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Energy and the natural environment are central concerns among stakeholders 

across the globe. Decisions on this scale often require interaction among a myriad of 

institutions and individuals who navigate a complex variety of challenges. In Denton, 

Texas in 2014, voters were asked to make such a decision when tasked with a 

referendum to determine whether the city would continue to allow hydraulic fracturing 

activity within its borders. For social scientists, this situation requires further analysis in 

an effort to better understand how and why individuals make the decisions they do. One 

possible approach for exploring this process is a method of poststructuralist critical 

rhetorical analysis, which is concerned with how individuals’ identities change through 

interaction with institutions. This study reflects upon the texts themselves through a 

poststructuralist critical rhetorical analysis of images employed by those in favor of and 

those against Denton’s ban on hydraulic fracturing in an attempt to identify images that 

alter the grid of intelligibility for the audience. The paper includes deliberation about the 

relative merits, subsequent disadvantages, and possible questions for further study as 

they relate to the theoretical implications of critical rhetorical analysis as information 

science. Ultimately, the study identifies poststructuralist critical rhetorical analysis as a 

method for solving information science problems in a way that considers closely the way 

identity is shaped through engagement with institutions.  
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CHAPTER 1 

ENERGY, ENVIRONMENT, AND INFORMATION 

 Energy and the natural environment are central concerns among stakeholders 

across the globe. Policy makers, business executives, and scientists debate the relative 

merits of policies and practices related to the extraction and use of fuel from the earth. 

These discussions go well beyond how we heat and cool our homes, transport 

ourselves, and provide food and water for ourselves and our families. The importance 

of oil and gas to political, economic, and even social landscapes in the United States 

should not be understated. In the wake of a recent and major US agreement to 

mitigate the effects of climate change, significant global fluctuations in the price of 

fuels, and military conflict over natural resources, some of the impacts of energy-

related decisions come to light. Climate change could significantly alter the landscape of 

these discussions over the next few decades. The legacy and perhaps even the survival 

of humanity and every living creature on earth may strongly depend on the decisions 

we make today regarding energy and the environment.  

Decisions on this scale rely on interaction among a myriad of institutions and 

individuals who navigate a complex array of challenges. Individual conclusions are often 

drawn at the hands of institutional forces delivering large amounts of information often 

written in complex scientific or political code. Many of the same social, political, and 

economic forces affecting us at a global or national level also affect individuals’ 

motivations. For decades and even centuries this has been the case as human growth 

and development have often arguably occurred at the expense of natural environments. 

Such is the case with the extraction and combustion of oil and gas. Whether the 
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concern is about offshore oil drilling, automobile exhaust, a transcontinental pipeline, or 

even a local municipality attempting to regulate the extraction of natural gas, each 

issue seems to place development at odds with environmental protection. Individuals 

are often caught in the middle, asked to balance the goals of economic growth with 

those of environmental and community conservation. In Denton, Texas in 2014, voters 

were asked to make such a decision when tasked with a referendum to determine 

whether the city would continue to allow hydraulic fracturing activity within its borders. 

Local groups opposed to hydraulic fracturing and industry officials engaged in the 

practice waged a long and frequently bitter campaign.  

As a scholarly topic, the events in Denton raise several important questions. For 

social scientists, this problematic situation requires further analysis in an effort to better 

understand how and why individuals make the decisions they do. What information 

reaches voters and how that information is used to make decisions should be of central 

importance to information scientists. One possible approach for exploring this process is 

a method of poststructuralist critical rhetorical analysis, which is concerned with how 

individuals’ identities change through interaction with institutions. This paper seeks to 

open space for such an examination in a way that “illuminates potential problem-solving 

methods that ‘a dominant modernist style of thinking pushed into the shadows’ 

(Cahoone, 1997)” (Copeland, 2003, pg. 20). 

Chapter 2 investigates the impact of hydraulic fracturing through a review of the 

claims made by proponents and opponents of the practice. Chapter 3 considers why 

critical rhetorical analysis of texts may offer a lens through which information scientists 
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may examine the search behavior associated with the decision to ban hydraulic 

fracturing. Chapter 4 reflects upon the texts themselves through a poststructuralist 

critical rhetorical analysis of images employed by those in favor of and those against 

Denton’s ban on hydraulic fracturing. Chapter 5 deliberates about the relative merits, 

subsequent disadvantages, and possible questions for further study as they relate to 

the theoretical implications of critical rhetorical analysis as information science. 

 Information science seeks to understand how and why information seekers 

engage information in the ways they do. In some situations, the answer may not 

become evident through a traditional positivist approach. Ultimately, the purpose of this 

study is to elucidate a method for solving information science problems in a way that 

considers closely how identity is shaped through engagement with institutions. Critical 

rhetorical analysis may provide such an approach. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE GROWING SIGNIFICANCE OF THE GAS DRILLING DEBATE 

Few enter a room in one’s home without taking for granted the ability to turn on 

a light switch or faucet; still, energy production has captured imaginations across the 

globe. Schoolchildren learn about conservation. Politicians debate about energy 

independence and the consequences of climate change. Even the entertainment 

industry has caught on, and post-apocalyptic fiction accounts the possibility of life 

without electricity or running water. For some, the questions related to how to meet our 

energy needs have taken a seat at the forefront of U.S. enterprise, innovation, and 

certainly policymaking. Drive across any Texas countryside, and one will soon find 

evidence of our nation’s heavy and longstanding reliance on fossil fuels. Observe the 

political debates raging on traditional and social media platforms, and one quickly notes 

the importance of energy issues. Energy companies are among the most important 

players in the global economy. The constant quests to both supply energy and profit 

from its many constituents have ignited conversations about the appropriate 

mechanisms by which to do so. During the past several years, technological and 

scientific advances have not only made these conversations more robust and complex, 

but the factors and stakeholders involved in making energy-related decisions have 

further expanded. 

The growth of the natural gas industry in the United States in recent decades 

has been the subject of intense discussion and deliberation coming to its height over 

the past fifteen years. Important factors have led to an incredibly fast increase in 
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natural gas production including continued threats to traditional energy production 

domestically and abroad as well as emerging technologies making access to natural gas 

easier and more profitable for these industries. Robert Hefner observes in 2014 that 

"Since the shale boom began, over a decade ago, companies have drilled about 

150,000 horizontal wells in the United States, a monumental undertaking that has cost 

approximately $1 trillion. The rest of the world, however, has drilled only hundreds of 

horizontal wells" (Hefner, 2014, pg. 12). 

The rapid pace of this growth has not come without consequences, as the 

natural gas industry is faced with increasing concerns over the health and safety of its 

operations. The many discussions surrounding these operations harken to the similar 

public deliberations between corporate industries and local communities over the past 

several decades concerning a number of environmental issues. The issues raised in 

these debates range from the influence of natural gas drilling operations on local 

communities and economies to the need for viable alternative energy production in the 

United States. Still, as Edward L. Morse, writes, “Despite its doubters and haters, the 

shale revolution in oil and gas production is here to stay” (Morse, 2014, pg. 3). 

Disagreement is significant as public discord with the processes associated with gas 

drilling and what is known as hydraulic fracturing continues to grow.  

The complexity of this issue cannot be understated, and sentiment is difficult to 

gauge especially as it relates to the density of the problem. Understanding some of the 

claims made by proponents and opponents of hydraulic fracturing is important to 

gaining insight to the strategies each side employs in order to shape public opinion on 
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the issue. In this chapter, I examine these processes and provide a brief introduction to 

hydraulic fracturing. Then, I survey the main arguments made in favor of and against 

hydraulic fracturing. Finally, I consider the status quo as it relates to hydraulic 

fracturing through current regulatory and policy initiatives.  

An Introduction to Hydraulic Fracturing 

 It is important when considering the debate about hydraulic fracturing to have a 

basic understanding of how the process works, the touted benefits and disadvantages 

of the process, and the current state of hydraulic fracturing activity and regulations. 

While traditional oil drilling relies on vertical wells that tap into underground reserves, 

hydraulic fracturing is a process used to expand vertical bore holes horizontally in order 

to release gas trapped in the shale deposits. As Allen writes, “This method allows more 

intersections with existing fractures, thereby unlocking a larger amount of gas” (Allen, 

2012, pg. 56). Gas, mostly methane, can be found in shale deposits and unlocked by 

pumping large amounts of fluid under high pressure into the bore in order to create 

fractures along the well. The fluid fractures the rock formation and props those 

fractures open in order to release the gas, which is then collected from the well (Reins, 

2012). Allen continues by highlighting some of the controversy surrounding the 

technique: 

After the shale is fractured and the gas is captured, at least ten percent of the 
fracking fluid flows to the surface. Studies indicate twenty to forty percent of the 
fracking fluid remains underground…The wastewater that returns to the surface, 
which now consists of the original chemicals laced with radioactive substances 
that naturally occur within the shale, then moves to a large retention pond or 
water treatment facility. (Allen, 2012, pgs. 57-58) 
 



     

7 
 

In June 2015, the Environmental Protection Agency released an Executive Summary of 

its Assessment of the Potential Impacts of Hydraulic Fracturing for Oil and Gas on 

Drinking Water Resources. In it, the agency illustrates the stages of the hydraulic 

fracturing water cycle: 

Figure 1.1.  

The stages of the hydraulic fracturing water cycle (USEPA, 2015, pg. 6). 

 

While some hydraulic fracturing techniques have been in place in the United 

States for many decades, recent technological advancements have made the process 

much more commonplace and complex versus earlier methods. Over the course of the 

past ten years, the number of wells relying on hydraulic fracturing has grown 

enormously. Edward L. Morse, Global Head of Commodities at Citi, argues that gas 



     

8 
 

drilling is here to stay. He reports that gas drilling has seen astonishing growth (25% 

since 2010), and the U.S. is now the global leader in production. Shale formations, he 

says, contain “far in excess of total global conventional proven oil reserves, which are 

1.5 trillion barrels” (Morse, 2014, pgs. 3-4). In fact, the use of hydraulic fracturing to 

create horizontal wells is almost uniquely a U.S. phenomenon. Robert A. Hefner, 

Founder and CEO of the GHK Companies, says that “Since the shale boom began, over 

a decade ago, companies have drilled about 150,000 wells in the United States…The 

rest of the world, however, has drilled only hundreds of horizontal wells” (Hefner, 2014, 

pg. 12).  

 Gas drilling in the U.S. has advanced in production tremendously over the past 

decade. Perhaps because of the speed of this expansion, critics have argued that 

restrictions placed on the process to protect communities and environments have not 

kept pace with industry growth. The difficulty of understanding the process complicates 

the problem as little independently-funded research (apart from the gas industry) on 

the issue combined with enormous complexity make communication about the issue 

challenging. Still, the problem itself is here to stay at least for the time being. Scientists 

and industry officials tout a 100-year supply of methane deposits (Roberson, 2012). As 

global demand for energy continues to rise and oil and gas companies continue to profit 

from exploration and extraction, serious questions have arisen about the viability and 

safety of the process of hydraulic fracturing. Any serious examination of questions 

surrounding hydraulic fracturing includes an understanding of the purported benefits 

and disadvantages of the process.  
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Claimed Benefits of Hydraulic Fracturing 

 The debate about hydraulic fracturing in the U.S. rings similar to other 

discussions about industry activity. Industry officials claim the process is safe while 

opponents scorn the process as dangerous and not worth the benefits it brings. The 

reality is that both sides of this discussion can claim some truth to their propositions. 

Hydraulic fracturing brings a host of both benefits and disadvantages. This study does 

not seek to determine whether the benefits or disadvantages are more significant but 

instead to survey the claims made on behalf of hydraulic fracturing and those made 

against such processes and activities. 

 Those in support of hydraulic fracturing typically point to the economic benefits 

of hydraulic fracturing. Finewood & Stroup point out that “Many boosters situate a 

defense of fracking in a multi-scalar argument about national energy needs, energy 

security, and possibilities for rural economic growth” (Finewood & Stroup, 2012, pg. 

73). Proponents of hydraulic fracturing argue that there exists a strong supply and 

demand for gas drilled through this process. The process is responsible in Texas alone 

for as much as 20% of GDP (Davis, 2012). Certainly, the ability of hydraulic fracturing 

to this point to generate large amounts of liquid gas is not in dispute. Many argue that 

the surge of U.S. hydraulic fracturing since 2005 has greatly contributed to the U.S. 

becoming the world’s biggest oil producer (Smith, 2014). Fry and others cite the Texas 

Railroad Commission in 2012 who argues, “For example, in the U.S., where shale gas is 

projected to comprise 49% of national natural gas production by 2035, proponents 

argue that shale gas production can provide energy independence, create employment, 
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and stimulate regional economies” (Fry, Hoeinghaus, Ponette-Gonzalez, Thompson, and 

La Point, 2012, pg. 7444). Studies conducted by Pennsylvania State University estimate 

the market value of the Marcellus Shale to be in the hundreds of billions of dollars, with 

economic incentives for state and local tax bases, land owners by way of royalty 

payments, infrastructure investments, and employment (Allen, 2012). Howarth, 

Ingraffea, and Engelder (2011) contend that limiting gas exploration threatens the U.S. 

and global economies. Drilling for oil and gas is big business. There exists a large U.S. 

supply of gas more easily accessible through recent technological advances, and 

economic incentives are a major issue for proponents of hydraulic fracturing. 

 Many of the claims of economic benefits to hydraulic fracturing occurred in the 

context of a U.S. recovery from the largest economic decline in several decades. The 

U.S. economic recovery has been accompanied by a surge in U.S. energy production 

that many credit to the growth of gas drilling. They claim that gas is abundant and 

cheap (Wurzer, 2012), and proponents further point to a resulting decreased reliance 

on foreign energy sources (Kerner, 2012). Advocates of energy independence claim that 

decreased reliance on foreign oil allows the U.S. economy to avoid fluctuations on the 

international oil market and to secure its own energy future. Morse (2014) explains that 

this push toward energy independence addresses OPEC influence over international oil 

markets, thereby making the U.S. less politically reliant on the actions of an 

international political body. According to Davis (2012), “Analysts suggest that known 

reserves within existing shale plays will provide heat and electricity for American 

consumers for at least another hundred years (Ground Water Protection Council and 
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ALL Consulting, 2009)” (Davis, 2012, pg. 180). Energy independence achieved through 

a decreased reliance on foreign influences is another central argument made by 

proponents of hydraulic fracturing.  

 Not all of the primary arguments made in favor of hydraulic fracturing are strictly 

economic in nature. Another claim made by proponents of hydraulic is that the fuel 

itself is much cleaner to burn than other fossil fuels. According to Wurzer (2012), some 

identify methane as a “safe fuel.” The rich shale deposits of natural gas are “touted as a 

bridge to a clean energy future” (Fry et al., 2012, pg. 7444).  Still, industry officials 

must constantly defend the process against its detractors, who argue that hydraulic 

fracturing poses an environmental threat that outweighs its economic benefits.  

Fracturing opponents themselves are often at the center of disputes. Some point 

to use of the word “fracking,” as hydraulic fracturing is commonly known, as a “scare 

term” from the press fueling what the authors suggest is emotional hype associated 

with anti-fracking advocates (Howarth et al., 2012). Some proponents of natural gas 

drilling have a great deal to say about the safety of hydraulic fracturing. King, Bryan, 

and Clark. (2012) write that “scientific studies and basic geology prove that hydraulic 

fracturing is a safe and effective way to recover oil and gas from shale formations” 

(King, J. C., Bryan, J. L., & Clark, M., 2012, pg. 341). They contend “there are no 

confirmed cases of groundwater contamination caused by hydraulic fracture 

stimulation” (King et al., pg. 342). In an argument appearing in several cases made in 

favor of hydraulic fracturing chemicals, the authors compare the chemicals found to 

those found in household chemicals and cosmetics. Peter Kiernan, Counsel to Schiff 
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Hardin LLP and former counsel to New York Governor David A Paterson from 2008 to 

2010 claims in January 2012 that there is scientific consensus that fluids do not 

contaminate groundwater, writing: 

It is not possible for such migration to occur for the simple reason that the gas, 
frack water, and other ancient sea salts and metals that may have radioactive 
elements and become mixed with rock deposits loosened by fracturing, remain 
trapped beneath substantial bedrock more than a mile below the surface of the 
earth. The gas, salts, metals, and naturally occurring radioactive materials 
(NORM) have been in place for millions of years and will remain so. There is no 
evidence otherwise and there is an overwhelming scientific consensus to that 
effect. Nevertheless, concerns about streams, wells, and reservoirs being 
contaminated are given credence by evidence of water toxicity in certain 
locations in northern Pennsylvania that are in close proximity to horizontal 
hydraulic fracturing sites. (Kiernan, 2012, pg. 777) 
 

Many, including Howarth et al. (2011), reason that the depth of injections prevents 

their threat to groundwater, and that fracturing fluids themselves are disclosed through 

sites such as fracfocus.org. Promoters of fracturing maintain that waterway 

contamination is only accidental, that water is recycled (Kiernan, 2012), and that water 

used for the drilling is minimal when compared to other sources such as golf courses 

and power plants. Any threat to the environment due to the use of hydraulic fracturing, 

advocates claim, are due to human error and poor practices, not hydraulic fracturing 

itself.   

Major Studies on Hydraulic Fracturing 

Proponents of hydraulic fracturing cite several studies in their efforts, and it is 

difficult to disagree with the statement that much of the scientific reporting on the 

effects of hydraulic fracturing on the environment concludes that hydraulic fracturing is 

safe. Certainly that was the case in studies released during the first decade of major 
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scientific reporting on the issue. In 1998, the Ground Water Protection Council Survey 

determined that federal regulations were unnecessary, saying “there is no evidence to 

support the claims by some that public health is at risk as a result of the hydraulic 

fracturing of coalbeds used for the production of methane gas” (Roberson, 2012, pg. 

109). In 2002, the Interstate Oil and Gas Compact Commission Survey “concluded the 

hydraulic fracturing process was understood and well regulated by natural gas 

producing states” (Roberson, 2012, pg. 109). The first major study produced by a 

government body came when the Environmental Protection Agency released its report 

in 2004, when the Agency determined that fluids used in the hydraulic fracturing 

process did not pose a threat to drinking water or justify further study after finding no 

evidence that fracturing of coalbed methane deposits cause contamination (Roberson, 

2012). In fact, the study itself has come under scrutiny. Hannah Coman (2012) writes: 

Nonetheless, the methodology and impartiality of the expert panel that reviewed 
the EPA's findings was questioned by several people within and outside of the 
Agency. The EPA study was limited in scope and only focused on underground 
injection of fluids and whether that caused contamination of underground 
sources of drinking water. Furthermore, the study neglected to investigate the 
effects of fracing in shale formations. (Coman, 2012, pg. 138) 

 
Gilbert (2011) contends that even while the EPA report seems to vindicate the gas 

industry, an EPA scientist claimed the report did not rely on sound science and accused 

the panel of conflicts of interest. This criticism, Gilbert claims, was widely accepted as 

an indication that the EPA report could not be trusted. Still, Congress seems to have 

relied heavily on the report when in 2005 they voted to exclude hydraulic fracturing 

from regulation under the Safe Drinking Water Act, creating what many have called the 

“Halliburton Loophole.”  
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 In 2007 the National Resources Defense Council released a report wherein the 

“NRDC has not determined a cause and effect relationship between toxic exposure and 

the health problems of specific individuals” (Roberson, 2012, pg. 111). The 

Environmental Working Group report was among the first to identify a relationship 

between hydraulic fracturing and environmental risk. They reported that drilling 

companies were openly using diesel fuel and other “’petroleum distillates’ that 

contained the same toxic chemicals: benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene, and xylene” 

(Roberson, 2012, pg. 113). The report also claimed poor government regulation and 

monitoring of the process. Several other studies were conducted in conjunction with 

universities and found little evidence of environmental risks to hydraulic fracturing. King 

(2012) points to studies conducted by Duke (2011) and the University of Texas (2012). 

Another study produced by MIT (2011) also concluded there is no risk to hydraulic 

fracturing.  

Still, many argue there is a serious lack of scientific research on hydraulic 

fracturing primarily due to a lack of independent funding. Howarth et al. (2011) 

acknowledge that peer-reviewed studies were just beginning to appear, and Finkel & 

Law (2011) write that little research on hydraulic fracturing and its potentially harmful 

effects has been conducted. Of course, there are numerous challenges to this type of 

scientific research including the magnitude and expense of testing for dangerous 

chemicals, proprietary protection of the list of chemicals to be tested, lack of 

opportunity for longitudinal data, and other challenges. The EPA has at least twice 

postponed the release of its most recent study of the effects of hydraulic fracturing on 
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water. In June 2015 the EPA published an executive summary that will be discussed in 

further detail below.  

Claimed Disadvantages of Hydraulic Fracturing 

 Critics of hydraulic fracturing say the risks outweigh the benefits in pointing to 

numerous reports of environmental and public health threats and a lack of independent 

research or government oversight. In surveying the claims made by opponents, the 

arguments against hydraulic fracturing can be categorized into threats to air, water, 

soil, earthquakes, animal health, human health and safety, and local communities. One 

of the major claims made by proponents of hydraulic fracturing is that natural gas is 

cleaner to burn than other fossil fuels and contributes less to global climate change. 

However, some critics say the pollution that occurs during the gas drilling and 

extraction processes offsets any net reduction of carbon emissions when the fuel is 

burned. Jeff Tollefson (2012) reports on the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration and the University of Colorado, Boulder study published in 2012, writing 

that “their investigation has now produced the first hard evidence that the cleanest-

burning fossil fuel might not be much better than coal when it comes to climate 

change” (Tollefson, 2012, pg. 139). While natural gas claims an advantage when 

burned to create electricity, this advantage does not occur when natural gas is used for 

heat, and “only 30% of U.S. gas is used to produce electricity” (Tollefson, 2012, pg. 

140). Additionally, gas leaks during extraction could create a dangerous situation as 

methane is itself a gas contributing significantly to climate change. The equipment and 

machinery used during the process discharge high amounts of smoke and other 
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byproducts posing inhalation risks and contributing to climate change. Radow (2011) 

writes about the testimony delivered by Dr. Poune Saberi in 2011, who claimed that 

incidences of pediatric asthma in Texas were 25% higher among children living near 

wells. Charles Schmidt (2011) reports that compressor stations emit “substantial 

amounts of air pollution” (pg. 352). The Texas Commission for Environmental Quality 

(TCEQ) contends there is no evidence of a threat to air quality from drilling operations 

in the Barnett Shale.  

 In addition to concerns about air quality and climate change, the threat to water 

is perhaps the most widely discussed risk factor when considering the benefits and 

disadvantages of hydraulic fracturing. Water consumption, wastewater, surface and 

ground water protection, and gas migration are among concerns posed by anti-fracking 

advocates. Large volumes of water are consumed during hydraulic fracturing. Even 

those who defend the practice concede that each well drilled requires 1-5 million 

gallons of fresh water. Schmidt (2011) points out that the EPA says roughly 35,000 

wells undergo hydraulic fracturing each year, meaning enough fresh water goes to the 

hydraulic fracturing process to provide water to 5 million people. Proponents of 

hydraulic fracturing minimize the amount of water used during the fracturing process 

compared to other processes such as golf courses, power plants, or other municipal 

uses (Garber, K. J., Baicker-McKee, S., & Mosites, J. M., 2011). However, when the 

amount of water used for one well is multiplied by the tens of thousands of wells 

activated over the past fifteen years, the sizable volume of water understandably raises 

the ire of concerned citizens. Texas, the home of many of these wells, only recently 
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(and perhaps only temporarily) emerged from an almost decade-long and very serious 

draught.  

 Wastewater containing fracturing chemicals is one byproduct of the hydraulic 

fracturing process. According to Brown (2007), “produced water” or “groundwater 

drawn from wells that can contain various salts as well as drilling and fracking 

chemicals,” (Brown, 2007, pg. A76) are often forced back into the ground via “injection 

wells,” or placed into chemical holding ponds on the surface. Evaporation or excessive 

rainwater can cause these dangerous chemicals, including some Volatile Organic 

Compounds (VOCs), to be released into the environment. Brown continues that, 

“Benzene, toluene, ethyl benzene, and xylenes are naturally present in many 

hydrocarbon deposits, and may be present in drilling and fracking chemicals. These 

VOCs can cause symptoms such as headache, loss of coordination, and damage to the 

liver and kidneys; benzene is a carcinogen as well. VOCs help create ground-level 

ozone, which can contribute to severe respiratory and immune system problems” 

(Brown, 2007, pg. A76). Many of the health concerns frequently associated with 

hydraulic fracturing may take decades to appear.  

Allen (2012) finds that wastewater can find many ways to contaminate local 

environments. In addition to water quantity concerns (Hayes, 2012), fear remains that 

groundwater sources could become contaminated. Direct contamination is a possibility 

in some areas. “Pennsylvania is the only state that allows waterways to serve as the 

primary disposal place for fracking water” (Allen, 2012, pg. 61). In addition to 
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purposeful disposal or contamination, possible errors could further contribute to the 

problem. Allen also notes that the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)…  

…stated there are several opportunities for hydraulic fracturing wastewater 
contaminates to enter the drinking water supply. Additionally, contaminants can 
enter the drinking water through improperly sealed abandoned wells. Moreover, 
contaminated water can leak from the production wells or from improperly lined 
storage and drill pits. Contaminants can also enter the drinking water supply 
from fracturing fluid spills into surface water. The EPA determined that hydraulic 
fracturing chemicals are sometimes injected directly into underground sources of 
water. (Allen, 2012, pgs. 59-60) 

 
Even if the process is designed to be safe and may be so under optimal operating 

circumstances, the chance of human error presents the possibility that problems could 

arise that allow unsafe chemical contamination of water sources. In fact, Allen 

continues, “this number may be higher because state gas producers are independently 

responsible for reporting any surface spills, and regulators do not perform unannounced 

inspections to check for unreported spills” (Allen, 2012, pg. 60). Osborn contends that 

there is “systematic evidence for methane contamination of drinking water associated 

with shale-gas extraction” due primarily to four reasons: discharge and flow to aquifers, 

toxicity/radioactivity of produced water, potential explosion, and the large number of 

private wells (Osborn, S. G., Vengosh, A., Warner, N. R., & Jackson, R. B., pg. 1).  

 In fact, while the gas industry and many of its proponents argue that no threat 

to groundwater exists with hydraulic fracturing operations, the threat to surface water 

is one that seems to receive less attention among their findings. Meier contributes 

considerably to this component of the conversation in her work, which analyzes 

Consumer Confidence Reports, GIS overlays, and satellite images in order to pose 

serious questions about the possibility of surface water contamination as a result of the 
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hydraulic fracturing process (Meier, 2014). Fry points out that as much as 90% of the 

fresh water consumed in North Texas is derived from surface water sources as runoff 

from rainwater finds its way into local streams, rivers, and lakes (Fry et al., pg. 7444). 

The proximity of many fractured wells to water sources, human error or other variables 

such as leaky pits, surface spills, or staff shortages make leaks or spills especially 

dangerous. In some areas, this proximity is not even relevant because the disposal is so 

widespread. Allen (2012) provides the example of areas of Pennsylvania that use 

produced water to de-ice roadways or produce brine, arguing that, “After application to 

the icy roads, the runoff is likely to find its way back into the water supply” (Allen, 

2012, pg. 63). Further, “This wastewater potentially carries fracking chemicals and 

radioactive material. To contain this wastewater, it is usually necessary to secure large 

ponds or tanks to protect the environment from the chemicals in the liquid. However, 

storms sometimes cause the overflow of these ponds that may pollute surrounding land 

and groundwater” (Kerner, 2012, pg. 242). Lauver (2012) argues that “These chemicals 

can affect drinking water (EPA, 2010a). This occurs when the fracking solution is stored 

in surface holding ponds at gas well sites until needed. Because ponds may be closer to 

the water table, when a spill or a leak occurs, underground water becomes 

contaminated” (Lauver, 2012, pg. 384). Because many consider groundwater 

contamination difficult or impossible to reverse, this is an area in which both sides have 

strong points to make. Proponents of drilling claim that groundwater contamination is 

impossible. Even while wells are drilled well below underground water resources and 

fracking fluids are not intentionally injected directly into those sources, the conversation 



     

20 
 

seems to extend to include the possibility that surface water contamination could pose 

a threat to surface water and/or underground resources themselves. 

  One other major consideration made with regard to water contamination related 

to natural gas drilling is the possibility of “gas migration,” when methane underground 

finds a way into wells and other drinking water sources. Krupp (2014) poses a question 

related to the ability to enforce environmental restrictions: Colorado requires inspectors 

to check for leaks, but what about leaks underground? Holzman claims that methane 

has been found in water wells near fracking sites (Holzman, 2011a), and Davis (2012) 

writes that, “a 3-year study of over 700 methane samples from 292 locations that was 

conducted for Garfield County concluded that gas drilling adversely affected water 

quality in dozens of water wells” (Davis, 2012, pg. 187). Allen (2012) contends that 

“Gas migration is a serious issue that can have dire consequences to affected 

communities and we will not allow Pennsylvania's citizens to be put in harm's way by 

companies that choose not to follow the law” (Allen, 2012, pg. 65). While the question 

of the source of the gas remains open, the presence of methane in a drinking water 

well sparked controversy when images of water on fire were captured for the 2010 film 

Gasland.  

 Not only do threats to water sources create concern, but opponents of hydraulic 

fracturing also point to possible soil contamination as a cause of unease. “Drilling 

sludge (a mixture that includes drilling mud and rock cuttings containing hydrocarbons, 

radioactive material, and heavy metals) is brought to the surface during the drilling 

phase. Flowback waste fluids, a byproduct of the fracking phase, must be disposed of 
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safely because they can potentially contaminate air and soil” (Finkel & Law, 2011, pg. 

784). Many of the waste byproducts of the hydraulic fracturing process must be 

disposed of with special care as they are toxic in nature, but “clandestine dumping is 

widely suspected, thus further jeopardizing both soil and watersheds” (Finkel & Law, 

2011, pg. 784).  

 Beyond soil damage and the other possible negative effects of gas drilling 

processes, seismic activity in the vicinity of drilling sites has been the source of 

considerable apprehension. Gilbert (2011) explores the idea that earthquakes, as they 

relate to hydraulic fracturing, capture the imagination because they are direct and 

observable. Experiencing an earthquake, unlike many other potentially negative 

environmental harms, is not a scientific process. According to Lett and Morris (2015): 

Since 2008, the northern region of Texas experienced four swarms of 
earthquakes, more 130 temblors in all. 

Concentrated within the Dallas metro area, the frequency of this activity has 
dramatically increased this year. There were 25 small quakes in January alone. 

Most are small, but for an area that the USGS says had only one recorded 
earthquake in the 58 years before 2008, the uptick has many in the community 
concerned. (Lett and Morris, 2015, para. 10-12) 

They cite an SMU-led study which concluded that hydraulic fracturing was most likely 

responsible for the earthquakes experienced in Dallas/Fort Worth in 2013 and 2014. 

Disagreement exists among the conclusions drawn by scientific analysis, and until 

recently the link between fracturing and earthquakes has been tenuous: 

However, one set of seismic events has been linked to hydraulic fracturing. 
Earthquakes as the result of fracturing treatments have been confirmed in 
England…The study confirmed that the seismic events were a result of hydraulic 
fracturing. However, the study found that the seismic events were confined to 
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one fault, many unlikely factors combined to cause these seismic events, and the 
likelihood of repeat occurrence was “quite low.” (Wurzer, 2011-2012, pg. 370) 

Others are not so certain. Kerner (2012) contends that seismologists are not as 

concerned with the fracking process as with the process of injecting flowback into the 

earth as it can cause larger earthquakes on ancient fault lines. Wertz (2015) reports on 

a U.S. Geological Survey report issued in April 2015 detailing oil and gas-related 

earthquakes in eight states. What once may have seemed like urban legend has now 

become more commonly accepted: The hydraulic fracturing process may be responsible 

for increased seismic activity. 

 Among additional environmental risks considered by opponents to the hydraulic 

fracturing process is that associated with animals and their habitats. Rahm (2011) 

points to risks to wildlife, and Radow (2011) details significant risk to agriculture and 

livestock. Gillen and Kiviat (2012) claim that hydraulic fracturing processes pose 

negative effects on ecosystems and threaten species with conservation concerns. 

Moreover,  

In addition to potentially harming human health, discharge of wastewater into 
streams or rivers can severely alter wildlife habitat, rivers, soils, and aquifers. 
Wastewater may change riparian vegetation which affects roosting spots, shade, 
and woody debris that are relied upon by trout, eagles, herons, and other 
species. In the BLM's first environmental assessment of the Powder River Basin, 
the BLM found that coalbed methane development "may result in trends toward 
federal listing under the Endangered Species Act for 16 species, including the 
white-tailed prairie dog, the burrowing owl, and the Brewer's sparrow." 
Environmental groups now want to require the industry to conduct an 
environmental impact statement on fish, wildlife, and plant inventories before 
drilling in a new region. (Roberson, 2012, pg. 127) 

Additional research is needed regarding the prospective negative impacts of hydraulic 

fracturing processes. Some of the suggested risks associated with these activities for 
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humans, non-human animals, and their environments are not readily apparent, and 

only time will tell whether the purported dangers become a reality. 

 Many risks associated with hydraulic fracturing, however, do not take long to 

realize. The immediate implications for workers and others in contact with chemicals 

and activities associated with hydraulic fracturing can have devastating consequences. 

Human error, explosions and other accidents, and dangerous chemicals contribute to 

concern. Water contamination (Kiernan, 2012) can be the result of human error and/or 

faulty equipment. Leaks in fissures and infrastructure can contribute to accidents and 

other problems (Wurzer, 2011-2012). Accidents can cause hydraulic fracturing fluids to 

spill onto the surface (Kramer, 2011), and Rahm (2011) cites several examples of 

surface mishandling. These accidents are not limited to chemical spills and include the 

possibility of large explosions (Allen, 2012). The chemicals themselves can be 

dangerous, as Schmidt (2011) writes: “It's bad, bad, stuff," says Anderson. "So when 

industry argues that fracking hasn't caused any groundwater problems, what's 

overlooked are the hundreds of instances in which spills related to surface operations 

have contaminated other water supplies" (Schmidt, 2011, pg. A353). Part of the 

difficulty in addressing the chemicals associated with hydraulic fracturing is that the 

general public is unaware of what those chemicals are. Even medical professionals, at 

times, have difficulty treating those in accidents with fracturing chemicals because 

those chemicals are often undisclosed. While significant steps have been taken to reveal 

those chemicals, companies have been allowed to keep many of those chemicals secret 

as they claim their disclosure could sacrifice an advantage in the industry. “As drilling 
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companies are not legally required to list the chemical compounds used in fracking, it is 

difficult to assess the full scope of the contents of fracking fluids. However, toxic mud 

and fluid byproducts from the drilling and fracking as well as spills of oil and gas wastes 

are not uncommon” (Finkel & Law, 2011, pg. 784). What is known about these 

chemicals is that many of them can be dangerous to human health. “Some preliminary 

studies have revealed the use of toxic fracking fluids such as diesel and benzene” 

(Davis, 2012, pg. 180). Radow (2011) writes that, “of the chemicals … verified as being 

used in fracking are endocrine disruptors…which when absorbed into the body either 

mimic hormones or clock hormones and disrupt the body’s normal function; they have 

been linked to infertility, ADHD, autism, diabetes, thyroid disorders – childhood and 

adult cancers…” (Radow, 2011, pg. 171). Local residents who may live in close 

proximity to wells “might experience chemical exposures, accidents resulting from 

industry operations, and psychological impacts such as depression, anxiety, and stress” 

(Schmidt, 2011, pg. A351).  

Critics allege that some of the substances used are hazardous materials and 
carcinogens, toxic enough to contaminate ground- water resources and create 
toxic air emissions. These include diesel fuel, kerosene, benzene, toluene, 
xylene, and formaldehyde. There are a number of cases in the U.S. where local 
communities claim that their air or drinking water has been polluted by hydraulic 
fracturing fluids, methane, or petroleum by-products such as benzene. Incidents 
have been reported in several states.  (Rahm, 2011, pg. 2976) 

Children are particularly vulnerable “because their integumentary, respiratory, and 

immune systems are in developing stages” (Lauver, 2012, pg. 385). In some areas, 

instances of health problems are found within proximity of drilling activity.  

Outside of Pittsburgh, municipal authorities reported high levels of 
trihalomethanes, a byproduct of chlorine disinfectants and fracking wastewater 
that contains high levels of bromide. Long-term consumption of trihalomethanes 
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can lead to an increased risk of cancer as well as liver, kidney, and central 
nervous system problems. (Allen, 2012, pg. 62)  

Rahm writes: 

For instance, in June of 2010, Houston-based EOG Resources had a blowout at a 
Clearfield County, Pennsylvania well that discharged 35,000 gallons of HF fluid 
into a state forest. As a result, the state ordered the company to suspend all gas 
drilling activities until an investigation of the causes of the explosion could be 
undertaken. In that same month, in Dish, Texas blood and urine samples taken 
from residents living near Barnett Shale gas wells revealed that 65% of 
households tested had toluene in their systems and another 53% had detectable 
levels of xylene. (Rahm, 2011, pg. 2976) 

These examples of local communities are difficult to put into context nationally as large 

scale epidemiological studies relating health to fracturing are almost nonexistent 

(Schmidt, 2011). However, these circumstances do point to worrisome situations which 

are undergoing further investigation.   

 One argument commonly made among proponents of hydraulic fracturing is that 

the chemicals used in these processes can be found in common household items. The 

same findings are the result of a study conducted at the University of Colorado, Boulder 

(Thurman, E., Ferrer, I., Blotevogel, J., & Borch, T., 2014), which argues that the 

chemicals comprising fracking fluid are some of the same as those we routinely place in 

our own drains. Opponents disagree, writing: 

Although additives such as the gelling agents used in toothpaste, sauces, salad 
dressing, and ice cream are rather benign, others, such as the acid commonly 
used as swimming pool chemicals and cleaners, are potentially harmful 
substances, even when used according to manufacturer guidelines. Household 
products containing these substances are labeled in accordance with the Federal 
Hazardous Substances Act, which requires precautionary labeling of all hazardous 
household products (U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission, 2002). (Lauver, 
2012, pg. 384) 
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Because many of the substances in question remain unknown, critics argue, it is difficult 

if not impossible to know how to manage contamination resulting from hydraulic 

fracturing processes. Finkel & Law write: 

One study, based on Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection and 
the Susquehanna River Basin Commission Material Safety Data Sheets for 41 
products used in fracturing operations, assessed the chemicals used in fracturing 
and found that 73% of the products had between 6 and 14 different adverse 
health effects including skin, eye, and sensory organ damage; respiratory 
distress including asthma; gastrointestinal and liver disease; brain and nervous 
system harms; cancers; and negative reproductive effects. (Finkel & Law, 2011, 
pg. 785) 

Krupp (2014) makes the case for strict disclosure laws that favor the public’s interest 

over industry concerns. Even with the considerable dangers reportedly associated with 

these chemicals, opponents believe the gas drilling industry could take further steps in 

this regard. 

 Health, safety and environmental effects are major considerations for opponents 

of gas drilling operations, and those asserted consequences are accompanied by large-

scale concerns for communities as a whole. An examination of such broad-reaching 

implications may occur with respect to local communities, the world at large, and by 

asking how policy should be conducted. Local communities may experience significant 

disruptions. These may range from minor inconveniences to more destructive 

outcomes. Allen (2012) argues that, “On the negative side, local communities are 

experiencing increased crime, housing shortages, and higher truck traffic, resulting in 

road congestion and traffic accidents” (Allen, 2012, pg. 65). Opponents argue that 

property values may be affected, infrastructure could come into disrepair, and that 

communities experience unfamiliar issues that come with an influx of gas industry 
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workers. On a larger scale, critics say that gas drilling contributes significantly to one of 

the problems its proponents say they seek to solve: Climate change. Methane is a 

significant contributor to climate change and much more so than carbon dioxide (Krupp, 

2014). When leaked, methane can offset the decrease in carbon footprint on the 

consumption end. Krupp (2014) argues that the methane released during production 

can erase any near-term climate advantage. The contribution to climate change is 

compounded by the heavy equipment used during the process. Howarth et al. (2011) 

and Krupp further argue that gas drilling crowds out investment in renewables, with the 

former arguing that gas reserves are exaggerated.  

In light of the potentially devastating consequences associated with hydraulic 

fracturing, many critics of the process have invoked the Precautionary Principle, which 

argues that uncertainty should lead us to err on the side of caution. Proponents of 

drilling say the process is safe, time is critical, and that money is on the line. Lauver 

(2012) and Radow (2011), among others, contend that the risks are too great, and that 

we have an obligation to future generations to mitigate the risks associated with gas 

drilling. Important questions remain about the ability and necessity of existing and 

impending regulatory frameworks to manage the hydraulic fracturing dispute. 

A Summary of the Existing Regulatory Framework for Gas Drilling Activities 

 The current state of hydraulic fracturing operations can be said to be a direct 

result of industry efforts combined with minimal federal enforcement and oversight. 

Even when federal agencies have attempted to provide regulation, it has not always 

proven effective. After signing a Memorandum of Understanding in 2003 committing to 
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cease the use of diesel in hydraulic fracturing operations, one company continued to 

use this fuel through 2007 (Gilbert, 2011). While several pieces of legislation exist 

which might create accountability for drilling operations, numerous exemptions have 

been put in place by Congress over the years that limit the ability of the federal 

government to play a role here. The Safe Drinking Water Act of 1974 would play a 

significant role regulating injection wells and underground waste storage. However, the 

gas drilling industry was exempted from the Safe Drinking Water Act in 2005 when 

Congress passed the Energy Policy Act. Except in the cases where diesel fuel is used as 

a chemical additive in hydraulic fracturing fluid, the EPA determined that there was little 

to no risk of groundwater contamination from gas drilling (Finewood & Stroup, 2012). 

The exemption is commonly referred to as the “Halliburton Loophole” (Hayes, 2012, 

Finewood & Stroup, 2012, and Howarth, 2011). Radow (2011) points out that drilling 

activity increased dramatically after the exemption was put in place in 2005. The 1972 

Clean Water Act would regulate temporary holding pits and also leaves oil and gas 

operations exempt from compliance: 

Congress, however, amended the CWA in 1987 to allow the EPA to establish a 
permit system for stormwater runoff discharges. Oil and gas exploration was 
largely exempt from the new regulations, which clarified "no Clean Water Act 
permit was required for storm water runoff at oil and gas exploration, 
production, processing and treatment operations and transmission facilities ... 
provided that the runoff was not contaminated by contact with raw materials." 
Furthermore, in 2006, regulators excluded "all field activities or operations, 
processing, treatment operations, and transmission.” (Allen, 2012, pg. 67) 

In fact, gas drilling operations are exempt from a number of such regulations:  

Many other pieces of legislation relating to the oil and gas industry reveal 
preferential treatment. The 1976 Re-source Conservation and Recovery Act, for 
example, sets standards for handling hazardous waste, but it is not applicable to 
specific oil and gas wastes. The 1980 Superfund Act holds industries liable for 
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the release and clean-up of hazardous material, but it is inapplicable to oil and 
gas. Without federal oversight, regulations are inconsistent as states thus 
individually determine the standards for hydraulic fracturing. (Allen, 2012, pgs. 
69-70) 

As the Environmental Protection Agency continues to study the issue, hundreds of 

thousands of wells have continued to enter operation over the past decade. Gas drilling 

companies have enjoyed an inconsistent federal regulatory climate. This lack of a 

coherent federal oversight strategy leaves states to devise their own regulatory 

oversight (Allen, 2012 and Rahm, 2011). Often, these decisions are made based on 

quick economic gain and without deeper consideration for groundwater or river basins 

(Hatzenbuhler & Centner, 2012). States are also strapped with limited resources and 

have greater difficulty enforcing regulations (Meier, 2014). Additionally, states typically 

prevent local control over hydraulic fracturing because local decisions could be 

counterproductive to state objectives.  

 While federal level actors continue to develop strategies with regard to oversight 

and accountability of hydraulic fracturing operations and gas drilling overall, many 

experts agree that a complete moratorium on gas drilling would be economically 

devastating (Roberson, 2012). A Congressional proposal known as the FRAC Act would 

close the “Halliburton Loophole” in the Safe Drinking Water Act. The proposal has died 

when proposed in Congress each year since 2009. In many ways, companies are left 

with their own decisions about how to make hydraulic fracturing safer. Valuable 

methane that is lost in the process could be captured. Improving valves and controlling 

leaks from compressors and injection pumps could reduce leakage by some 40% 
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according to an EDF study (Krupp, 2014). Still, relying on companies to self-report 

violations is a tough sell (Finkel & Law, 2011).  

 States continue to make improvements to requirements and leakage prevention 

(Krupp, 2014), but they often face barriers difficult to overcome to create a balanced 

regulatory approach. In Pennsylvania, the gas industry enjoys preferential tax treatment 

and faces a regulatory regime that is severely understaffed. When legislators recently 

enacted tougher provisions, existing operations were exempt from new restrictions 

(Allen, 2012). In Texas, a confluence of factors make state oversight unlikely. Because 

the state relies on revenue from oil and gas operations, state officials are supportive of 

these operations, and environmental groups are historically weak in state policymaking, 

the gas industry is highly influential in state policy making (Davis, 2012). Additionally, 

The fragmentation of the Texas regulatory bureaucracy, a fundamental anti-
regulatory disposition of the TCEQ and the Governor, and the well-entrenched 
legal and administrative structures that promote oil and gas extraction above 
other concerns make Texas a strong pro-drilling state. While land owners who 
lease their mineral rights to oil and gas companies stand to gain significant 
income from such leases, once the lease is negotiated land owners have few 
protections. How much water will be used, the disposal of wastewater, and the 
footprint of drilling operations are not under their control. What will remain of 
the rural land that passes to future generations is unclear. And urban dwellers 
who find themselves unexpectedly living in a gas field will have to deal with the 
development and production. (Rahm, 2011, pg. 2979) 

In Texas, there is no regulatory agency that exclusively governs the actual hydraulic 

fracturing process. Instead, hydraulic fracturing is regulated indirectly by an 

organization (Texas Railroad Commission) with a number of other responsibilities. This 

leads to a diffuse regulatory framework (Reins, 2011).  

 In the absence of a clear administrative or legislative regulatory structure, 

conflict between states and the federal government can mean significant lapses in 
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accountability that are not likely to be resolved in the short term (Rahm, 2011). Some 

non-governmental organizations have taken up the issue on their own. Fractracker, for 

example, is an online monitoring application that “allows citizen action to transcend the 

barriers of time, distance, budget and local expertise to create a level playing stage of 

Goliath meets Goliath proportion” (Radow, 2011, pg. 399). Radow further points to a 

wave of public participation on the issue of hydraulic fracturing, especially in New York 

State. New York recently became one of the first states to ban hydraulic fracturing, 

which stands in stark contrast to Texas, which recently banned municipal bans on the 

process. 

 The jury is still out on the question of whether courts will provide an effective 

tool for gas industry oversight and accountability. Litigation has become an avenue both 

for attacks on industry and defenses of industry practice. Courts have experienced an 

upswing in litigation against fracking companies since 2011, and future claims for bodily 

and personal injury will continue (Gilbert, 2011). Plaintiffs are using trespass claims 

(Garber et al., 2011), strict liability claims (Schremmer, 2012), and personal health 

claims, and it is likely that further documented contamination will accompany coming 

lawsuits (Coman, 2012). Unless greater federal restrictions are put in place, large 

companies typically enjoy large advantages that are unlikely to lead to changes in 

status quo regulatory policies (Davis, 2012).  

 Many groups and individuals are turning to media in an attempt to level the 

playing field in overcoming industry advantages in current policymaking. Media are 

important to determining how and which perceived problems with the hydraulic 
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fracturing process are brought to the forefront for stakeholders (Davis & Hoffer, 2012). 

Increased media attention that expose risks associated with hydraulic fracturing activity 

could motivate environmental activists to seek a more cohesive and robust regulatory 

environment at the state level (Davis, 2012). While the number of lawsuits mentioned 

above remains small to date, that number is expected to rise with increased media 

coverage of the technique (Gilbert, 2011). Media are also used to distribute images 

which may play an important role in public considerations concerning hydraulic 

fracturing: 

An anti-fracking film by Josh Fox called Gasland that received a 2010 special jury 
prize for documentary at the Sundance Film Festival has aired on Home Box 
Office (HBO) television and has provided fodder for much of the debate. 
Depicted in the film are some of the environmental impacts including dramatic 
instances of explosively contaminated tap water being lit a fire. Concern over HF 
drilling in shale gas plays has led to grassroots movements, political opposition, 
and calls for regulatory action at the local, state, and national levels. (Rahm, 
2011, pg. 2975) 

How and why images are used to shape popular opinion on the issue of hydraulic 

fracturing will continue to be of primary importance as this study unfolds. 

 Advertising and visual images were used to a substantial degree when one Texas 

town recently attempted to maintain a ban of the practice of hydraulic fracturing within 

its city limits. Denton, a town of roughly 120,000 residents, is situated in the northern 

corner of the Golden Triangle comprised of Dallas, Fort Worth, and Denton. A college 

town, Denton is home to tens of thousands of students attending the University of 

North Texas and Texas Woman’s University. Over the past few years, Denton residents 

have found themselves in the midst of the “ongoing public and political debate about 

the need for specific regulation of hydraulic fracturing and underground injection” 
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(Reins, 2011, pg. 303). After numerous attempts by concerned citizens and the city 

council to devise restrictions on hydraulic fracturing practices, citizens eventually 

generated support to bring the issue to vote in a city-wide referendum. The debate in 

this North Texas city drew national attention. It echoed “themes heard in communities 

around the country, pitting economic arguments like job creation and school funding 

against quality-of-life and environmental concerns like noise, traffic, fumes and fears 

that fracking might endanger local water supplies” (Krauss, 2014). Advertising became 

centrally important in the months leading up to the election. When the gas industry 

determined that it was running behind, upwards of $500,000 were spent in an attempt 

to change minds just before the vote (Heinkel-Wolfe, 2015). The discussion intensified 

as oil and gas companies became fearful that the vote in Denton could encourage 

activists on a nationwide scale, and industry officials fought back with “billboards, 

newspaper advertisements and fliers, illustrated by smiling school children, that say the 

ban ‘will hurt our schools’ by shrinking tax revenue” (Krauss, 2014). In November 2014, 

voters passed the ban, garnering roughly 60% of the vote (Hennessy-Fiske, 2014). The 

ban would be short-lived, however, as industry officials immediately sued the city of 

Denton. State legislators quickly enacted a ban of municipal bans on hydraulic 

fracturing, essentially making Denton’s city ordinance illegal. Denton’s city council 

subsequently revoked the ordinance.  

 The gas drilling discussion that has taken place in Denton raises several 

important questions about how and why these types of decisions are made. When 

faced with difficult high-stakes choices, how do community members make decisions? 
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How are these problems perceived by stakeholders? During the process of deliberation, 

individuals, communities, government agents, policymakers, and industry supporters 

have large amounts of information to consume. How are their perceptual frameworks 

shaped?  As information dissemination and media factors contribute to the way 

decisions are made, it is important to understand what drives that decision making. This 

study is concerned with how visual media were implemented as part of the strategies 

implemented to persuade community members in advance of the recent campaign to 

end hydraulic fracturing activities in Denton, Texas.  
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CHAPTER 3 

INFORMATION SCIENCE AND CRITICAL RHETORICAL ANALYSIS 

 How and why humans make the decisions they do have been topics of discussion 

among academics for thousands of years. Not only are these questions central to the 

history of philosophy, but the ability to predict behavior has provoked the study of 

social scientists in the United States for the past several decades. Social scientists since 

the 1950s have often been interested in the notion that people collect information and 

make rational decisions based on cost-benefit analysis. Others, though, have been 

intrigued by how and why information is disseminated, the systems at play, and the 

motivations and identities of the constituents involved. Not all decisions fit neatly into a 

predetermined perceptual model; sometimes human subjectivity is not held to the 

mechanistic function of objective predictability. Further, participation in information 

search and decision making has the potential to change both the systems in place and 

the institutional participants involved.  

 While useful, objective scientific inquiry is not suitable for the study of every 

problem. Human subjectivity is infinitely varied and occurs in situational contexts. 

Objective measurement can be counter-intuitive to human experience. Further, 

quantitative analysis often considers systems and users to hold stable identities. 

Instead, it may be useful to understand audiences and institutions as co-constitutive. 

This study seeks to open space in the field of information science that allows for the 

critical rhetorical examination of texts. This examination includes an analysis of how 

audience members and users interact with systems and institutions with the hope of 
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offering an additional lens through which information scientists may view information 

problems. 

 Perhaps one angle from which to view such problems could be borrowed from a 

neighboring field. Rhetoric has long been concerned with many of the same problems 

with which information scientists are concerned. Some of the strategies and 

considerations made in the field of rhetorical analysis may prove useful for information 

scientists. In a vast array of fields concerned with the study of information and 

communication, methodological developments and changes to approaches of 

researchers in the fields of rhetoric and information science have never quite aligned, 

not that it should necessarily. While there are similarities and parallels to be drawn 

between the rhetorical notion of situation and the concepts of context and situation in 

information science, there remains an incredible gap between the two fields with 

respect to these concepts. This chapter begins by studying the evolution of the 

concepts of context and situation in the field of information science and continues in 

examining the development of rhetorical situation from the perspective of the field of 

rhetoric. Finally, the approaches of both fields are considered together in an attempt to 

determine what they may be able to contribute to one another when it comes to 

deliberations of context and situation. 

A History of User-Centeredness, Situation, and Context in Information Science 

 One question for information scientists has been what exactly the field is 

designed to accomplish (and how). Part of this quest has been a question of legitimacy 

as the field seeks to separate itself from others and maintain its own utility. Much of the 
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work in the field of information science takes a decidedly scientific approach. While 

traditional models of research are often very applicable and can tell us a great deal 

about human behavior, it may also been useful to study the critical and philosophical 

underpinnings associated with the work of information scientists and to consider 

analyses conducted outside of traditional systems of analysis. Patrick Wilson’s work is 

considered to be central in much of contemporary information science. He understood 

that changes in context requires researchers to alter their perceptual frameworks: 

Conceptual change has huge consequences for those attempting to organize 
knowledge for retrieval and use. Conceptual frameworks get outdated, relevance 
relations change unpredictably, things fall apart. So conceptual instability is a 
major problem for the information systems designer, as it is for the practical 
information professionals, much of whose time may have to be spent simply 
keeping up with the changing shape of the intellectual environments which they 
feel a responsibility to monitor. (Wilson, 2002, para. 4) 

The notions of situation and context are not new to information science, and their 

appearance as subjects of research can be well-documented through the past few 

decades. Researchers in the field of information science have followed a developing 

trend that characterizes a shift toward sociocognitive research. This research began to 

appear in information science literature as early as the 1980s and developed through 

several conversations in the field about the incorporation of user cognition and later 

context into information behavior studies. Many have argued that the study of 

sociocognitive behavior is important to the field as its members continually seek more 

interdisciplinary approaches to contemporary phenomena. A sociocognitive approach 

that considers the relationship between users and situation is especially critical during a 

time when the situations individuals face have changed dramatically since the turn of 

the century, and studies of how dynamic contexts affect information behavior are 
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perhaps more important than ever before. The historical development of sociocognitive 

research in information behavior studies can be understood by considering the shift in 

focus to the user, the rise of cognitive studies, and the study of context or situation in 

sociocognitive research.  

 A shift in focus from systems to users has led the field to show greater concern 

for situation and context. In 2007, Courtright wrote that, “Over the past 20 years or so, 

this subfield of LIS has acknowledged a shift in focus from the study of people 

interacting with information systems to the study of people themselves and how they 

seek and use information independently of specific sources and systems” (Courtright, 

2007, pg. 273). This shift is highlighted by the works of Wilson (1981), Belkin, Oddy, & 

Brooks (1982), Dervin and Nilan (1986), and Dervin (1999), among others. There was 

an early recognition that context plays an important role in how knowledge is acquired. 

As soon as 1981, Wilson examined the influence of user studies and information needs. 

Wilson examined factors such as the “User’s life world” and observes a “…failure to 

identify the context within which information needs investigations are carried out” 

(Wilson, 1981, pg. 4). Wilson’s work marks a turn in the field of information behavior as 

scholars became more focused on the needs of users rather than exclusively focusing 

on the manner in which systems are designed. The question for many scholars in the 

field then became how to address users’ needs. 

 Many first answered Wilson’s call by arguing that systems should be better 

designed to meet user needs. The work of Belkin, Oddy, and Brooks (1982) was one of 

the early works to do so. For the purposes of information retrieval, it became more 
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suitable to attempt to describe a particular user’s ASK (Anomalous States of Knowledge) 

rather than to ask the user to specify his/her need as a request to the system. 

Understanding the complexities involved in the rise of user needs in the first place goes 

a long way toward isolating and accurately expressing those needs. Belkin, Oddy, and 

Brooks’ call for systems to be iterative and interactive rather than fixed and static 

identified a trend that shifted researchers away from designing systems to fit users’ 

needs to trying to discover better ways to articulate those needs. 

 Dervin and Nilan (1986) further articulated the trend toward meeting the needs 

of users (rather than attempting to fit user needs into existing systems). This piece 

described the state of the field in bleak terms, and asked researchers to broaden their 

conceptual horizons. Dervin and Nilan (1986) sent a message to information scientists 

echoing calls by Menzel (1966) to integrate social science theories into information 

behavior research. They argued that researchers are better able to meet the needs of 

clients when research greater informs practice and the field embraces a turning point in 

scholarly approaches away from systems and toward user needs. Dervin (1999) echoed 

these sentiments, and while many continued to research information systems, many 

scholars followed the shift toward the focus on individual needs in information behavior 

research. 

 From the initial trend toward user-centeredness, many in the field began to 

recognize the importance of considerations of individual users and their particular 

cognitive design. The first step was to take users out of systems and examine them 

independently. Belkin, Oddy, and Brooks (1982) argued that the study of users already 
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engaged in systems was no longer tenable. For example, the “best match” principal that 

attempts to connect user expressed needs and designed system responses is no longer 

relevant in a world where users are unable to accurately express their needs, and 

systems designed without human language are unable to make predictions about those 

needs. Because something is missing that led to the search process, users cannot be 

expected to accurately express what it is they are missing; otherwise, there would be 

no information need in the first place. So, scholars who have taken the approach of 

cognitive research consider the user as an entity with independent motivations and 

attempt to describe human behavior as it relates to specific information needs. Those 

needs, and from where they are derived, became an area of intense focus for many in 

the field. 

Users exist in isolation from systems, but they draw their cognitive design from 

the contexts, or situational locations, in which they reside. Pettigrew, Fidel, and Bruce 

(2001) extend this line of logic by examining information behavior through exclusive 

focus on individuals’ “cognitive and emotional motivations for information behavior that 

carry across contexts or are independent of context” (Pettigrew, Fidel, & Bruce, 2001, 

pg. 46). Their work, which they identify as distinct from cognitive research, aided in the 

development in the field of sociocognitive research concerned with how users develop 

cognitive states based on their social context and interactions. Sociocognitive research 

was “developed to address information behavior phenomena that lie outside the realm 

of cognitive frameworks” (Pettigrew, Fidel, & Bruce, 2001, pg. 54).  
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Any examination of the role of context or situation in the field of information 

science must begin with a consideration of the meaning of context or situation itself. 

According to sociocognitive researchers, a focus on context and the social and cultural 

forces that give rise to information behavior seems to follow logically with an 

investigation into the motivations for behavior as well as the development of perceptual 

frameworks that guide such behavior. Several in the field agree. Cool (2001) describes 

the rise of sociocognitive research by arguing that “conceptualizations of situation have 

evolved from early analyses of the individual-level knowledge states that precipitate 

information-seeking behavior to, more recently, the sociocognitive frameworks that 

explain a broader range of information interaction phenomena” (Cool, 2001, pg. 5). For 

Cool, situation refers to combinations of people, places, and events. It is this 

consideration of context that separates sociocognitive from cognitive studies. The study 

of context and situation and the roles they play in the development of perceptual 

frameworks guiding information behavior maintains user-centeredness because it 

attempts to describe the motivations for user information behavior, but it considers 

those users apart from the systems information scientists would have them engage. 

The consideration of context is evident in the work of numerous scholars in information 

behavior and has developed as a contemporary extension of cognitive research in 

studies by Chatman (1999), Cool (2001), and Courtright (2007), among others.  

 Chatman (2001) developed three frameworks for studying information behavior, 

all of which account for context in the development of perceptual frameworks. Chatman 

indicated that three theories accounted for such behavior, including the theory of 
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information poverty (the tendency for users to ignore information through processes 

communications scholars would identify as selective perception or selective exposure), 

the theory of life in the round (the tendency of users to experience balance and peace 

in their everyday lives), and the theory of normative behavior (the tendency of users to 

guide behavior based on developed social norms). In this way, Chatman suggested that 

scholars are able to investigate the range of contexts affecting user information 

behavior. Cool (2001) discussed the development of sociocognitive studies from 

cognitive research and called upon researchers to more clearly define the concept of 

situation in information systems and to apply that concept in more consistent ways. 

Courtright (2007) discussed factors that affect/shape information practices. Courtright 

asked a series of critical questions that dictate the need for consideration of context and 

situation in information science research that will become even more important in a 

consideration of how the fields of rhetoric and information science in many ways remain 

ideologically separate. In an extension of the discussion initiated by Dervin and Nilan 

(1986) that attempts to account for information seekers in a holistic sense, Courtright 

writes: 

What elements constitute a context? How are contexts understood by their 
participants? How and why do they change? How should information needs, 
seeking and use be studied from a user-centered standpoint and in context? 
Although there is general agreement that context constitutes a frame of 
reference for information behavior (Vakkari et al., 1997), there is little agreement 
within the INSU literature as to how such a frame is established by or for the 
actor group in question or how it operates with regard to information practices. 
In spite of a growing emphasis on the problem of context, most INSU literature 
fails to address it theoretically (Dervin, 1997; Johnson, 2003; Lueg, 2002). 
(Courtright, 2007, pg. 273) 
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Rhetorical Criticism and the Rhetorical Situation 

 Rhetoric as a discipline has developed over thousands of years and has always 

held a close relationship with philosophy. From Aristotle’s Rhetoric forward, the notions 

of persuasion, situation, and identity have firmly established the field of rhetoric as a 

discipline concerned with speakers, their subjects, and their audiences. “The Rhetorical 

Situation,” to use a phrase coined by Bitzer (1968), has developed particularly over the 

past four decades in a way that has shifted many in the field away from questions 

concerning only the art of persuasion to questions on a much different level that 

ultimately may provide useful strategies for those other fields, including information 

science.  

Lloyd Bitzer (1968) began by arguing that, “If someone says, ‘That is a 

dangerous situation,’ the words suggest the presence of events, persons, or objects 

which threaten him, someone else, or something of value” (Bitzer, 1968, pg. 217). In 

this way, the concept of situation joined concepts already familiar to rhetorical theorists 

– those of audience, speaker, subject, occasion, and speech. Situation was not new in 

the sense that no others considered the concept before Bitzer, but Bitzer’s article had a 

profound impact on the field at large. His argument was that speakers do not address 

audiences in a vacuum. Instead, speakers also address and are confined in their 

response by exigence, or “imperfection marked by urgency” (Bitzer, 1968, pg. 221). 

Bitzer contended that each situation guides the speaker’s particular rhetorical response, 

and that each given situation requires a predetermined reply. Audiences are compelled 

to act in manners consistent with the situation’s call to action. According to Bitzer, 
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humans are subject to exigencies, or urgencies requiring rhetorical responses. His turn 

from persuasion opened new focuses within rhetoric, as scholars began to more fully 

contemplate the manners and processes by which individuals are motivated to advocate 

and pursue particular actions to resolve exigencies.   

Vatz (1973), responding to Bitzer, studied the extent to which a speaker may 

manipulate the perception of the situation in order to manufacture exigency. He 

declared that the relationship between rhetoric and situation described by Bitzer is in 

fact reverse, maintaining that the rhetoric used is what gives situations significance. 

Vatz follows the logic that it is impossible to think about what we do not have words to 

describe. Because humans interpret events according to language used in association 

with those events, Vatz advanced the notion that rhetoric used to describe and discuss 

a situation is the only way in which humans assign meaning to that event. The role of 

the speaker, then, is to interpret situations in ways the audience will find meaningful.   

Following Vatz, there was a turn for the field in the 1970s toward a focus on 

audiences, their identities, and their responses to rhetorical situations. Hill (1972) 

compared previous studies of the same speech (a 1969 Presidential address) and 

argued for the position of the critic of rhetoric. He argued that the critic should outline 

the situation, specify the auditors and their decisions, and reveal the speaker’s choice 

and ethos, logos, and pathos. His was an attempt to prevent the critic of rhetoric from 

making judgments regarding truth or value. While the critic of rhetoric Hill envisioned 

was still rooted in a very traditionalist approach, s/he maintained the ability to make 

evaluations of the speaker that included situation and context. 
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The early appearance and influence of the concept of situation as it relates to 

rhetoric and more importantly to rhetorical criticism came to a head when strong 

divisions in the field reflected the disagreements of those still tied to neo-Aristotelian 

thought and those prepared to make an ideological shift that would allow for new 

theoretical questions for the field. Phillip Wander (1983) wanted to create space for 

ideological criticism of rhetorical texts. Such a study takes place within the consideration 

of context, as ideological critique requires comparisons of competing theoretical 

questions along with examinations of exploitation due to a wide range of economic and 

political situations. He argued that those such as Campbell, who would move beyond 

the field’s most traditionally-rooted canon, were isolated by neo-Aristotelians who saw 

rhetoric as the way to learn and teach the art of persuasion. Wander (1983) asked an 

important question that would cause the concepts of situation to evolve within the field 

of rhetorical criticism to include intensive ontological and epistemological evaluations, 

namely what is the “nature and purpose of criticism?” Wander (1983) saw powerful 

interests destroying the planet, and he argued that the key to survival would be for 

rhetoricians to engage the very basic questions of being and ideological criticism. He 

saw ideological criticism as the central question for theorists in rhetorical criticism 

moving forward. 

Maurice Charland (1987) articulated another shift in the field of rhetoric. He saw 

rhetoric as constitutive, meaning that audiences did not enter rhetorical situations as 

constructed identities, but instead their experiences with speakers constituted new 

social identities. The audience subject is not “free to be persuaded,” (pg. 133) but 
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instead the “identification of social identity can occur “spontaneously, intuitively, even 

unconsciously” (pg. 133). Because the subject has no choice about his/her position 

relative to ideology, rhetorical theory must be rewritten  to consider rhetoric “as 

consequences of the nature of language and its enactment” (pg. 133). In this piece, 

Charland attempted to shift focus in the field of rhetoric from that of “persuasion” to 

one of “identification.” This shift is consistent with the work of McGee (1992), who 

redefined the field in terms of “critical rhetoric” rather than “rhetorical criticism.” In a 

transition from a field concerned primarily with performance to one concerned with 

representational politics, McGee provided an active approach for the critical rhetorician. 

In this way, McGee moved from performance to elements of danger and their effects on 

identity.  

Barbara Biesecker (1992) took the consideration of context in a different 

direction in her analysis of the canons of rhetoric. For her, inclusion of critical ideology 

(specifically feminist ideology) in the canon would be limited in the sense that it would 

amount to tokenism and reinforce the cultural supremacy of those concerned primarily 

with persuasion and rhetorical tradition. Focus on the individual leads to alienation, and 

instead deconstruction of the active/passive bipolarization is important to move away 

from an ideology of the individual. For a field intently concerned, at this point, with 

audience identities in the context of rhetorical situation, Biesecker offered Derrida’s 

notion of fluid identities and “the provisional stabilization of a temporality and a spacing 

that always and already exceeds it” (pg. 148). In this way, the question of “who” 

disappears, and audiences and speakers begin to occupy what Foucault described as “I-
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slots,” or subject positions made available by language and representation. By 

conceptualizing power and resistance as always happening, Biesecker displaced the 

active/passive distinction previously useful for describing audiences and speakers in an 

effort to move the subject position from stasis and consider the relationships between 

language, representation, and agency.  

From this point, critical rhetoric for the next two decades took a myriad of turns 

aimed at advancing the thought of theorists from a range of disciplines. The influence 

of the fields of phenomenology, psychoanalysis, and other contemporary philosophical 

arenas can be seen broadly across literature from the field. 

Bridging the Gap: Information Science, Critical Rhetorical Analysis, and Information 

One of the most striking similarities between the fields of information science 

and rhetoric is derived from their positioning in academia. Robert Hariman (1986) wrote 

about what he identified as the marginalization of rhetoric as a discipline. Much of what 

concerns researchers in information science is the same question rhetoricians have 

been dealing with for decades – one of status and marginality. Necessity being the 

mother of invention, new methodologies and ways of thinking are often introduced as a 

way to “advance” the field with respect to its recognition and status in the University. 

Both fields have a great deal of interdisciplinary leanings, and each field has attempted 

to adapt its methodological grounding in order to meet changing needs.  

Wilson (2000) argues that information behavior analysis to this point has largely 

been concerned with how users behave with respect to systems. In this piece, he 

explores ways that systems can indeed adapt to user needs, which are required in order 
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for users to engage in information search behavior. Wilson is concerned with both 

active and passive forms of information behavior – from happening across 

advertisements to seeking out information by performing a search. Globalization, and 

rapidly changing context and situations throughout the span of his work, lead Wilson to 

draw upon user-centeredness to seek changes in systems that are able to adapt to 

users and their needs. His is an excellent example of how information scientists are 

beginning to explore the co-productive relationship between users and information 

systems. Even while developments are still being made with respect to cognitive 

research and systems design, there is a trend in research toward an understanding that 

users are not static and indeed systems should not be either. Changes to systems 

account for users, who have dynamic needs related to rapid changes on a global scale. 

Television, the Internet, and other forms of media have fundamentally altered the way 

users receive, seek, and indeed access information.  

 Without a doubt, early developments in rhetorical criticism rely on an intense 

focus on individual identities, whether they are speakers or audiences, and this in many 

ways parallels information science’s increased attention to users and their needs that 

developed through the 1980s and 90s. Cognitive research in information science echoes 

the familiarity of attempts of rhetoricians to understand the motivations of speakers and 

audiences. There can be no doubt that individual identity played a central role to the 

methodological development of both fields.  

 The striking differences between the two fields appear to be the willingness of 

critical rhetoric to depart from tradition with respect to method, the shift in focus in 
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rhetoric from situation and context as they affect individual identity to questions of 

subjectivity themselves, and a more clearly defined goal in the field of rhetoric to 

achieve social change. Perhaps because of the intensive focus on science and the 

development of technology by much of the field of information science, this field seems 

more reticent than those in rhetoric to break the bonds of traditional epistemological 

approaches. While consistent in some respects with the idea that situation and context 

affect individual identity, the shift in focus of many in critical rhetoric from individuals to 

subjectivity and identity does not seem to follow in information science. What seems to 

be missing most are large numbers of analyses of how science and technology, among 

a myriad of other contexts and situations, relates to human subjectivity.  

 Perhaps the hesitance of information scientists to take a more critical approach is 

related to the field’s continued attempts to achieve definition and ultimately status. 

There appears to be a marked attempt by many in critical rhetoric to deliberately move 

beyond traditions and canons in the field in order to open new space for deliberation. 

As Biesecker writes, “the critical rhetorician’s task is to…trace new lines of making sense 

by taking hold of the sign whose reference had been destabilized by and through those 

practices of resistance, lines that cut diagonally across and, thus disrupt, the social 

weave” (Biesecker, 1992b, pg. 361). Information scientists have largely been content to 

work within many of the epistemological confines as their predecessors. So, while many 

in information science have made the move to serious considerations of context and 

situation, they continue to do so with the same methodology and indeed language that 

has been in place in information science since its inception. Biesecker argues that 
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critical rhetoric is “about turning the grid of intelligibility that organizes the present” 

(1992b, pg. 361).  

 To reiterate the calls of Wander (1983) and Biesecker (1992), the purpose of 

rhetorical criticism is to afffect social change. Information science must be open to 

modes of thought that do not correlate with its existing grid of intelligibility but instead 

alter our very ways of thinking in new and more inclusive directions. Doing so has the 

ability to create new forms of thinking in information science broadly, to connect 

information science to other disciplines concerned with contemporary critical theorists, 

and to open the possibility for investigations of the subject position and ultimately to a 

broad range of critical theorists informing other disciplines. The purpose of this study is 

to open additional space among information scientists’ methodological foundations in an 

attempt to account for, study, and explain human subjectivity. A revived focus on 

creating social change may serve as a filter for methodological analysis of the field and 

produce new ways of thinking and doing that tap into the globally transformative 

potential of information science both theoretically and in application. These new modes 

of thinking do not necessarily threaten existing fundamental methodologies at play in 

information science. On the contrary, the introduction of contemporary critical theory 

offers the opportunity for a vibrant deliberative process about information science, its 

assumptions and applications, and direction for the future of the field. 

Close Textual Analysis and Image Event 

The method of close reading (close textual analysis) is an approach popular 

among rhetoricians who examine texts, especially as they relate to exigency. The 
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process requires careful reading and examination of a text with the consideration of 

particular research questions in mind, the analysis of the historical and biographical 

circumstances that generate and frame its composition, the recognition of basic 

conceptions that establish the co-ordinates of the text, and an appreciation of the way 

these conceptions interact with the text and help determine its temporal movement 

(Leff & Mohrmann, 1974). This tested method proves useful in the examination of a 

variety of rhetorical texts and is considered a useful methodological approach by several 

authors including Edwin Black, Stephen Browne, David Henry, Michael Leff, Gerald 

Mohrmann, Stephen Lucas, Andrew Sachs, Amy Slagell, and Hermann Stelzner.  

Primarily a method used in rhetorical criticism, this method will be highly useful 

in examining the relationship between text and context in order to generate an 

understanding of how text, context, and user identity/behavior relate. The text should 

be understood as both a product of history and as constituting history. The implications 

for information science theory begin with this selection of method, as Leff (1986) 

writes: “… a program of close textual analysis changes received notions about the 

relationship between the general and the particular, between theory and critical 

practice. The assessment of a rhetorical discourse must now hinge on the particulars of 

the case – the local circumstances that frame and motivate the work and the unique 

blend of formal and material elements that constitute its substance” (Leff, 1986, pg. 

382). Through close readings of a text, particularly a political speech, Leff and 

Mohrmann (1974) argue that one must consider the immediate political motives of the 

subject as constitutive of the text. 
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 As with any research, there exist some limitations. Obviously, it is impossible to 

assess all potential changes to context and situation especially with regard to how and 

why those changes may affect users’ sociocognitive frameworks. Dilip Goankar (1990) 

offers a critique of textual analysis by arguing that critical rhetoricians should focus 

more on rhetorical method and less on critical objects. Textual analysis, in his mind, 

objectifies rhetoric and prevents the possibility of “freeing the critic from the domination 

of the object” (Goankar, 1990, pg. 303). While this is certainly a possibility, using close 

textual analysis in an information science context seems appropriate given that this 

argument is that the field is dominated by objects and texts. In this instance, analysis 

of a text allows for the broader consideration of the range of contexts and situations in 

an attempt to more successfully articulate human subjectivity through altered 

perceptual frameworks. Further, the focus here is on providing a critical theoretical 

framework for the examination of context and situation in information science. One may 

expect a healthy debate grounded in information science literature about the usefulness 

of such a method to information science, which seems to satisfy Goankar’s demand that 

methodological choices be prioritized. 

 DeLuca (1999) explicates a method of critical rhetorical analysis of images 

associated with environmental activism. In today’s world, symbolic exchanges occur in 

front of mass media outlets able to make even local demonstrations global in their 

effect: 

…the mass media provide a delivery system for strafing the population with mind 
bombs (Hunter, 1971, pp. 215-224). This philosophy of mass media has 
translated into a practice of staging image events based on the argument that 
‘when you do an action it goes through the camera and into the minds of millions 
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of people. The things that were previously out of mind now become 
commonplace. Therefore, you use the media as a weapon’ (Hunter, quoted by 
Watson, in Scarce, 1990, p. 104). (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 4) 

DeLuca examines the impact of these weapons in analyzing the manner in which 

environmental social movements engage in such exchanges. On a global stage, 

movements’ success and failure depends on the efficacy of messaging. He writes: 

Working from an understanding of rhetoric as the mobilization of signs for the 
articulation of identities, ideologies, consciousness, communities, publics, and 
cultures, I am exploring how radical environmental groups are using image 
events to attempt both to deconstruct and articulate identities, ideologies, 
consciousnesses, communities, publics, and cultures in our modern industrial 
civilization. (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 17) 

Rhetoric today is constituted by ever-present media and goes well beyond speeches 

delivered on special occasions: 

Although rhetorical theorists from Aristotle through Bacon to Perelman have 
recognized the importance and power of ‘bringing-before-the-eyes,’ ‘making 
pictures,’ and ‘creating presence,’ today ‘in the age of television, dramatic, 
digestive, visual moments are replacing memorable words’ (Jamieson, 1988, p. 
x). Kathleen Hall Jamieson even argues that ‘speech in such settings would dilute 
the power of the nonverbal message being telegraphed to audiences, regardless 
of their native language, throughout the world’ (1988, p. 115). Thus, far from 
being the desperate stunts of the disillusioned, image events are the central 
mode of public discourse both for conventional electoral politics (Jamieson, 1988; 
Gronbeck, 1992, 1995; Postman, 1985) and for alternative grassroots politics in 
an era dominated by a commercial televisual electronic public sphere. As 
Gronbeck bluntly puts it, ‘The telespectacle [image event], for better or worse, is 
the center of public politics, of the public sphere…’ (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 17) 

This is true more now than ever as an increasing number of individuals have immediate 

access to the Internet. Information travels very quickly and across global outlets. In 

fact, the increased “closeness” afforded by such technologies magnifies the image 

events associated with social movements who may not meet the standard definition of 

“radical environmental groups.” DeLuca is concerned with actions that take place 
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outside of the dominant discourse, thus constituting social movement, arguing that 

these are “tactics that operate in the territory of the system but outside the sense-

making rules or the lines on the grid of intelligibility of the system – a necessary 

condition if they are to create social movement” (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 20). These image 

events are responsible, for DeLuca, for “…the change in public consciousness in modern 

industrial societies of the meanings of nature, progress, reason, and even humanity, 

changes propelled by the rhetorical acts of small groups or even lone individuals 

amplified by modern means of mass communication so that they can reach millions of 

people” (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 34).  

 From an epistemological standpoint, DeLuca’s method raises important points for 

consideration. His critique of studies excluding rhetorical analysis is quite clear: “...The 

more general discursive turn in the social and natural sciences, which, in many ways, is 

a recognition that social life rests on constructed, contingent rhetorical foundations 

(Nelson, Megill, & McCloskey, 1987; Simons 1989)” (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 34), and “If we 

understand rhetorical activity as constitutive of the social and political collectivity, a 

rhetorical theory of social movements…is necessary to explain social change” (DeLuca, 

1999, pg. 34). By considering the changes in what individuals believe is possible and 

understandable, we can begin to understand the outcomes social movements have with 

respect to these shifts, and this occurs only by relying upon “a rhetorical theory of 

social movements that focusses on and can make sense of changes in the collective 

consciousness of a culture, changes in the symbolic interpretation of the environment or 

grid of intelligibility” (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 35).  
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 DeLuca appears to take the best of McGee’s ideographs and Laclau and Mouffe’s 

articulation and antagonism in order to identify the role of the critic in analyzing texts. 

McGee’s ideographs are words meant to invoke certain ideologies and are commonly 

used in political and market advertising, e.g. “honor” or “patriotism.” Laclau and Mouffe 

describe the process of articulation as “any practice establishing a relation among 

elements such that their identity is modified (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985, p. 95)” (DeLuca, 

1999, pg. 37). Antagonism points to the limits of hegemonic discourse. DeLuca points 

to the example of the American Dream, in which events like slavery would serve to 

identify the limits of that discourse. Ideographs are linked, according to DeLuca, in 

synchronic structures that help define – to set the conditions – for what is possible as 

determined by hegemonic discourse, and these linkages are contingent, instead of 

necessary (pg. 37). He contends that rhetoricians should be mindful of both diachronic 

(historical, genealogical) and synchronic (existing at one point in time) structures in an 

effort to understand how these ideographs define the limits of what is possible (pg. 37). 

For DeLuca, the task of the critic is in adopting the role of Foucault’s specific 

intellectual: “In short, the task is one of context construction, changing no people’s 

ideas but the conditions of possibility for thinking, of transforming terministic screens, 

intellectual grids, paradigms” (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 152). While opponents of gas drilling 

might not necessarily be the same “radical environmental groups” DeLuca describes, 

certainly drilling and its opponents also engage in similar rhetorical practices: “The 

hegemonic discourse of industrialism is not a natural fact, but a 

rhetorical/political/social achievement that is perpetuated, but also challenged, through 
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rhetorical/political/social practices” (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 163). It seems that image 

events would only be excluded at the service of dominant discursive ideology. These 

practices deserve further analysis in the context of Denton’s local gas drilling struggle. 

 Perhaps one of the most well-known image events of the hydraulic fracturing 

debate is the image of burning water. This image appears in the Josh Fox documentary 

Gasland and quickly became an event that affected the grid of intelligibility for viewers 

everywhere. Water is not supposed to catch on fire, and when it does we are not likely 

to want to rush to drink it likely because it is contrary to what we know to be possible. 

The goal with this project is to conduct a critical rhetorical analysis of images employed 

in the weeks preceding Denton’s 2014 citywide referendum concerning hydraulic 

fracturing within the city. In this effort, this study involves collecting and analyzing 

several of the images used in various ways throughout the course of the campaign by 

both those in favor of and those opposed to such a ban, with an eye towards DeLuca’s 

sizeable assignment: 

The task of the critical rhetorician…is to construct new contexts, new worlds, 
that will enable a new ‘truth’ about environmental tactics and activists. A truth 
that understands blocking a bulldozer to save a forest of community not as a 
crime, but as a heroic act of participatory democracy. A truth that understands 
calling such activists ‘Luddites’ not as a means of dismissing them as 
anachronistic lunatics, but as a way of praising them as people who value 
community needs over technological dreams and profit motive greed. A truth 
that understands environmental activists and their rhetorical tactics not as 
isolated incidents, discordant notes during the march of industrial progress, but 
as part of a chorus of opposition over the centuries to the costs of industrialism, 
a chorus that constitutes a rich tradition of struggle that provides a spark of hope 
for those confronting a daunting future. (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 163)  
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CHAPTER 4 

IMAGES FROM DENTON’S HYDRAULIC FRACTURING DEBATE 

Patrick Wilson, in his seminal 1977 work, describes the work of librarians as 

functional. Their purpose, according to Wilson, is to return to the functional in their 

creation of useful bibliographies. In this way, these systems “Collect information on the 

basis of its utility in decision making, and they reflect a preference for sources that can 

respond to inquiries put in terms of task or problems to be solved” (Wilson, 1977, pg. 

80). In this vein, the useful purpose in collecting images related to Denton’s hydraulic 

fracturing debate is to concentrate on those images likely to be useful in discussing the 

question at hand. In an effort to construct a set of images useful for this examination, I 

have selected images employed by both opponents and proponents of the ban. This 

section explores some of the background associated with Denton’s hydraulic fracturing 

debate before examining each of the images collected based on the method outlined 

above.  

When hydraulic fracturing peaked in the Denton, Texas area, residents did not sit 

idly by. Instead, hundreds if not thousands of individuals attended city council 

meetings, organized protests, and displayed signs of their outrage. Drilling certainly 

came quickly to the area, as more than 23,000 wells were permitted in the Barnett 

Shale between 2009 and 2012 (Meier, 2014, pg. 190). As early as 2009, Denton 

residents began raising questions about the process of hydraulic fracturing and related 

activities in Denton as the practice increased nearby homes and businesses. Malewitz 

(2014) describes how Denton residents came to ban hydraulic fracturing activity: 
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Over time, they succeeded — at least on paper. The city updated its drilling 
ordinance in 2013, for instance, adding 200 feet to its previous 1,000-foot buffer 
between drilling sites and homes, schools, parks and hospitals. But that changed 
little on the ground. The rules didn’t prevent developers from building houses 
near existing wells, and people kept buying them. In fact, homes are still 
cropping up in those neighborhoods. What’s more, Denton's fire department in 
the city’s early drilling days issued permits for some well pads in perpetuity, 
meaning operators could drill as many wells as they wanted without further 
approval from the city. 

Depending on how one sees it, Dallas-based EagleRidge Energy either exploited 
a loophole or strictly adhered to the law by drilling wells as close as 200 feet 
from homes. In October of 2013, the city sued the company for drilling too close, 
but it quickly withdrew the lawsuit after a judge denied its request for a 
temporary injunction. An EagleRidge well blowout that year worsened the 
tension, spewing benzene and other chemicals into a neighborhood and 
prompting evacuations and flight diversions at the city's airport. EagleRidge 
declined interview requests.   

So with input from a lawyer who has remained anonymous, McMullen and the 
other activists decided on a last-ditch remedy: Use the ballot box to try to ban 
fracking. By the spring of 2014, they had gathered close to 2,000 signatures — 
enough to put it to a vote. (Malewitz, 2014, para. 29-32) 

This history is even more complicated, as the moratorium on drilling was debated 

before the city council on numerous occasions before residents used a citywide 

referendum to change city regulations.  

Images from Opponents of Denton’s Ban on Hydraulic Fracturing 

 During the months preceding the vote in November 2014, Denton residents 

received several mailers. Several billboards and hundreds of lawn signs went up 

throughout town and on local highways. This study begins with a glance at images from 

those opposed to Denton’s ban on hydraulic fracturing and continues by examining 

images from proponents of the ban. The first set of three images includes three mailers 

sent by Denton Taxpayer’s for a Strong Economy. The fourth image is of a mailer sent 
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by the Barnett Shale Energy Education Council. Finally, the fifth images is of the 

billboard and yard sign placed by opponents of the ban. 

Figure 4.1.  

First of Three Mailers from Ban Opponents (Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy, 

2014). 

 

This mailer, one of three in a series, contains two juxtaposed images placed at 

the top of the mailer and occupying more than half of the total space. All of the mailers 

sent by groups in favor of hydraulic fracturing are larger in size than mailers sent by 

those opposing the practice. They are printed on very thick cardstock. In the image on 

the left, a child, a young girl barefoot with flowing brown hair, is seen swinging with her 
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head tossed back. The image to the right shows an unusable and dilapidated swing 

against a dirt background. One of the swing chains lies on the ground next to one edge 

of the seat. Printed in a text box over the middle of the image on the upper left is the 

word “Responsible.” Printed in a text box over the middle of the image on the right is 

the word “Irresponsible.” In the middle of the mailer a message in bright lettering 

appears against a black background and argues that “Denton’s irresponsible drilling ban 

proposition will hurt our parks & recreation areas. It will cost our city millions in lost 

natural gas revenue. That’s irresponsible.” The typeface is in all caps. The box at the 

bottom of the mailer includes the logo for the organization centered with the mailing 

address area to the right. On the left appears an American flag with the words 

“American energy independence is vital to our country’s national defense and security.” 

 With this mailer, Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy clearly situate drilling 

opponents as irresponsible with regard to their local communities. The image’s 

background implies that drilling is uplifting and upward looking, while opposition to 

drilling is downward and drab. The color schemes in each image punctuate this point: A 

clear blue sky enjoyed by a child at play versus an uninviting dirt pit with a broken 

swing. The type states that a ban on drilling will “hurt our parks & recreation areas.” 

This argument attempts to answer the claim that drilling damages natural ecosystems 

and takes away from the appeal of the landscape. Finewood and Stroup (2012) write 

that:  

…proponents of fracking discursively frame water through a neoliberal 
environments framework (Heynen et al. 2007), and how this framing factors into 
stakeholders’ decision-making process. We argue that multi-scalar, pro-fracking 
narratives serve to obfuscate the drilling process and normalize impacts on the 
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hydro-social cycle. This largely occurs through a discursive framing of natural gas 
as a green fossil fuel, a solution for national resource independence and 
domestic energy needs, and a generator of local economic growth. Local social 
and ecological resources (i.e. community, sense of place, water as a recreational 
source) are situated within this scenario as mere factors in a broader 
marketplace of costs and benefits. In other words, the risks to water are perhaps 
a cost, but can be outweighed by the benefits created by the industrial extraction 
process. Thus, following this logic, the values of water quantity and quality, and 
by extension stakeholder concerns for water, are shifted to a fully economized 
benefit-cost analysis. This is also a shift away from a resource that embodies 
ecological, cultural, and other non-economic values (Fletcher 2010, 176), and 
whereby locals must sacrifice local resources for the greater good (Scott 2010). 
(Finewood and Stroup, 2012, pg. 73) 

This image invokes all of the responses Finewood and Stroup identify. The claim that 

local communities stand to benefit from hydraulic fracturing is coupled with the notion 

that the areas enjoyed for recreation would become unusable due to a loss in tax 

revenue. The suggestion is that hydraulic fracturing, then, provides benefits to the local 

environment by enabling municipalities to fund park maintenance through tax 

payments. The mailer further implies that hydraulic fracturing leads to energy 

independence and is therefore vital to national security. These claims are made via 

suggestion in the sense that no images of hydraulic fracturing or direct descriptions of 

benefits are explicitly present. 

 The ideograph “security” is commonly invoked when discussing matters of 

energy and policy. Politicians rely heavily on the concept. This ideograph is indicative of 

an attempt to maintain the status quo and uphold the existing order. This rhetorical 

strategy is designed to reinforce hegemonic discourse that is meant to evoke fear from 

the viewer. Often, governments and other institutions, such as corporations, 

manufacture or highlight threats to security in an effort to bolster their own legitimacy. 

Fear often leads individuals to believe that these institutions are necessary in order to 



     

62 
 

protect us from these threats. The same cycle of legitimation is repeated across political 

and advertising campaigns through the same process. 

Figure 4.2.  

Second of Three Mailers from Ban Opponents (Denton Taxpayers for a Strong 

Economy, 2014).

 

Finewood and Stroup further argue that the rhetorical moves of those in favor of 

hydraulic fracturing maintain a neoliberal view of water, whereby water is viewed as a 

resource only in terms of its economic value. Access to water is, then, not a right but a 

privilege afforded to those with economic means. While these images do not show or 
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speak to water, the mailers do place economic value on the process of hydraulic 

fracturing. 

The next mailer is the second of three in a series of items sent by Denton 

Taxpayers for a Strong Economy. Similar to the first mailer, the top portion of the 

mailer contains juxtaposed images. In this mailer, the image on the left is of a 

presumably healthy bright red apple. The image on the upper right, across from the 

healthy apple, is of an apple that is dark red to brown, bruised, peeled back, and 

possibly broken down its middle. As with the first mailer, printed in a text box over the 

middle of the image on the upper left is the word “Responsible.” Printed in a text box 

over the middle of the image on the right is the word “Irresponsible.” In the middle of 

the mailer a message in bright lettering appears against a black background and argues 

that “Denton’s irresponsible drilling ban proposition will hurt our schools’ financial 

health. It will cost our public schools, UNT and TWU millions in lost natural gas 

revenue. That’s irresponsible.” The typeface is in all caps. The box at the bottom of the 

mailer includes the logo for the organization centered with the mailing address area to 

the right. On the left appears an American flag with the words “American energy 

independence is vital to our country’s national defense and security.” 

While it is unclear where the funding comes from exactly, it is reported that 

opponents of Denton’s ban on hydraulic fracturing spent upwards of one-half million 

dollars or more in the weeks leading up to the vote (Heinkel-Wolfe, 2015). With this 

mailer, the argument is made that local schools will be the losers in the wake of a 
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fracturing ban. This is akin to the practice of arguing one’s livelihood is at risk without 

natural gas drilling:  

Despite the fact that industrial natural gas development is initiated at the 
national and global scales, land use decision-making and impacts are felt at the 
local scale where rural stakeholders (who often utilize diverse, resource-based 
livelihood strategies) must compete for the same land and water resources as 
fossil fuel developers. This brings into focus why oil and gas firms aggressively 
try to control the discourse about the hydro-social cycle. Importantly, desires to 
expand local economic growth opportunities are ever-present, and landowners 
are often motivated to lease their property to extraction firms based on complex, 
multi-scalar arguments that center on this possibility. This has created strong 
tensions between proponents and opponents, particularly because water is both 
abundant in northeastern PA and is argued to be just another economic input in 
the broader picture. This is in opposition to water as a multi-faceted, multi-value 
resource that can be readily degraded, perhaps irrevocably in the natural gas 
industrial production process. (Finewood and Stroup, 2012, pg. 76) 

Allow the creation of some context for this discussion. The approach used in the mailer 

answers the claim made that hydraulic fracturing is bad for schools or children. In 

Denton and many other municipalities, the lack of more stringent setback provisions 

means that hydraulic fracturing operations are located in close proximity to schools and 

homes, a point that will be highlighted in images used to advocate for the ban. Each of 

the two mailers considered to this point take the same rhetorical approach in what is an 

effort to respond to their opponents’ arguments without addressing them specifically. If 

one were persuaded by these arguments/images and failed to look at those from ban 

proponents, it may be possible that the claims that hydraulic fracturing are positive for 

children and the local environment could go uncontested. Mason (2014) contends that 

opponents of the ban spent $700,000 in months preceding the vote, a figure ten times 

what was raised by ban proponents. This effort coupled with the language and images 

in the distributed images demonstrates an aggressive attempt to dominate the 
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discourse about the value of hydraulic fracturing. Not only is the large expenditure 

designed to crowd out a less-proportionate expenditure from opponents, the language 

itself portrays opponents as hurting our schools and important university institutions. 

This threat to what many consider the social, political, and economic backbones of 

Denton could only be seen as a threat to the very existing order, and this discourse is 

meant to reinforce and uphold these dominant ideas through the words used in the 

mailer. 

The third mailer sent by Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy is very similar 

to the first two with a slightly different message. In the upper portion of the mailer are 

two images. The image on the left is of a coin bank with change depicted falling into 

the coin bank from above. The image is covered in the middle by a text box with the 

word “Responsible.” The image on the right is of a broken coin bank with change 

covering the table below and a gavel to the right of the broken bank. In the middle of 

the mailer a message in bright lettering appears against a black background and argues 

that “Denton’s irresponsible drilling ban proposition will waste city tax dollars on 

lawsuits. It will cost our city millions in court and lawsuit fees. That’s irresponsible.” The 

typeface is in all caps. The box at the bottom of the mailer includes the logo for the 

organization centered with the mailing address area to the right. On the left appears an 

American flag with the words “American energy independence is vital to our country’s 

national defense and security.” 
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Figure 4.3.  

Third of Three Mailers from Ban Opponents (Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy, 

2014).

 

This mailer furthers the intention of Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy to 

portray the ban as costly to the local community. As with all of their mailers, this 

argument is used consistently to portray the hydraulic fracturing process as an 

important economic tool. The implication in the upper right photo in this figure is that 

large and fruitless court costs will break the city’s bank. This also serves to reinforce the 

existing hegemonic order by implying that legal structures in place will not allow the 

ban to proceed even if approved by voters. This argument persists with the final mailer 
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chosen for this study sent by another group, the Barnett Shale Energy Education 

Council. This mailer appears in a newsletter format with the title “Just the Facts” across 

the headline space on the cover. In the center of the page is a pile of money with a 

gavel placed on top. Below the photo, the caption appears: “Denton’s Drilling Ban is 

Unconstitutional & will lead to Millions of Dollars in Litigation” (Barnett Shale Energy 

Education Council, 2014). The mailer goes on to quote a former Texas Supreme Court 

Justice in arguing that litigation will be costly. Again, the primary argument persisting 

across mailers used by opponents of the ban appears to be economic in nature.  

Further, this image continues the perception that proponents of the hydraulic 

fracturing ban are acting irresponsibly. This trope associated with the images seems to 

highlight the economic benefits of hydraulic fracturing in order to respond to the claims 

of devastating and irreversible damage to communities and ecosystems. While the 

determination of where tax revenue goes is outside the scope of this study, it does 

seem as though this claim is unresponsive to claims made by ban proponents. It also 

runs the risk of perpetuating a pattern of describing ban proponents as irresponsible 

children incapable of making good decisions. Finewood and Stroup write: 

Finally, as the neoliberalization of the hydrosocial cycle becomes taken-for-
granted, or common sense, those who speak up for water resources as a 
human/non-human right are increasingly marginalized. The refrain of 
environmentalists as “anti-jobs,” “being out of touch with reality,” and/or 
“prioritizing nature over people” has become relatively common trope in U.S. 
society. Even those who may not consider themselves environmentalists, but 
seek to advocate for regional environmental resources, are marginalized within 
the broader debate. Further, not only does this tactic set the discursive stage for 
a rational group of economically minded people versus irrational 
environmentalists (i.e., economy versus the environment), but it also uses 
environmental perception as an arena for political and economic projects 
(Heynen et al. 2007, 12). Thus the legitimacy of a neoliberal environment 
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discourse is reinforced while delegitimizing alternatives. (Finewood and Stroup, 
2012, pg. 77) 

Figure 4.4.  

Mailer from Ban Opponents (Barnett Shale Energy Education Council, 2014). 

 

The final image is perhaps most remarkable perhaps because of its significant 

presence. Certainly much of the significant expenditure by proponents of hydraulic 
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fracturing in Denton, Texas during the months preceding the November 2014 vote 

came in the form of lawn signs and billboards like the one in this text. The sign’s strong 

presence on lawns and on billboards throughout the city made it highly distinguishable 

as an indication of industry presence in the lead-up to the referendum. Not only did the 

sign itself stand out, but the number of signs distributed and billboards purchased 

across the city made it clear that a large amount of money was being poured into the 

contest. 

Figure 4.5.  

Billboard Placed by Ban Opponents (Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy, 2014). 

 

This image of a billboard contains the same sign distributed to opponents of the 

ban for use as a lawn sign. The rectangular sign itself is clean, simple, and to the point. 
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On the left side against a black background appear the words “Support Responsible 

Drilling” in all caps in white and yellow. On the right side against a yellow background 

appear the words “Vote No Drilling Ban” in black and red lettering. While it is unclear 

how many signs were distributed in the city, the image was pervasive enough during 

the campaign that it became recognizable across the city landscape. The coloring also 

provided a sharp contrast to the white and blue signs used by ban proponents.  

One ideograph present throughout images advertised by proponents of hydraulic 

fracturing is that of responsibility. Proponents of the practice are portrayed as 

responsible, while opponents are portrayed as responsible. This effort works to support 

the existing order by indicating that opponents of hydraulic fracturing cannot be 

trusted, while proponents can.  

Images from Proponents of Denton’s Ban on Hydraulic Fracturing 

Next, the study considers images from those in favor of Denton’s proposed ban 

on hydraulic fracturing. These images include a mailer and local newspaper 

advertisement, images distributed online, and an example of a sign modified by activists 

in an attempt to coopt their opponents’ messaging. The first two images are similar and 

were used to occupy a full page of advertising space in the Denton Record Chronicle 

along with similar images compiled to create a mailer sent to Denton residents. Images 

three, four, and five were posted online by Frack Free Denton, a project of the Denton 

Drilling Awareness Group (DAG). Finally, Figure 4.5 is of a billboard in which the 

lettering has been changed by activists, altering the word “Drilling” to read “Killing.” 

Figure 4.6.  
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Mailer from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 

 

As suggested by Kiernan (2012) and others, the term “fracking” creates a 

problematic description of the process of hydraulic fracturing in the minds of skeptics 

already. As he explains, “fracking” is an “unfortunate word that lends itself to angry 

puns and derisive comments, are highly charged. Hydrofracturing injects water into 

shale rock at a very high pressure, but that gets variously described by critics as 

‘exploding,’ ‘blasting,’ ‘bombarding,’ ‘brute force,’ and other violent, stigmatic terms that 

conjure up massive shale rock dislocation” (Kiernan, 2012, pg. 776). On the other hand, 

it could also be argued that “fracking” sanitizes the process of hydraulic fracturing by 

removing a reference to fractures made in the surface of the earth. Certainly the term 

“fracking” has lent itself to use on both sides of the hydraulic fracturing debates.  
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The first image examined from proponents of the ban goes beyond a discussion 

over the linguistic turns made and shares a visual image of an actual explosion that 

took place in Denton earlier in 2013. Across the top of the image against a black 

background appear the words “One Fracking Blowout Created a no fly zone and 

neighborhood evacuation” (Frack Free Denton, 2014) in white lettering. Below the black 

bar is a smaller box with a blue background and contrasting white lettering reading 

“With over 30% of Denton permitted for fracking, your neighborhood could be next.” 

More than half of the bottom of the mailer is reserved for some statistics accompanied 

by additional images. On the left is a circular photograph of what appears to be an 

explosion at a gas well site. The image on the right of a man with a young child 

includes the caption, “I want my grandchildren to have a safe and healthy life.” Across 

the bottom in large lettering appear the words “Vote for the ban to prohibit hydraulic 

fracturing.” The statistics in the middle of the flyer read as follows: “281 wells in town, 

with hundreds more planned; 14 hours of uncontrolled frack venting, 5,700 gallons of 

non disclosed chemicals vented, 4,100 gallons of hydrochloric acid vented, 1,200 

pounds of other chemicals vented, fracking blowout in Denton April 18, 2013.” Similar 

images and arrangements appear in the subsequent newspaper advertisement also 

purchased by Frack Free Denton. The newspaper advertisement includes additional type 

emphasizing the importance of a drilling ban to protect health and safety with the 

words “Our Air and Water, Our Health and Safety, Our Denton!” along with additional 

claims that “Fracking: decreases nearby residential property values, decreases tax 

revenue for roads and schools, decreases air, land, and water quality, decreases 
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Denton’s health.” This mailer and newspaper advertisement stand in stark contrast to 

the mailers sent by opponents of the ban for a few important reasons.  

Figure 4.7.  

Newspaper Advertisement from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 
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First, the appeal made here is not economic in nature but focuses instead on 

health, safety, and community longevity. This seems to be more consistent with the 

practice Finewood and Stroup identify: The need to see water and the natural 

environment as a life-giving resource rather than one defined purely in neoliberal 

economic terms. Second, statistics are used to underscore the environmental threat 

from hydraulic fracturing, and finally, claims are made attempting to respond to the 

economic arguments made by ban opponents. The increased range of reasons to 

opposed hydraulic fracturing made with this mailer and newspaper advertisement 

portrays a more holistic approach to the issue as opposed to one that is more strictly 

economic in nature. This appears to be consistent with others who opposed hydraulic 

fracturing: 

In contrast, opponents of fracking often frame a more complex narrative about 
water. In this view, not only are local places and associated resources 
experiencing social, economic, and ecological costs that far outweigh the benefits 
of natural gas production, stakeholders are (re) framing the protection of water 
resources in noneconomic terms, such as a life-giving resource critical to 
community values and as a human/nonhuman right (e.g., Hope 2009; Charman 
2010). (Finewood and Stroup, 2012, pg. 73) 

Additionally, the reference made to a “no fly zone” and a “neighborhood 

evacuation” highlights the safety risk ban proponents associate with hydraulic 

fracturing. This approach seems to be similar to that made by mailers from ban 

opponents in the sense that arguments are answered without actually identifying the 

opponents' claims. For example, the claim is made here that hydraulic fracturing 

exposes Denton to financial loss without directly responding to the claim that a ban 

would do the same. Residents are left to their own devices to weigh those competing 
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claims without seeing them in context. In the next image, those claims are taken more 

head-on. 

Figure 4.8.  

Online Image from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 

 

The third image from proponents of Denton’s ban on hydraulic fracturing 

practices is from an online source (frackfreedenton.com) and was published in a blog 

post in 2014. The text includes a black background with words and images appearing 

across the figure. At the top of the image are the words “Every acre devoted to fracking 

means more pollution and less tax revenue for our schools.” Below this sentence 

appears two juxtaposed images. On the left is an image of a well site including pumps, 

pipes, and workers below the text “Frack site: $1,100 in tax revenue per acre” and 

above the words “*Plus benzene in our air and 6 million gallons of water contaminated 

forever.” On the right is an image of a clipart house below the words “Homes: $4,300 in 
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tax revenue per acre.” In between the two images are the words “What is Denton going 

to build? You Decide. Vote For the Ban on November 4.” Below the image on the right 

appear three bubbles with the messages “Our Health and Safety,” “Our Air and Water,” 

and “Our Denton.”  

This image continues the narrative highlighted in the previous images from ban 

proponents. In addition to a multi-faceted approach touting benefits other than those in 

purely economic terms, the text also responds to the mailers used by ban opponents 

and emphasizes the importance of water as a life-giving resource. The text also places 

photos in juxtaposition in an effort similar to those used in ban opponent mailers. 

Perhaps this is an attempt to coopt the rhetorical strategy employed in those texts. By 

accentuating the value of water in both economic terms (“6 million gallons”) and as a 

life-giving resource, the mailer also considers the potential permanent damage to water 

resources. This rhetorical strategy appeals to a view of water and air as fundamental 

the needs of a community and ecosystem – an approach contrasting the strategy used 

by opponents of Denton’s ban.   
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Figure 4.9.  

Online Image from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 

 

 This fourth image from proponents of the ban is posted on the website 

frackfreedenton.com with the caption, “Homes less than 250 feet from fracking. Photo 

courtesy of Gena Felker and Britt Utsler.” The photo depicts neighborhood homes set as 

a backdrop for hydraulic fracturing activity. The analysis of this image parallels much of 

the analysis of this text with the fifth image from proponents of the ban. Posted on the 

same page, frackfreedenton.com, the fifth image is of a baseball/softball backstop in 

the foreground with a hydraulic fracturing well site in the background separated from 

the field by trees. The photo appears with the caption, “An image of the Southlakes rig 
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which appears to be less than 1,200 feet from the playground at McMath Middle School. 

11/5/13.”  

Figure 4.10.  

Online Image from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 

 

 Here, it is possible to begin to see the social movement that is involved with the 

question of Denton’s hydraulic fracturing ban. As DeLuca reminds us, social movement 

requires altering the grid of intelligibility in a way that opens space for audiences to 

alter what is believed to be possible. While not of water on fire, these images are 

presented in a way that is meant to suggest to the viewer that these items to not 

belong together. Whether because audiences may be reminded of their own homes or 

playing fields or because of the simple disbelief that hydraulic fracturing activity could 
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take place so close to areas we otherwise consider to be safe spaces, the images are 

meant to shift our perception of the impossible and create social movement. Perhaps 

more than other images presented here, these photos have the effects of social 

movement and image event. In synchronic context, with a referendum looming, the 

possibility exists for audiences to be compelled by these images because of this shift 

and change in the grid of intelligibility. As DeLuca and Foucault’s critic begins to shape 

the context for these images, the very criteria for decision making may begin to shift as 

well. 

Figure 4.11.  

Online Image from Ban Proponents (Denton Street Art, 2014). 

 

 The final image taken from proponents of Denton’s hydraulic fracturing ban is a 

variation on one of the images taken from opponents of the ban. As mentioned above, 

the yard signs and billboards promoting the Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy’s 
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message were highly prevalent during the months and weeks preceding 2014’s 

referendum. The image is very similar to the billboard analyzed earlier but with one 

major difference. In this image, the word “Drilling” has been painted black in order to 

create the word “Killing.” Instead of “Support Responsible Drilling,” the sign read 

“Support Responsible Killing” for a short time until the billboard was replaced. While an 

analysis of the rhetoric of graffiti or even adbusting is outside the realm of this study, it 

is certainly the case that a sign altered in this fashion also begins to shift the grid of 

intelligibility. Not only do audiences see a significant change to the sign seen frequently 

across the city during this time, but the message sent by the adbusters is also quite 

clear. The graffiti has the force and effect of compromising the message being 

displayed by opponents of Denton’s ban. This subversive rhetorical move serves to 

open space for discursive resistance to the hegemonic (and largely present) discourse 

of the status quo in this instance, whereby proponents of drilling would push aside the 

voices of those who would ban hydraulic fracturing.  

 These texts indicate the attempt of proponents and opponents of Denton’s 

hydraulic fracturing ban to write and rewrite the terms for debate and the criteria for 

victory. Through an analysis of these texts, it becomes possible to reveal some of the 

underlying motivations of individuals and groups on either side of the debate and to 

begin to understand how social movement is affected through images. The 

consideration of each of these 11 texts through the lens of image event allows one to 

evaluate the reasons and effectiveness of social movement through images. While not 

exhaustive, the study demonstrates the ability of this analysis to serve information 
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scientists who may otherwise fail to consider critical rhetorical analysis as an effective 

tool. 

These images raise important questions about the roles information scientists 

play in the creation, marketing, interaction with, and study of visual texts. While it may 

be that these images are able to indicate how proponents of hydraulic fracturing 

attempt to legitimate the existing order and/or that opponents of hydraulic fracturing 

operate in a manner that attempts to upend or alter the existing order, the analysis of 

images alone tells us very little about the roles information scientists play. Implications 

for the field of study in information science expand beyond the series of texts 

considered by this study and open new questions and possibilities for additional 

analysis. These implications are important in seeking an approach that emphasizes 

social change. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Information scientists have available a number of mechanisms and processes 

useful to examining and measuring messages. Poststructuralist critical rhetorical 

analysis is another tool that could be useful in analyzing complex and often conflicting 

texts. As an increasingly globalized society with a myriad of complex exigencies, 

information science may turn to critical rhetoric for new focuses designed to redirect 

thinking toward the goal of social change. Impending questions presented to 

information science, including globalization, the Internet, media, and information 

inundation (to name only a few) all often predicated on how one frames information 

science and the study of users in context. Perspectives that attempt to account for the 

complexities of individuals, global context, and situation may help information science 

move forward in this regard. New methodological options and perspectives sometimes 

foster new results from different perspectives. Most importantly, the field may benefit 

from inviting a multitude voices to the table in order to foster new interdisciplinary 

relationships that have the ability to inform the future of information science research. 

The first two chapters of this study introduce the problem. Climate change, 

energy independence, and environmental quality top the agenda for many concerned 

individuals worldwide. Hydraulic fracturing, most prominent in the United States, is 

designed to produce large amounts of natural gas for energy consumption. Industry 

executives and proponents of hydraulic fracturing argue in favor of economic benefits of 

hydraulic fracturing and seek to highlight the environmental benefits of natural gas 
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while minimizing the dangers associated with gas drilling processes. Proponents of 

hydraulic fracturing claim that natural gas reserves in the United States are large and 

increasingly accessible and that production from these reserves is necessary to boost 

the availability of natural gas. This gas is important to United States energy 

independence and economic recovery and growth. They claim that any isolated harms 

resulting from hydraulic fracturing processes are not indicative of industry practices at 

large and do not pose a significant threat to safety, health, or the environment. 

Opponents of hydraulic fracturing practices argue that its disadvantages 

outweigh its benefits by pointing to claims of environmental damage, health risks, and 

costs to communities. Opponents argue that hydraulic fracturing puts workers and 

nearby communities at risk from the possibility of human error resulting in leaks or 

spills. Poorly designed or older well casings could rupture; lightning strikes create 

explosions and fires nearby resident homes. They further claim that the chemicals used 

in hydraulic fracturing activities could cause irreversible damage to local ecosystems 

and that air and noise pollution puts neighborhoods at risk. On a larger scale, hydraulic 

fracturing opponents point to the risk of earthquakes and increased release of climate 

changing gases. 

Regardless of the accuracy associated with the practice’s safety, the oil and gas 

industry appears to be correct about one thing: The literature base does not appear to 

exist to support large-scale independently funded (and very expensive) scientific 

research about the purported harms of hydraulic fracturing processes. Because of a lack 

of financial support and organizational will, such research simply does not exist en 
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masse. In the absence of a preponderance of independent research on its risks and 

because of loopholes created in federal regulatory oversight, gas drilling achieved 

through hydraulic fracturing boomed in the United States after 2005. Like regulatory 

agencies struggle to keep up with advances in gas exploration and extraction, federal, 

state, and local government officials have also struggled with questions about how to 

handle the rapid increase in the scale of gas drilling projects. The fight in one such 

town, Denton, Texas, serves as the backdrop for this case study. 

The debate over gas drilling is governed by institutions and shapes the identity 

of its participants. As indicated in Chapter 1, there is generally a need for greater 

independently funded and conducted research on the impacts associated with hydraulic 

fracturing. As a critic wading through thousands of pages of hydraulic fracturing 

literature from books, law reviews, news resources, international policy journals, etc., 

one may found it striking how little independent research exists in this area. Much of 

the response from the oil and gas industry consists of repeated emphasis that scientific 

evidence of the harm of natural gas extraction does not exist. Ultimately, this statement 

appears to be largely correct. Even the Environmental Protection Agency has 

consistently delayed the release of their multi-decade research findings, and often what 

determinations they release are conflicting. 

In this scenario, firms are the legitimate source of knowledge and information. 
Neoliberal approaches to environmental governance suggest ‘rolling back’ 
environmental regulations (Peck and Tickell 2002), tacitly celebrating the 
knowledge and experience of private industry. In this case, with a lack of funding 
for regulatory agencies and a general disdain for environmental concerns when 
framed as opposing economic development, a knowledge vacuum is created for 
oil and gas firms to fill. Firms become the de facto expertise on the 
environmental impacts of fracking as well as the expert counterpoint to anti-
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fracking voices. In addition, as the fracking process happens up to a mile under 
the surface of the ground, in largely inaccessible and rural areas, and often on 
private property, the full spatial and temporal impacts of the process occur 
largely out-of-sight, leaving stakeholders very few alternatives but to seek 
information from oil and gas firms. (Finewood and Stroup, 2012, pgs. 76-77) 

At a minimum, some literature reveals considerable uncertainty with respect to scientific 

analysis. Economic interest in this case seems to have generated a rhetorical strategy 

that accompanies one of, if not the most, rapid propagations of an energy extraction 

method in history. The prominent strategy has been to continuously and repeatedly 

deny harms associated with hydraulic fracturing. At the same time, drilling has 

happened so rapidly across the country that independent agencies and researchers 

struggle to keep up with the use of these technologies. If the only research about the 

gas drilling technique is theirs, then the gas industry can easily write a favorable 

narrative. This strategy works to reinforce a hegemonic paradigm that appears to 

ignore the possibility of any considerable risk from hydraulic fracturing and that 

continuously beats the drums of energy independence and economic gain. 

Despite the repeated industry claims of safety, comprehensive and independently 

executed research in this area is hard to find. Because of a lack of large-scale 

independent research in the area of hydraulic fracturing practices, there is scientific 

uncertainty on this question. In environmental policy making, one set of criteria 

consistently guides outcomes of these types of disputes known as the Precautionary 

Principle. As Garber et al. explain: 

The Precautionary Principle provides a suitable framework to evaluate how 
natural gas companies should be held liable for hydraulic fracturing activities. 
This principle requires that once significant environmental damage is threatened, 
action should be taken to control or abate this possible harm even though there 
may be scientific uncertainty as to the exact effects of the activities. 
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Internationally, this principle has garnered widespread adoption. This doctrine 
was one of the foundational elements of the Ozone Convention and its 1987 
Montreal Protocol. The implementation of the principle resulted in a large 
number of states taking action to protect the atmosphere before the causal link 
between ozone depletion and CFCs had been conclusively demonstrated. The 
precautionary doctrine also had been adopted by a growing "number of treaty 
institutions dealing with marine pollution, international watercourses, air pollution 
and climate change, transboundary trade in hazardous waste, endangered 
species, and the conservation of biological diversity and marine living resources." 
This theory has the potential to reverse the burden of proof, wherein it would be 
unacceptable for companies to carry out a potentially harmful activity, unless 
they could demonstrate that the activity would not cause significant harm to the 
environment or public. (Garber et al., 2011, pg. 266) 

If it is true that gas drilling operations are here to stay and it is also possible that any 

potential risks are involved with these processes, then stakeholders have the minimal 

responsibility to proceed in the safest manner possible. Unless the full range of 

potential impacts is understood, this cannot happen. Sadly, there exists little economic 

incentive to fund the type of comprehensive independent research necessary in this 

case. Some state governments cannot even afford to inspect existing well sites to the 

degree necessary. The lack of short term economic will to find answers to these 

questions may indeed come at significant long term costs, but we may not know for 

decades to come. It may be that damage to water sources or soil is permanent. This 

appears to be one example in which positivist scientific approaches reliant upon large 

data sets measured longitudinally may have failed to date. During any delay, harm 

might be occurring. In that case, every available measure of caution should be taken. 

No study comes without limitations, and the extent of what the study can prove 

useful opens pathways for further analysis extending well beyond this document. The 

story told in this study of a Texas city locked in a specific point in time fails to do the 

narrative justice. In historical context, the story told happens amid a flurry of details too 
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complex and ever-changing to account here. Adam Briggle, a local professor and 

participant in Frack Free Denton’s efforts, wrote a book published in 2015 detailing his 

personal journey throughout the process of the city’s ban on hydraulic fracturing. 

Following the move by the Texas legislature to issue a statewide ban on municipal bans 

of hydraulic fracturing, city and protest politics alike continued in Denton. Denton 

Municipal Utilities, the municipality’s primary utility provider, announced plans to spend 

$250,000 on a gas power plant (Wilson, 2015, para. 4). Sharon Wilson, who writes 

about and is active in local action against hydraulic fracturing and other issues, reports 

about the ongoing saga in Denton. Bob Howarth (previously cited), even issued a report 

to the Denton city council in March 2016 detailing a path to 100% renewable energy in 

Denton (Wilson, 2016). City council members have faced recall efforts for voting to 

overturn the initiative to ban hydraulic fracturing. This conversation continues in Denton 

and beyond. Policy makers and communities continue to deliberate. This raises 

important questions for this study and others related to the scale of shifts in the grid of 

intelligibility. To what degree did shifts in perceptual field alter the decisions of those 

voting for or against the measure? How do such shifts fit into larger conversations 

about not only grids of intelligibility but of the state of hydraulic fracturing largely? 

These are but a few examples of questions arising from the study. 

As time marches on, so too does hydraulic fracturing. And even while some 

change in identities may have occurred, it is possible that, even while shifts to the grids 

of intelligibility happen, these identity shifts occur along predetermined paths. Hardt 

and Negri write about the Seattle protests having the ability to reach a global audience 
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in part because of increasingly tightening networks associated with the rise of 

globalization (Hardt & Negri, 2004). It is noteworthy that the exponential speed with 

which information travels today would have been unthinkable only a short time ago. 

Internet, social media, and other outlets make information travel quickly, and it may be 

no surprise that the events in Denton regarding hydraulic fracturing quickly gained 

national and international attention. Hardt and Negri describe a world in which 

globalization may indeed operate in a predetermined way. It could be the case that 

such forces have prescribed the identities of those studying the accompanying texts. In 

the end, the players in this saga often adopt prescribed roles as policy maker, business 

person, even environmental activist. Identities such as these may be fixed in their 

situational locations by forces of neoliberalism and globalization. The forces at work 

here, according to Hardt and Negri, lead to the inevitable collapse of empire. Ultimately, 

no one study can account for all of the forces acting upon any shift in grid of 

intelligibility or all possible outcomes at any given time. Even with all controls in place, 

this is yet another example of how positivist thinking may exclude some elements of the 

human subjectivity it often attempts to explain. 

It is difficult to ascribe the policy changes in Denton to any one force and 

especially perhaps to the images studied here. It is important to note, however, that 

these discussions happen as part of a larger conversation. Can individuals altering their 

perspective on hydraulic fracturing change policy on a large scale? Do changes in ways 

of viewing hydraulic fracturing occur because of institutional interactions, or vice versa? 

Do institutions change individuals, or do individuals change larger institutions? Perhaps 
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more to the point, what is the role of information scientists in this ongoing 

conversation? Are we to believe that if information scientists prepared these images 

that they would somehow look different? If hydraulic fracturing and security are 

connected, and profiteering bureaucrats clinch the levers of institutional change, can 

social change occur? These questions do not necessarily need to be based on the ends 

or outcomes of large scale decisions, but instead it is precisely individual changes to 

perspective that create the potential for coalescence. It is difficult to overstate the 

complexity of the relationships between grassroots social movements and broad scale 

change. As of now, we simply do not fully understand how individual changes in 

perspective affect larger social change. Perhaps the questions we ask should not be 

limited to positivist analysis. Scales which we might otherwise typically use to evaluate 

such change may not prove useful in this instance, as the central and evolving question 

could revolve around method itself. 

Poststructuralist rhetorical analysis is concerned with how individuals’ identity is 

shaped through interaction with institutions. When information users, in this case 

Denton voters, seek information regarding hydraulic fracturing, the companies who 

perform these activities and organizations who regulate them, and other pertinent 

information, they are engaging with institutions of all types. Interaction with these 

institutions shapes not only the information that is accessed but also individual opinions 

about those issues. This critical rhetorical analysis investigates the potential for image 

events on any scale to shape identities and politics. Image events help shape the 

landscape of social movement because they make it possible to alter the grid of 
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intelligibility in some way and thus create action in some direction(s). Image events 

occur on many scales, and increasingly rapidly traveling information assists in even the 

smallest texts being viewed on a global stage. Whether this leads to social change is 

perhaps another question altogether and poses the question of what that might entail. 

For Foucault, the position of the critic is constant, and it must be. Ongoing 

desconstruction reveals the need for continuous critical inquiry. At every opportunity, 

critics must work for social change. This is precisely why some questions of scale 

become irrelevant, and the central question becomes one of whether scholars are on 

the appropriate path. Epistemological positioning, then, is vital. Did the use of a few 

images alter the international landscape for future battles in the war on fracking? This 

question presupposes methodological orientation and may put the cart before the horse 

with respect to more foundational epistemological concerns. 

In the fourth chapter, this study analyzes 11 images chosen to represent the 

rhetorical strategy involved in the publication of texts from both proponents and 

opponents of Denton’s proposed ban on hydraulic fracturing activity. Images from 

proponents of hydraulic fracturing activity show an attempt to portray the grid of 

intelligibility in a specific way. Advocates of hydraulic fracturing broadly claim that the 

practice is safe and does not harm natural ecosystems; it is vital for the economy and 

national security. This rhetorical approach is consistent with the images presented in 

this study. The advertisements opposing Denton’s ban speak broadly about the benefits 

of hydraulic fracturing to local economies and schools. The images contain references 

to national security and responsibility to sacrifice in order to make this energy available. 
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Audiences are asked to take on a worldview, or paradigm, when evaluating Denton’s 

anti-fracturing measure. They are asked to uphold and reinforce a dominant worldview 

in which hydraulic fracturing continues without regard to the possibility of safety or 

environmental hazards. A dominant paradigm was employed in this campaign at a cost 

more than ten times that of the rival. As the population at large is asked to do by 

drilling proponents in the literature, citizens of Denton were asked to sweep aside the 

anecdotes and scary stories of harmful drilling activity: According to their perspective, 

those stories are not real and do not represent a larger threat posed by the gas 

industry.  

On the contrary, images from opponents of drilling were deployed with the 

purpose of rewriting the grand narrative on gas drilling. They were designed to create 

alternate space and new possibilities in thinking by demonstrating a different paradigm. 

This paradigm, evident in the production of these images, is a worldview that embraces 

local ecosystems and acknowledges a threat from hydraulic fracturing. This approach is 

designed to persuade audiences that individual stories about hydraulic fracturing-

related injuries, spills, explosions, earthquakes, air and water concerns, and other 

health and environmental threats tell a broader story that is different from the 

dominant narrative. In this analysis, some of these texts may alter the grid of 

intelligibility and open new possibilities for their audiences. The images themselves 

speak to the audience from a different worldview than one that was perhaps previously 

thought possible. What users/audiences perceive to be possible could be changed by an 
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image revealing the oil and gas industry as a killer or an image showing hydraulic 

fracturing activity in the close vicinity of a school or home.  

Many in Denton and other areas cope with these competing narratives on a 

regular basis. They have seen what happens in places like Dish, Texas and wonder 

whether the same thing could happen in their hometowns. They wonder whether 

hydraulic fracturing results in leaks, spillover, and illegal dumping into their precious 

local water supply. They question whether images of water on fire represent a real 

threat that they could someday unwittingly bathe themselves or their children in water 

containing high levels of methane or even benzene. They read stories about the fear 

some agency officials have about the integrity of the Lake Lewisville dam and wonder 

whether expansion of nearby hydraulic fracturing or injection activity could create an 

earthquake that floods Dallas. They fear that oil and gas companies, especially those 

engaged in hydraulic fracturing, may attempt to eschew future liability by blaming any 

potential problems on operators and contractors. They hear the drumbeat from 

proponents of hydraulic fracturing who claim that the practice is safe, that no scientific 

research consists to the contrary, and that skeptics of the practice should look away. 

Opponents to drilling do not appear to be uneducated; patronizing their efforts may be 

fruitless. Opponents of drilling do not appear to be comprised of one particular political 

group or ideology; negatively essentializing their character is unlikely to be a persuasive 

rhetorical technique. The gas drilling industry could perhaps be more realistic about its 

approach with an understanding that people are fearful.  
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The longer time passes, the more likely it becomes that serious flaws could result 

from human error and even design that make it worthwhile to temper an aggressive 

approach, recognize the possibility of disastrous impacts resulting from hydraulic 

fracturing and related drilling activities, and rectify any damage done. The better job 

industry officials do of identifying and mitigating such damages early, the better the 

situation will be for everyone involved. If they find hydraulic fracturing to be dangerous, 

the oil and gas industry would be remiss to make the same mistakes made by 

representatives of tobacco companies who claimed for decades that smoking is healthy. 

It would be fair to assume that industry executives have a financial incentive to take 

measures to identify potential harms, and if that is the case, they should take on the 

task of better communicating to audiences what that entails.  

As images from opponents of drilling open audiences to new possibilities in 

thinking about the ramifications associated with hydraulic fracturing, this study attempts 

to open space in information science for the use of critical rhetorical analysis. 

Poststructuralist rhetorical criticism is concerned with how institutions shape individual 

identities. Some questions, particularly this poststructuralist question, are not always 

particularly well suited for rigid positivist scientific inquiry. With respect to some of 

these questions, it may be that a more inclusive and open-ended approach could not 

only help address important questions facing information scientists but also create new 

questions for researchers. Such questions as they relate to this study might include 

additional inquiries into texts constituting image event and thereby social movement 

related to hydraulic fracturing, investigation of the social, political, and economic factors 
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related to the location of hydraulic fracturing operations, and even analysis of decision 

outcomes based on these image events.  

For the field more broadly, this methodological approach attempts to make 

available a tool for information scientists to analyze images, social movement, and other 

such human-oriented activity through a lens of poststructuralist critical rhetorical 

analysis. Heeding Copeland’s call (2003), this study relies upon a method of critical 

rhetorical analysis in an attempt to open space for such thinking in information science. 

In adopting DeLuca’s position of a critic toward a “politics of truth” (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 

152), this method attempts to open the “grid of intelligibility” (DeLuca, 1999, pg. 152) 

to new possibilities both in terms of the texts themselves and information science 

generally. Information variables continue to change and develop at a rapid pace. As the 

problems presented to information scientists increase in complexity, the tools available 

to assess these problems must likewise continually expand. The ability of information 

science to borrow techniques from related fields can only serve to extend the reach 

with which researchers may explore such problems. In doing so, perhaps scholars may 

be better equipped to understand social change, and not necessarily given a view from 

the top.  

There is something substantial to be said for expanding one’s methodological 

toolbox, for it is perhaps in this shift that the potential for social change becomes 

evident. Before answering many of the questions about social change related to 

perceptions about hydraulic fracturing, ongoing discussions about the safety of the 

practice, and so on, it may in fact be more fruitful to circle the wagons from a 
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methodological standpoint. Limitations with regard to scale, time, and measurement 

sometimes make it difficult to understand how individual actions change the status quo. 

Some of this is an issue of perspective, and our outlook on the world is often shaped by 

the lens through which it is seen. Objective scientific analysis has a tendency to become 

comforting as a way to analyze problems and publish studies, but it too often has less 

to offer with regard to understanding the infinite field of human subjectivity. Only 

through a methodological reorientation can scholars begin to understand what they 

previously could not see. Only by departing – even occasionally – from the insulated 

academy and entering the fray can researchers begin to intellectually unravel how 

changes happen. 

Researchers such as information scientists, along with those in fields such as 

rhetoric or communication studies, may have much to say about the many possibilities 

associated with a number of political, economic, and social problems facing the world 

today. Many of these problems may include the most serious threats to our existence, 

from systemic problems such as institutional inequality, structural racism and sexism, 

and global warming to resource conflict, regional wars, or even the devastation of a 

nuclear detonation. How the field chooses to investigate related questions could work to 

shape the theoretical grounding scientists use to consider human-related information 

problems in the near term. Opening our collective methodological toolboxes to new 

epistemological implements may indeed inspire innovative research leading the way 

with respect to issues ranging from persuasion, civil society, and participatory 

democracy to education, activism, and equality of opportunity. Perhaps most 
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importantly, methodological approaches designed to open space for new perspectives 

are critical in a world in which individuals constantly fight on behalf of their identity. 

When groups and individuals are targeted as enemies because of their differences is 

exactly when dominant paradigms need to be questioned. This methodological 

consideration is a priori: an approach that invites new voices and strategies to the table 

can begin to work on behalf of the oppressed. Methodological choice must come before 

even considerations of outcome, as those methodological choices determine the lens 

through which such purported advantages can be considered. Those speaking from a 

position of privilege and dominant ideology, whether from the perspective of those who 

wish to continue to engage in hydraulic fracturing activities or those who would seek to 

foreclose the possibility of new voices informing information science studies, may have 

selected an approach that serves to reinforce a dominant and hegemonic worldview 

that does not enable a voice for the underrepresented. From this standpoint, if that 

hegemonic worldview – the very grid of intelligibility upon which such a dominant 

paradigm rests – is seen as unintelligible, then these purported outcomes are called into 

question. As a paradigm comes into question, the very advantages claimed by those 

who would operate from within this paradigm start to sound like nonsense. 

Positivist scientific epistemology serves several useful purposes, but it should not 

do so by forcing other approaches into the periphery. Social change sometimes 

happens because of a shift in perspective that can come about through the introduction 

of new ideas. By engaging in methodological approaches that highlights and celebrates 

the infinite possibility of human subjectivity can such a perspective be put to work. By 
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expanding our methodological toolbox, information scientists begin to open space for 

new perspectives and understand how those perspectives operate to affect change. 

Questions of method might be considered carefully before scholars move forward with 

solutions only adept at measuring outcomes. Whether large scale change in 

environmental policymaking or even hydraulic fracturing occurred in this instance could 

miss the point. Instead, the purpose of this study is to open the possibility of 

information scientists to explore human subjectivity and identity with a new tool.  

We live in a world of constant and incessant inundation of media and 

representation. How we receive such messages helps work to shape our essential 

identity. Asking and beginning to understand questions related to these concepts will 

make or break academic thinkers in the 21st century. The ability to study and 

understand communication or further inquiry into the theoretical underpinnings of these 

tasks could determine the usefulness of academic disciplines five decades from now. As 

actors associated with media, text, and imagery work to shape identity, all participants 

are subject to the effects of these forces. Even those who attempt to operate from 

outside of such information-saturated interactions, bureaucratic institutions, or systemic 

influences will inevitably invade our lives. With this, audience and representation could 

become vital variables for consideration in any field of study. The world might benefit 

from a perspective that sees these elements as important. In a world in which 

photographs are counted in the billions and in which the careful scientific study of social 

issues is challenged by a plethora of information systems, reliable tools set to new tasks 

may be especially welcome.  
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IMAGES EXAMINED IN THE STUDY 
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Figure 4.1.  

First of Three Mailers from Ban Opponents (Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy, 

2014). 
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Figure 4.2.  

Second of Three Mailers from Ban Opponents (Denton Taxpayers for a Strong 

Economy, 2014). 
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Figure 4.3.  

Third of Three Mailers from Ban Opponents (Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy, 

2014). 

 

 

  



     

102 
 

Figure 4.4.  

Mailer from Ban Opponents (Barnett Shale Energy Education Council, 2014). 
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Figure 4.5.  

Billboard Placed by Ban Opponents (Denton Taxpayers for a Strong Economy, 2014). 
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Figure 4.6.  

Mailer from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 
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Figure 4.7.  

Newspaper Advertisement from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 

 

Figure 4.8.  

Online Image from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 
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Figure 4.9.  

Online Image from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 

 

Figure 4.10. Online Image from Ban Proponents (Frack Free Denton, 2014). 
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Figure 4.11.  

Online Image from Ban Proponents (Denton Street Art, 2014). 
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