NOTES
PART 3: Framings


These notes accompany part 3 of The Stories We Live By: an online course in ecolinguistics, and are based on chapter 3 of the Routledge book Ecolinguistics: language, ecology and the stories we live by.     

[image: ]Framings are stories about a specific area of life that make use of small packets of general knowledge called frames. Climate change could be framed as an environmental issue, a security threat, a problem, or a predicament, and in each case how we think about climate change is different. Target Domain: climate change 

Source Frame: violence 
Source Frame: security threat 

	Type of story
3. FRAMING
	What it is 
The use of a source frame (a packet of knowledge) to structure a target domain.
	What to look for 
Trigger words which bring a particular source frame to mind. 

	Example:  Instead of treating the climate crisis as an environmental issue, to be dealt with by environment and energy departments alone, we need to reframe it as the overwhelming threat to national and global security which it is (Caroline Lucas, Green Party)

	Example: Call climate change what it is: violence. Climate change is global-scale violence, against places and species as well as against human beings. (Rebecca Solnit, writer, historian and activist)

	Example:  Let’s reframe sustainability as the biggest and boldest supply chain challenge yet, to give the 9 billion people we expect to see on the planet quality and sustainable lives. Business is good at giving customers what they want, so let’s get on with it. (Alan Knight, Virgin)

	Example: The best solution, nearly all scientists agree, would be the simplest: stop burning fossil fuels, which would reduce the amount of carbon we dump into the atmosphere. (Michael Specter, science journalist)

	Example: It has been revealed that humankind’s activities giving rise to our present global warming and climate change predicament occurred during that extremely short 57 year period. (Bob Robertson, author)


Source Frame: problem
Source Frame: predicament
Source Frame: business 

“Many things we’ve conceptualized as problems are actually predicaments. The difference is that a problem calls for a solution; the only question is whether one can be found and made to work, and once this is done, the problem is solved. A predicament, by contrast, has no solution. Faced with a predicament, people come up with responses.” (Greer 2006)

The different framings of climate change as a problem or a predicament lead to different ways of structuring the concept of climate change, and to different metaphorical entailments:

	Source Frame: Problem
	Target domain: Climate change

	Problem
	Climate change 

	Solution
	Stop burning fossil fuels

	Structure: when the solution is found the problem disappears 
	Entailment: if we stop burning fossil fuels then climate change will disappear



	Source Frame: Predicament
	Target domain: Climate change

	Predicament
	Climate change 

	Response
	Close knit communities, adaptation

	Structure: whatever the response the predicament remains
	Entailment: even if we adapt and create stronger communities we will still need to deal with the consequences of climate change



The predicament frame, like the problem frame, has two elements: a ‘predicament’ and ‘a response’. The relationship between the elements is different though: people do the best they can to make the most of the situation they are in, but the predicament itself does not and cannot disappear. If climate change or other issues like peak oil are treated as predicaments rather than a problem to be solved, then efforts to deal with them will be very different. Changing the framing of a concept therefore changes the entire way that the concept is structured in the minds of readers/listeners.


[image: ]Chapter summary 

Chapter 4 of Ecolinguistics: language, ecology and the stories we live by. (Stibbe: 2015) 

This chapter described frames as packets of knowledge about a particular area of life, and framing as stories which use these packets to structure another area of life. Of key importance is that different framings lead to very different ways of conceptualising an area of life. Responses to climate change will be very different if it is structured as an environmental issue, a security threat, a problem, or a predicament. The framing NATURE IS A RESOURCE was given as an example of a ‘destructive’ framing since resources are valuable only if they are, or will be, consumed; they have no value if left to themselves in perpetuity. This contradicts the ecosophy of this book which gives ethical consideration to the lives and wellbeing of other species. Another area of concern was the use of frames that evoke extrinsic values (money, status, rewards) in order to encourage people to behave responsibly towards other people and the environment. Examples were given of attempts to persuade people to contribute to conservation by calling them ‘valued customers’ and offering them ‘10% savings’, and attempts to persuade people to use less energy by asking them to imagine all the treats they could buy themselves with the savings they made. It was argued that the use of these frames could promote the kind of self-centred values which caused the ecological destruction in the first place. The chapter examined frame chaining in detail: the gradual process where a frame is modified or replaced again and again until the final result is something quite different from the original. The example examined was of the frame ‘development’, which was originally an altruistic attempt to relieve poverty in poor countries, but ended up as ‘sustained growth’, which is an attempt to maximise economic growth in rich countries by competing against poor ones. 


Glossary

	
Entailment: A statement X entails another statement Y if Y is necessarily true when X is true (e.g. The corporation committed a crime entails that The corporation acted illegally.)  
Frame: A story about an area of life that is brought to mind by particular trigger words. 
Frame chaining: A process where a frame is repeatedly modified over time, resulting in a frame that is very different from the original. 
Frame displacement: A rhetorical move where one frame is sidelined and partially replaced by another one. 
Frame modification: The modification of an existing frame to create a new frame that carries some of the structure and characteristics of the old one but also some differences.   
Framing: The use of a story from one area of life (a frame) to structure how another area of life is conceptualised (e.g. CLIMATE CHANGE IS A PROBLEM).
Re-framing: The act of framing a concept in a way that is different from its typical framing in a culture. 
Source frame: The area of life which is being drawn from to provide words and structures in a metaphor or framing (e.g. in CLIMATE CHANGE IS A TIME BOMB the source frame is ‘a time bomb’).  
Target domain: The area of life being described in a framing or metaphor (e.g. in CLIMATE CHANGE IS A PROBLEM, the target domain is ‘climate change’).  
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	Extract
From: Stibbe, Arran (2014). From Development to the Dark Mountain: the changing frames of caring for the world and its people. Cultural Framing of Environmental Discourse http://cfoed.co.uk/241/download-working-papers-2/  NB: The case study in Chapter 3 of Ecolinguistics: Language, ecology and the stories we live by was based on this paper.   


The starting point for this paper is Rob Hopkins’ blog post entitled ‘Might peak oil and climate change outlive their usefulness as framings for Transition?’ (Hopkins 2011a). The Transition movement began with Hopkins’ observation that knee-jerk responses to peak oil (desperate exploitation of tar sands, gas fracking, deep ocean oil wells, etc.) are devastating for climate change, and knee-jerk responses to climate change (mega-infrastructure projects such as carbon capture and storage, nuclear power, new fleets of electric cars and fuel efficient planes) are simply impossible given the energy constraints imposed by peak oil (Hopkins 2008). Transition arose, then, as a simultaneous response to climate change and peak oil, where communities massively reduce their dependence on fossil fuels through localisation, creating the kind of community that has low carbon emissions and can survive when oil prices are exorbitantly expensive in the future. For a town to be named an ‘official’ Transition Town by the Transition Network, the first criterion is:
 
an understanding of peak oil and climate change as twin drivers (to be written into constitution or governing documents)  (Transition Network 2011)
  
Hopkins’ blog post therefore contains an interesting discursive move. By raising the question ‘Might peak oil and climate change outlive their usefulness as framings for Transition?’ he is implying that peak oil and climate change are marginal ‘framings’ around the concept of Transition. Like a picture that can be separated from its original frame and placed in a new one, the climate change and peak oil frames can be discarded and replaced with something new. The alternative framing that Hopkins puts forward is based on the discourse of economics:
 
At the moment, the outward focus of Transition Town Totnes’s work is more explicitly about economic regeneration and social enterprise, rather than on promoting the issues of peak oil and climate change. We are promoting the concept of ‘localisation as economic development’ and about to start work on an ‘Economic Blueprint’ for the town... (Hopkins 2011a)
 
Hopkins puts this frame into action in an article for Permaculture magazine in the same year (Hopkins 2011b:13), where he states: 
 
Transition is an attempt to take the core ideas of resilience, localisation, decarbonisation and community empowerment into the mainstream. It also promotes the idea of “localisation as economic development”.  

Gone are the words ‘peak oil’ and ‘climate change’, and in their place appears ‘economic development’. 
 
In this paper I want to separate two different uses of the term ‘frame’. The first use, as above, follows the metaphor of a picture frame. The picture itself remains the same but the frame can be removed and replaced with something else. An example would be loft insulation, which could be framed by those who promote it as an ethical response to climate change or, alternatively, a smart way to save money. The other use of the term ‘frame’ is a more sophisticated one that derives from cognitive science. In this case the frame structures concepts as a whole, and a change in frame means a change in concept. This follows the frame of a building, where if the frame changes then the whole building changes. According to this second view, frames are not just dispensable, and great care needs to be taken when reframing issues to ensure that the original intentions are not lost.  
A thought provoking report, Common Cause (2010), by the WWF in conjunction with social scientists, looked at the issue of how environmental ‘solutions’ are framed and the tension between framing them in terms of intrinsic values (making the world a better place) or extrinsic values (economic growth, saving money, increasing power or status). The report describes how ‘many environmental campaigns are aimed at motivating individuals to adopt different behaviours through appeals to thrift, financial success, or social status’ (p20). In doing so they are reinforcing the values that contributed to environmental destruction in the first place. The report gives the following example:
 
In campaigning on climate change, appeal may be made to opportunities for ‘green growth’ and increased national economic competitiveness or the need to achieve better domestic energy security... But there are problems...increased public pressure for national energy security may lead to increased investment in renewables, and yet it may serve as an argument for investment in oil shale extraction, or oil exploration in environmentally sensitive areas. (Common Cause 2010:20) 

In the same way, reframing Transition using the discourse of economic development, regeneration and social enterprise may have unintended effects, since there is no guarantee that the regeneration will be done in ways that create resilience in the face of peak oil and climate change. The reason for Hopkins’ discursive move is revealed in the passage below: 

Shifting the focus to localization as economic development offers the opportunity for those who felt excluded by the peak oil and climate change focus to step in, and for your Transition initiative to be seen as addressing local challenges as perceived by most people (lack of employment, skills and training, lack of affordable housing and so on)... People with great expertise and skills in business and livelihoods are coming on board to help drive forward our work in a range of initiatives and projects who may well not have done so before.... (Hopkins 2011a) 

There is a long history, however, of attempts to reframe ethical and environmental issues in ways which please business and governments, in a genuine effort to make movements more effective, but sometimes with very unwelcome consequences. The clearest example is that of the term ‘development’ – the exact term Hopkins uses.  
Wolfgang Sachs (2000) has traced the history of the term ‘development’, beginning with the discursive move that split the entire world into developed countries (i.e., countries in the image of the USA) and undeveloped countries. Sachs traces the first use of the term ‘undeveloped’ to a speech given on 20 January 1949 by President Harry Truman: 

Clothing self-interest in generosity, Truman outlined a programme of technical assistance designed to ‘relieve the suffering of these peoples’ through ‘industrial activities’ and a ‘higher standard of living’...under the imperative of ‘economic development’ (Sachs 2000:p3 and p4) 

There is a strong dose of cynicism in the way that Sachs expresses this, which is entirely understandable given the disastrous route that ‘development’ took in the decades subsequent to this speech:  

To be sure, ‘development’ had many effects, but one of the most insidious was the dissolution of cultures that were not built around a frenzy of accumulation (Sachs 2000: 29) 

As Trainer (2011) puts it: 

Conventional development can be regarded as a form of plunder. The Third World has been developed into a state whereby its land and labour benefit the rich, not Third World people.  

Let us be generous to Truman, however, and assume that behind his rhetoric are genuine good intentions. It seems unlikely that when he witnessed suffering in the Third World his genuine and immediate reaction was to wonder how to destroy the culture and turn the people into virtual slaves to benefit the rich in his country. Instead, it seems more likely that the concept of development gradually became reframed in terms of cheap labour, opening up markets for western goods and the economic benefits for rich countries, in order to draw support from powerful business and governmental interests. As Common Cause (2011:20) points out, ‘policies aimed at assisting the economic development of developing countries may focus on the imperative to help create new markets for developed country exports’. This may have been successful in gaining the support of corporations, but the consequences were far from the original aims of improving people’s lives – in fact quite the opposite. This illustrates how great care must be taken in how issues are framed.  
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