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From July 29 Orough July 31, forty-sh
registered academb scholars atrd environmental
professionals atrcnded the Conference on the
Discours€ of Environoetrral Advocacy at tbe Alta
I-odge, Alta, Utah, The tm days of mecting
included paper pancb, a graduare semiMr,
informal discussions, eniryment of tlc natutal
surroundings, and €ncelbnt mcab. Atrendcc,g
depaned filbd wirb enthusiasm for rle conferEnce
and complim€na for Oc hosrs, rhe Humanitkx
Center and the Department of Communi:tion at
the Uni\Ersity of Utah.

The keynotc spoech vas delir€rcd on
Monday niglt at thc Utir€rsity of Urah Alumni
House by Brucc Pias€cki of Reossaher Poryrechnic
Insti$le, Piasecki prcsentcd a subsandr€ and
lengliy defens€ of the Uesis thar environmentalisE
should mo\€ 'b€]tond blame' to cooperate with
private and governmenlal interests in
enviroDmental enterprises. He noted that
environmetrhl communicrtbn thrt foc1|s€s mcr€ly
upon hca b not.s eftcrive ss the rich, aninLtcd
language rAurlty assodrtcd wiu liEraturc. A liwly
quesdon-answ€r scssbn fouo*Ed hl9 sp€€ch, which
was anended by apprcdnately 60 people.

The t$to daF of meetings at Alta l,odge
that folloe/€d fea$r€d both common and spe€ial-
topic s€.ssions. R6pond€nrs pres€nted intelectua[y
cha[engint rcpli6 io crch s6sbn, of a l€ngrh and
quality rt%ling thc pepers rhemsehrcs. The
discrssions that follocrcd thc s€ssbn! indicated
direct€ss in addrGsing compl€x and controv€rsial
ideas, respeg for difrcring opinbns, and a gtear
deal of knowl€dg3 about the etrvironment aDd
communiation hsu€s. Itr additbn, a(endance and
imolt/ament at thc spcc'Ll graduate seminar far
exceeded ihe erpechdons of its organizer, Dennis
Jaehne of San Josc Stetc University.

On Tuesday evenin& Robin 7tt ot the

Environmental Research Foundadon led a
discussion of videoe containing public servic€
announcements shos'tr on cable by Greenpeace
during Earth WeeL Zetr graciously agreed ro fll in
after Jim O'Connor and Barbara l:urence, who
were to pr€sent a slide show that evening, could
oot anend due to healli rcasons. Zeffs discrssion
focus€d upon tlc technical diffclrltie.s in/olved in
repraacnt'mg sbsrra(r, gbbaly{igdficatrt ideas in a
visual mcdium. Pankipana related porsonal stories
of iar,oh/emcnt wittr environmenBl goup6 and
efforb to promote cnviroo.Eental causes.

An€ndces agre€d that lhe conference was
a resounding succass and that ano0er conference
should bG hcH in one or tc,o rtars' time- The
confcrcncc organizen, Jim Cantril of Nonlern
MichigeD Slrle UdveBity and Chris Oravec of the
UniveFity of Utah, receiv€d this suggesrion wirh
mixed deliShr and tepidation. 'It's a lot of work,"
Oravec was hesrd sayin& 5ut I'm sure we'll get
somc esgcr voluntc€F to contriburc thet energies
when t[e timc com6.'

Plamiog frr tbc
1991 Cm&rene

Since the Alta confercnce was so urcll
receircd by thG€ who arrended lbe evenl as r€ll
as many who coun not ra\€l to Utah, plans are
now b€int madc for Ule s€cond national meedng.
Thb time around, Jimnb Killingsworth of lhe
Elepartncnt of Etrglbh at Teras A & M Unive6ity
has rclunteercd ro son/G as @trfcrence coordinator
along with Jim Cantri[ who will be in charge of
local anangpmena. Alhougb we leamed much
from phntring for the 6rst conference, there
remain numerous issues to consider in the next two
yean. Jimmie and Jim plan to incorporate many of
Oe suggBtions ofiercd in Ulah (e.g, short€r pancls,
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more dme for discussion, a rrcekend time-slol) and
hope that additional commenls will be provided in
the coming mon$s. In pani@lar, $ey are sc€kiog
immediar€ input rcgsrding the following itens:

i Where uould be an appropriate localbn
for tte nen confercrce?

' Whcn in 1993 should it be held?

' How should the pap€r review proccss b€
modified?

' Who cDuld be appropriate nomine€s for
lle revirw and executir€ committec?

If you have any thoughts along thesc lircs,
pleasc s€od theE to e her coordinabr.
Altcrnativev, sincc meny of lr9 will be at SCA Jim
sugglsE tbat ule gct logcther for breakfasr on
Saturday, Norrember 2nd. If you plan to be in
AUanB and want to dBcuss tle 1993 confercnce,
contact Jim in Mhhign (9(b227-2M5) or l€avc a
message for him at the convention hotel

SCAPPNEI,:

("NoE change in time from published schedub)
Friday, Novembar I, 191-8:45 a.m.--Confederste,
Lrv€l 7.

31O IXEnry, IE[tpo.dG, rd rl. Eobt d
SC& U|bt Elt/t@rrlAdwcrryRrari b
Ad ldltEt rd ElYt@nl Or!|6lb.

Sponsor: Dimcnsion Scrie.s

Chain J. Roben Cox, Univcrsity of Nonh Caroline,
Chapel HilL

"EnvironmenBl Advocecy and lhe
Timbe r Industry.'
Clifiord Hosletr, Ceorgia
Pacific C-orporatbn,
Adanta, C.d

'Environmental Advocacla An
Environmentelist
Persp€ctilr€.' Cbarlqs
Mccrady, Sierra Club,
Arlanta. G.q.

'An Academic Perspective of
Research io Envfoomenul '

Mrccacy.' James C.
Canlrill, Norrhem
Michigro Uni renity,
Marquette.

'Brcaching Bari:r$ The
Working Relatbnship
Betcrecn Acadcmics and an
Environmcnral Pub lic.'
Robin L Zcfi.
Environmcnlal Re,s€aach
Foundrtioq w.shinSlon,
D.c.

Respondeor Kcnnerl B Anderson, University ot
Iuinob-Urbsna.

Commansumta with calh !o have communication
scbolar! reac! out and assbt industry, government,
and thc mass public in wis€ly using Ue planefs
frnite resources, this panel addresses enwonmental
advocacy from a range of diwrs€ penpcctives. In
panicuhr, cach panicipana wil discltss the role of
strat€gb aoL.'dera*ts fcr, a6d icscalch
oppornmi&:s assocbred wi&, environmental
argumcnt in cithcr the dmber industry, major
environmcnlalorginizations,academia, or research
foundations. In tespotls€, Ue ethical dimension of
promoting communkation consultation to various
rcstcd inrcresa will be consilcred.

Kircji

Brcaking Wcd

l{oE'dtbO&ttrc

Anlonc who's ever b€ctl to an academic
confercnca, panicthrly tlc m6l ercirhg ones,
kno,s thet it is something morc t[atr the papers
deliwrad, tbc pr6€nratbDs given, or the
matruscfipB brought back home. It's also the
questionaskingscssions, the informal conversadons
over lunch, the halbay chit{hat thrt creates an
atmosphere. As I lry to reconstruct my imPressions
of the Conferen@ on thc Discourse of
Environmenlrl Advocacy, I find myscf fauing back
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on a short list I kept of topics, themes, and ideas
that emerged in the conversations, as well as the
pap€n, as we went along. This (more or less
unedited) is what I wote:

--rhetoric of blame (vilification.

monificadon, guilt)
-rhetoric of anxiery (not parliamenbry
wrangle of liberal guilt, bur rhe ab]6s)
-the sign-nature gap
--nature as text
-what is environment? Is it everfhing?
-definiuon of communicadon: narow
(shared cultural undeNBndings) vs. broad
(symbolic gesturing)
-polariry and opposition of sides; dualism
-fac6 vs. complexity & density of prose
-instrumental (rheroric) \6, constitutive
(poetic)
-"progress" cririque
-public rn. private: governmenq business,
p€ople.

Of course my conference was not the same
as youF, so your list may be differenr In panicular,
it might be a lot more meaty and substanfial rhan
rhese hasdlv-jo$ed nores. Bur I rhisl '.!ey rndic,'€
somerhing imponant about what happened to us
collectively in Alta this summer.

Finr, as might be expecled of a ,fint'
conferen@ on environmental advocacy, we u/ere
highly involved in the process of dcfinibo Not
only s,Ere u,E interested in deErmining the
boundaries of the very subircr area that scemed lo
obsess us, but we rErc willing to abandon
definitions that did nor seem to help or be of use.
Of panicular relevance, I thinlq was our willingness
to blur the distinctions between nature or
envifonment as 'real' and discourse or ten as
'unreal" or "unnatural" We recognized that
language at times could be as real and materiel as
the earth, and thar Oe ean[ could jusr as €asily be
hken as a sign. Ofequal importance was tl|e need
for establishing some kind of definirional
consensus. We recognized that neither
"environment' nor "communication" should mean
"anything and everything you can Uink of." Borh of
thes€ definitional moves, the restrictive and the
expansrye, are necessary to make in an area that
challenges disciplinarv bound.ries.

The second focus was our concern about
oPPo&o. This focus examined dualitbs rhar
mighr st.n as mere differences but ultimately

become polarized through symbolic struggle, such
as humanity/nature, sociery/ individual, and
public/prrvate. .{nd this was rhe single mosl
important issue in distinguishing each of us as one
of another kl4g of environmentalisl Conservative
environmenmlists saw progress and ecological
values moving hand-in-hand; the more radical
among us r€re not so sanguine about rhe designs
of industry and gor€rnment upon the eanh and its
resour@s. Inter€sdnglv, some of us felt our
srongly-held be[eb shift slightly when we
recognized tlal our panicular t*a]6 of seeing rhe
world might entail, on one hand, overl_v-rigid
thought patrcrns, or on rhe other hand did nor
account adequately for potitical realiries.

The third theme was lhat of qoalitt what
is envLonmenBl discourse like now, rcday? The
critique Oat emerged (for Uere !E! a collective
critique) took aim at two uneasy sutes of being:
blame and anxiety. Thus the quesdons arose: Is
envfuonmental discours€ today fully funcdonal, or
does it simply increasc rhe existing level of human
despair? Is it benefcbl to appeal to qualiries of
human experience Urat most of us experienc€ as
negative? Do uD need a new discourse that does
not play upon humanit/s more primeval and self-
regarding ncii;rr;? ifeediess io iay, ?e did noi
come up with final anssrers to these questions.

Finally, we address€d the issue of fEncdo4
what is it that we want enwonmenBl dis@urse to
do? Some of us were excited by the power and
hlluence of langlage that was revealed in apptying
the p€rsuasir€ paradigm to environmenEl
discourse. Otien saw dangers in instrumentalism;
seeing languagc as a tool could easily encourage
using that tool to altcr tlre landscape. And some of
us saw renewed poctr in what might have been
p€rc€ived as an ourdated poetics of nature ro alter
the way we look at the world and ourselves.

So, by reviewing my notes I've gotten a
pre$y good gasp of what we were about at the
conference, S€€n at such a high level of
absrraction, it's not surprising that we hit upon
thes€ fundamenlal topics: dcfiddo4 oppo|idoD,
qutty, and l@4. But it! also reassuring,
becaus€ $ese are some of the big issues in any
new investigational enterprise. Based on the
conversadonal evidence. I think that we're on the
right Irack bward fashioning a new area of inquiry
into the power and possibility of discourse lo shape
the environmenl

Chris Orawc
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Dear Frietrds,
It was rather cool this morning as I left the

cabin I rented along the Buffalo Fork River and
began Oe rip bact to Salt hke and a night homc.
Now, with the sun upon lhe water of this small
Henry's Fork tributary, I am wamed both by i6
soft romance as u€ll as the tiny dinpbs of young
feeding trout in the frlm of the shw-moving
current I'm templed to try my ry-[ne one morc
dme before packing for thc lenguy re$m to thc
shores of L:te Superior, but I am urcary and
troubbd by tle laE-night cont/ersatbn of the
previous eraning

Yesreraay, after hou6 of endcing fish of
leviar[an proponions from the depths of Islsnd
Parlq I shufrled my damp, rir€r-grungcd, and
chilled frame bacl !o my bedrc[ at Philipc Lodgc
Resoft I pas iE only paying lenant (no one secms
to know wher€ it is. mucb l€ss carc for its rusrb
app€al), so I ioined the ownen for a nigblcap and
what I hop€d c,oun be pleasant intcraction. They
were well inlo rh€ir seventies atrd bad sp€nt a long
mountaiD life punc-tuacd by blizzards, forest fir€s,
and rhe depanur€ of scveral oBpfi!& It had not
been a profitablc tourist scason and they still coukl
not mnvince their children--at bast one-to tak?
over the business. Ard in their parbr, surroutrdcG:
by the accumulated insiglinca of lifc in tie Rocky
Mounain West, they rv.re visibv pcnurb€d by my
efforts in conjuncdon with the Conference on the
Disoourse of Environmental Advocacl.

'It's Ue gawdam Eee-Pee-Aaye€, that's
what it b!' sakl Ms PhilliF wheD querid about the
local e@nomy. Thcm strd lhsc Prfk Servicc
idio6 don't ltrow s rhing about ihir @ut$y. HclL
\{€ can't log the land lile sr'r€ suppoocd to. It's a
crop, you knory, and all thb commotion about
erosion and ecobs/ is a bunch of nons€nsc.
Therel nothing wrong with clearcuninS this dmber
and you and your environmentalist buddies arc
desuoying ewrytiirt rEle vrcrked for . . . .'

And on end otr and oa till I tired of trying to
fathom reasoning rhat didn't make s€ns€, ]€l
nonethehss did, and I rerired if only !o avoid the
accusalions.

Blamin& These is a political and soci.l
epideic:tb which infrses our discourse ebout thd
environment with a rancor rhat is inescapabl€. J|at
as lhe PhilliF and I could nor al,oH hohing onc
another accountsbl€ for the sorry starc of the
natural or e@nomic environment, so too dil
serreral of us spend $ro prcductirc da)6 ar Alt

dancing around Ue theme of blame. We blamed
soulless industrialists and all too idealisric activists.
We bhmed our cultural heritage of religion and
inbercnt incquiti$. We blamed those who blame
Oe vicdms. We bhmcd lhe prcducers, peasants,
polity, and promiscuous consumption of the times.
We blamcd our language and our laziness, And I
feel that maay of us also blamed ours€lves for
somehow remainint above it all as crc tavelled to
a vale of calm in a repressir€ surrc ro discuss lofty
issues a canyoo away from the polludon of a
copp€r- cobrcd e]€sore.

Onc Uing thet struck me about rhe Alra
confercn@ res Uat some forty{dd attendees, as
lhey minglcd and pres€nted demonstrably sterling
anabtar of hoq' rla com.municate about our
eavironment, s€€med to r€adily chooee up sides.
Some of our Dumbcr bcga! thc cooference by
65suming a moral high-ground in rcspons€ to Bruce
Pias€cbl keynotc addrars and thcy seldom
wa\rered thc accusing finger for .18 hours. others,
a minority lo be sure, uranrcd !o view issues from
tle pcrspcclive of Oo6e on the environ-mental
dockct staDd. Yet I don't s€nse thar, in tight 61 sg
the progr€ss rte nsdc in describing the landscape
of environmcotal adwcacy and the couegiality of
thc confcrrnc, urc medc muc[ headu,ay in
brirying pcopb togclicr. Even more dbturbinS,
perhap, b thc sensc of futility it engendcrs; if wc
cannot mow b€).otrd lhc rhetorb of blame in
analyzing environmenlel dlscourse, hov, can we
exp€c1 thoce who crouH usc our scholarship to
forge allienccs for a better planet?

Somc h.\c suggcsted tiat a major
rtron6snring of Oc 1991 conhrcncc was thrt not
enough tinc was albtted for Fui6tl discussion.
veni vidl yet rhe reasoning remained
incompbtc. Perhapo llc tren dmc s€ meet ws will
haw the opponunity !o more tully explore
oppoing vi:*s and srlk |[e @mmon ground that
sur€ly lbs beneali us. Lrtl hopc &aq in cafving
out nrcrc time for environmctrtel discourse. we
donl slight the structur€d anaBrs€s that lent
uemsclvcs so n ell !o the succcss of the AIla
confcrencc.

Still concemed about who cle arc and hont
we do whrt crc do, I fird I must lea\€ rhis sunny
glade be.sklc the riwr and continuc the journey
home. As I alwaF hrw, I'll return !o this wondrous
corner of thc dbracted gbbe !o play wirh the uout
and count my blessitrgs. I hopc I'[ see tie PhilliP's
agrin rnd have morc dme to conslter t[c world as
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thev do. Ifs just as real as mine.

CordiaUy,
Jim Canril
August 13, 1991
Warm River, Idaho

Belles Lettres

Litcratttre

BOOKREVIEV:

Ecolocical Communi€adon
Niklas Luhmaan. Translated by John B€dnarz, Jr.
Chicago: Univenity of Chicago Press, 198| pp.
xviii + 187.

by Tarla Rai Peterson
TexasA&MUniversi ty

Ecological Communication develop€d in
the context of Luhmann's radicalized functionalism
as a theoreucal p€rspecdve toward society and its
environmenL Rather than viewing fundional
relalions as causal, Luhmann claims that "cause' is
a special, and sitrgularly opaque, case of funcrion.
Functional relations exist beN|een a probl€m and
a range of possible respotrses, aDd problems that
do not acquiesce to such a rangc of social
probl€ms. Finally, Luhmann argues that such
problems are best erplored by focusing on society's
reladon to i$ environments, raOer $an by focusing
on internal social relations.

In @!g3!g!@sq:ig!iqq, Luhmann
claims tiat human society is alarmed by the
realization that ia undermines the conditions for its
continued existence, yet is unable to predict or
direct action relating to the environmenL Having
ios ed the social consciousness to the enent of
distorting communication, Oe environment can no
longer be ignored. Those.who are looking for an
advocacy guide will lind Ecological Communicarion
disappointing, for Luhmann is not primadly
concerned with what society can or should do to
manage envtonmental problems, Rather, he is
concerned with how society becomes aware of
environmental dangers.

Luhmann devores approximately half of
Emlogical Communicarion to exfhining how
'environmenEl problems find resonance in social
communication' through rhe sh funcrion systems
rhat en@mpass the most imporlant, if not all,
communication (5). These systems (economy, law,
science, politics, religion, and education) son all
information according to a binary code, whcrcin
negation secures slstem closure by assuring that
every value refers exclusively to its counter-value.
Conversely, programs which !9!9M binary codes,
yet afe not terms of the code, rehin the slstem's
openness. They operatbnalize the system's code,
and they must remain riable because determining
Oe relative suiurbility of one of the orher binary
!"lue requires information fiom outside Ue sysrem.

Luhmann descn'bes each s)6tem, explains
i$ simultancously open and clos€d naNre, rhen
details the limited potendal for environmenhl
questions to resonate within society through that
system. Beforc society can observe env onmental
disturbances, il must artificially decontenualize thar
part of the environment to be studied, thereby
choosing whkh data will become information
without any means of rationalizing lhe selecrion.

Aft€r describing how ec.,logi.al problerns
can trigger resonance among socieq,'s funcdon
systems, Luhmann re$rns to a discltssion of society
as a whole, claiming that his theory of s)6tem
differentiation serves primarily to adjusr rhe focus
of sociological investigation, His theme is rhe world,
and E!ffeI9lE provides lhc means for "reflecting
the [sociall sysrcm by distinguishing it' from its
environment (7). When exploring tie ecological
question, Luhmann advocales simulhneous
atlention to the unity of ecological interconneoion
and the difference between a s),stem and its
environmenL

Luhmann idendfies the problem of
Ecolcdcal Communkatbn as producing bolh loo
litde and too much resonance wi$in society. The
unity of tlle dilference guarante€s ftaq given two
system references working at the same dme,
enwonmenhl dangers will produce too lirtle
resonance in society, paniaUy becaus€ they can be
aniculated only after rranslarion inlo a funcdon
sy6tem's binary code. While screening society from
its environment by sharply reducingwhat counts as
information, function s)6tems produce too much
resonance at the internal boundaries of society
becaus€ thal is where @mmunication takes plac€.
Communicadve interdep€ndence b€tBren fu ncdon



s]stems thus limits the resonance that
envtonmental dangers can produce, while
producing too much resonance between
themselves.

In his concludingchapter, Luhmann briefly
discusses environmenBl ethics. Although the
discussion is, by his owr admission, sup€rficial, ir
emphiNizes the centnlity of paradox to
environmental problems, sugge.sting that ethics
must defive a more dife{t response to that
phenomenon in order to de3l with the morality of
ecological problerns.

For those who are interested, a more
complete review of Ecological Communication wiu
appear in ouanerlv Journal of speech.

Pmcccdfn8| Updrtc
The Humanities Center under its director,

L,owell Durham, has graciously offered to supporr
the printing ofrhe Conference Proceedings rhrough
iB secreBrial and financial resourc€s. The maErialg
are being assembled and edited now, If you
presenled a paper or response at the conference
and have not yet submitted your IBM or
Maclntosh disk using a major word processing
program and APA format, pleas€ do so! The
address is: I:urie Spesas, Humanities Cenrcr, 201
Carlson Hall, University of Utah, Salt hke City,
uT 84112.

hoaub&reOdcttun
, &,;

Pleas€ re$rn rhis form if you want to purchase Ure Proceedings. Each @py wil co6r approxinrEly $15-20. You
will receive another order form with the exact price when the Proceedings are done. [f you.alEnded and paid
your fees, you will receive one copy automatically. If you attended and want to purchasf e4g!!!@! copies,

Tbc Plooccdtnlr of tho Oonfr[lmt
o! tb DlcoEr! of Es\rto|lmtrf AdYGry

Number of copies:

Rebrn to:

return this form and in<licarc how manv more t()u wanl

Name

Address huri€ Spebas
HumaDirics Celt.r
201 Carlson llall i
University of Ulaf
salr l.:ke city, LIr 84112

Ecologue
P.O. Box 53m
Sydney, No\ra Scoda
BlP 612 Canada

Ecolosue's new home is on thc ishnd of Cape
Breton, Nova Scotia, Canada. Please send
submissions for publicarion and address changes to
Carol Corbin, Communication D€parmenr,
Uni\rcIsity Colt€ge of Cape Breron, Box 53m,
Sydney, Nova Scotia, BIP 6L2, Canada. (902,) 539-
53{n


