignore the negative power that media can have. By not looking at how 

volume of content impacts audiences, or how investigative versus entertainment media 

influence the audience, Belsey overlooks an important component of contemporary 

media. In such a media-saturated world, understanding how that saturation impacts 

audience interpretation is key to understanding underlying biases and patterns.  

 While Belsey seems most concerned with the motivation and behavior of the 

writer, Matthew Kieran focuses on the potential for bias among reporters and media 

outlets. He focuses his analysis on news reports, investigative journalism and current 

affairs programs, explaining that journalism is not inherently unbiased. Different outlets 

cover the same story in a number of different ways, showing that “news events inevitably 

give rise to a number of different legitimate reports which are not reducible to one 

underlying complete and consistent report” and that “journalists bring to bear their 

fundamental assumptions in making a report, any event is open to innumerable 

redescriptions in different terms” (Kieran 24). Put differently, equivalent reports from 
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different outlets may focus on many things, thus slightly altering the event. In this way, 

“the nature of an event, it is claimed, partly depends upon those who interpret it” (Kieran 

25). This suggests that reporters, like everyone else, bring their own opinions and biases 

into reports, albeit not always intentionally. The ideal of objectivity in media and of the 

individuals within the media is not a realistic expectation of contemporary media.  

 While readers expect objectivity to be universally the same, this is an unfeasible 

task. Even in the sciences there is recognition that a single phenomenon can be 

‘objectively’ described in different ways depending on the framework of analysis, tools 

used to measure the objective, position and role of the observer, etc. Despite the 

nonexistence of a perfect objectivity, an ideal of objectivity can still serve as a standard 

for judging journalism; objectivity would only be possible if only given the low-level 

descriptions of what happened (Kieran 26). These indisputable facts could be the time, 

date, and place something happened, and possibly a count of how many people were 

there or the name of someone involved (Kieran 30). Moreover, the interests of certain 

organizations may receive more coverage because of ties to the author or news outlet. 

“Such disputes are irresolvable because there is no morally neutral stance from which the 

distinct sets of basic commitments can be impartially weighed up and evaluated…. We 

should, on this view, recognize that ‘the truth of the matter’ is relativized to the basic 

commitments involved” (Kieran 27). Rather, with different foci and values, a single event 

can be interpreted in a variety of ways. This has larger impacts for media, as it means 

that: “to condemn a particular news report as shoddy, irrelevant or inappropriate would 

only serve to point out that we do not share the news values being addressed rather than 

to claim there is a fundamental mismatch between the report and the actual nature of the 
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event being covered” (Kieran 28). Kieran argues that all news is valid to an extent -- 

though this was before the time of fake news -- and that in order to have a more objective 

interpretation it is necessary to consume media from a variety of outlets. 

 Kieran’s analysis leaves out the power that money plays in media coverage. 

Luckily, Naomi Oreskes and Eric Conway wrote extensively on the matter. They point 

out that below the surface, climate change denial is much more than just scientific 

disagreement. “We take it for granted that great individuals – Gandhi, Kennedy, Martin 

Luther King – can have great positive impacts on the world… small numbers of people 

can have large, negative impacts, especially if they are organized, determined, and have 

access to power” (Oreskes 213). In this case, the small group of people that Oreskes and 

Conway refer to includes the Marshall Institute a group of scientists that formed during 

the Cold War to defend Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative. The group did not intend 

to deny the occurrence of global warming; instead it suggested that warming was related 

to the sun and natural patterns (Oreskes 186).  

With their 1990 report, “Global Warming: What Does the Science Tell Us?” the 

climate change denying scientists at the Marshall Institute began to destabilize the 

existing consensus around climate change. Oreskes says that their approach to publicizing 

these results was extremely similar to that used by “the tobacco industry strategy, they 

claimed that the report would set the record straight on global warming” (Oreskes 186). 

The use of this strategy is significant, as the approach is largely dependent on successful 

advertising, a concept that will be returned to in Chapter Four. As more and more people 

began to believe the arguments put forward by these scientists, news outlets became 

responsible for representing both those who believed in climate change, and those who 
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did not: “the mass media became complicit, as a wide spectrum of the media – not just 

obviously right-wing newspapers … but mainstream outlets too – felt obligated to treat 

these issues as scientific controversies…. pressured to grant the professional deniers 

equal status – and equal time and newsprint space” (Oreskes 214). This complacency was 

also convenient for companies that would be hurt by public consensus on climate change, 

and these wealthy companies began to finance denial-think tanks. As denial continued to 

grow, “editors evidently succumbed to this pressure, and reporting on climate in the 

United States became biased toward the skeptics and deniers because of it” (Oreskes 214, 

original emphasis). Thus what began as journalistic attempts at even-handedness, 

ultimately turned into a clear favoritism of climate change denying stories. 

Exploring a different facet of objectivity, Simon Cottle explains the impact of 

attempts at objectivity to media portrayals of climate change. While news sources include 

multiple opinions in their coverage in order to be (or appear) thorough and all-inclusive, 

ultimately this misleads the audience. Often, the “professional enactment of the norm of 

balance is widely said to have produced a situation where a handful of climate change 

skeptics could secure prominent news access and cast double on the scientific claims 

about climate change, and long after the world’s scientists had arrived as a near 

consensus on such matters” (Cottle, “Environmental Conflict” 22). Having climate 

scientists and climate skeptics on air at the same time indicates to the audience that the 

speakers are equally qualified. Though there is a large consensus in the scientific 

community regarding the reality of climate change, portraying both climate change 

believers and skeptics makes it appear that this is not the case. 
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Alanna Myers explains the harm done by putting the opinions of skeptics and 

scientists in direct comparison: “framed by the media, climate politics often resembles 

not a debate over policy, but a bitter conflict between ‘skeptics’ and ‘believers’ as each 

side lays claim to the right to define what climate change is and what it means for the 

world” (Myers 262). This is cohesive with Lester and Cottle’s critique, in Chapter 2, of 

the way news-program guests establish a biased trust in an outlet. Elaborating on their 

critique more: 

political and scientific sources - the experts, consultants, and spokespeople – have 

a similarly restricted repertoire of visual backdrops and locales in which to be 

interviewed or contextualized through establishing sequences. These, however, 

generally provide the source with a sense of purpose, duty, engagement, and 

credibility. (Lester and Cottle 930)  

In setting a generalized backdrop, media outlets establish a familiarity with the expert 

they are speaking with. The implied credibility of sources is malleable by the reporting 

news outlet: “politicians, scientists, environmental protestors, and the victims of climate 

change are all subject to forms of visualization in which different signifiers of status, 

place, and agency routinely and variously ascribe meanings to them, including 

associations of authority, credibility and trust” (Lester and Cottle 933). The essential 

component that needs to be understood here, is that the portrayals of politicians and 

scientists imply that they are the most credible sources, while portrayals of NGO and 

grassroots affiliated individuals imply they are not as knowledgeable on climate related 

subjects (Lester and Cottle 932). Media do not bring enough of a critical lens to using 

politicians as sources, and allow politicians to use their platform as a means to furthering 
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political agendas. This reinforces climate change as a political debate as opposed to 

scientific fact.  

All of these criticisms concur that contemporary media is not portraying climate 

change in scientifically accurate manners, nor is it dispensing scientific information on 

the matter. Industry changes, the development of multiple types of objectivity, the 

development of skepticism in the public eye and the unequal air-time between social 

dramas and facts have resulted in a media that does not encourage people to believe in 

climate change. Similar to the cover-up of the harms of tobacco use (explored by Oreskes 

and Conway), climate change denial benefits a select few. Ultimately it is the interests of 

the highest bidder that receive the most coverage, and reporters must work within this 

framework.  

Media Production and Media Reception  

This section looks at the transformation of news media throughout US history in 

order to better understand how it currently exists. Media studies courses describe media 

as an unofficial fourth estate in charge of keeping an eye on the government on behalf of 

the public. Regarding media as the unofficial fourth estate puts exceptional prestige and 

credibility on media outlets, but more importantly, it legitimizes the information provided 

through media outlets. Under this setup media inform citizens of crucial information 

about the country; this version of media was originally assigned in the Constitution, 

particularly the First Amendment, and made free speech a pillar of American society and 

turned media outlets into important resources for the public to get information (Belsey 

10). According to Belsey, “journalism can best be thought of as providing a service. 

Journalists provide a vital service to society as a whole, but it is a political service…. 
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They should be considered ... as facilitators” (Belsey 9). As media increasingly spreads to 

new platforms (for example, social media, films, etc.), news media and journalism has 

continued to become a more consumer-driven industry. This factor ultimately influences 

the types of stories produced, and the information in these stories; it also created a news 

media inextricably intertwined with entertainment. 

Even though we have an ideal Fourth Estate, news media has spent the majority 

of its existence as a commercial enterprise, which has influenced the type of content and 

the reporting process. As we moved away from the Fourth Estate framework and 

journalism became more dependent on popularity, media became an increasingly 

ambiguous term, with media companies producing news journalism and entertainment at 

a much faster rate. “Popular Culture” became a catchall term for advertisements, 

magazines, calendars, news shows, and more (Meister 3) and these media became 

intrinsically linked with pop culture. This has created “a world where commodification 

reigns, a world in which everything is a product for consumption; everything is for sale in 

some aspect or another” (Meister 7). By referring to all media (news, entertainment, and 

magazines for example) as components of pop culture, methods of consumption for these 

media changed. The consumption change sparked a shift in the economic model of the 

media industry, especially as more media outlets shift to digital platforms. Now, 

contributive writers are increasingly dependent on: “the rapid multiplication of erroneous 

stories is more likely as news operations cut staff, including reporters, editors, and fact-

checkers. As a result, misleading or ideologically driven stories are distributed more 

rapidly, particularly to popular media outlets” (Cox 237). Contemporary news media has 

changed drastically making it more difficult for consumers to identify the integrity of the 
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media they are consuming and subsequently construct a view of the world that may 

exclude vital information.  

Moreover, volume is more important now than it was previously. Audiences 

rapidly consume “News media” in the form of articles, web posts, broadcasts and stories. 

These sources ultimately shape consumer understanding of an issue based off curated 

messages: “mediated popular culture … provides us ‘with the frames with which to 

assimilate and structure information about a whole range of social problems and issues’” 

(Meister 3). Belsey explains this as well, saying that writers focus on generating the right 

stories so as to stay employed or get a promotion. In this economic model, “inasmuch as 

workers of all sorts are required to ‘perform’, financial objectives predominate and there 

seems to be little scope for ethics, irrespective of the worker’s own personal motives and 

desires” (Belsey 5). While some still write about topics they find important, media’s 

economic model (on an individual article basis) has changed the way media is produced. 

This type of journalism is all about the volume of content and its circulation, and while it 

is not necessarily lying, its purpose is more of entertainment (under the guise of 

information). Thus news media has shifted into the realm of popular culture, as it 

“provides many with the common knowledge of what things are and what they mean” 

(Meister 4). Specifically with climate change, media consumer’s “knowledge and 

understandings of the environment are constructed and maintained via a constant stream 

of language and images derived from popular culture” (Meister 3).  

Climate Skepticism’s Expansion 

It is also far more complex than unequal airtime that has led to the expansion of 

climate change skepticism. This section analyzes the development of climate skepticism 
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in the public eye and determines how skepticism impacts viewers. Media manipulations 

have become increasingly prominent, and the development of “fake news” adds a unique 

problem. More commonly, slight data changes mean that: “Climate skeptics in the US … 

have been able to sustain not only broad skepticism but also a partisan divide in the 

American public’s understanding of both climate change and climate science” (Cox 232). 

The manipulation of climate information is parallel to the manipulation by big tobacco 

companies, as explained briefly above, and comes as a result of large corporations 

devoting resources to promoting climate change denial.  

The aforementioned report, “Global Warming: What Does the Science Tell Us?” 

by the Marshall Institute is one of the earliest examples of misrepresenting climate 

change data: “the Institute’s source for their diagram was an article by Hansen’s team, so 

it looked eminently credible. It looked like they were relying on peer reviewed science… 

they had shown their readers only the top piece (of Figure 5)” (Oreskes 187). The figure 

to which this refers to tracks global temperature trends observed in a climate model with 

a sensitivity 2.8°C for doubled CO2, but with how it was reported by the Marshall 

Institute, the graph suggested that only the sun was responsible for warming (Oreskes 

188). The scientists involved in this study were already quite notorious for their work that 

claimed tobacco and smoking was not related to lung cancer. As part of a conservative 

think tank funded by large oil corporations, Fred Seitz and Fred Singer, both also became 

advocates for climate change denial (Oreskes 5).  

Climategate is a more recent example of how climate change information is often 

manipulated. Financed by conservative investors, outlets distorted information about 

climate science by taking discussions out of context and failing to explain the 
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background. Immediately before the 2009 climate summit in Copenhagen, hackers 

distributed emails from scientists at the University of East Anglia’s Climactic Research 

Unit. In the emails, scientists were contemplating how best to accurately explain the 

reality of climate change to the media: “the media are clueless. They need to be helped to 

understand” was the most popular quote from the emails. This snippet was taken out of 

context by climate change denying scientists and media outlets, to suggest that climate 

scientists were making up climate change. Some organizations even went so far as to 

suggest that climate change was fabricated to further the careers and interests of climate 

scientists. By framing the email to suggest that climate scientists were lying to the public, 

climate skepticism grew. Simultaneously, public mistrust in the scientific community 

regarding climate change became more common: “A week after the emails were posted, 

Google searches for the term ‘Climategate’ (10,400,000 searches) had surpassed those for 

‘global warming’ (10,100,000 searches)” (Cox 238). Climategate was a tipping point for 

American belief in climate change, and is important in any conversation regarding media 

portrayals and media ethics. 

While many people may not immediately recognize the name “Climategate,” the 

impact from the event is still seen today. Climategate created a base of uncertainty for 

skeptics to pull from, and made it easy for them to suggest to the audience that scientists 

have been lying to them. Both the scientific and media communities felt the impacts of 

Climategate: 

In the years following Climategate, American’s belief that global warming was 

occurring or was caused by human activities also continued to decline … Surveys 

of American public opinion, particularly, have reflected this drumbeat of 
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uncertainty. Three trends during this period are noteworthy: (1) A general decline 

in Americans’ concern about climate change and their belief that global warming 

is happening, and that human activities are a major factor; (2) an increase in 

Americans’ beliefs that news media exaggerate reports of climate change and that 

climate scientists are divided or cannot be trusted; and finally, (3) a partisan 

divide in Americans’ beliefs about climate change and climate scientists. (Cox 

239) 

These trends (declining belief in climate change and human impact, increased belief in 

media exaggeration and the deepening of a partisan divide about climate change) suggest 

that media as it stands now is being better employed by climate skeptics than by change-

believing organizations. This is confirmed by the observation that between 2008 and 

2010, there was a 9-point drop in public belief of science regarding climate change (Cox 

240).  

Audiences, while acknowledging that their news is framed in a specific manner, 

still seem to believe that they are receiving unbiased information. With Climategate, for 

example, many people thought that the information (about climate change being made up 

by scientists) was the in-depth, Fourth Estate-type journalism that corrected an injustice. 

By portraying the events in this manner, media outlets and anti-climate change 

organizations crafted a social drama. Specifically, “audience studies tell us that people 

make sense of media representations of the environment through multiple … frames, 

whether based on personal outlooks, political orientation or appeals to reason, evidence 

and/or affect, as well as audience expectations of media balance and reporting fairness” 

(Cottle, “Environmental Conflict” 24). Regardless of an individual’s background, there is 
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an inherent trust in the news. By assuming both sides are equally captured in the media, 

audiences put too much trust in their news sources to provide them with correct, and 

well-rounded, information. 

 For Climategate, climate change skepticism was aided by altering the context of 

private communications. Altering context is not specific to Climategate, as can be seen in 

recent media stories. Information, quotes and other information are not always 

understood in a single way: “for we can misuse and misinterpret the meaning of 

something, whether because we lack an understanding of the appropriate context or 

because we misunderstand the publicly governed rules which determine how a concept or 

term ought to be applied” (Kieran 29). The misuse of information seems to be 

increasingly common, with outlets picking and choosing the information that best serves 

their story, which is not necessarily the information which best explains the situation. 

Using this technique, it appears that many news outlets manipulate information in order 

to further a specific story: “the idea that what is true is somehow constituted out of the 

news report itself naturally and viciously lends itself to thinking of all news as exercises 

in rhetoric: it is only a question of whose rhetoric is, ultimately, more powerful” (Kieran 

30). Thus, for Kieran, media ethics entails not only looking at a variety of sources, but 

also the original information that outlets use to prove their arguments. 

The example of Climategate further shows how the inclusion of climate change in 

news sources takes a very specific form. In the US, talking about climate change is linked 

with politics, thus including it is associated with furthering a political agenda. This link 

assumes that all Democrats believe in climate change, while all Republicans deny its 

existence. This is, of course, not true, however “conservative Republicans are ‘three 
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times as likely as liberal Democrats to think the media is exaggerating the severity of 

global warming’”(Cox 241). This could be due to the efforts made by oil companies, 

which are often linked with conservative leaders, to question the legitimacy of climate 

scientists. If the political parties are working off of different information sources that 

frame information in a distinct manner – or are supported by traditionally 

Democratic/Republican sponsors - it is unrealistic to expect all citizens, regardless of 

political party, to view climate change in the same way. 

Since the reporting source has a lot of influence on how the content of a report is 

perceived, news outlets are careful to frame their pieces on climate change. The influence 

of media outlets is secondary to the influence of wealthy organizations and individuals. 

Since climate change threatens the oil and gas industry, many of these companies devote 

large amounts of funds to promote skepticism. Ultimately, “whoever manages to define 

public threats, issues and conflicts in the media and to prescribe courses of action (or 

inaction) in relation to them occupies a commanding position and one of considerable 

communicative power” (Cottle, “Environmental Conflict” 23). This means that media 

companies, and the private interests that are able to control them, have substantial power 

and are able to tell audiences what is, or is not, important and how they should feel about 

it.  

The volume of stories promoting denial partnered with the rarity of climate 

change as the sole focus of pieces ultimately place climate change out of the public 

consciousness. Climate change is often included as a side-note for larger social dramas, 

and does not receive the attention it deserves in the media. This reinforces the possibility 

that climate change is not related to strange weather events and makes it possible for 
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people to ignore climate change on a broader scale. As Cottle notes: “environmental 

conflicts, in globalizing context, are frequently enmeshed with other forms of global 

crises and major conflicts, including major disasters, wars and political violence that 

interlock in complex and environmentally destructive ways” (Cottle “Environmental 

Conflict” 32). Since climate change impacts absolutely every part of societies, it surely is 

deserving of its own news-pieces. More than that, the current media is not doing a 

sufficient job in disseminating scientific information, and because of this, climate change 

is not understood as well as it should be. This is certainly not true of all media, as there 

are numerous books on the subject of climate change, but many television news channels 

and newspapers fail to bring important information about climate change to their 

audiences. 

It is from the uncertainty associated with climate change that inaction is made 

possible “divergence between the state of the science and how it was presented in the 

major media helped make it easy for our government to do nothing about global 

warming” (Oreskes 215). As a perceived risk, climate change catastrophes are not 

considered as their own, unique type of risk. That is, “although we seem to have a 

visceral understanding of probability … uncertainty makes us uncomfortable. Not only 

do we have a difficult time deciphering uncertainty ‘language,’ but psychologists argue 

that we will go to great lengths to reduce the uncertainty that we do perceive” 

(Dunwoody 172).  

For many, denying climate change (especially the ways that humans contribute to 

it) is the best way to feel safe: “whatever the political tampering with science, the 

supposed ‘naturalness’ of disasters here becomes an ideological camouflage for the social 
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(and therefore preventable) dimensions of such disasters, covering for quite specific 

social interests” (N. Smith 1). While “it is generally accepted among environmental 

geographers that there is no such thing as a natural disaster” (N. Smith 1), this is not the 

case among everyday citizens and politicians. The term “natural disaster” is challenged 

by it the understanding that all disasters are relative, and their severity is dependent on 

causes, vulnerability of the area, preparedness of the people, varying results and 

responses to the “disaster”, and finally difficulty of reconstruction (N. Smith 1). 

Earthquakes, tsunamis, blizzards, droughts and hurricanes are far more complicated than 

the term “natural disaster” implies to the average American (N. Smith 1). Because 

models of possible disasters (and the future of the world) are based on minute changes, 

and run on scenarios that are likely (not guaranteed), scientists cannot say with complete 

certainty how climate change will unfold. The existence of this uncertainty offers a 

convenient excuse of “it might not happen.” There are many ways that Americans cope 

with the uncertainty of climate change, and often these are based on different values and 

perceptions of the world (Dunwoody 173). Uncertainty is also commonly cited when 

climate change skeptics make an argument: 

When it comes to climate change, for instance, those skeptical of a human 

contribution to warming often argue that the uncertainties of the science are too 

great to recommend policy of responses while those convinced of a human 

contribution counter that the uncertainties are manageable and should not short-

circuit action to lower emissions. (Dunwoody 173) 

Again, because it is impossible for scientists to claim that the future will, undoubtedly, 

unfold in a particular way; in the mind of consumers there is always the possibility that it 
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will not happen. For this examination it is not necessary to understand the psychological 

processes at play; rather it is important to realize that it is through a desire to feel safe that 

many climate change skeptics do not believe human habits are detrimental. Climate 

change denial has an appeal because it helps people avoid acknowledging that humanity 

has created such a large problem. This is because if they were to acknowledge that 

current human habits spell the destruction of the planet, the current status quo of 

operating would be dramatically threatened.  

Conclusion 

This analysis examined news media more broadly as a powerful method of 

communication and knowledge construction, and the methods by which it gains 

credibility. In order to convey that an outlet is a responsible source, news outlets often 

attempt to give (nearly) equal coverage to multiple opinions. Even with the inclusion of 

seemingly unbiased and objective experts, media helps construct viewer opinions on a 

variety of topics. For an issue such as climate change, this may not be the best approach 

as it frames the issue as something of debate. As Alanna Myers explains:  

Climate change science, unlike feminism or environmentalism, is not a political 

or social movement, and to reject it is to resort to a ‘curiously post-modern 

argument whereby the knowledge derived from climate science [is] regarded as 

socially constructed and [has] no special claim on our beliefs. (Myers 270) 

Even though there is scientific consensus that climate change is real and it is happening 

and it is not a matter of debate, the media treats it as a polarized topic through its 

portrayals of climate change overall, and of climate scientists and through the framing of 

the ‘news’ story.  
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When I attempted to assign a genre to climate change based off of the readings 

explored in this chapter and other texts, I discovered that as it stands now, climate change 

does not fit into contemporary media. Right now, portrayals of climate change fall into 

one of the following categories: apocalyptic narrative, dramatic narrative, science fiction, 

or documentary. The first of these three are consumed on a larger entertainment level, 

and do not ultimately spur habit change. The particular audience that documentaries 

about climate change appeal to, already believe in climate change and do not need further 

convincing. There is a blurred line between these categories, as audiences often do not 

realize that they are consuming entertaining (as opposed to informative) media. Thus, 

media that was originally created to entertain consumers becomes an especially powerful 

tool at shaping public opinion. “Although climate-related stories have declined … 

skeptical ‘self-interested information providers’ have been able to exploit platforms in 

new media to produce, distribute, and sustain narratives of uncertainty and cynicism 

about global warming and climate scientists” (Cox 241). Moving outside of the “science” 

classification has both widened the audience a piece appeals to, and made it possible for 

the pieces to be less scientifically accurate. In this way, climate-related media is 

increasingly dependent on being entertaining and compelling, rather than accurate and 

informative. 

Overall, media as it currently operates is more effective as a creator of disbelief in 

climate change than as a method of distributing climate change related information. 

Additionally, audiences continue to expect impartiality from their media sources, not 

realizing that this is unfeasible due to the current economic and political climate. Put 

differently, if news programs were truly objective, no one would consume them and the 
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dissemination of information would be entirely different. The expectation of objectivity 

tricks the audience into believing things labeled as “news;” the consequences of this 

include political organizations manipulating news stories so as to convince the public of 

something.  
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Chapter Two: Media Portrayals of Hurricanes in the US 

The first part of this chapter examines the news media in New York around 

Hurricane Sandy. The second part of this chapter examines the news media in New 

Orleans. These analyses: 1) conclude that news media focus on social drama, and 2) 

suggest that climate change is not covered extensively because portrayals of climate 

change alone are not dramatic enough. Instead, news media focus on large-scale 

disasters, such as hurricanes, and depict the social issues that go along with hurricanes. 

Thus US news media only tells viewers the most exciting or dramatic part of the story, 

ultimately deterring Americans from evaluating ecological factors. Each part looks at the 

logistics of the storms, media portrayals of the storms, and policy responses to the storm.  

The main critique here is about the lack of media depictions of anthropological 

climate change, and the impact that this omission has on a US audience. Focusing on 

Hurricanes Sandy and Katrina, two very different stories of climate change emerge, and 

the consequent viewer understandings of climate change are dramatically different. One 

story frames the residents of destructed areas as loyal patriots who have been dealt a 

serious blow; the other frames citizens as skilled professionals leading adaptation efforts. 

Not only is the understanding of climate change (as an overall notion) different, but the 

representation of the role that humans play in exacerbating natural disasters also varies. It 

is relatively common in news media to suggest that climate change in general is made 

worse by human activity; however, most media depictions do not make a connection 

between human actions and natural disasters - this is a missed opportunity to engage the 

public in a moment of great attention to the climate. If media were to divulge peer-

reviewed scientific information about the creation of natural events, and elaborate the 
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links that natural events have with anthropogenic climate change, than there would be 

more widespread understanding of climate change. 

New York and Hurricane Sandy 

Hurricane Sandy in late October 2012 was a Category 3 hurricane when it made 

landfall in New York and New Jersey. Before making its way up the East Coast of the 

US, Sandy passed through the Caribbean and caused serious destruction there (in Jamaica 

alone, the total cost of direct and indirect damage is estimated around $107.14 million 

(Planning Institute of Jamaica)). According to the National Hurricane Center (part of 

NOAA), a Category 3 is considered a major hurricane, with winds ranging between 111-

129mph and causing “devastating damage” (NOAA). The storm killed at least 149 across 

eight states, and left 4.7 million Americans without electricity (Sharp 1). The storm also 

caused $20 billion in property damage and up to $30 billion in lost business. 

Two heavily impacted areas were Manhattan and the Rockaways, and media 

coverage focused on these two locations. Depictions of lower Manhattan show that “with 

neoliberalism, select cities have become centers of extreme wealth by serving as conduits 

in a global economy” (Kraszewski 30). These reports:  

Appealed to reason, science and urban planning to display the privileged residents 

of the area as either innocent victims in need of protection from climate change 

disaster or as capable plutocrats who should lead the government and society to 

create urban structures that will withstand the problems of a warmer future. 

(Kraszewski 34)       

By portraying Manhattan as a place of logic and importance in this manner, media 

suggested to viewers that severe weather events are not enough to overpower mankind, 
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and that man is and will remain nature’s dominator. The Rockaways, on the other hand, 

were portrayed as an innocent community that had been a focal point for disaster. 

 Analyzing national newspaper portrayals of Hurricane Sandy reveals how media 

influences public perception of the disaster. That is, the representations shaped responses 

to the hurricanes, and also impacted whether or not people connected the storm to climate 

change. According to The LexisNexis Academic database, the earliest mentions of 

Hurricane Sandy in The New York Times was October 26th 2012. Across all Times 

platforms, there are over 1000 results for Hurricane Sandy. The earliest article featured in 

print, entitled “Early Worries that Hurricane Sandy Could be a ‘Perfect Storm’” was 

paired with “Hurricane Sandy Hits Bahamas After Havoc in Cuba and Haiti.” The latter 

summarizes Sandy’s trajectory, local reactions and the destruction that it had on different 

areas of the Caribbean, and explains that the storm is poised to hit the US. The articles 

prior to Sandy’s landfall focus primarily on its evolution from tropical storm to 

“Frankenstorm,” and briefly discuss some of the noticeable impacts. As Sandy 

progressed, increasingly more articles were written about: damage and destruction, the 

storm’s impacts on the election, insurance issues and pieces focusing on individual 

experiences. The articles written in the wake of Hurricane Sandy are dramatically 

different than those written post-Katrina. After Sandy, many articles focused on how 

technological advancements (including Twitter and Smartphones) changed the 

reconstruction process. The articles also were not as intent on examining the extent of the 

destruction; rather, they focused on personal stories that were emotionally based. 

Additionally, articles such as “A Walk Through a Recovering City” (November 2nd), 

“Learning to Bounce Back” (November 3rd), and “Subway Repairs Border ‘on the Edge 
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of Magic’” (November 9th) suggest that recovery occurred quickly and the city was able 

to resume life fairly quickly.  

From the stories focusing on recovery efforts after the storm, the majority focus 

on the successful recovery of the area and communities affected. These depictions are 

generally positive, using words such as “kindness,” “heal,” “bounce back,” “resilience,” 

and “rebuild” amongst others. All of these words suggest that the communities are strong 

and have an indestructible morale. Personal narratives reinforce these traits, explaining 

how an individual was able to overcome the event. Other articles written after Hurricane 

Sandy focus on the lessons to be learned from Sandy or general observations of changing 

societal practices. These reflective articles portray humans as not only capable of 

surviving natural disasters, but also as being able to improve their survival tactics in 

preparation of future disasters. In fact, I found numerous articles that highlight “Lessons 

from Storm Sandy,” on a variety of topics. Some examples of these are: “Lessons 

Gleaned in the Glow of a Giant Night Light” (the “giant night light” being the fires in 

Breezy Point), “Lessons from Sandy: Buildings with Resilience in Mind,” and “Sandy 

Offers Lessons to Restaurateurs.” These articles suggest the hurricane was a learning 

experience, and that from the things that went wrong it is possible to enact preventative 

measures in other cities.  

Kraszewski’s analysis of broadcast media after Sandy finds that nearly all news 

broadcasts have one or more segments on “Aftermath of Hurricane Sandy Coverage.” In 

these, interviews of citizens from Breezy Point and the Rockaways generate sadness in 

the viewer. These “news stories distanced citizens through appeals to nostalgia, sentiment 

and emotion, making it seem that abstract nature, rather than social and economic forces, 
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threatened working-class neighborhoods” (Kraszewski 31). Numerous outlets included 

interviews with elderly citizens who recalled Hurricane Irene, but subsequently chose not 

to evacuate for Hurricane Sandy. Hurricane Irene struck the area in 2011 and was very 

impactful on local memory; yet, news media did not include a large sample of citizens 

who had experienced Irene, and instead focused their stories on elderly citizens. This was 

likely done in order to better convey sentiments of patriotism and endurance to their 

audiences. In their segment “Breezy Point residents save their city,” NBC Dateline 

introduces Breezy Point as an “idyllic sea-side community within sight of the towering 

Manhattan skyline… this tightknit Irish community has weathered its share of disasters.” 

The segment continues, mentioning that over 30 residents were killed while serving as 

firefighters or policeman on 9/11, and that the community has always remained strong 

and united. In an episode from September 2, 2012 the broadcaster explains that: “as 

Hurricane Sandy bore down on the East Coast, this resilient community took it in stride, 

just as it had for Hurricane Irene last year.” The interviews show respectable people with 

pride and love for their communities, who have looked out for each other for years, and 

focus on the bravery and ingenuity of people who stayed in the area. Even though the 

story shows the destruction caused by Hurricane Sandy, the focus is really on the strength 

of the community and its heroic citizens. Thus the overall impression of these people is 

that they are nice and honorable individuals that everyone would like to relate to.  

Portrayals of Manhattan, on the other hand, are vastly different. Good Morning 

America’s “Special Hurricane Sandy; Perfect Storm explains the frightening size of the 

storm, noting that “even the most jaded New Yorker feels afraid, looking at the bent 

construction crane upon this $1.5 billion luxury high-rise under construction on 57th St.” 
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Another section of GMA includes interviews with various city officials as they explain 

the “effects we just couldn’t imagine, the battery tunnel becoming like a waterfall… It 

happened as predicted, but in more and worse ways.” The images of the storm, as well as 

the use of voice-over, make it clear that New York was badly hit by the storm: “the city 

that never sleeps now crippled, without power, overnight much of it underwater.” All of 

this said over images of floodwater rushing in gives the broadcast a less personalized and 

intimate tone, inciting fear in the viewers as they see one of the most historic skylines in 

the US greatly changed by the storm. 

Many images are used repeatedly, such as stills of subway stations, bridges, 

tunnels and the bent crane. Clips of floodwater rushing over the base of the Statue of 

Liberty, the streets of lower Manhattan and bubbling out of manholes make it very clear 

that the storm was very invasive. The pervasive nature of these images is reinforced by 

journalist Chris Cuomo’s comment: 

There’s something you can’t see in the pictures, and you can’t hear in the sound, 

but many people are feeling here in the city and we should talk about it. I haven’t 

had a feeling like I had last night in this city, since 9/11. That queasy sense of 

foreboding…. But I’ll tell you what, this morning when we woke up, the water 

was gone. And for all the power out and the property damage and the human loss 

that is still to come, this can be fixed. And when people wake up this morning and 

in the surrounding areas, they’re gonna know, we’re gonna get through this. 

We’ve been through much worse. (Cuomo) 

Directly comparing 9/11 to Hurricane Sandy further creates an either/or mentality among 

viewers: either a disaster is man-made or it is a natural phenomenon. In reality, Hurricane 
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Sandy is the intersection of the impact of human-made and natural patterns. Suggesting 

that, as far as disasters in the city go, 9/11 was “much worse” than Hurricane Sandy is 

understandable because of the circumstances of the attack, international devastation, the 

volume of deaths and the short time period. By comparing the post-Sandy sentiment in 

the city to the sentiment around 9/11, Cuomo inadvertently suggests that natural disasters 

are separate from human disasters and human influence. This could imply that natural 

disasters such as Sandy can be “fixed” because the majority of the destruction is to 

property, not human life. While this is true now, and in the circumstance of Sandy, 

climate projections (and other natural event patterns) suggest that someday, climate 

change will also be capable of this level of destruction on a global level.  

An example of the fatal effects of climate change can be seen in France’s 

increasing heat waves. Since 2003, summer heat waves in France have been fatal: “the 

mortality went up 60% in France. One-third of the deaths were due to hyperthermia or 

heatstroke … this trend, already responsible for 30,000 deaths a year in France, will only 

get worse around the globe” (Squarzoni 252). France is an outlier, as it is one of the few 

developed regions where climate change can already be seen. Generally the adverse 

effects of climate change are noticeable in developing countries long before they are 

evident in the more northern, developed ones (Squarzoni).  While it will take a while for 

the whole globe to be noticeably impacted by global warming, the news media’s 

downplaying humankind’s role in environmental trends suggests that natural disasters 

should not be taken as seriously as man-made disasters. Depicting the storm as “a 

weather event that wreaked physical destruction but left the social fabric of the city 
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relatively intact” (Liboiron 144), media outlets reflected that Sandy did not destabilize 

the status quo of New York or ask citizens to reconsider their habits. 

Media occasionally connected Hurricane Sandy with climate change in national 

publications, but most often on The Times’ niche blogs (including Opinionator, Dot 

Earth, Green, IHT Rendezvous and India Ink). When climate change in the context of 

Hurricane Sandy is mentioned in the newspaper, it poses a variety of links. “Shallow 

Waters and Unusual Path May Worsen the Surge” (1026 words, Metropolitan Desk), 

“Are Humans to Blame? Science is Out” (898 words, Metropolitan Desk) “Will Climate 

Get Some Respect Now?” (759 words, Op-Ed), “Worrying Beyond Hurricane Sandy,” 

and “Hurricane Sandy Puts Environment on Election Agenda,” were all written within 

the months after Hurricane Sandy.  

 Media and scientists blame a large portion of the damage to New York to the 

city’s layout. Along these lines is an op-ed by Daniel Wolff, “The Debt we Owe 

Katrina.” Wolff acknowledges the ways that Katrina’s destruction and recovery provided 

guidelines of what should (and should not) be done to aid recovery efforts. While the 

piece has an overall optimistic viewpoint, it also poses important advice that is missing 

from other articles. Wolff says that: “if Katrina is any model, we have to think long term 

as well - and make sure we’re forging not just a speedy but an equitable recovery” 

(Wolff). Wolff, as well as many other critics, question New York’s recovery plan. In 

response to the destruction and the criticism by the media, officials took a more serious 

look at the infrastructure of the city. Since doing this, the city has developed a new plan 

for how to structure New York; however, the plan proposes fast recovery and potential 

adaptation possibilities with a minimally imposing mitigation strategy.  
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The destruction in New York caused a reevaluation of 2007’s PlaNYC, a long-

term plan to bolster the sustainability and resilience of New York (Jabareen 82). In many 

ways, PlaNYC has been accurate at adapting to environmental changes due to climate 

change. The projections it put forth have been confirmed by temperature rises, rain and 

storm patterns, and sea level rise. The precision of the predictions have caused a further 

reevaluation of the measures proposed, with many wondering if they will be sufficient in 

weathering upcoming changes. Projections extend out to the 2080s and reveal alarming 

changes: 

Climate change is likely to bring warmer temperatures to New York City and the 

surrounding region, as mean annual temperatures, as projected by global climate 

models, increase by 1.5-3 F by the 2020s, 3-5 F by the 2050s, and 4-7.5 F by the 

2080s (NPCC 2009). In addition, the city will also see more intense rainstorms, 

while annual precipitation is likely to increase and droughts become more severe 

toward the end of the 21st century. Heat waves are also likely to become more 

frequent, intense, and longer in duration. Furthermore, sea levels are also likely to 

rise in the decades to come, with rises of 2-5in. by the 2020s, 7-12in. by the 

2050s, and 12-23in. by the 2080s. In comparison to the period preceding the 

industrial revolution, when sea levels rose at rates of 0.34-0.43in. per decade, the 

current rates around New York City range between 0.86 and 1.5in. per decade…. 

New York City has almost 578 miles of coastline and over half a million residents 

living within the current flood plain. (Jabareen 87)  

Of these changes one in particular, the 578 miles of coastline at risk due to sea level rise, 

is often overlooked by officials and many seek to continue coastline development. Even 
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Hurricane Sandy did not dissuade these intentions; instead, adaptive proposals to build a 

wall around the city became increasingly popular. Adaptive and mitigative (which 

requires habit change) measures are most effective when implemented simultaneously, 

but by only proposing adaptive measure PlaNYC creates only a temporary solution to the 

impacts of climate change. Thus, the reevaluations result in only partial answers to the 

larger issues related to climate change and do not call for a large-scale review of personal 

habits. PlaNYC proposes minimal mitigation efforts, which is problematic because 

adaptation will have limited success without also implementing mitigation strategies. 

There is no better example of preferences for dramatic adaptive strategies as a 

solution, than the suggestion to build the storm wall. In early 2016, New York City was 

awarded $176 million by the Department of Housing and Urban Development “to help 

fortify a stretch of shoreline from Montgomery Street on the Lower East Side to the 

northern tip of Battery Park City…. could include adding sea walls and temporary flood 

walls that could be deployed before a storm” (Hu 1). These are just some of the funds 

New York expects, with an additional $35.8 million for a public housing pilot project on 

Long Island, $100 million that Mayor Bill de Blasio and other officials committed in 

August 2015, not to mention funds awarded in previous years (including $335 million in 

2014). Most of this money has been won through national contests (Hu 1) and can likely 

be partially attributed to New York City’s public image in the US. New York City plans 

to use these funds to protect existing infrastructure, and make improvements where 

needed. These funds fall under what many would call “adaptive” measures, meaning that 

they will be used to help New Yorkers continue their normal lives with little to no habit 

alteration.  
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Additionally, the solutions the plan poses are best equipped to protect the 

economic value of New York; it calls for safeguarding the downtown area because it is a 

center for finance, but it does not suggest the same measures be taken to protect 

residences. Additionally, its execution and success are dependent on large money 

investments, and it does not call for individual habit changes, which are crucial in 

reducing greenhouse gases and lessening humans’ impact on the climate. Generally the 

plan highlights the threats that climate change pose to New York and suggests initiatives 

to make New York a pioneer for this type of restructuring: “the plan is composed of 127 

new initiatives that aim to strengthen the economy, public health, and the quality of life 

in the city. Collectively, they will form the broadest attack on climate change ever 

undertaken by an American city” (Jabareen 82). Developed before Hurricane Sandy, 

PlaNYC:  

Did not have in depth analysis for the threats and risk that face the city and its 

communities. It did not analyze the nature of the vulnerability demography in the 

city by age, gender, health, and other social or ethnic group. It also did not 

analyze the spatial distribution of risks, uncertainties, vulnerability and vulnerable 

communities in the city. The risk has been treated without any differentiation. 

(Jabareen 89) 

One of the most popular criticisms of the Plan is that it fails to address the different 

communities involved and assumes that a single plan is adequate and achievable. 

Moreover, it appears to suggest that New York will be untouched by climate change 

provided the provisions it lays out are followed. Specifically, the plan does not make it 

clear that even if the City manages to lower its emissions through the minimally imposing 
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mitigation strategies proposed, it still faces climate-related risks due to previous 

emissions and the emissions of other countries. 

Just like media portrayals, PlaNYC fails to approach climate change with 

effective adaptive and mitigative strategies and do not explore the role of individual 

consumers. While consumer habits are broadly laid out, suggestions for individual 

consumers are excluded from PlaNYC. The entire City is held accountable in PlaNYC, 

and PlaNYC appears to suggest everyone is equally able to make the changes it proposes. 

Describing the city as an innovative leader, the plan implies that this characteristic is true 

of all inhabitants, when in all likelihood that is an ideal perception of New Yorkers. As 

Jabareen explains, “PlaNYC acknowledges, ‘in spite of our inherent efficiency, we can 

do better. And we must. Instead we are doing worse’… The city ‘cannot afford to wait 

until others take the lead’ on slowing climate change” (Jabareen 85). If the plan explained 

that both societal and individual responsibility and accountability are necessary in truly 

mitigating climate change, it would be more likely to have a beneficial ecological impact. 

The messaging within PlaNYC does not propose a shift in the mentality of responsibility; 

instead, it seems to imply that the Plan is enough to create a different reality. In this way, 

PlaNYC is too idealistic and does not force individuals to consider their own role in 

contributing to climate change.  

 New York City was awarded funds over the state of New York and New Jersey, 

even though they are all geographically intertwined. Daniel Zarrilli (director of the 

Mayor’s Office of Recovery and Resilience) wrote: “Hurricane Sandy was the worst 

natural disaster in the history of New York City, with 44 lives lost and $19 billion in 

damages and lost economic activity… It was also a turning point in our efforts to adapt to 
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climate change and invest in resilience” (Hu 1). The $19 billion in damages and lost 

economic activity is essential in understanding why New York City received the funds; 

financial epicenters are seen as deserving more protection from natural disasters than 

other areas. Media played an important role in denoting the importance of New York 

City, and ultimately helped officials make strong arguments for the funds. 

Overwhelmingly media messages portrayed at the time focused on the good in people, 

and once officials began re-planning, the city’s plans were also spread through the media. 

The overall positive tone of the media is even more prevalent when compared to the 

portrayals of New Orleans and Hurricane Katrina. Media covered New Orleans and 

Katrina in drastically different manners, as New Orleans was presented in an entirely 

frightening manner, with no possible good anywhere in site. 

New Orleans and Hurricane Katrina 

Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans in late August, 2005. Officially categorized as 

a Category 5 hurricane, “Katrina was one of the strongest and biggest hurricanes ever to 

hit the United States, flooding New Orleans and resulting in thousands of deaths, tens of 

thousands of refugees, and over 200 billion dollars’ worth of damage” (Squarzoni 180). 

According to the National Hurricane Center (part of NOAA), a Category 5 is considered 

a major hurricane, with winds 157 mph or higher, and causing “catastrophic damage” 

(NOAA). The storm killed at least 1,833 people and left thousands homeless 

(Zimmermann 1). Labeled “the most destructive storm to strike the United States,” it is 

estimated that Hurricane Katrina caused between $125 billion in property damage alone. 

Similarly to Hurricane Sandy, the extent of damage in New Orleans is often 

blamed on the inadequate infrastructure of the city, and on those in charge. Unlike in 
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New York though, the representations of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina depict “a 

tipping point for a chronically stressed city enmeshed in an ongoing crisis” (Liboiron 

144). In 2005, Katrina destroyed the city of New Orleans and in the US became 

synonymous with the term “natural disaster.” Partially due to the pre-existing 

infrastructural issues prior to Katrina, New Orleans has still not fully recovered. Katrina 

is an extraordinarily complex situation due to the underlying structural inequality and 

policies in place, and the media portrayals drew more criticism of social structure and the 

inequalities that were shown. Media portrayals of Katrina focused on the severity of the 

storm and the evacuation (or lack of) amongst locals: “the poor became a disposable 

racialized class whose incarnation of deficient citizenship serves as a cautionary tale for 

the economically fortunate” (Kraszewski 29). Unlike in New York, in New Orleans the 

citizens who did not evacuate were portrayed as uneducated and disposable.  

The LexisNexis Academic Database reveals that Katrina received, and continues 

to receive, substantial press coverage. Focusing only on articles that speak about 

Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, articles begin as long ago as August 25th, 2005 until 

the most recent article from November 16th, 2016. Looking exclusively at the national 

coverage provided by The New York Times (Times), over 1000 stories are available across 

all Times platforms. These give a general understanding of how Katrina is constructed in 

the media, with both despair and destruction playing major roles. The four earliest 

headlines about Katrina in The Times are: “A Blast of Rain but Little Damage as 

Hurricane Hits South Florida,” “Hurricane Drenches Florida and Leaves Seven Dead,” 

and “Powerful Storm Threatens Havoc Along Gulf Coast.” All originating close to the 

onset of the storm, the first of these articles is from August 26th (2005) and is on the 10th 
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page, the second from the 27th and is on the 8th page, and the final from the 29th as the 

headline story. In subsequent coverage, the volume of stories about Hurricane Katrina 

increases, and different components of Katrina are explored. Despite the different foci, all 

of the articles focus on destruction and chaos. The Times featured at least five articles 

about Katrina a day, every day until October 6th, and then gradually began tapering its 

coverage. Around the same time, more lighthearted coverage becomes evident, with 

articles such as “In a Hub of Music, Playing the Relief Refrain.” This gradual language 

shift reflects a national desire to move forward, improve and rebuild, but outlets mostly 

featured content about the destruction and devastation. 

Articles commenting on the destruction post-Hurricane Katrina correctly place 

blame on infrastructural and political issues, however do not mention the ways that 

climate change also contributed to the destruction. Climate change, while also linking 

back to human activity, was not considered a major factor in Katrina or its destruction. 

Thus focusing all attention to fixing the infrastructural and political issues meant that 

climate change mitigation was largely disregarded. Articles written in the same year as 

Hurricane Katrina cover a lot of different topics: everything from “How You Can Help” 

to calling the situation “A Calamity Waiting to Happen.” The topics explored in 2005 

continue to be explored in the following years, with investigative reports into the levees, 

social policies and structures many described as racist and poor-shaming becoming 

common themes. Regardless of the year written or the specific focus of the article, there 

is a relevant point that is frequently mentioned: the realization that the extent of damage 

was “a man-made disaster.” Interestingly, this point was largely missing from Sandy’s 

coverage. Most articles blame the human systems at play, attributing the extent of 
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destruction to the poor construction of levees in the ninth ward. Poor communities were 

far more vulnerable to destruction because of their levees, location, and general 

infrastructure; post-Katrina, media did not hesitate to point out how these variables were 

ultimately responsible for their increased vulnerability. After Katrina, links between 

climate change and natural disasters were gradually drawn, but did not receive the same 

level of media attention as the political and infrastructural issues. 

More recent articles focus on infrastructural error alone, placing blame on the 

people in charge and the system to which they belong. These articles are a combination of 

investigative journalism and personal stories. And while there are stories of revival, many 

highlight the ways in which New Orleans is still hurting and in need of aid. Consistent in 

all articles is a story along the lines of:  

The worst of Katrina was an act of man, not an act of God. I heard something like 

that from every local I encountered in New Orleans earlier this year. No matter 

their age, race or religion, the people of this city pretty much agree that referring 

to Hurricane Katrina as a natural disaster is naïve, even ridiculous. (Mosendz 

2015)  

Investigative journalism, personal narratives and stories of the slow recovery process all 

place blame on specific community leaders, organizations, policies and politics. These 

are key factors that made Katrina so devastating, but climate change as a factor is not 

explored to the same depths. Surprisingly, President Bush’s decision to cut funds for 

FEMA disaster response and mitigation in half was rarely mentioned in the media 

(Perrow 1). These articles too narrowly blame a specific group, and do not look at how 

national policy, infrastructure and consumer behavior played an important role. Even in 
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the articles that speak about climate change’s role in the severity of the hurricane do not 

hold individual consumer habits responsible.  

 Hurricane Katrina, and the destruction that followed, received immense coverage 

throughout the country, and its high profile spurred the creation of additional media. 

These media explored different components of Katrina’s creation, destruction and the 

relief systems in place. For example, Spike Lee directed a movie on the hurricane, which 

ultimately was viewed by many and molded their understanding of Katrina. Before any 

image of New Orleans, Lee’s “When the Levees Broke: A Requiem in Four Parts,” has a 

black screen with the message: “This film document is in remembrance of all the 

Hurricane Katrina victims in New Orleans and the Gulf states of Louisiana, Mississippi, 

Alabama and Florida. Today, the people living along the Gulf Coast continue in their 

daily struggle to rebuild, revive and renew in these United States of America” (Lee). 

From here, New Orleans throughout the years is shown, with video of the hurricane and 

its after-effects dispersed throughout and Louis Armstrong’s “Do You Know What it 

Means to Miss New Orleans?” playing. As the progression continues the clips are 

increasingly of the storm and its immediate effects: houses on cars, groups of people 

standing outside the stadium with all their belongings around them, people moving 

through floodwaters, houses with the words “Dead body inside HELP!” painted on the 

door, people waving to helicopters, helicopters lifting people out of their houses in 

baskets and more fill the screen.  

 Lee’s documentary has similar messaging to many articles thus solidifying 

viewers’ understandings of the destruction. Pre-existing inefficiencies of the city, racial 

tensions and demographic differences, and eventually climate change, were understood as 
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reasons that the hurricane was so damaging. These foci meant news outlets had to choose 

which to explore in depth. Of these foci, climate change was the least enthralling, and 

thus was not extensively covered. This drastically impacted public understanding; by 

leaving out climate change, outlets suggest that it is not a major component. Thus, outlets 

presented an incomplete picture of the situation at hand. Outlets focused on obviously 

social themes, as these are easier to craft into a story. Many feel that New Orleans 

exemplified the trend in many cities; in their depictions of the poor the included “media 

images [help] teach people neoliberal ideals of preparedness, resiliency and self-reliance” 

(Kraszewski 30). That is, the images warn other Americans not to be in that type of a 

situation; they warn Americans not to be poor. Hurricane Katrina itself a large destructive 

body, was made more severe because of human actions. In this way, Katrina shows that 

humanity and nature combined are capable of mass destruction.  

Responsibility is deflected in multiple ways away from structural violence, but 

also away from how we all contribute to climate change. Lee includes coverage of New 

Orleans post-Katrina, with several clips focusing on a crime wave. Lee’s main focus is 

not on the crime waves; however, immediately post-Katrina news channels focused on 

these stories, as they provided better social dramas. NBC anchor Carl Quintanilla is one 

of many reporters who looked into this, and his segment, “The Worst of Human Nature,” 

focused on looting. Depicting New Orleans as a city of looters provided a better story 

than the slow progress of rescue and aid attempts, and the volume of segments from 

many news outlets are evidence that looting made a better story. Not only do the stories 

about looting give a bad impression of New Orleans’ citizens, interviews also depict them 

as uneducated and untrustworthy, a very different portrayal than given to citizens in New 
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York. Casting the community in this way, newscasters also portray themselves and 

volunteer efforts as humanitarian, Messianic figures. There are visible differences 

between the newscasters and the people they speak with: all the newscasters appear 

Caucasian, and all New Orleans’ citizens appear African American. Before Katrina, 

“New Orleans was a predominately black city (68%), and media coverage would easily 

suggest that poor African-Americans were the prime victims of the flood, the botched 

evacuation, and the inadequate shelter” (Kates et al. 14657). The images put forth in 

these broadcasts reveal major issues that need to be resolved. Because climate change is 

missing from media portrayals, the fact that climate change disproportionately affects the 

poor and disenfranchised is also not addressed.  

 With parts of the city constructed 6 feet below sea level, New Orleans has always 

been at unique risk:  

New Orleans sought to lessen the impacts of its recurrent floods and hurricanes by 

providing marginal increases in safety…in doing so, they laid the groundwork for 

the next catastrophic failure. In its 288-year history, New Orleans has had 27 

major river or hurricane-induced disasters at a rate of one about every 11 years. 

(Kates et al. 14653)  

Specifically, Kates et al. state that by ignoring past trends and scientific observations, all 

the efforts made pre-Katrina were misplaced and only resulted in more damage. All of 

these disasters have been approached with the same response: build more levees. 

Responsibility for the levees gradually shifted from individual landowners to the state, 

and requirements for the levees appeared to become stricter. Ultimately, speed of 

development became more important than the quality and efficiency of the levees. 
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Improving draining techniques enabled city planners to designate specific areas for 

levees, and other areas for residences and suburbs. At no point, however, did recovery 

efforts examine the role individual consumer habits may play in the creation of large 

weather events, nor suggest changes at the individual level. 

Pre-Katrina, New Orleans’ citizens “lived in a bowl, half located below sea level, 

between the natural levees of the Mississippi River and the built levees (pierced by 

canals) along Lake Pontchartrain. In the 4 years preceding Katrina, there were extensive 

and repeated warnings from both scientists and the media that the ‘big one’ would 

eventually hit the city” (Kates et al. 14654). At an inherently dangerous spot, one would 

expect more credence to be given to the warnings from scientists and media. But this 

knowledge did not make a large impact on the layout of the city, nor did potential 

initiatives to create a buffer zone receive funding. These plans also did not receive a lot 

of public support, as “maps showing such parks and open spaces in badly flooded 

neighborhoods were seen by many residents as predecessors to the loss of their property 

or neighborhoods” (Kates et al. 14657). Ultimately, many of the areas proposed for 

protective redesign were destroyed. 

Despite past events and despite all warnings, Katrina’s total destruction is 

estimated around $125 billion, and an additional $60 billion in insurance claims (AP 

1).  The estimated timeline for re-building is “Eleven months of restoration, eight to 

eleven years of reconstruction” (Kates et al. 14655). If Kates et al.’s estimates are true, 

that in the New Orleans area there is one hurricane-induced disaster every eleven years 

and it may take up to eleven years to complete the reconstruction post-Katrina, it is 
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possible that everything will need to be rebuilt, again. Because the media reflects public 

interest, discouraging information such as this is rarely mentioned in large-scale media.  

Measures to ensure that New Orleans will be better prepared to survive another 

hurricane also run against the immediate desires of inhabitants. Both media and the city 

plans reflect local desires, which unfortunately means neither take a harsh lens to 

individual and societal roles in disaster situations. Kates et. al argue that: “The actual 

decisions and rebuilding undertaken to date, the so called ‘facts on the ground,’ clearly 

demonstrate the rush by the residents themselves to rebuild the familiar” (Kates et al. 

14659). Proposed plans for truly minimizing damage to New Orleans as a city suggest 

building a smaller, more compact city. A smaller city is easier to protect, and in a 

location that is already vulnerable, “the range of safety actions needs to be more 

redundant than simply restoring or improving the surrounding levee system. Critical areas 

within the city can be hardened by using secondary protection both by elevation and by a 

set of inner levees“ (Kates et al. 14659). While New York’s recovery to Sandy was 

heavily based on the recovery of New Orleans after Katrina, both struggled to rebuild 

with the long-term in mind because citizens were so anxious to get back to normal.  

After Katrina, media directly blame local officials, organizations, policies and 

politics for the unequal distribution of impact, giving viewers the impression that 

destruction could have been avoided had these entities been different. Climate change’s 

minimal coverage on the national scale suggests that it was not as important as these 

other foci in destroying New Orleans. Yet, with the majority of the blame placed on 

obviously human factors, Katrina remains labeled as a “natural disaster.” This term 

removes responsibility from humanity, and while “it is difficult, so soon on the heels of 
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such an unnecessarily deadly disaster, to be discompassionate ... it is important in the heat 

of the moment to put science to work as a counterweight to official attempts to relegate 

Katrina to the historical dustbin of inevitable ‘natural’ disasters” (N. Smith 1). By calling 

Katrina a “natural disaster,” media greatly shape public understanding of what a natural 

disaster is, and how climate change plays into it. Additionally, it suggests that humans 

were not involved in the creation of the disaster.  

Conclusion 

This chapter looks at portrayals specific to Hurricanes Sandy and Katrina in order 

to better understand news media’s effectiveness at communicating issues related to 

climate change. Media portrayals and public reaction to these two hurricanes point blame 

at the cities’ infrastructures and officials. It is important to note, however, that news 

media portrayals did not widely associate anthropogenic climate change with Hurricane 

Katrina. In this way, news media excluded an important social and natural factor, 

ultimately limiting discussions about remediation techniques. A few publications link the 

extent of the disasters to climate change, but even then, suggestions to less destruction are 

based on modifying human structures instead of modifying environmentally detrimental 

habits. Additionally, these depictions are often dramatized segments, which are 

misleading and result in people not having an accurate understanding of disasters. 

As seen in the portrayals of both hurricanes there was the occasional article about 

the connection between climate change and the severity of the hurricanes. What is 

communicated as inherently true about hurricanes is the destructive and dramatic 

elements rather than the causes of the hurricane. “Deep-seated news values such as 

‘deviance’, ‘negativity’, ‘conflict’, ‘’drama’, ‘violence’ and, in the case of visual media, 
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‘spectacular’ or ‘arresting images’ can predispose journalists to identify some 

environmental issues and concerns as more newsworthy than others’ (Cottle, 

“Environmental Conflict” 21). Climate change, generally, does not receive as much 

airtime as these natural disasters. 

After the hurricanes, though not necessarily because of the harsh media criticism, 

both New York and New Orleans developed new plans in hopes of preventing future 

destruction. National reaction and these plans reveal where US priorities lay, and the 

plans reflect responsibility for protecting the inhabitants, but do not call for the 

recognition of responsibility at the individual level. Studies of climate change show that 

as emissions and temperatures increase, the frequency of progressively worse “natural” 

disasters also increases. Particularly for Katrina, “it is not a radical conclusion that the 

dimensions of the Katrina disaster owe in large part not just to the actions of this or that 

local or federal administration but the operation of a capitalist market more broadly” (N. 

Smith 1). With all consumers participating in a capitalist market, media portrayals missed 

the opportunity to highlight the connection every individual had to creating the physical 

storm Katrina. Moreover, the disproportionate impact of climate change on the poor and 

disenfranchised is lost in news media communication.   

Trends in the analyzed data suggest that news media will either depict the 

disasters as something minor, or as events of immense destruction and devastation, 

depending on the area affected. Hurricane Katrina was the latter, while Sandy varied 

between the two. News media’s depictions of highly populated areas, or centers of 

financial and governmental importance are depicted very differently than isolated areas, 

as these create the best social dramas. Commonly referred to as “ruin porn,” popular 
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imagery often depicts worst-case scenarios. Both of these hurricanes were depicted in 

terms of humanity’s ingenuity and will to survive in the face of destruction by nature. 

Importantly, “climate change” was very rarely blamed for part of the destruction, and no 

media I analyzed linked human activity with climate change or the hurricanes.  
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Chapter Three: Media Portrayals of Hurricanes in Places of Paradise in the US and 

The Bahamas 

As explained in the Introduction, by portraying climate change as a social drama, 

news media fail to recognize other ramifications of climate change; furthermore, social 

dramas are location specific. While climate change portrayals in The Bahamas are less 

centered on social drama and focuses more on the larger picture (who is contributing to 

increased emissions, actions that policymakers and consumers are taking, impacts on 

island structures, impacts on other parts of the world), media portrayals in the US are 

often too localized and do not provide a global perspective. This contrast changes how 

societies understand and react to climate change. The idea of social drama will be 

continued throughout this chapter in order to demonstrate the contrast between news 

media outlets based in The Bahamas versus those based in the US.  

 “Other” countries receive very specific depictions in US media, and messages of 

climate change and natural disasters must combat these stereotyped depictions. For The 

Bahamas and Caribbean nations, all climate change and natural disaster information must 

compete with more popular images of “paradise” for the attention of Americans. This is a 

particularly unique situation, because while “climate change exists in a complex field of 

stories defined by multiple, competing genres” (Smith 16), climate change in The 

Bahamas has to compete with an imagination-created ideal. The ideals of paradise are 

formed through tourism media and brochures, but also have roots in novels and travel-

journals. With tourism being the main industry, the images that The Bahamas 

subsequently “export” through post-cards, pictures, and other tourist trinkets, reinforce 

stereotypes of The Bahamas. In the cases of countries with large tourism industries 
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tourism-related media heavily shapes the outsiders’ view of the country. These country 

stereotypes are reinforced by US-based media platforms, and country-based media 

distributed by tourism-departments. In The Bahamas’ capital, Nassau, many tourists are 

from cruise-ships and only there for the day. In Nassau, tourists rarely consume the local 

news media. Instead, they get their preferred international paper while still aboard their 

ship, and are not up to date on the current events in The Bahamas. The local radio as 

well, plays in all the city’s buses, but in the hotel buses, only popular American music 

plays. Thus the tourists who visit Nassau only interact with the fun and exciting cultural 

components, while remaining oblivious to local current events. 

 This chapter examines how The Bahamas overall are depicted in US media, 

explaining the negative effects of “Edenism” and the strong role that tourist advertising 

plays in shaping this perception. “Edenism,” as explained by Mimi Sheller, is the 

formation of a place of paradise (or Eden) that can also be home to immoral behavior 

(hedonistic behavior). This complex identity must be analyzed in order to determine how 

media depictions reinforce these notions, and how climate change must then compete 

against these notions. The main argument of this chapter, is that media depictions of 

Hurricane Joaquin in the United States and The Bahamas are directly related to the 

priorities of each country, and to citizen understanding of climate change. The first part 

of this chapter provides relevant background information about The Bahamas and 

Hurricane Joaquin and examines how as a Small Island Developing States (SIDS), The 

Bahamas is one of the most affected by climate change, and may be underwater before 

the end of the century. This is something that is often left out of media portrayals, even 

though it is an important part of the nation’s identity. Next, media depictions of 
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Hurricane Joaquin from US-based organizations media outlets are examined. These 

depictions reveal where the priorities of the US lie; additionally, the trends examined here 

reveal a lack of interest for climate change in The Bahamas/Caribbean. The third part of 

the chapter is an overview of media depictions of Hurricane Joaquin from Bahamas-

based news organizations. These depictions contrast with those from US-based media, as 

they provide equal coverage to many hurricane-related issues. The bulk of this chapter 

comes in the fourth section, as it attempts to unpack how the US does think about The 

Bahamas and the Caribbean or, Americans conceive of The Bahamas, and suggests that it 

is because of this perception of the area that messages regarding climate change hazards 

are disregarded by US citizens. This section includes an analysis of a print campaign run 

by The Bahamas’ Office of Tourism, as well as one of their official commercials. The 

comparison of the two methods of advertising reiterates that perception of The Bahamas 

is locked in. The goal of this chapter is to show the constant conflict that climate change 

media encounters, as it always competes with “paradise”-centered media. This conflict 

ensures that US citizens are unaware not only of the effects of climate change and natural 

disasters on other parts of the world, but also that they do not feel any responsibility for 

either. 

Background and Developmental History of The Bahamas 

 The Bahamas are off the coast of Florida, and actually are not technically a part of 

the Caribbean, as they are located in the Atlantic Ocean (Moker 15). With over 700 

islands, The Bahamas typically enjoy a tropical climate with both wet and dry seasons. 

According to Lonely Planet’s 2011 guidebook to “The Bahamas” December thru 

February is considered high tourist season, with low temperatures around 20°C/70°F and 
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minimal rain. March thru August is slightly warmer and more humid, with increased 

fishing and party tourism. According to this guidebook, September thru November is 

hurricane season, making it the low tourist season (Matchar and Masters). However, 

meteorologist and hurricane expert Wayne Neely explains that hurricanes can begin as 

early as June. The more severe hurricanes are in the later months, but there are usually 6-

8 minor hurricanes in the beginning of hurricane season (Neely ix). Globally, “increases 

in the volume of greenhouse gas emissions and concentrations of carbon dioxide in the 

atmosphere paralleled increases in numbers of extreme weather events (hurricanes, 

tornados, floods, and heat waves)” (Rudel 51). As Hurricane Matthew in 2016 and 

Hurricane Joaquin in 2015 demonstrate, severe hurricanes are hitting the Caribbean 

closer together and at a larger intensity than they have historically.   

The Bahamas have a unique colonial history, which is still evident in media 

portrayals. As a British colony for 325 years, The Bahamas are still a relatively young 

country, not gaining their independence until 1973 (Bahamas 1). Media portrayals of The 

Bahamas limit the identity of The Bahamas to a curated image of paradise. Excluded 

from this image is the very real fact that The Bahamas is a Small Island Developing State 

(SIDS) facing numerous environmental threats. While people realize that hurricanes can 

be common to the area, they do not process what the impact of a hurricane is on land or 

undersea. More than that, they do not think about other ways that areas such as The 

Bahamas are threatened. Hurricanes are one threat that has been exacerbated by climate 

change; additional issues that The Bahamas are already encountering include sea level 

rise (SLR) and loss of food/water resources.  
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In the “World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 4136,” the researching 

scientists concluded that sea level rise (SLR) is a very serious threat to SIDS, while 

developed countries will be minimally impacted. The report explains that the increasing 

temperatures have increased rates of melting glaciers, and forced a re-evaluation of sea 

level rise estimates for the century (Dasgupta et al. 2).  Sea level rise will affect all 

coastal countries, but will likely submerge many SIDS and create millions of climate-

refugees: 

Our results reveal that hundreds of millions of people in the developing world are 

likely to be displaced by SLR within this century; and accompanying economic 

and ecological damage will be severe for many. At the country level, results are 

extremely skewed, with severe impacts limited to a relatively small number of 

countries. For these countries (e.g., Vietnam, A.R. of Egypt, and The Bahamas), 

however, the consequences of SLR are potentially catastrophic. (Dasgupta et al. 

2) 

While there are numerous countries at risk, the World Bank study focuses on a select 84 

coastal developing countries in Latin America/the Caribbean, Middle East and North 

Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia and South Asia. For each region they evaluate 

what effect SLR 1m and 5m has on land, population, gross domestic product (GDP), 

urban extent, agricultural extent, and wetlands. 

 In Latin America/the Caribbean, the wetlands, agriculture and country area in The 

Bahamas was ranked as the country most impacted by SLR. GDP in The Bahamas was 

the second most impacted by SLR, and the population and urban extent were the third 

most impacted by SLR (Dasgupta et al.). While overall the most impacted region will be 
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East Asia, the results of these projections allude to a disproportionately high impact on 

low emitting countries. These often are countries that were colonies until the later half of 

the twentieth century and that did not, and do not contribute significantly to climate 

change, are the ones that will be the most severely impacted by it.  

 This trend is explored in International Environmental Law and the Global South, 

where the writers determine that there has been an unfair manipulation of resources to 

favor the global north. According to the Alam et al., the European colonization of other 

global regions has had lasting ramifications for the countries considered to be a part of 

the global South. For this work, “North” identifies wealthy industrialized nations, while 

“South” identifies less prosperous countries, usually in the Southern hemisphere (Alam et 

al. 2). Another way to differentiate the two is by looking at the legal and cultural history 

of a country as compared to the international community. This is because “most Southern 

countries were under colonial rule when the global North created the legal architecture 

for contemporary globalization” (Alam et al. 6). Rather, as international trade 

organizations and financial institutions were established and began determining policies, 

most countries in the global South were still under colonial rule and did not have a voice 

in international negotiations. According to these criteria, The Bahamas are part of the 

global South (despite its proximity to the US), and are a SIDS. 

 The arrangements made by the North during colonial rule capitalized on the 

indigenous populations and ecosystems in The Bahamas and other countries in the global 

South: “the legal framework enabled the North to fuel its economic expansion through a 

continued exploitation of the South’s natural resources, trapping Southern countries in 

vicious cycles of poverty and environmental degradation and widening the North-South 
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economic divide” (Alam et al. 6). Thus, not only were the natural resources of many 

countries in the South used to benefit Northern countries, the parasitic relationship 

drained countries of reserves to the point that Southern countries became dependent on 

Northern countries for funds to develop. Moreover, tourism helps continue this dynamic 

in the postcolonial period. 

More than just limiting economic development, the agreements have also put 

Southern ecosystems under extreme and fatal conditions. And while all nations 

(regardless of North or South) will feel the effects of climate change, SIDS are among the 

countries that will be the most severely impacted: 

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC or 

Framework Convention), to which the global community committed some twenty 

years ago, specifically speaks of ‘threats of serious or irreversible damage.’ In 

addition, it pays particular attention to the plight of small island states, seen as 

among the most vulnerable to climate change. If preserving a climate ‘similar to 

that on which civilization developed and to which life on Earth is adapted’ is 

desired, the international community must never emit the vast majority of the 

remaining fossil fuel carbon. (Alam et al. 438) 

The classification as a Small Island Developing State means that The Bahamas share a 

specific set of characteristics with other nations, all of which are threatened by climate 

change. “Though geographically disparate, SIDS share many pre-existing 

vulnerabilities…these vulnerabilities, exacerbated by climate change and coupled with 

low adaptive capacity, inspired special recognition of SIDS within the Framework 

Convention” (Alam et al. 439). Partially due to their late development, SIDS are 
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especially vulnerable because of their limited resources and they have a high 

vulnerability to external economic and geopolitical shocks (Alam et al. 439). Despite the 

attempts of SIDS to change international policies to consider them, these attempts have 

“been met with threats of reprisal by the largest historical emitter, the United States” 

(Alam et al. 436). Thus in some ways the colonizer/colonized relationship persists, and 

countries in the global South become increasingly vulnerable to the effects of the North’s 

contributions to climate change. 

Media Depictions in the US of Hurricane Joaquin 

Hurricane Joaquin was a Category 4 Hurricane over the time period of September 

28 – October 15, 2015. According to the National Hurricane Center, a Category 4 is a 

major storm, with winds ranging from 130-156 mph. With a storm of this severity, 

“catastrophic damage will occur” (NOAA). The most damage was incurred by: Crooked 

Island, Acklins (an island), Long Island, Rum Cay (an island) and San Salvador (an 

island) – all part of The Bahamas. The storm sunk the US cargo ship El Faro, killing all 

33 crewmembers (there was a total of 34 deaths). As Berg said: “Joaquin is the strongest 

October hurricane known to have affected The Bahamas since 1866 and the strongest 

Atlantic hurricane of non-tropical origin in the satellite era” (Berg 1). 

US media’s approach to Hurricane Joaquin reveals that US media is largely 

operated based on social drama. That is, the events that are perceived as the most 

dramatic (and newsworthy) are the ones that receive coverage. In this way, US citizens 

do not receive a comprehensive understanding of Hurricane Joaquin, nor do they come to 

associate The Bahamas and the Caribbean with climate change. By basically ignoring the 
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impact of the hurricane on the Caribbean, US media enabled citizens to avoid considering 

their own role in climate change and its subsequent “natural disasters.”  

Using LexisNexis again, and searching within The New York Times, there are 

some blatant differences in media coverage of different hurricanes that become obvious. 

First, there are only 32 stories for Hurricane Joaquin, compared to over 1000 for Sandy 

and Katrina. The earliest mention of Hurricane Joaquin is “Hurricane Joaquin Drifting to 

the Bahamas, but Path Remains Uncertain” and is from October 1st 2015. This small, 374 

word piece is followed by “East Coast Braces for Hurricane Joaquin, Though Path 

Remains Uncertain” (October 2nd, 1036 words), “Coastal Town’s Anxiously Watch 

Storm’s Forecast” (October 2nd, 1000 words) and “As Hurricane Curls Away, Heavy 

Rain Moves In” (October 3rd, 900 words). With the exception of the first piece, all the 

stories about the hurricane’s path focus on whether or not it will impact American cities. 

This is understandable, however by excluding reports of the destruction done in The 

Bahamas and the Caribbean, Times readers remain uninformed about the larger impacts 

of Joaquin. After the initial report about Joaquin’s projected path on October 2nd, the 

stories that do focus on the Caribbean, “2 Dead After Boat Capsizes in Jamaica Bay” 

(October 4th, 273 words), “A Missing Ship With No Signs of Survivors” (October 6th, 

1470 words), and “Questions are Raised About Safety on Ship That Sank in Storm” 

(October 7th, 1211 words) are the next articles that focus on the Caribbean area. These 

articles reiterate that drama is an important factor in US news stories, and also reveals US 

interests. The cargo ship was El Faro, and stories about it remained dominant in the 

Times until November 1st.  
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Out of the 32 stories across all of The Times’ platforms, impacts of the storm on 

the East Coast and El Faro make up for 31 of the stories; the only story that tracks the 

storm through the Caribbean was the first article from October 1st. Only the first headline 

focuses on, or even mentions, Hurricane Joaquin affecting the Caribbean. Even though 

Hurricane Joaquin was more devastating to The Bahamas, the headlines describe the 

potential and then real impacts from the storm on the United States. The real impacts, 

however, are minimal in comparison to the destruction done in the Caribbean. 

Additionally, many of these articles are about what Hurricane Joaquin means for cultural 

events in the US (such as sporting events). The main focus in these headlines is the US or 

US related subjects. What is even more upsetting, is that instead of writing about 

Hurricane Joaquin and The Bahamas, it was deemed more important to write about 

movies to watch to provide entertainment during a storm. In no way do these headlines 

reflect any concern for other parts of the world. 

Media Depictions in The Bahamas of Hurricane Joaquin  

 The Bahamas, on the other hand, cover less-dramatic topics (such as recovery 

donations, methods of mitigation, and lists of charities to donate to), suggesting that 

Bahamian society is more aware of local concerns, and that it is aware of what natural 

events mean on the international scale. Coverage of Hurricane Joaquin in Bahamian 

outlets is also different than US coverage of Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy, in that they 

did not highlight individual narratives, which are usually the focus of social dramas. 

Instead, Bahamian news sources focused on events and discussed what led to and resulted 

from these events on both local and international scales.  
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Nassau has two local newspapers, both of which are available at the National 

Archives, and through their online databases (neither is available through LexisNexis 

Academic). The Nassau Guardian and The Nassau Tribune are daily newspapers, with 

the exceptions of public holidays. A search of The Guardian’s online archives reveals at 

least 60 stories that specifically mention “Hurricane Joaquin,” and range from before 

Joaquin to present day (most recent article mentioning the hurricane was published on 

January 19, 2017). The Tribune mentions “hurricane Joaquin” specifically 588 times 

since the hurricane hit in late 2015, with the most recent article published on January 19th 

as well. Both outlets also have records for “hurricane sandy” and, “hurricane katrina” (7 

and 6 respectively in The Guardian, 160 and 18 respectively in The Tribune). Similarly to 

US media, these outlets do include stories based internationally, though not as 

extensively as local stories. 

The headlines for all hurricane-related stories are extremely different than those 

found in The Times, though both Bahamian newspapers do include articles from US 

outlets (mostly about El Faro in this context). In Bahamian coverage, El Faro received a 

small article in each newspaper. While acknowledging and explaining what happened 

with El Faro, the newspapers included it as a component of a much larger, destructive 

event. The Bahamas’ periodical coverage is expansive and accessible by all Bahamians. 

The variety of topics covered ensures that all readers have a well-rounded understanding 

of the situation at hand. More than just focusing on the destruction, these articles talk 

about: the role technology played in detecting the hurricane and evacuating areas, the 

pertinent scientific evidence of the situation, options for citizens to mitigate the 

destruction, opportunities to help others, and more. Among the articles and reports 
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available at the National Archives is “The Major Hurricanes to Affect The Bahamas” by 

Bahamian scholar Wayne Neely. Neely’s book, published in 2006, includes all major 

hurricanes up to that point, and gives an in-depth explanation of how hurricanes form, an 

analysis of individual hurricanes, and more. Neely is an important figure in The 

Bahamas, particularly in regards to hurricanes. He was part of the team responsible for 

monitoring Hurricane Joaquin’s progress, and his claims that the radar failed are still met 

with skepticism.  

The information in the beginning of Neely’s book is incorporated throughout 

many of the articles written post-Joaquin and come from a wide variety of sources, 

suggesting that readers have a general understanding of how hurricanes form. 

Additionally, The Tribune has at least one “Hurricane Watch” report per hurricane (and 

one environmentally-related article per issue), meaning that throughout hurricane season 

there are several issues devoted to just the hurricane and its after-effects. The 

environmental section focused on global trends that were contributing to the exacerbated 

hurricane season, and many explained how hurricanes developed. Including this 

information in the local newspapers increases the likelihood that locals will understand 

not only what is happening, but also why it is happening and what they need to do in 

order to be prepared.  

The Tribune covered Hurricane Joaquin most extensively, with at least six stories 

related to the storm in the newspaper each day from October 2, 2015 thru October 22, 

2015. The entire issue of Monday, October 5th was devoted to the hurricane, with reports 

and pictures making up the majority of the edition. Scientific information is included in 

all articles about the progression of the hurricane, and even in more recent newspapers 
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(from January 2017) there are numerous articles dedicated to explaining current 

environmental issues. Between January 3rd, 2017 and January 13th, 2017 I collected 30 

articles related to environmental topics from The Tribune and The Guardian. Of these 

stories, 6 relate to the Save The Bay NGO, and are about the trial of Peter Nygard “for 

allegedly orchestrating a murderous plot against his billionaire neighbor Louis Bacon and 

Lawyer Fred Smith, QC” (Scavella 1). The legal battle has been going on for over 9 years 

now and remains important in current events, as the attempted murder is the most recent 

event in the story, and the most recent lawsuit between Nygard and Bacon. These pieces 

focus on Save The Bay because Bacon (an adamant conservationist) is one of their largest 

donors and advocates. These stories follow the extremely dramatic proceedings between 

the two, and were the only examples of environmentalism turned social drama from the 

Bahamian outlets. The 22 other articles about environmental topics explore: alternative 

energy (4 articles), oil and fossil fuels (3 articles and a comic strip), landfills and 

sanitation (3 articles), weather and hurricane relief (8 articles), animals (2 articles), and 

an article about the US trying to dredge sand from Bahamian beaches. Each of these 

articles includes information about the scientific processes at play, and explains the issues 

in a very accessible manner.   

In “US Warned: ‘Hands Off Our Beaches’” (Wells 6) the North/South divide 

aforementioned is very evident. Wells explains some of this background, but also focuses 

on more recent political events that sparked Bahamian environmentalist groups to speak 

out: “ the 2016 Water Resources Development Act, signed by US President Barack 

Obama … approved studies to … determine the feasibility of transporting sand from 

other countries and territories around the world to coastal cities in America that have 
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been affected by erosion in recent years. The Bahamas was named among the potential 

sources for sand” (Wells 6). The article also explains recent international agreements, and 

refers to Save The Bays’ chairmen Joseph Darville for an analysis of what the Act could 

mean for The Bahamas. Though not mentioned in the article, Darville is a well known 

human rights and environmental advocate (Citizen). According to Darville: “we are 

basically at sea-level. If we venture down this road, 80 percent of our islands will be 

under water by the end of the century” (Wells 6). As a SIDS, coastal erosion is one of the 

largest climate change-related threats facing The Bahamas. While this may not be widely 

known to US citizens, Bahamians’ collective memory makes the country vigilant about 

issues related to their statehood. The Tribune and The Guardian, just like any other 

newspaper, try to keep their readers up to date. These outlets vary from those within the 

US, however, in how they portray environmental issues. Though social drama still 

impacts what gets published, the articles in the Bahamian outlets are more concerned 

with the circumstances that created an event, and its ramifications on the community.  

Methods of Creating Paradise and Its Effects  

The notion of “paradise” creates a very specific idea of The Bahamas that is at 

odds not only with climate change, but also with other elements of reality. 

Advertisements for popular tourist locations highlight the strengths and unique features 

of the country they represent. Ads are not the only way that The Bahamas receives 

publicity, with tourists often buying gifts and post-cards at souvenir shops to distribute 

around the world. Caribbean cruises stop at several of the Bahamian islands, and the 

souvenir shop items purchased by cruise-ship-tourists convey a very specific image of 

The Bahamas.  
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 The Bahamas has a central Office of Tourism in charge of creating unique ads 

that will draw tourists to the area. The Bahamas are portrayed as a tropical, luxurious and 

thrilling vacation destination. Consistent in all the ads is the message that “this place is 

right for you to visit,” which ultimately shapes tourist behaviors. As Dean MacCannell 

puts it, “commercially successful tourist attractions are those that are modeled on the 

structure of the ego, those that stage a narcissistic relation between ego and attraction” 

(MacCannell 147). MacCannell is referring to the phenomenon of people using vacation 

as an escape from all responsibility. Vacations become a time of pure selfishness, thus 

visitors interact with locations in order to fulfill their desires.  

When visiting The Bahamas people expect to bathe in luxury and also act in self-

gratifying ways that are unlike their normal lives (Sheller 26). Ads support and promote 

this type of behavior, even though it may not be reality. Mimi Sheller’s analysis of these 

opposing behaviors is summed up in her essay “Natural hedonism,” as she explains that: 

“depictions of Caribbean ‘Edenism,’ underwrite performances of touristic ‘hedonism’ by 

naturalizing the region’s landscape and its inhabitants as avatars of primitivism, luxuriant 

corruption, sensual stimulation, ease and availability” (Sheller 23). Sheller suggests that 

the behavior of tourists is directly tied to media depictions of The Bahamas, and that the 

expectations have grown increasingly demanding over time. Perhaps most importantly, 

she argues that media “imagery picks up on longstanding visual and literary themes in 

European representations of Caribbean landscapes as microcosms of earthly paradise – 

including the temptation and corruption that go along with being new Eden” (Sheller 23). 

This boundary between bliss and temptation, and the perception of the Caribbean as a 

new Eden, is visible in a wide variety of media. She points out that some of the oldest 
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stories about the region come from travel journals, letters and novels, and that the 

observations made in these media are the same ones highlighted in contemporary media. 

Understanding The Bahamas in this particular way has been, it appears, a trend since the 

area’s colonization. 

Imperialism and colonization lie beneath current depictions of the Caribbean. By 

including ideas such as “self-indulgent luxuriance … the exercise of mastery … elements 

of the imperial gaze have subtly informed the ways in which later tourists came to gaze 

upon the landscape and experience bodily the pleasures of Caribbean travel” (Sheller 26). 

Some messages do not focus as much on the scenery of The Bahamas, but instead depict 

the type of interactions one can to have while visiting. In this way, the colonization of 

The Bahamas is also very evident in media portrayals of it. Portrayals of Bahamians 

promote “the myth of ‘easy’ living in the Caribbean … a notion of tropical fecundity, and 

was accompanied by assumptions that the ‘natives’ were available to serve tourists, offer 

friendly greetings, and become part of the scenery” (Sheller 29). Colonialism’s impact is 

still very evident in media depictions, with subtle references to the opulence of life as a 

colonizer in the area. 

An ad in September 1, 1991’s Vogue is an excellent example of these contrasting 

messages, and also reveals colonialism’s lasting impact. This ad in particular was part of 

a series, all of them following the same format but highlighting different components. 

The first page of the ad (there are four pages total) includes a beautiful photograph of 

sheets blowing in the wind, with a sunset and the ocean in the background. Overlaid in 

white, elegant font is the rhyme: “Where do / You find / Tea for Two,/ Junkanoo,/ Sunny 

Day,/ Room to Play,/ Lady Luck,/ Jitney Trucks,/ Pirate Loot,/ Passion Fruit,/ Ocean 
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Blue,/ And Sailing / Crew?” Each of these things can be found in The Bahamas, however, 

portraying them as a poem suggests that the visit will be similar to a fairytale. “Tea for 

Two” alludes to The Bahamas colonial past, while “Junkanoo” references a national 

holiday that is similar to a mix between New Year’s and Mardi Gras in the US. “Lady 

luck” refers to the abundant casinos in the area (Atlantis was not built until 1994, but 

there were still plenty of places to gamble). “Jitney trucks” refers to the popular “fish 

fry,” which is a section of brightly colored restaurants specializing conch fritters and 

other Bahamian dishes. All the ads in this campaign use Bahamian cultural elements to 

create a poem on one page, which suggest that The Bahamas have exotic things for 

children and adults. High quality photos are also included, giving a preview of the 

beautiful views. The next two pages create a full spread, announcing at the top “If You 

Said The Bahamas You’re Not Only Right, You’re Close” and below a photograph of the 

ocean at sunset, with a boat in the sea and an island tucked in the corner.  

This spread has an alluring image followed by a description of everything 

available in The Bahamas. The ad plays on a variety of themes, depicting a place that 

could appeal to anyone. This is summed up in the final text, which is bigger and 

definitely jumps off the page: “It’s Better in The Bahamas.” The ambiguity of “it’s” is 

very important to the overall message. Not only could “it” be life overall, but “it” could 

also be sex. Playing into The Bahamas dual identity of playground and brothel increases 

the likelihood that the ad will encourage people to visit. Sheller also explores The 

Bahamas suggestive slogan, concluding that this language of “‘erotic autonomy’ 

mobilizes the Bahamian population as ‘loyal sexual citizens to service heterosexuality, 

tourism, and the nation simultaneously’” (Sheller 34). Even when there is no human form 
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to be admired, this term works in a provocative manner to make The Bahamas an enticing 

destination. The final page is an image of a globe, encouraging people to learn more 

about The Bahamas and to “see your travel agent.” The entire spread fits in nicely with 

the magazine, not interrupting the content too much and offering stimulating visuals to 

grab readers’ attention. 

In a 2013 Super Bowl commercial, The Bahamas Office of Tourism used these 

techniques as well as others. The minute long commercial uses idyllic footage to appeal 

to families and single adults. The commercial opens on a pure blue ocean with a white 

water-plane flying over it, as a voiceover speaks to the viewer (this will be analyzed 

momentarily). As the plane approaches the beach, a woman’s figure is discernable in the 

water. She is biracial and it is unclear if she is representative of a native or a tourist. The 

focus changes to her emerging, smiling from the water in a light red bikini and looking 

into the distance. Her tan skin, toned stomach and jovial attitude are highlighted. After 

focusing on her for a while, the focus again changes, this time to a single white boat 

anchored in the ocean. Aboard the boat is an attractive, white (but very tan) man wearing 

sunglasses and reading a book. He too looks off into the distance smiling, before 

removing his shirt and diving into the ocean. The last twenty or so seconds return to the 

water-plane, this time while it is landing near a beach. A smiling Caucasian male 

emerges, and running to him from the beach are some school children (marked by their 

uniforms) all of whom are unambiguously black; they are smiling and cheering at his 

arrival. He shows them a magic trick, at which they express amazement, the camera 

focusing on the surprised smile of one Bahamian girl. The commercial ends with the man 

walking away from the camera and towards the water while holding the hand of this girl. 
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This ad is able to suggest many things to the viewer in a way that the print ad 

cannot. To better understand its impact several components need to be broken down 

further. The analysis of this commercial explores the depictions of isolation, sexuality, 

voice, and civilization in order to better understand how they craft a specific message. 

While this is an official ad for the country, it mostly reflects The Bahamas’ assigned 

international identity, and reveals that the country has embraced this identity. 

The ad consistently shows the isolated location of The Bahamas. The plane lands 

on the ocean, and there are not many people featured in the commercial. This suggests 

that visiting The Bahamas is like escaping to a personal island. This relationship with 

wilderness as a place of escape and solitude is thoroughly examined by William Cronon 

in his piece “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature.” 

Cronon explains the power of frontier imagery and why it is so appealing to people from 

more urban communities: “by fleeing to the outer margins of settled land and society . . . 

an individual could escape the confining strictures of civilized life. The mood … almost 

always nostalgia … lamented not just about a lost way of life but the passing of the 

heroic men who had embodied that life” (Cronon 77). The un-civilized nature makes 

everyone feel nostalgic for days of exploring the frontier and the independence that 

people appeared to have in the past. By showing only a few people, this commercial 

makes the viewer think that they can be this explorer again; they can control an otherwise 

untouched area of land.  

Suggesting The Bahamas are untouched reveals larger issues with how Americans 

perceive wilderness: “by teaching us to fetishize sublime places and wide open country, 

these peculiarly American ways of thinking about wilderness encourage us to adopt too 
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high a standard for what counts as natural” (Cronon 87). By placing so much emphasis on 

the natural beauty of the islands and putting the visitor in a dominating role, the ads for 

The Bahamas set a single standard that may not reflect reality. Ultimately, visitors 

participate in activities that they know to be “authentic” based on the images that they 

have consumed. For The Bahamas this means that the country has to be stuck in the past, 

ideally presenting as a Fitzgerald-esque environment filled with parties, family time, and 

exploration. “In this new Eden tourists can indulge in the temptations of primal nature 

and hedonistic abandon to its associated sexual temptations without guilt … laws and 

strictures of morality …  are temporarily suspended in this fantasy” (Sheller 35). Thus 

there is a skewed national identity, with the image put forth not matching some of the 

realities of the country, and to the outsider this identity does not include climate change. 

The nature imagery is misleading, suggesting a Paradise within reach. The ad also 

suggests that The Bahamas make everyone more beautiful and attractive. In this way, The 

Bahamas boost the sexual prowess of tourists and locals. While this also is not entirely 

realistic, the ability to impart sexuality onto visitors is a very tempting possibility. 

Attractive men and women inhabit this Paradise according to this commercial. The 

woman in this ad is an object of both foreign and familiar sexual pleasure in the male 

gaze. As Frith and Mueller note in their chapter on “Advertising and Gender,” the United 

States uses sex appeal more frequently and overtly than many other countries. The 

woman is shot from a slightly elevated vantage point, and is shown walking towards the 

camera. Similarly, the man moves towards the camera, smiling at an unseen person 

behind it. From these actions, these figures give the viewer the impression that they (the 

actors) are happy to see them; that they are there for them. 



	   Frick	  80	  

It is really the narrator that puts the viewer in a dominating role, with the very 

first lines of the commercial being: “It’s been said that beauty is in the eye of the 

beholder, well, behold. Behold….” As the commercial continues, more things about what 

can be beheld are explained and shown, and all are available to the ad’s viewer. The 

slight accent of the narrator adds an authentic touch to the commercial, but is so minor 

that everyone can understand him, and the cheery music suggests a breezy, ethnic 

location (there is some vocalization throughout the song). The final line drives home the 

message, “Behold, the islands of The Bahamas” and encourages the viewer to use their 

consumer power to buy a ticket and visit The Bahamas.  

The message to consumers that the Caribbean is the new Eden is consistent in 

both the print ad and commercial. Viewers are immersed in a very particular lifestyle, 

which is only possible “in places where others labored and living would be easy, tourists 

are encouraged to believe that they can engage guiltlessly in sensuous abandon and 

bodily pleasures” (Sheller 31). The two ads are aimed at very different audiences, yet still 

manage to convey a similar message. The commercial receives the attention associated 

with all Super Bowl commercials; a large audience from mixed demographics. This 

complex audience may explain why the commercial incorporates so many different 

messages. For example, including school children appeal to a different demographic than 

the one engaged by including the plane. Conversely, the print ad was featured in Vogue 

and is more likely to be targeting women who read the magazine. Vogue’s readership is 

vast, but generally stereotyped as sophisticated and trendsetting, so by advertising to 

them, The Bahamas Office of Tourism can expect tourists who consider themselves to be 

in this demographic. 
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Conclusion 

 Media in the US does not provide the same attention to environmental-crises in 

other countries, nor does it examine the causes of these events fully. While other 

countries such as The Bahamas may experience more severe and frequent hurricanes than 

the US, coverage focuses on social dramas and how the US may be impacted by 

hurricanes. Subsequently, US news media appears to place the United States at the top of 

an invisible hierarchy. It deems news regarding it as more important by not reporting on 

things happening elsewhere in the world. Moreover, the messages it does show of other 

places do not depict them in a way that forces Americans to consider them as equals or as 

existing in the “real world.” For all intents and purposes, other places such as The 

Bahamas appear to Americans as living in luxury and paradise, though this is far from the 

truth. Through the different media, a false perception of The Bahamas is formed within 

the US viewer, who is then able to dissociate The Bahamas from problems related to 

climate change.  

While some of this may be continuing from a complicated colonial history, it is 

clear that the images depicted in The Bahamas of events in The Bahamas takes a more 

level-headed approach than US media. That is, the news appears less sensationalized and 

more information-based. Additionally, the inclusion of environmental-news regularly in 

the newspapers raises the public understanding of environmental issues in a way that 

American media does not. Ultimately, citizens of The Bahamas have a better 

understanding of their role at the international level of climate change, but are unable to 

take initiative due to their place in the global hierarchy.  
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Chapter Four: Current Messaging Strategies are not Working, Therefore 

New Approaches Must be Engaged 

Introduction 

 In its current form media is ineffective at disseminating scientifically accurate 

information about climate change, and it is not able to reach all communities.  How, then, 

do people develop an understanding of climate change? It is unrealistic to expect all 

individuals to become fully versed in the scientific complexities, just as it is unrealistic to 

expect all individuals to even care about climate change. Cox, Cottle, Lester and Myer 

build on each other’s work to offer a strong argument about how this is the fault of 

current news media. Candis Callison, by contrast argues that it is not the role of news 

media, or scientists, to communicate this information to the public.  

This chapter first compares the media critiques explored in Chapter One against 

Candis Callison’s critique of the dissemination of information about climate change, in 

order to develop a more multi-faceted understanding of media. Next, the popular 

suggestion of switching to user-generated media is analyzed. Finally, this chapter 

proposes alternative methods of media creation that may be successful in disseminating 

accurate information about climate change. This proposal includes adopting an 

advertising approach that focuses on the target audience and sells the concepts of climate 

change to them. It also sets forth ideals that, while they may never be achievable, can act 

as guidelines for future media portrayals of climate change. 

Additional Critiques of Media Portrayals of Climate Change 

Callison takes a different approach to understanding media, and attempts to 

answer how people begin to care about climate change by looking at how individuals and 
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groups become concerned with climate change in her book, How Climate Change Comes 

to Matter. Callison shows the ways in which messaging can be used to reach 

communities that otherwise may be adverse to climate-change related information. For 

this book, Callison met with arctic indigenous representatives of the Inuit Circumpolar 

Council, corporate social responsibility activists, evangelical Christians, science 

journalists and science/science policy experts (Callison 7). Each of these groups 

understands climate change in a very particular way. These groups do this by reframing 

issues of climate change to fit within their epistemic community. For Callison’s purposes, 

epistemic communities are defined as those that have norms, methods of communications 

and biases that are unique to their group.  

Whereas Cox, Cottle, Lester and Myer suggest that the media need to better 

inform viewers about the scientific facts of climate change, Callison came to the 

conclusion that climate change needs to be reframed in order to reach more audiences. 

From this, she developed critiques of the science uptake model of understanding, by 

which it is the journalists’ job to explain the science to the audience, and the informed 

citizen model, by which individuals make the decision to (not) learn about a topic and to 

(not) change their actions. Callison explains:  

climate change poses an inherent double bind… The first half of the bind is this: 

climate change is ultimately an amalgam of scientific facts based on modeling, 

projections, and empirical observations of current and historical records …. The 

second half of the bind is that in order to engage diverse publics and discuss 

ramifications and potential actions … climate change must become much more 
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than an IPCC-approved fact and maintain fidelity to it at the same time. (Callison 

2) 

Climate change’s scientific base, and the scientific nature of many climate-centered 

bodies (such as the International Panel on Climate Change and United Nations 

Framework Convention for Climate Change) actually limit the potential audience. For 

example, among the groups Callison worked closely with, evangelical Christians seem to 

have an inherent distrust of science. Creation Care, “an emergent and multifocal social 

movement, was begun specifically to address this by taking climate change out of the 

realm of science and environmental activism and situating it instead as a moral issue 

understood through evangelical teachings about the Bible” (Callison 124). For this 

particular epistemic community, messages of climate change were well received when 

explained as a stewardship role assigned to humans by God. 

 Callison’s analysis only dealt with five epistemic communities, but suggests that 

reframing climate change may be useful in reaching a larger, more diverse audience. This 

reframing could take place in a variety of different ways, but Callison suggests that it 

needs to be specific to the “vernacular” used. Such specificities mean it’s incredibly 

difficult for journalists and scientists to share information and have it be interpreted 

consistently across the board: “in order for climate change to be ‘sold,’ for the 

ramifications related to its range of findings to make sense, for the associated ‘risks’ to be 

established as meaningful and worthy of major address, science must go beyond the facts 

and maintain fidelity to them” (Callison 165). Put differently, messages about climate 

change need to include scientific support and information, yet they will not reach a large 
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audience if this is their entire being; it is necessary that messages become more than just 

information spews, and are accessible to various audiences. 

Callison took an ethnographic and anthropological approach to determining who 

should communicate climate change, and her ultimate conclusion is that this is a role 

waiting to be filled. The works of Cottle, Cox, Lester and Meyer concur that we need 

different methods of communicating climate change, though their process of arriving at 

this conclusion is actually one that Callison critiques. It is important to note that while 

there is debate about the job of media, there is agreement that climate change issues need 

to be reframed in order to be better understood. Another component that is generally 

agreed upon is that: ‘implicit is the belief that if only journalists and science educators 

would do a better job of communicating the facts of climate change, a literate public 

would know the truth and demand that public officials take action” (Cox 232). This 

societal belief puts immense pressure on these professions and attempts to scapegoat the 

problem to a specific group. Based on further analysis, however, it becomes clear that 

what is most needed is a reframing of climate information, and that because of the 

motivation structure of both these professions; it may require a different approach. 

Journalists, as explained earlier, work within an economic model depended on 

consumption, while scientists are motivated by their curiosity and receive funding in 

many different ways (Callison 165). 

Alternative: User-Generated Media  

Pulling from the discussion regarding images in Chapter 1, it needs to be 

remembered that images currently have a large role in conveying climate related issues to 
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other people. However, the assignment of importance given to these images by the public 

may be poorly placed. As Daniel Palmer explains it: 

Photographs of floods and drought do not in themselves constitute evidence of 

climate change, even though they may be attached to legitimate arguments about 

their frequency and intensity. Moreover, while the visual has always been 

important to science communication, scientists often seem to harbor a residual 

degree of suspicion about the affective dimension of images – undoubtedly 

because reason and accuracy are traditionally attached to words and data. (Palmer 

79)  

If the public is assigning too much of the burden in explaining climate change on news 

media and scientists, it may need to be considered that the public assumes too much of 

photography as well. As Palmer explains, photographs and videos are most often tied 

with narrations or captions, and these ultimately shape our readings of these media. Thus, 

if the narration or caption is even slightly altered, the readings of the media will 

drastically change as well. Because they seem to document what actually happened, 

photographs and other images often appear as concrete evidence, however they can be 

misleading and taken out of context. Palmer argues that: “the age of climate change 

coincides with the need for a more complex understanding of ‘nature,’ and together with 

the rise of networked digital media produces a context in which new modes of 

photography are demanded” (Palmer 82). It appears that photography (as it currently 

exists) may not in itself be a viable source of information.  

Palmer presents a possible alternative to the media-generation of the images of 

climate change. Palmer’s proposed solution for this consists of citizens collecting images 
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and becoming “active visual agents rather than mere spectators of the sublime image of 

disaster, engaging them as environmental data gatherers in various forms of participatory 

mass observation” (Palmer 86).  A problem with this alternative is that it is dependent on 

the participation of individuals and would involve countless hours to accumulate enough 

information and images, and later to interpret and analyze. Additionally, “by the time 

climate change can be captured visually – a calving iceberg, a drowning polar bear – it 

might be too late to address these problems. Considered in this way, these images are 

consistently chasing time,” (Boykoff 16). Since images portray things that have either 

already happened or are currently happening, they only help to gather reactionary 

support. Thus, images only allow reactive (not proactive) action to climate threats 

(Boykoff 16).  

Proposed Guidelines for Media Coverage of Climate Change 

With the world increasingly media-saturated, it is not possible to develop a 

strategy that is strictly sans-media. It is possible, however, to determine a more structured 

plan of communicating about climate change issues. “Controlling the conversation” in 

this regard, means taking the narrative of climate change out of news media and 

dramatizations, and framing it in new ways so as to expand to new audiences while 

maintaining existing audiences. Put another way, an advertising approach needs to be 

adopted; this approach must focus on the target audience and sells the concepts of climate 

change to them. Such an approach could be an effective strategy for garnering more 

support for climate change initiatives: “mass-media representations – from entertainment 

to news – play a crucial role in shaping out perceptions, considerations and action. Media 

representations of climate science and policy clearly do not drive public opinion, 
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individual action, culture or societal change” (Boykoff 28). Changing the types of 

representations in mass media will alter how people understand climate change and build 

on existing channels by which people already get their information. Thus, this approach 

uses the systems already set in place and alters the messages with the expectation that 

consumers will adapt these messages. 

For climate change to be taken seriously by communities around the world, the 

framings of climate change need to be drastically different in several ways. A variety of 

organizations need to begin multiple campaigns that re-frame climate change and each 

campaign should have a different target audience in mind. Re-framing should take place 

in four was: first, climate change needs to be de-politicized. This task will take the 

longest, and thus should be begun as soon as possible. Second, climate change needs to 

move away from “catastrophe” as its genre in pop-culture. Genre in this context, as 

opposed to frame, explains how climate change is talked about in mass media. As will be 

explained later, assigning a new genre will help to de-politicize climate change, as well as 

turn climate change into a topic of discussion. Third, human agency in regards to climate 

change needs to be better conveyed in messaging. This epoch is named the Anthropocene 

for a reason, and while research may not quickly lead to a definitive answer, more 

analysis needs to be done in understanding the interactions humans have with the world. 

And fourth, re-framing needs to highlight the ways that international and domestic 

elements of climate change are heavily interlinked. Determining a better way to 

communicate about climate change so that the different components are kept in mind is 

vital to creating new policies and a new mentality going forward. 
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In regards to the first point of separating climate change from politics: Similar to 

the selling of commodities, services and ideas, organizations calling for action against 

climate change need to transform “climate change” away from being a political problem, 

and towards something that simply exists. While de-politicizing the issue will likely 

require a lot of time, it is crucial that large environmental organizations find a way to 

reach more demographics. Historically, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and 

Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC) would likely have the most success in taking 

on these initiatives; however, recent administrative changes have made it near 

impossible. In “Trump Administration Tells EPA to Cut Climate Page from Website: 

Sources” (Volcovici 1), Reuters’ writer, Valerie Volcovici clearly articulates that 

“climate change” information is in jeopardy. Actions such as this confirm that the 

specific issue of “climate change” has been politicized, and actions in regards to climate 

change are not based on reason alone. Past EPA and NRDC campaigns have been viewed 

through a political lens as furthering a liberal idea. Going forward, it will be necessary for 

organizations (including the EPA and NRDC) to re-frame climate change in a way that 

moves it away from politics. Similar attempts have already been made by the IPCC and 

have had limited success (Miller 47). Thus, the question of “Is depoliticization possible if 

the other side keeps claiming it is a political issue?” arises. With significant economic 

interests at stake, it is very unlikely that a full depoliticization of the topic will ever be 

achieved. Yet, if organizations such as the EPA and NRDC were to organize campaigns 

based around information dissemination, and less around political disagreement between 

parties, it is possible that their messages would reach a currently unreachable audience. 

That is, if a campaign were to be less blatantly political, by shifting its vernacular, it may 
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be possible to positively interact with demographics that currently do not acknowledge 

climate change’s existence. And while NGOs can (and should) take on this task as well as 

well, it needs to be pursued by the organizations that have consistent, and sufficient, 

funding. 

Another organization still within the government that may be able to take on the 

important task of reframing is FEMA. FEMA is political, and this particular strategy may 

not be possible in the next four years; it is, however, potentially possible for a future 

administration. FEMA was originally organized under President Carter with two main 

goals: first, to provide disaster relief and help with mitigation efforts. The second was to 

cope with possible nuclear attacks and national security issues (Perrow). Under 

Presidents Reagan, Bush Sr and Bush Jr, the tendency was for FEMA to focus on the 

second of these two goals. In FEMA and other organizations, political appointments have 

radically changed dynamics at play within these bodies: “as the top ranks of the agency 

lost experienced personnel with high morale and commitment, and were replaced by 

political appointments, the next level would gradually lose confidence in their superiors 

and their moral would slacken” (Perrow). Political appointments remove highly qualified 

people in favor of people who are most likely to agree with the president and people who 

often times have corporate connections. This type of appointment augments the 

politicization of current agencies, and also has ramifications on the allocation of funds, 

moving significant amounts of funds away from the relief and mitigation component: 

“FEMA developed one of the most advanced network systems for disaster response in the 

world, yet none of it was available for use in dealing with civilian natural disasters or 

emergency management” (Perrow). In this way, politics have isolated certain interests 
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and ignored other potential issues. While it is true that government officials attempt to 

carry out the desires of their constituents, there are other factors that often influence their 

decisions. Political appointments need to be less common in organizations such as 

FEMA, in order for it to be more politically neutral. 

As part of the government, it is understandable that FEMA is heavily political. If, 

however, it were to drop the system of political appointees, it may be possible for FEMA 

to be a nonpartisan body in relation to climate change. The harm that comes from 

political appointees is evident in FEMA’s reactions to providing disaster aid: 

The response to the Florida hurricanes was good, despite the deterioration, 

because Florida was a politically key state for the administration. Louisiana was 

not, and Texas was already in Republican hands… Research has shown that 

presidents designate areas as eligible for disaster relief, and give out much greater 

assistance, when these areas are politically important for them. Political scientists 

have found that nearly half of all disaster relief is motivated politically rather than 

by need. (Perrow) 

Climate change may be better suited as an issue of national security, rather than one of 

partisan politics (though I am not suggesting that there is consensus between parties on 

national security either).  Moving climate change into a more high-priority category, such 

as national security, would make it more possible for climate change mitigation efforts to 

be addressed in legislation. This move would have to come from organizations in their 

marketing and advertising plans. Al Gore, for example, is famous as an environmental 

advocate and the voice of An Inconvenient Truth. Gore’s involvement, unfortunately, 

isolated an entire portion of the US population who did not agree with his political 
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history. Had a more politically neutral figure been chosen, this may not have been the 

case. 

The task of depoliticizing climate change alone is daunting, but only once climate 

change is no longer a political issue will it be possible for rational approaches to be taken. 

According to The Carbon Tracker Initiative (CTI), a group of London-based economists, 

global markets are based on fossil fuel reserves that would push the world over 2°C 

warming (Carbon Tracker 6). While the “current system of market oversight and 

regulatory supervision is not adequate to send the required signals to shift capital towards 

a low carbon economy in a timely manner” (Carbon Tracker 18), if consumers were to 

realize their agency, it may be possible for them to pressure the government to begin 

widespread divestment from fossil fuels. Consumer agency is essential to this, and will be 

explored momentarily. Of course, there is no single, straight and narrow approach to such 

a large problem, and in regards to the second action required; re-framing climate change 

so that these multiple approaches can form is necessary. Currently the majority of 

framing appears to be coming from news outlets; if environmental organizations are able 

to lead the discussion of climate change, messages will also be more easily translated to 

an international scale. Ideally, these campaigns would reach currently untapped audiences 

and help create consensus around some key political elements of climate change. 

Lessening the role of politics in future climate change discussions may make it easier for 

countries identified as “Northern” and “Southern” to reach a consensus and implement 

effective policy: “These ‘framings,’ then, are inherent to cognition, and effectively 

contextualize as well as ‘fix’ interpretive categories in order to help explain and describe 

the complex environmental process of climate change” (Boykoff 5). Since framing 
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already is a proven method of conveying specific messages, having multiple and 

overlapping frames would help all countries understand the complexities of climate 

change.  This would benefit countries in the Caribbean, such as the Bahamas, in 

international discussions. Other SIDS, developing nations and those most affected by 

climate change, would also have the opportunity to be heard more, and make it more 

likely that countries reach a widely agreed upon decision going forward. 

In regards to the third proposal of changing climate change’s genre: Climate 

change makes headlines when a large, dramatic, seemingly natural event occurs. As this 

thesis shows, images such as these create specific ideas of what a hurricane is, how it 

looks, and who it effects. This argument has been made ad nauseam by scholars and 

experts, yet images continue to misrepresent climate change as a whole. Even when not 

linked to a devastating natural event, current portrayals of climate change mislead the 

public: “Julie Doyle has cautioned that, ‘Not all environmental problems can be seen.’” 

(Boykoff 16). Changing the presentation of climate change in the media is essential to 

creating widespread understanding of what climate change is and how individual actions 

contribute to it. 

 Currently, in the rare instance when climate change is the focus of a piece, it is 

presented in such a depressing manner that viewers do not feel compelled to act (Boykoff 

17). Negative reception of these portrayals suggests that amongst consumers who believe 

in climate change, there is a tendency to see global destruction via climate change as 

inevitable. According to Mike Hulme, “It seems that mere ‘climate change’ was not 

going to be bad enough, and so now it must be ‘catastrophic’ to be worthy of attention” 

(Boykoff 17).  With all images of climate change most consistently portraying the 
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extremes of disaster, there is a skewed understanding of what constitutes climate change. 

This trend has been observed many times, and experts conclude that: 

sensational, shocking and fear-inducing images ‘have a place, given their power 

to hook audiences and their attention. However, they must at least be used 

selectively, with caution, and in combinations with other kinds of representations 

in order to avoid causing denial, apathy, avoidance, and negative associations that 

may come as a result of coping with any unpleasant feelings evoked.’ (Boykoff 

17) 

The images currently in circuit disturb audiences and the subsequent avoidance of 

“unpleasant feelings,” ensures that nothing will ultimately be done. Chapter Two of this 

thesis includes Ryan Holiday’s assessment of the power emotions have over consumer 

actions.  Again, according to Holiday “the most powerful predictor of what spreads 

online is anger … sadness depresses our impulse for social sharing” (Holiday 63). In 

regards to climate change, inevitable catastrophe as a genre for climate change media 

distances people from climate change and often leaves people feeling helpless. And while 

there are people who are enraged by these portrayals, climate change is not necessarily 

the issue they want to devote their time to solving. 

 Chapter One explored the issues of current media portrayals in depth, and here I 

will reiterate that my own attempts to assign climate change a genre were only semi-

successful. That is, because of the apocalyptic, dramatic and fictional narratives that 

climate change is portrayed through, the overall genre is just consumer entertainment. 

While climate change moves slowly, the projected ramifications of it are the makings of a 

horror story. Dramatization may not be the only way to counter the messages generated 
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by the petroleum industry, and I think that if accurate information about climate change 

was more accessible, dramatizations would not be as crucial to sparking interest in 

climate change. Dramatic portrayals of climate change set an expectation for people, and 

they come to expect climate change to appear as it does in entertainment media; 

catastrophic portrayals make it more difficult for people to observe the changes around 

them and realize they are connected to climate change. Changing portrayals away from 

catastrophic would potentially lose a large part of the current audience, but by portraying 

the minutiae within climate change, audiences will be more likely to observe it in their 

own surroundings. For example, an individual’s carbon footprint is often much larger 

than they expect. If there were a way to create a visual representation of a person’s 

carbon footprint that connected each purchase decision with its ramifications, it is 

possible people would understand how their actions contribute to larger problems. By 

tracing the lesser-known impacts of different products and purchase decisions (such as 

the methodology of product production and the environmental impact that product’s 

manufacturing has on the environment), it is possible that people would understand the 

ways that their decisions have a ripple effect and are, ultimately, influential.  

 In regards to explaining human agency: Dipesh Chakrabarty provides possibly 

the most coherent explanation of the development of human agency. He expands on 

Marx’s work (Man Makes Himself) and describes the guilt felt by humans in regards to 

climate change. Chakrabarty suggests that the Anthropocene “has been an unintended 

consequence of human choices.” He explains the present as something today’s humans 

“tumbled into,” and that they did not make the choices to bring humanity to this point; 

yet they must live with the decisions of generations past. This is easily compared to the 
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guilt felt by people when they are confronted with their role in climate change – as it is 

the people of today who must solve the people of yesterday’s, and tomorrow’s, problems. 

In this way, the burden of climate change is overwhelming and almost paralyzing. Up to 

this point, people have not had to move beyond their paralysis. The argument that an 

individual cannot make a significant difference is accepted, and consumers are able to 

continue unsustainable habits. What needs to be better understood, by all, is that as a 

species, humans do have significant agency. Due to the role humanity as a collective have 

played in the creation of climate change to this point, it is vital that human agency, both 

in the creation and potential solvency, and at the individual and collective level, of 

climate change are better understood.  

 The collective role that humans have played up to this point in time are, perhaps, 

best explained by the methods used to obtain freedom: “the mansion of modern freedoms 

stands on an ever-expanding base of fossil fuel use. Most of our freedoms so far have 

been energy-intensive” (Chakrabarty). Human development is entirely dependent on the 

resources found in nature; it seems that all of humanity’s success (and world dominance) 

have been founded on the exploitation of natural resources. “Humans began to acquire 

this agency only since the Industrial Revolution, but the process really picked up in the 

second half of the twentieth century” (Chakrabarty). “Human agency” as it is referred to 

above is best in line with social cognitive theory’s model of emergent interactive agency 

(Bandura 1175). In this model, “persons are neither autonomous nor simply mechanical 

conveyors of animating environmental influences. Rather, they make causal contribution 

to their own motivation and action within a system of triadic reciprocal causation. In this 

model of reciprocal causation … all operate as interacting determinants” (Bandura 1175). 
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Thus, the freedom of individual agency that began with the Industrial Revolution 

continues to grow, but not proportionately across all demographics.  

 And while prior to the Industrial Revolution communities did not have a 

significant impact on the composition of the earth and its atmosphere, since the 

advancements of that period, humans have a constantly growing influence over global 

systems. The development of human agency has been gradual, and people do not fully 

realize how their impact has grown:  

Scientists thought that earth processes were so large and powerful that nothing we 

could do could change them. This was a basic tenet of geological science: that 

human chronologies were insignificant compared with the vastness of geological 

time; that human activities were insignificant compared with the force of 

geological processes. And once they were. But no more. There are now so many 

of us cutting down so many trees and burning so many billions of tons of fossil 

fuels that we have indeed become geological agents. (Chakrabarty) 

Though the Industrial Revolution changed the ways humans are able to interact with the 

environment, mentalities too often are that people are not powerful enough to change the 

world. On top of that, people do not realize the ways in which their own actions do 

contribute: “To call human beings geological agents is to scale up our imagination of the 

human…. we can become geological agents only historically and collectively, that is, 

when we have reached numbers and invented technologies that are on a scale large 

enough to have an impact on the planet itself” (Chakrabarty). 

 Human agency, thus, is far more powerful than contemporary societies 

acknowledge. Basing freedom on individual agency, it is possible to assert that all 
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humans have agency, it is just a matter of what they choose to focus it on. We got to 

where we are through increasing human agency, and all major paradigm shifts have 

begun with individuals realizing their agency. Currently, campaigns provide suggestions 

as to what consumers can do to change the severity of a problem; this needs to be 

continued, yet also slightly modified. Instead of explaining these options as 

“alternatives,” it should be made clear that choosing more sustainable options is its own 

form of empowerment and agency. By framing environmentally conscious decisions as a 

method of empowerment and independence, instead of as sacrifice, it is possible that 

people would adopt better habits. Straws, for example, are often made of recyclable 

plastics, yet are rarely recycled: “globally, an average of 8 million tons of plastic escapes 

collection systems, winding up in the environment and eventually the ocean” (Eriksen 1). 

By encouraging people not to use straws, numerous ecosystems and animal lives are 

saved. Additionally, this does not need to be seen as an impingement on freedom: if 

anything, it should encourage people to use more durable materials, which ultimately 

allow them a different type of freedom.  

In regards to climate change’s impact on other issues: Climate change is not a 

simple matter that can fit within a small cube; its ramifications impact every component 

of life and reach every corner of the world. In addition to issues of sea level rise, food 

scarcity issues in Africa (Sivakumar et al.), increased violence in several regions (Parenti) 

including Syria (Kelley et al.), and exacerbation of North/South disparity (Alam et al.) 

are among the many issues that cite climate change as an aggravating factor. These links 

show just how deeply climate change negatively impacts countries, and supports a 

revision of our current understandings. Similar to Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, with a 
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better understanding of the consequences of unsustainable habits, it is more likely for 

policies to be enacted on both domestic and international scales.  

 Climate change refugees are an example as to how solving climate change also 

solves for other humanitarian problems. SIDS are among the countries most likely to not 

only be deeply impacted by climate change, but also to be the home (as opposed to host) 

country for future climate change refugees. “The United Nations Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) has identified fifty-one SIDS… the combined 

populations of all SIDS constitutes roughly 5 percent of the global populations” (Halstead 

820). Though a small segment of the global population, future refugee procedures could 

be made easier if climate change is addressed now. Moreover, SIDS are not the only 

regions producing climate refugees: “It has been asserted that 70,000 people out of the 

4.1 million living in the Indian part of the Sundarbans islands would be rendered 

homeless by 2020” (Panda 15). Since 2008, 22.5 million people have been displaced by 

climate- or weather-related events (UNHCR), and projections such as those for SIDS and 

India make it clear that a climate change specific refugee crisis is looming.  

 By making the connection between other global problems and climate change 

more evident, it is more likely that comprehensive plans will be implemented. Since 

linking problems with climate change is a type of framing in itself, it will ultimately be 

important to keep all intersections in mind when making policy decisions. That is, when 

making a policy for climate change refugees, the impact of climate change on violence 

should also be taken into account. By keeping all the individual components in mind, and 

not acting as if they are entirely separate, framing climate change can lead to solutions for 

other global issues as well. 
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Potential Problems with this Solution  

 According to Robert Entman, “framing essentially involves selection and 

salience. To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more 

salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem 

definition” (Boykoff 9). Operating from this definition of framing, there are some clear 

potential obstacles. First, having so many different frames at play may be too confusing 

for a diverse public. That is, too many framings will inevitably contradict each other and 

create tensions between groups (who identify with one frame over another). Second, each 

frame would be only a “partial explanation” (Boykoff 10) for climate change overall; 

thus, the public would not necessarily be more informed about climate change. These are 

legitimate worries, however given that there has not been large diversity in target 

audiences for media campaigns historically, the proposed alternative approach should at 

least be tested. Corporate advertising has been successful at promoting, and was mirrored 

by tobacco companies and climate change denialists. Ultimately, the anti-tobacco 

movement adopted a similar approach, and has been extraordinarily successful. While it 

is true that people do still smoke, they understand the risks they are doing to themselves 

and others. This is missing from climate change discussions; as people do not see the 

impacts their actions have on the Earth and future generations. 

Conclusion 

 There may not be consensus regarding the role the media plays in communicating 

climate change topics, but there is consensus that current messaging strategies are not 

reaching a large enough audience. This is not because of the scope of a particular media 

outlet; instead it is because the messages themselves are not wholly agreed upon 
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throughout the markets in which these messages run. Thus it is necessary that messages 

about climate change are reframed in order to reach more diverse audiences. This 

reframing needs to happen in four main ways: first, it must begin to shift climate change 

away from being a political issue by focusing more on the info than on the people 

involved. Once it is an accepted component of life, similar to the acceptance of the fact 

that the Earth is round, or that smoking can kill you, it will be possible for mitigation 

strategies to be put in place on a large scale. Second, it needs to be removed from the 

genre of catastrophe and the end of the world. Depicting it in this way upsets people, 

however it upsets them in a manner that makes them less inclined to take action. 

Messages should, instead, focus on how climate change affects all life, and the role 

individuals can play in mitigation efforts. The third strategy is dependent on the second; 

by emphasizing the role individuals have, messaging should focus on individual and 

collective human agency. Understanding human agency as a major component of climate 

change will help to reshape how people make their decisions, and will reframe 

human/nature interactions. That is, by explaining human agency, a positive relationship 

will be built between what individuals can do, and the impacts these actions will have. 

Finally, by connecting climate change with other global issues it will become more 

evident how solving for climate change will inevitably help resolve other issues as well. 

This suggests you might target audiences differently based on what matters to them. The 

role of media in this process is enormous, and is dependent on media continuing to play a 

role in the dissemination of climate change information. It falls on the agencies and 

organizations to change the language of this information so that consumers can relate to 

it, and ultimately it is this language that needs to be picked up by media. 
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Conclusion 

Climate change is a complicated topic, with consistently moving parts. It is not 

the explicit role of media to explain each moving part, but the media should help to 

promote a more environmentally conscious public. Thus far, media has been utilized 

more successfully by those who deny the impact humans have on climate change. As 

explored in Chapter One, Lester and Cottle argue that messaging can be strong at 

conveying the existence of climate change, but they also acknowledge that this is during 

the rare instances when climate change is the central focus. To get a better understanding 

of how media portrayals of climate change are presented in a more broad sense, Belsey 

argues that media portrayals can either be categorized as informative or entertainment. 

He suggests that in contemporary media, the latter is far more prevalent and makes it 

more difficult to discern genuine information.  

Kieran, on the other hand, associates the failure of climate change media to the 

presence of bias within the media industry. He suggests that even if we recognize a bias 

in the source, we can’t fully account for that filtering into the information we interpret. 

His main focus is on the term “objectivity,” as he attempts to explain why citizen 

expectations of objectivity are unrealistic, and that even when a news report describes the 

central features of a story accurately, audiences will be drawn to different focal points 

depending on their individual and pre-existing biases. Oreskes’ explanation of 

dominating interests helps clarify Kieran’s criticism, as Oreskes points out that many 

times media representations are specially crafted by interested parties (such as oil 

companies and other major polluters). This first view of objectivity (and lack thereof) is 

contrasted by Simon Cottle’s, who focuses on how objectivity is compromised by the 
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need to balance contrasting viewpoints in media. Cottle’s argument is completed by 

Myers, who postulates that putting contrasting viewpoints side-by-side often skews 

understanding of a situation.  

Chapter Two examined how media depictions of climate change in the United 

States usually relate climate change to natural disasters. While natural disasters occurred 

before humans began to have significant impacts on the Earth and its systems, this may 

no longer be the most accurate term for devastating, seemingly natural, events. Neil 

Smith argues strongly that: “there is such no thing as a natural disaster” (N. Smith 1). The 

perception of these events as “natural” is legitimate at its origins, but is currently 

dependent on media framing it as such. In media depictions, the disasters are blamed on 

climate change but the crucial connection to human activity is lost. That is, the extent of 

damage caused by natural events is not seen as related to individual habits, nor is it linked 

to the actions of corporations, industries and governments. Instead of suggesting that 

people may contribute to the severity of natural disaster, broadcast depictions imply that 

natural disasters are random and terrible events that humans can overcome by developing 

new technologies. This analysis focuses on individuals because of the unique power 

given to individual consumers in contemporary markets. If people, Americans 

specifically, feel more responsibility for the environment, they will change their habits 

regarding electricity and resource use, trash, and general consumer habits.  

While “a major question is how much global warming will intensify and 

redistribute hurricanes over the coming decades – and how much damage these changes 

will cause” (Nordhaus 116), the role that humans can play in mitigating climate change is 

often overlooked. As climate change became viewed as a debate, it became increasingly 
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common for stories related to natural disasters to tie these events to climate change. News 

media were not entirely wrong in their portrayals, however they leave out important 

concepts. By not talking about the role humans (as a collective whole) play in 

destabilizing the climate, news media seems to suggest that human influence is not a 

factor. 

Chapter Two also examined official responses (in the form of city plans), which 

reveal that the current political framework separates the natural world from the human. 

Instead of acknowledging humanity’s dependence on nature, and the ways that humanity 

manipulates nature, these plans propose solutions for humans to outsmart nature. This 

ultimately puts humanity in conflict with nature, when ultimately, the natural and social 

worlds are so interconnected that they cannot truly be separated. These plans reinforce 

the messages found in the media, suggesting that some places deserve more protection 

(and money) than others. These plans also show that the cities are not exploring how 

humans contributed to the severity of the events they experienced. Instead of 

acknowledging nature’s natural patterns, and how human activities have made them more 

destructive, these plans focus on keeping humanity in charge of the environment.  

Media depictions of The Bahamas, explored in Chapter Three, suggest that the 

islands have remained untouched throughout the years and that there is no significant 

history to be learned, and encourage potential tourists to explore the area. Not only does 

US media pay little attention to hurricanes in The Bahamas, it also mostly portrays The 

Bahamas as a “paradise” location. There are some exciting cultural activities that receive 

more attention than others, such as Junkanoo, and advertisements for The Bahamas seem 

to call upon Bahamian history, specifically the short periods of time when The Bahamas 
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was the destination of choice for pirates and later a provider of alcohol during American 

Prohibition (Bahamas 1). Even though the manners in which they communicate to 

viewers are very different, ads and other media (such as the Pirates of the Caribbean film 

series) depict The Bahamas as the perfect escape from reality. Creating this identity for 

The Bahamas means showing the pristine landscapes and beautiful locals, and portrayals 

of climate change must compete with this identity for attention. 

Chapter Four suggested a strategy for future media portrayals of climate change 

within the US. This strategy recommends ideals for media to operate by, beginning with 

the attempt to de-politicize the topic of climate change. The second recommendation is to 

move away from regarding climate change as “catastrophe,” and to create a new genre 

for climate change media. The third recommendation is for media to focus on individual 

agency. By creating a positive relationship with consumers, it is more likely that they will 

change their habits. The final recommendation is to highlight the ways in which climate 

change is an international and local problem. Exploring the ramifications of purchase 

decisions, this fourth recommendation makes it possible for consumers to better 

understand their impact on the global scale. 
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