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ABSTRACT

This dissertation builds upon the relatively young fields of visual and
environmental rhetoric and analyzes the rhetoric of natural history filmmaking, focusing
on the ways in which the genre illustrates the complex relationship between
contemporary culture and the environment. Each text demonstrates how the constructs
of “nature” and “wilderness” perform necessary cultural work by representing particular
ideals that change to meet the public’s shifting needs. Nature performs various roles,
serving as a source of knowledge, solace, wonder, mystery, anxiety, truth, identity, and
affirmation. The dominance and immediacy of visual culture make the natural history
film, along with advertising, one of the most significant sources of meaning regarding
the natural world. These films employ familiar syntactic and semantic cues such as
sentimental parent/offspring interactions, authoritative narration that limits the ability of
the audience to interpret freely, and a musical score that influences the viewer’s
emotional response to certain scenes. The net result of these rhetorical practices is a
distancing of the viewer from the natural world that destabilizes the attempts of many
eco-political programs to emphasize the interconnectedness of ecological systems and
their components.

The emergent genre of big-budget nature films (BBNFs) is a distinctly modern and
extremely popular take on natural history filmmaking that has more in common with
summer blockbusters and wildlife theme parks than its predecessors with an

unprecedented ability to influence public perception of the natural world. Even as
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environmental concerns become increasingly dire, the BBNF tends to commodify death
and extinction, avoid political engagement, reduce engagement with nature to its most
sentimental and violent moments, perpetuate the perceived separation between humans
and their environment, and provide a soothing escape to a virtual environment that too
often seems unaffected by climate change and habitat destruction. The BBNF has the
potential to undermine environmental and conservation efforts. It also exemplifies what
some ecocritics have termed “ecopornography,” an exploitative representation that
objectifies its subjects, encourages viewers to develop identifications with unrealistic
images rather than their real-world analogs, and helps enable unethical behavior toward
the environment and nonhuman animals. At stake in this dissertation is a deeper
understanding of how natural history filmmaking affects the public’s awareness of (and

role in) the environment.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION: A DISCOURSE IN CRISIS

I fear that people have been turned into passive voyeurs of nature rather than engaged
participants in cohabiting with nature. I sometimes think that the natural history
programming has left people with a sense that it is all okay out there . . . when in fact
even as the program makers have been out there capturing this stuff on film they know
that it is disappearing under their very eyes.

—Jonathon Porritt, Chair, UK Sustainable Development Commission,

Planet Earth: The Future

As readers of image texts, we must always be aware that the photograph does not reveal

the truth.
—Margeurite Helmers and Charles A. Hill, Defining Visual Rhetorics

In “Nature’s ‘Crisis Disciplines’: Does Environmental Communication Have an
Ethical Duty?” Robert Cox identifies environmental rhetoric as a discourse of crisis, a
discourse founded upon the tensions between the mediated and narrated concepts of
wilderness, environment, and nature and the very real terrains and animals these
narratives attempt to represent. The 2005 Conference on Communication and
Environment, where Cox delivered a version of this essay as the keynote address,
focused on the ways in which “wilderness is mediated through various technologies
[such as] photograph, television, film, computers” (qtd. in Cox 12). The conference’s
focus demonstrates the importance of environmental visual rhetoric because of its role in
constructing contemporary concepts of nature, conservation, and extinction.
Environmental visual rhetoric, a relatively young field of study, has emerged in the wake

of serious questions about whether environmentalism is dead, as Michael Shellenberger



and Ted Nordhaus polemically suggest in The Death of Environmentalism. Even nature
writing has been said to be dead; after an editor from Orion Magazine made the
statement at an Earth Day event in 2010, its demise was the topic of a recent conference
sponsored by the Association of Studies in Literature and the Environment (ASLE). As
much as it is a discourse of crisis, then, environmentalism certainly seems to be a
discourse in crisis, from within and without, pulled in many directions by the wide
variety of perspectives it encompasses and pushed aside in times of economic
uncertainty when environmental concerns are trampled by promises of jobs and
economic stimulation. Cultural perceptions of climate change vacillate even with the
temperature; in the hot summer months, it is frequently referenced, while in the winter it
becomes a punchline for glib journalists reporting on homeowners “shoveling all that
global warming off their driveways.” When energy prices are high, the public demands
progress on the exploration of alternate sources such as wind farms; when prices drop,
support for these alternatives does the same. Environmental rhetoric in the early 21*
century isn’t dead, but it is searching for an identity.

Sidney 1. Dobrin and Sean Morey’s edited collection Ecosee (2009) advances
environmental visual rhetoric and provides groundwork for a much-needed alternative
discourse that has the potential to both transcend the fluctuations of crisis and provide
the necessary methodology to “understand the role of image and visual representations
of nature in constructing the politics of nature and environment” (4). One of the most
familiar manifestations of these visual representations is the emergent genre of big-

budget nature films (hereinafter, BBNF). A distinctly 21*-century phenomenon, the



BBNF, with its unprecedented budget and popular appeal, has an extraordinary ability to
(re)frame the general public’s perception of endangered species and threatened habitats.
If, as Cox states, “Dominant systems of representation of ‘environment’ influence
societal deliberation about and/or response to environmental signals, including signs of
deterioration of human health, climate, or ecological systems,” it is essential for
environmental discourse to identify and analyze dominant systems like the BBNF to
understand their role in global eco-politics (14). Despite its enormous commercial
success, however, the BBNF has yet to attract much attention from scholars in visual and
environmental rhetoric.

This dissertation represents an initial step in filling that gap by analyzing the
visual rhetoric of the BBNF, examples of which include The Blue Planet: Seas of Life
(2001), Planet Earth (2006), Life (2009), Great Migrations (2010), African Cats (2011),
and Frozen Planet and Chimpanzee (both 2012). Ultimately, this dissertation seeks to
identify the BBNF’s place in the broader history of television and cinematic nature films
and to define the role of the BBNF in the remaking and re-envisioning of the
philosophies of environmentalism and conservation in the early 21st century. In order to
do so, this project analyzes the development of natural history filmmaking as a genre,
from its beginnings in the late 1800s to today, with a particular focus on the evolution of
the semantic and syntactic cues and rhetorical features that are characteristic of modern
natural history filmmaking in general and BBNFs in particular. The analysis takes
account of the agents of production, historical and cultural contexts, marketing and

distribution tactics, rhetorical strategies, common themes of the genre (such as the myths



of untouched spaces and pristine wilderness), and the filmmaking practices and post-
production techniques that enact these themes.

This dissertation argues that the success of the BBNF has little to do with
environmental awareness and that the genre actually perpetuates not only a variety of
misconceptions about the environment but also a phenomenon that eco-critics have
dubbed “ecopornography.” These films tend to commodify death and extinction while
offering audiences a virtual environment filled with the rare and scarce that provides a
relief, distraction, or fantasy of escape from the challenges of living in a degraded
environment. With new BBNFs scheduled for release and more in production, it is
timely to address the question of how eco-critics, environmentalists, and conservationists
should react to the BBNF and the ways in which it advances or undermines the agendas
of various eco-political programs.

This study builds upon and advances two relatively young fields of scholarly
interest: visual rhetoric and environmental rhetoric. In Reel Nature, Gregg Mitman’s
study of 20th-century nature photography and documentary contends that people seek
out both wildlife films and wildlife parks such as Disney’s Animal Kingdom in a
nostalgic attempt to encounter nature “untainted” by humans. Mitman analyzes
Disney’s True-Life Adventure films of the 1950s, children’s wildlife television series of
the 1950s-80s, and the iconic Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom series, which began in
1963 and, according to Mitman, heavily influenced baby-boomers’ notions of nature
(150). Mitman, in his reception study of Wild Kingdom, quotes a television reviewer

from the San Francisco Chronicle who praised the show during its early years: “One of



Wild Kingdom’s admirable qualities is its honesty about its subject. This is nature as it
is” (151, my emphasis). In disputing this claim, Mitman focuses on the artifice of these
films and parks and how the manipulation of filmmakers and theme-park designers
constructs myths and contributes to the perceived division between humans and the
natural world. Narrating his trip to Denali National Park, Mitman notes that his fellow
park visitors looked at the wildlife in the park as if they were watching a film, excited by
brief dramatic encounters with predators and quickly bored by “the serene and subtle
qualities of this vast Arctic landscape. The camera had shaped our expectations, defined
our experience” (207).

In another example, Mitman describes a chance personal encounter with a hawk
and its prey during a walk to work in an urban area, and notes that the hawk and starling
and the children’s toys, chain-link fence, and passing traffic are all part of the hawk’s
environment. Mitman imagines how the scene would have been (mis)represented in a
wildlife film, and ends with a call for ethical interaction with the natural world. Reel
Nature, published in 1999, addresses a trend in nature films of the 1990s that Mitman
compares to snuff films, in which scenes of gory death are emphasized and “made more
intense than [any] actual experience would be” (208). Mitman is among the first scholars
of visual eco-rhetoric to document the ways in which these films separate humans from
“nature” and reduce interaction with nature to short and dramatic vignettes that, in turn,
shape our concept of the natural world, thus providing insights into some of the defining

characteristics of what I have identified as the big-budget nature film.



Bart H. Welling also addresses the complex issues of representation in nature
films in “Ecopornography: On the Limits of Visualizing the Nonhuman.” Welling
analyzes and proposes an expanded working definition of “ecopornography”—a term
coined by deep ecologist Jerry Mander in 1972—and examines several modern examples
of “ecoporn.” Welling describes ecoporn as “a type of contemporary visual discourse
made up of highly idealized, anthropomorphized views of landscapes and nonhuman
animals” (57). Designed for “quick, easy, visual consumption,” ecoporn is defined by its
use of feminized images of the wilderness as a thing to be conquered and possessed by a
masculine viewer, who voyeuristically peeks at not only seductively posed wildlife but
at explicit sexual acts and scenes of violent death. Welling critiques ecoporn “as trope,
as mode of representation, and as ethical problem” (53-4). Like Mitman, Welling
approaches the challenges of (re)presenting nature in film as an ethical problem. Unlike
Mitman, however, whose study is framed chiefly by new historicist and film studies
methods, Welling’s critique demonstrates the influence of feminist and gender critics
such as Anne McClintock, Susan Griffin, Donna Haraway, Linda Hogan, and Annette
Kolodny in his analysis of ecopornography in terms of power, eroticism, and the gaze.

Welling argues that ecopornography is pornographic (and not simply /ike porn)
in that it transforms the subject into an object for consumption by the viewer. He further
contends that the “apathetic consumerist response [that results] should be exactly what
environmentalists work to unsettle, not promote” (56). Despite a few notable examples

of nature films that attempt to interact with wildlife in more ethical ways, the majority of



nature films, and the BBNF in particular, promote the very “apathetic consumerist
response” that Welling warns against.

The connection between the environment and consumerism is made evident in
numerous studies. In Enviropop: Studies in Environmental Rhetoric and Popular
Culture, Mark Meister and Phyllis M. Japp suggest that “Popular culture (through the
powerful modes of advertising, board games, newscasts, print news, cable television,
greeting cards, film, and animated cartoons) teaches us to emphasize nature’s ‘use-

299

value’” (1). Meister and Japp argue that “when nature is defined as a commodity for
consumption, it becomes, in a capitalistic society, culturally significant,” adding that
“the rhetorical function . . . of Enviropop discourse is its highly anthropocentric
associations that, in either words or imagery, link nature and environmental issues with
economics” (2). In “Economics, Environmental Policy and the Transcendence of
Utilitarianism,” Geoffrey Hodgson argues that much of environmental policy and even
the way we think about nature is influenced by utilitarianism, which “presumes that all
means find their justification in the ends they serve, and . . . this end is seen as individual

299

satisfaction or ‘utility’” (48). Hodgson suggests that “building economics on non-
utilitarian foundations” is a possible method of shifting valuation from utility to cultural
and institutional economics. In “The Relations Between Preservation Value and
Existence Value,” Jeremy Roxbee Cox analyzes the concepts of “intrinsic value” (which
are things with moral standing) and “object value,” as well as the difference between

“things valued because they are beneficial to the valuer and things valued for other

reasons” (104, emphasis in original). One of the great challenges facing



environmentalists is to fundamentally redefine how we ascribe value to nature, moving
away from value based on utility (whether that is monetary, aesthetic pleasure, or
otherwise) to viewing preservation as a duty or believing that the satisfaction of
preserving things experienced by the valuer gives those things value. While satisfaction
may also be considered utilitarian in that it benefits the valuer, it is far more conducive
to long-term conservation than ascribing value based on monetary or aesthetic worth.
This dissertation addresses not only contemporary perspectives on the valuing of nature,
but particularly how the BBNF perpetuates the ways in which species and locations
featured in the film become valued by viewers.

Other ecocritics have addressed the issue of commodification of nature, with the
goal of bringing nature writers and other lay-ethicists into the discourse. For example, in
What’s Nature Worth?, editors Terre Satterfield and Scott Slovic attempt to “[bridge] the
gap between a literary community that, in subtle and intuitive ways, has thought deeply
about the value of nature and a policy-oriented group of scholars that seeks to develop
better tools for representing and discussing environmental values” (2). In this collection,
nature writers such as William Kitteridge, Terry Tempest Williams, Simon J. Ortiz, and
Ofelia Zepeda explore the ways in which narrative can be used to develop environmental
values and counter the tendency to reduce nature to its use-value. These narratives
respond to the perspective of separate human and “natural” worlds by offering
compelling accounts of living as a part of a vastly interconnected ecosystem. Nature
films have the potential to utilize the kind of narrative appeal that Satterfield, Slovic, and

the nature writers in the collection advocate, but unlike the latter, nature films have



popular appeal far beyond the limits of the nature-writing genre. This advantage makes
nature films, especially the immensely popular BBNF, both a powerful “tool for
representing and discussing environmental values,” as Satterfield and Slovic advocate,
and an important subject of study for ecocritics.

While to date there have been no published scholarly analyses of the BBNF,
several critics have offered studies of contemporary nature documentaries from a variety
of critical and rhetorical perspectives. For example, Brett Mills examines the BBC
wildlife documentary series Nature’s Great Events (2009) in the context of speciesism
and animals’ right to privacy. According to Mills, speciesism, like racism or sexism, is
founded upon the idea that particular groups are superior or inferior, and therefore do not
deserve equal moral consideration. Mills contends that

In order for exploitation to be accepted, it must be constructed as a moral
act, and it can be a moral act only if the rights of those who are exploited
are deemed worthless or secondary. To see animals in this way ignores
the ‘ample behavioural, physiological, and evolutionary evidence to
support the idea that animals suffer from fear and anxiety.” (198)
While nature films can be important tools in environmentalism and conservation, Mills
emphasizes the importance of ethical considerations in the filmmaking process and the
risks and returns of voyeurism and exploitation of animals in the interest of enhancing
environmental awareness and behavior. In “The Work of Environmentalism in an Age
of Televisual Adventures,” Luis A. Vivanco asserts that “the visual medium’s demands

and representational processes can constitute and reshape the very nature of ecopolitics,



emphasizing the fantasy spectacles of adventure over the hard work of collaborative
social and political action in actual historical contexts of political-economic inequality
and conflict” (7). While Vivanco’s primary focus is the late Steve Irwin, he makes
important connections between Irwin’s “Tarzan” persona and the “otherwise exemplary
claims of contemporary environmental activism and activists who champion habitat
protection, animal rights, and biological diversity [but who] are often uncannily
complicit with long-standing and problematic tropes of adventure, danger, man-over-
nature, and even the spectacular figures of fictional and real adventurers of another era”
(5). The problematic trope of environmentalism-as-adventure is also consistent with the
tendency to reduce nature to its use-value.

One study on a subject similar to the BBNF is Phil Bagust’s examination of
another recent trend in nature documentary filmmaking: the “virtual ecosystem.” In
“*Screen Natures’: Special Effects and Edutainment in ‘New’ Hybrid Wildlife
Documentary,” Bagust considers the more traditional nature documentaries made by
Disney and the BBC and compares them with recent CGI films such as the Walking
with... franchise (e.g., Walking with Cavemen, Walking with Prehistoric Beasts, Walking
with Dinosaurs), which were produced by the BBC and shown on the Discovery
Channel in the U.S. He also analyzes so-called “blue-chip” documentaries, which he
claims tend to include mega-fauna, spectacular scenery, drama, and anthropomorphized
animals, while avoiding history, politics, people, and overt use of scientific method
(219). Bagust’s description of the “blue-chip” documentary is similar to the concept of

the BBNF, other than it does not address the budget or the technology used to film and
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produce the features, elements which I contend are also essential points of analysis to
understand the significance of the BBNF on contemporary concepts of
environmentalism and conservation.

Much of the recent scholarship pertaining to the contemporary nature film
focuses on two recent and popular films: March of the Penguins (2005) and Al Gore’s
filmed lecture An Inconvenient Truth (2006). In “The Re-Visioned American Dream:
The Wildlife Documentary as Conservative Nostalgia,” Angela J. Aguayo explores the
ways in which conservatives and opponents of marriage equality point to the
representations of monogamy and family in penguin society as “proof” from the natural
world that heterosexuality and monogamous relationships are “natural.” With its Voice-
of-God narration by Morgan Freeman, the surprising box-office hit was lauded by
conservative leaders and Christian fundamentalists for its apparent affirmation of
“traditional family values.” Lauren C. Stephen presents a similar argument in “‘At last
the family is together’: Reproductive Futurism in March of the Penguins.” Stephen
seeks to “articulate alternate ways we can view emperor penguin behaviour and
relationships in order to complicate and resist the dominating and simplifying humanist
narratives by which March of the Penguins seeks to know and represent them” by
identifying the de-emphasized queer behaviors of the penguins and their (lack of/mis-)
representation in the film (104). There is nothing new about using nature to support
particular worldviews; Disney carefully edited the True-Life Adventure films and added

sentimental narration that “sanctified the universal ‘natural’ family as a cornerstone of
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the American way of life” during the Cold War era (Mitman 111). The same rhetorical
strategies are apparent in the BBNF.

Perhaps no environmental text since Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) has
sparked as much controversy as An Inconvenient Truth (hereafter, AIT), perhaps because
it is one of the few texts that both takes a strong, jeremiad-style stance and became well-
known to the general public. While popular reception of the film varies from hearty
approval by environmentalist publications and the mainstream press alike to vitriolic
dismissals by the voices of Big Oil and other climate-change deniers, most scholarly
interest focuses on the rhetorical strategies of Gore and director Davis Guggenheim.
Robyn Eckersley analyzes both Gore and Guggenheim’s rhetorical strategies and the
conservative political rhetoric in the United States and her native Australia that
characterizes the contexts in which the film was produced and received. In particular,
Eckersley notes Gore and Guggenheim’s emphasis on “the individuation of
responsibility”—an approach that provides useful ways for individuals to modify their
behavior but “leaves existing political and economic structures unchallenged” (443). In
“(Environmental) Rhetorics of Tempered Apocalypticism in An Inconvenient Truth,”
Laura Johnson also notes the film’s advocacy of individual responsibility, but argues that
it reflects the film’s contention that there is not one environmental rhetoric, but many.
Johnson’s argument is noticeably influenced by Nordhaus and Shellenberger’s Break
Through: From the Death of Environmentalism to the Politics of Possibility and M.
Jimmie Killingsworth and Jacqueline Palmer’s essay “Millennial Ecology: The

Apocalyptic Narrative from Silent Spring to Global Warming.” Johnson analyzes
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Gore’s rhetorical strategy, examining both his visual evidence and his verbal rhetoric to
support her argument that Gore tempers his apocalyptic style by maintaining an
authoritative voice, which she contends improves the film’s appeal to a wider audience.

Kathryn M. Olson argues that Gore’s film is a case study in effective rhetorical
leadership and social activism. As evidence, she cites “conversion” responses by two
previous climate change deniers: film critic Roger Ebert and Australian writer Dave
Hoskin, both of whom expressed their skepticism and expectation that the film would be
“essentially provincial left-wing stories for a provincial left-wing audience” but who
came away convinced that “there is no other view that can be defended” (Hoskin qtd. in
Olson 90-91). Unlike Eckersley, who contends that the individuation of responsibility in
the film undermines attempts to enact changes at the national level, Olson argues that
emulating Gore’s rhetorical strategy can be effective in demanding “top-down policy
change” (91). The studies offered by Aguayo, Stephen, Johnson, Olson, and others
demonstrates the complex discourse surrounding environmental visual rhetoric and the
need to understand the influence of texts like March of the Penguins, AIT, and BBNFs
because of their ability to reach a wide audience that is capable of individuating
responsibility and demanding top-down policy change.

In addition to ecocriticism, this research also builds upon documentary film
studies, particularly the theoretical framework offered by Mitman, Brian Winston, Carl
Plantinga, Bill Nichols, and Laura Mulvey, among others. Critics like Winston and
Plantinga offer analyses of the agents of production, subjects, and audiences of

documentary films, with an emphasis on their social and political significance. In
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Claiming the Real 1I: Documentary: Grierson and Beyond, Winston discusses films by
John Grierson, Robert Flaherty, and Paul Rotha to support his argument that
documentary films often “[run] away from social meaning,” often as result of their
desire to be broadly appealing or because sponsors resist politicizing the film (42). One
such example is Rotha’s film Shipyard (1935), a documentary about the construction of
a new luxury liner. The film originally contained voice-overs representing the workers,
who muse about how “‘women will walk here in silk dresses . . . Don’t suppose they’ll
think of the bloke that hit the blinking rivet’” (qtd. in Winston 47, ellipsis in original).
The film’s sponsors balked at Shipyard’s social critique, mild as it was, and replaced the
commentary with a dispassionate “newsreel commentator” narrative (47). As a result,
Rotha’s attempt to create consubstantiality between the audience and the film’s subjects
is seriously undermined; the identification that occurs as a result of this post-production
manipulation is rather between audience and the iconic “Proud British Worker,” who is
doubly stripped of his voice (once by the filmmaker’s voice-over, <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>