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     Modern environmentalism is considered a social movement that focuses 

primarily on the policy of cleanup and control of pollution; it is also associated 

with clubs that began before the ecological revolution that gained traction in the 

1960’s, which promote conservation and preservation of nature. It is a social 

movement that is documented and shared using different media, which includes 

photography, film, and literature, that contribute to overall environmental outreach 

effectiveness. Environmental activists synthesize different genres of media to 

strengthen and promote the cause of modern environmentalism.  

     Since the environmental movement has grown significantly over time, how well 

have different methods of reporting on and sharing environmentalism worked to 

reach the public? 

     Is the combination of purpose, understanding and impact of modern 

environmentalism becoming diluted as a result of the kinds of media through which 

it is shared?  

The environmental movement has often been divided into four eras: Conservation and Preservation, Modern Environmentalism, 

Mainstream Environmentalism, and the Rise of Grassroots Environmentalism (Silveira 498). For the purposes of this research, 

modern and mainstream environmentalism will be analyzed in relation to how environmentalism has been presented in the 

media. The movement began to protect the natural resources in America that led to philosophies about conservation and 

preservation and began to gain traction as a social movement with support from developing media technology (Silveira 503).  

      “The form and substance of the environmental movement’s messages have been inextricably linked to and born of the new 

media of the moment (Deluca 1).” As far back as the establishment of the Sierra Club in 1890, the environmental movement 

had a start with the preservation of Kings Canyon, California, aided in part by Ansel Adams, a photographer sent to help lobby 

for Kings Canyons’preservation (Deluca 2). In addition to saving Kings Canyon, the Sierra Club also employed photographs to 

prevent dam building, “suggesting nature as a source of sustenance for humans and the need for humans to be careful” (Deluca 

3).  

     In Mediating Climate Change by Julie Doyle, environmental journalist John Vidal is wrote that the mainstream media has 

increased its engagement with environmental issues, especially on the issue of climate change. Forms of mediated 

communication are combined with increased climate coverage that is a product of not only accredited journalists, but also 

independent media and activists who spread information on climate change and environmentalism. The broad reach and 

expanse of social media used by a particular age group in the population is enormously affected by this type of dissemination of 

information.  

     It is also important to take into account how people react to photos and brief captions in relation to longer sources of news, 

such as articles from newspapers. Public opinion often goes along the lines of this example from Environmental Movement 

Media: “The public screen favors images over words, emotions over rationality, speed over reflection, distraction over 

deliberation, slogans over arguments, the glance over the gaze, appearance over truth, the present over the past (Deluca 5).” 

This view on the nature of the public supports apathy towards the environmental movement, but developments in other arenas 

of mass mediation of environmentalism prove otherwise. In Mediating Nature, Elliot writes that “the media of mass 

communication and especially television, played a fundamental, indeed constitutive role in the emergence of modern 

environmentalism,” to shed light on how modern environmentalism has been supported by mass media that is viewed by the 

public, alluding to definitive and measurable actions (201).  

     Mainstream news media is important in determining struggles over the production of climate knowledge and the process of 

legitimizing why environmentalism is important. Media, specifically news reports on television, focus on dramatic events and is 

often objective (Doyle 109). For a while, news media thrived on Greenpeace stories. For example, Greenpeace publicized their 

protest of testing hydrogen bombs by sailing out to the site and radioing back reports on the conditions of their journey and their 

progress (Elliot 204).  

     Natural history documentaries and documentaries on animals in the wild were also significant sources of support and appeal 

to pathos for the environmental movement (Elliot 212). Elliot writes that natural history documentary film-makers argue that 

they provide ethos for the conservationist and that they show “what needs to be saved (213).” Cable TV channels, including 

Discovery and the National Geographic channel, transform animals and wildlife into symbols; even BBC series have been 

created to contribute to the ‘conservationist ethos’ (Elliot 213).  

     In Mediating Nature, the first synthesis of two different genres of media was revealed. The author of Silent Spring, Rachel 

Carson, was interviewed by CBS reports about the book (Elliot 209). Her appearance on the show was of a modest woman who 

cared to expose the “invisible” threats of irresponsible chemical use and control pollution, an image that America was ready to 

receive and believe. Books that are related to the environmental movement have also been published, but are often specific to 

certain cities and aspects of sustainable living, such as water use or concrete in New York City (Braun 640). Literary critics 

have also “added their voice to the growing scholarship on urban nature, demanding that ecocriticism pay equal attention to 

urban spaces and challenging the dominant and romantic and pastoral tropes that have sway over the field” (Braun 636).  

     As another source of print, newspapers address a wide variety of audiences and provide agenda setting for the public. 

Newspapers are said to be the preferences of politicians and other decision makers. Newspapers make climate change and the 

environmental movement meaningful to the public. In Mediating Climate Change, Doyle writes that tabloids and mid-market 

newspapers focus on entertainment, celebrity and sports, but also make climate change understandable and relevant to people’s 

everyday lives; they also command higher circulation figures, which means they reach a larger group of people (103).  

     The existence and continuation of many social movements in America have largely been so because of media coverage. In 

reaching the general population  with a broad-spectrum of headlines and information, the media affects the progress of a 

movement, such as modern environmentalism. As a result of how synthesized different media have become, for example 

National Geographic has a physically published magazine, cable television channel and enormously managed website. Clearly, 

modern environmentalism has a new hold on the lives of average Americans. 
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“Jeffrey Pine” in Yosemite National Park 

“Valley in Yosemite” Yosemite National Park 

Source analysis: Is the information from print, film, television or the web? Including the origination of the source and its relevance 

to contemporary news. It is important to understand the rhetorical situation of each news source or documentation of events 

pertaining to modern environmentalism. 

Archival method: Reviewing what has already been written and identifying patterns and impact on more recent findings.  

Focus - National Geographic has encompassed all types of media to reach a broad audience and truly succeed in their motto:   
 

“Inspiring people to care about the planet.” 


