276

Chapter 16

Global Warming as a
Socioscientific Controversy

Craig O. Stewart
University of Memphis, USA

Claire Rhodes
University of Memphis, USA

ABSTRACT

Socioscientific controversies are “extended argumentative engagements over socially significant issues
... comprising communicative events and practices in and from both scientific and nonscientific spheres”
(Stewart, 2009, p. 125). While global warming is not controversial among the vast majority of climate
scientists, socioscientific controversies over global warming abound in various media, as citizens,
politicians, journalists, and others discuss and weigh the scientific evidence for and appropriate policy
responses to global warming. In this chapter, the authors investigate the lexical choices used in the New
York Times in straight news articles reporting on controversies about global warming from 2001-2006,
as partisan differences on this issue became more pronounced. Specifically, using DICTION 5.0, the
authors analyze 87 news reports, comparing those focused on science issues with those focused on policy
issues. These statistical lexical comparisons are supplemented with qualitative discourse analyses.

INTRODUCTION

In 1975, Wallace Broeker introduced the phrase
“global warming” to the scientific community.
Almost 40 years later, this phrase has become
part of mainstream discourse both in the United
States and on a global level. Although the United
States’ federal regulation of air pollution began
as early as 1955, the concept of global warming
was not introduced to the political arenauntil 1988
when NASA scientist James Hansen announced
to the Senate that “global warming is now large
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enough that we can ascribe with a high degree
of confidence a cause and effect relationship to
the greenhouse effect” (Hansen, 1988, para. 2).
Hansen’s words sparked widespread media and
political interest in the environment, with global
warming becoming a key term in news media dis-
course through the end of the 1980s (McRight and
Dunlap, 2000). In the subsequent decades, media
discourse about global warming shifted from a
focus on scientific issues to ones emphasizing
political policies and controversies.

Copyright © 2014, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.



Global Warming as a Socioscientific Controversy

Global warming has become the subject of so-
cioscientific controversies, which Stewart (2009)
defines as “extended argumentative engagements
over socially significant issues ... comprising
communicative events and practices in and from
both scientific and nonscientific spheres” (p. 125).
Socioscientific controversies represent chains of
communicative events that draw upon a variety
of orders of discourse, which are ‘“relatively
stabilized configurations of discourse practices”
(Fairclough, 1995, p. 2) whose elements include
“genres, styles, activity types, and [ideological]
discourses” (Fairclough 1992, p. 70). The method-
ological approach to these controversies is builton
three layers—text, discursive practice, and social
practice (Fairclough, 1992). The textlayerinvolves
close attention to details of ““vocabulary, grammar,
cohesion, and text structure” (Fairclough, 1992,
p- 75). The text layer is embedded within the dis-
cursive practice layer, which involves the analysis
of how orders of discourse shape “processes of
text production, distribution, and consumption”
(p- 78). Both of these layers are subsumed by the
social practice layer, which refers to the analysis
of the broader social and ideological contexts for
texts and discursive practices. In socioscientific
controversies, various orders of discourse are in-
terwoven both intertextually, combining “snatches
of texts...which may be explicitly demarcated
or merged in” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 84), and
interdiscursively, drawing on broader elements
of discursive practices, and not only specific bits
of text. Socioscientific controversies over global
warming comprise texts and discourse practices
from a variety of orders of discourse, including
scientific, technical, political, policy, and media,
as well as competing ideological commitments
between these orders of discourse.

While we use the term “controversy’ here, we
do not mean to imply that there are significant
technical disputes about global warming, at least
within the scientific community. Instead, we use
the term here to denote “a large-scale, amorphous
eventinvolvingill-defined parties” (Cramer, 2008,

p- 280), which can include scientists, politicians,
activists, citizens, etc. This chapter analyzes how
the New York Times represented this amorphous
socioscientific controversy in the early years of the
21st Century. The texts analyzed therefore com-
prise both ongoing news events, spanning multiple
articles (e.g., ratification of the Kyoto treaty), as
well as news events that may be represented by
only a single article, all of which can be denoted
by journalists as part of an ongoing controversy
news event (cf. van Dijk, 1988).

The purpose of the study is to use DICTION
5.0 to analyze the lexical composition (i.e., the
text layer) of the broad global warming contro-
versy in the United States’ “newspaper of record,”
comparing this discourse against lexical norms
developed within two orders of discourse relevant
to this controversy. Specifically, the texts com-
prising this socioscientific controversy draw on
a variety of orders of discourse, including both
political and scientific orders of discourse. Thus,
we wish to examine how the lexical composition
of this controversy is potentially influenced by
these orders of discourse by comparing these news
reports against lexical norms for both political
reporting and science communication. Addition-
ally, because the texts comprising this controversy
do not draw on these orders of discourse in equal
measure, we are interested in differences in the
lexical composition of texts that draw primarily on
scientific/technical orders of discourse and those
that draw primarily on political/policy orders of
discourse. Thus, we compare those new reports
that focus primarily on scientific issues related
to global warming (thus drawing more heavily
on scientific/technical orders of discourse) with
those that focus primarily on policy issues (thus
drawing more heavily on political/policy orders
of discourse). Before presenting the results of
our analyses, we first provide an overview of the
science of global warming, as well as some of the
objections to global warming that have helped
to shape how this socioscientific controversy is
constructed in news discourse.
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