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This is a preprinted version of Chapter 7 in the book Environmental Communication Yearbook 
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During the late 1980s and the early 1990s, increasing numbers of companies tried to pass 

themselves off as being green, and as offering environmentally friendly products or services. 

Many of these attempts have been severely criticized as being forms of greenwash, and instances 

in which businesses are portrayed as environmentally responsive but continue to ruin the 

environment have been highlighted (Bruno & Karliner, 2003; Greer & Bruno, 1996; Laufer, 

2003; Lubbers, 2002; Rowell, 1997; Tokar, 1997; Utting, 2002b). The appropriation of 

environmental rhetoric has led to a call for a new environmentalism that exposes “corporate 

myths and methods of manipulation” (Beder, 1998). It would, however, be naïve to assume that 

all of the conflicts could be reduced to a simple polarity between green and non-green, or that 

environmental organizations are a priori ethically superior to industry (Cantrill, 1993; Myerson 

& Rydin, 1996). Recent developments in international environmental politics have created an 

even more complex picture, and a fitting example is that the Kyoto protocol on carbon dioxide 

emissions supports the principle of cost-effectiveness and so-called flexible mechanisms, such as 

the trading of emission quotas. If a country does not reach its specified emission level target, it 

can buy quotas from others that have made larger cuts than required (see http://unfccc.int). As 

will be shown, this new international approach opens up new possibilities for industrial actors 
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and poses new challenges for environmentalists.  

This qualitative case study focuses on the debate that was initiated by the proposal of the 

Norwegian company Naturkraft to build gas-fired power plants (GPPs) on the basis that this 

would improve the environment. At face value, Naturkraft built on an environmentally 

progressive idea. The company would export power from GPPs as a substitute for power from 

more polluting Danish coal-fired power plants.  

Norwegian environmentalists, however, were enraged by the plans of Naturkraft, and 

labeled the proposals as a new form of greenwash. Their basic objection was that energy use 

should be curbed, and that the power from the GPPs would only be an addition to the electricity 

that is generated by the coal-fired power plants. Instead of reducing carbon emissions, building 

GPPs would lead to more pollution.  

The environmentalists were relying on a domestic approach and a national action 

discourse that was rooted in a deontological ethic, whereas the proponents of GPPs were using 

an international approach and a “thinking globally” discourse rooted in a consequentialist ethic 

(Hovden & Lindseth, 2004).
1
 The former believed that it is always wrong to emit carbon dioxide, 

whereas the latter thought that it would be acceptable to emit more carbon dioxide domestically 

if this led to lower global emissions. The two discourses were put to the test when the Norwegian 

parliament discussed GPPs, and the debate turned into the biggest environmental conflict in 

Norway during the 1990s.  

The research question for the case study is: What rhetorical strategies did the actors in 

                                                 
1
 Deontological ethics could be defined as “any approach to normative ethics that denies 

that the rightness of an action depends on how it promotes intrinsically good consequences” 

(Gensler, 1998, p. 201). Religious rules and the declaration of human rights are both examples of 

deontological ethics. As for consequentialist ethics, the basic idea is that “we ought to do 

whatever maximizes good consequences” (Gensler, 1998, p 201). 
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this conflict use, and how did the rhetoric contribute to the actors’ success in the political arena 

with regards to the GPP plans? The study has wider relevance in that it demonstrates how 

environmental rhetoric must be adapted to a more complex political context in which domestic- 

and international-oriented approaches compete. In many instances, environmentalists cannot 

simply rely on labeling something as greenwash.  

The next section deals with theoretical perspectives on environmental rhetoric and the 

rhetorical tools used in this study. It is followed by a section that details the methods used that 

were employed. The subsequent analysis is divided into two parts: the first deals with the 

strategies that Naturkraft used to obtain its building permits, and the second analyzes how the 

environmentalists were able to force Naturkraft to postpone its plans. The last section 

summarizes and discusses the issue further. 

 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

 

This essay focuses on environmental rhetoric, which M. Jimmie Killingsworth has defined as “a 

topic or a field of rhetorical practice concentrating on the human relationship to the natural 

environment and dealing with the forms or systems of discourse arising from ethical and political 

disputes over environmental protection and developmental planning” (Killingsworth, 1996, p. 

225). Environmental rhetoric is not employed only by environmental organizations, it is also 

used by businesses that often neglect to improve their environmental behavior (Bruno & 

Karliner, 2003; Greer & Bruno, 1996; Hager & Burton, 1999; Lubbers, 2002; Rowell, 1997; 

Utting, 2002b).  

Studies that use rhetorical theory have shown how even in the late 1960s industry used 
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the methods of shifting blame to consumers or highlighting its own environmental measures to 

be perceived as environmentally friendly (Brown & Crable, 1973). More sophisticated efforts to 

co-opt environmental rhetoric include the plastic industry’s attempt to portray plastic as a natural 

resource that could be “born again.” This amounts to what Burke would call “perspective by 

incongruity,” or revising a perception by putting together two unrelated elements (Paystrup, 

1995). Often, however, the environmental rhetoric of business is short on arguments, and 

resembles a form of new managerial rhetoric that uses images, identification, and entertainment 

as its main tools (Feller, 2004; Sproule, 1988).  

A few studies have been conducted that focus on competing claims in environmental 

conflicts. One study pointed out how the strategies of loggers and environmentalists mirrored 

and matched each other, with both parties relying on techniques of vilification and simplification 

(Lange, 1993). Other studies have shown how this mirroring has been extended to other areas. 

The Wise Use movement has co-opted the rhetoric of environmentalists, has proclaimed its 

members to be the “real” environmentalists, and has mimicked the structure and identity of the 

environmental movement (Peeples, 2005). However, little case-specific research has been 

conducted into the dynamic interaction and contest between actors arguing that their solutions 

benefit the environment the most. This case study aims to help fill that research gap, which is 

important because such conflicts are now occurring more frequently, and environmental debate 

increasingly concerns discourse that focuses on new information, new concepts, and new 

practices (Myerson & Rydin, 1996).  

Discourses on new information typically concern the way in which that information is 

generated and presented, and can be exemplified by the debate on the conclusions of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) on whether human-induced climate change 
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is a fact or not. Oil companies such as ExxonMobil have campaigned against the conclusions of 

the panel (Rowell, 1997). The book The Skeptical Environmentalist (Lomborg, 2001) is another 

example of the discourse on new information, in which the author tries to debunk what are called 

environmental myths.  

Discourses on new concepts are exemplified by the debate on sustainable development. 

This concept has become very influential, because it is said to overcome the polarity between 

economic growth and environmental protection (Myerson & Rydin, 1996). Some have argued 

that the concept has the potential to move environmentalists out of the fringe-position that has 

been created by limiting ecospeak (Killingsworth & Palmer, 1992). Others have pointed to the 

potential for cooptation and the fact that a general adoption of the concept could drown out the 

diversity of perspectives or turn environmental issues into technological matters that avoid the 

need to make choices (Peterson, 1997; Tokar, 1997). Business and industry have used the phrase 

liberally, although it often means business as usual, rather than asking whether the business itself 

contributes to sustainability (Feller, 2004; Utting, 2002a).  

The discourse on new practices is illustrated by the national action discourse and the 

“thinking globally” discourse (Hovden & Lindseth, 2004). In the late 1980s in Norway, it was 

the former that prevailed as politicians adopted the goal of the domestic stabilization of carbon 

dioxide emissions. In the 1990s, however, this approach was abandoned in favor of an 

international perspective. So-called flexible solutions were advocated, and it was argued that it 

would be more cost effective for Norway to finance measures in countries in which it was 

possible to obtain more environmental benefits for the same amount of money (Andresen & 

Butenschøn, 2001; Nilsen, 2001). 

The case that is studied in this essay primarily concerns discourse on new practices. 
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Although the case predates the introduction of emissions quota trading, the debate on such 

mechanisms is an important backdrop. Rather than relying on a new managerial rhetoric, 

however, the actors involved for the most part used traditional rhetorical tools. This invites 

analysis that builds on Aristotelian rhetoric (Aristotle, trans. 1991; Corbett & Connors, 1999), as 

well as the extensions of this tradition (Burke, 1969a, 1969b; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 

1971).  

From Aristotelian rhetoric I use the concept of kairos, which can be defined as the 

identification of the right moment for an utterance (Sipiora & Baumlin, 2002). I also focus on the 

three artistic proofs ethos, pathos, and logos, that is, ethical appeal, emotional appeal, and appeal 

to reason. These proofs are linked to the rhetor, the audience, and the message, respectively. In a 

given discourse, “these are at all times coordinate [sic] and interact mutually, distinguishable but 

not separable from one another, although one may occasionally take precedence over the others” 

(Conley, 1994, p. 15). A third concept that I use from Aristotelian rhetoric is that of topics, 

defined as a stock of general lines of argument, such as comparison or relationship (Corbett & 

Connors, 1999). 

As for the extensions of Aristotelian rhetoric, I first turn to Kenneth Burke and his notion 

of identification, creating a “we,” as an important way of achieving persuasion. Different 

rhetorical strategies might be used to this effect, like for instance, when that the rhetor 

emphasizes the common ground between him or her and the audience (Burke, 1969a). The 

second Burkeian concept that will be used is the pentad. The pentad helps to analyze and 

understand the rhetorical strategies of a rhetor and how rhetorical patterns index, as well as 

construct, and embody the motives of the rhetor (Brock, 1999; Stillar, 1998). The crucial 

question is: “What is involved, when we say what people are doing and why they are doing it?” 
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(Burke, 1969a, p. xv). When conducting a pentadic analysis, the analyst focuses on the choices 

that the rhetor has made in describing a situation (the act, the scene, the agent, the agency, and 

the purpose), and tries to understand what this says about the perspective of the rhetor, what kind 

of possibilities he or she sees, and what he or she will eventually do. The basic idea is that 

symbol use tells us something about the motives of the rhetor and how he or she tries to structure 

or restructure the audience’s perception of a situation.  

Perelman pointed out that the starting point for argumentation is the agreement between 

the rhetor and the audience. A rhetor will attempt to transfer this agreement to his or her thesis, 

by, for instance, trying to secure a communion with the audience, quite like Burke’s concept of 

identification. Whenever there is disagreement between the rhetor and the audience, this is either 

in relation to the status of the premises, the choice of premises, or their presentation. In debating 

the status of the premises, it is useful to focus first on what the audience perceives as reality, that 

is, facts, truths or presumptions. Another type of premises relates to what the audience considers 

to be preferable (Perelman, 1982; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1971). Focusing on the types of 

premises helps to assess the scope of the appeal of the rhetoric and give a more comprehensive 

analysis of the proofs that were identified with the help of Aristotelian rhetoric.
2
 

The relevant rhetorical concepts are elaborated upon in the analysis, not with the purpose 

of flag-posting, or merely showing that certain rhetorical tools have been used, but to point out 

how these tools function in the context of the case. Rhetoric strives to tell us how everything in 

an utterance should appear in the context of the text, and analyses of rhetoric should assess 

whether texts (in the broad sense) achieve what they are meant to achieve. In the case presented 

                                                 
2
 I have discussed the integration of Aristotelian rhetoric and theoretical extensions more 

thoroughly in other works (Ihlen, 2002, 2004a, 2004b). 
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here, the goal of one side was to obtain building permits for GPPs and to build them, and the 

goal of the other side was to prevent Naturkraft from being given permits and afterwards to stop 

the building of the plants altogether.  

 

METHOD 

 

This essay focuses on the strategies of Naturkraft and of what so far have been simply called “the 

environmentalists.” In the first phase of the conflict, the most important environmental actors 

were the organization Nature and Youth and the ad hoc umbrella organization that it helped to 

create--the Climate Alliance. The latter was put on ice during the second phase of the conflict 

when Nature and Youth initiated a new ad hoc organization, the Action Against GPPs, that 

recruited individuals as members. Multiple methods were used to analyze the strategies of these 

actors:  

1. Close rhetorical analysis was undertaken of a press release, brochure, and report that 

were issued by Naturkraft, a white paper from the Climate Alliance, and a leaflet from Action 

Against GPPs. Quotes were translated from Norwegian to English.  

2. Qualitative interviews with the President of Naturkraft, the leader of the Climate 

Alliance (who later fronted the Action Against GPPs), and the treasurer of Action Against GPPs 

(who also served as a board member). The interviews were taped, and transcripts of the 

paragraphs that were to be used were submitted to each interviewee for approval. No major 

changes were requested.  

3. Archival research was carried out and unearthed strategy memos and an internal 

evaluation report of Action Against GPPs. 
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4. Analysis of pivotal quotes from the organizational actors in two large Norwegian 

dailies, which were tracked using on-line archives, were analyzed.  

The use of multiple methods in this way (triangulation) helps to counter the potential 

problem of interviewees trying to justify their choices or promote their own role or the role of 

their organization in influencing the outcome of a conflict. The claims of interviewees ought to 

be treated with caution, and should be checked against evidence that is found in strategy 

documents, media coverage, or statements from other actors.  

The basic problem that is associated with such a study is, nonetheless, the extrapolation 

from the existence of a certain type of rhetoric to decisions made by politicians. The best way to 

respond to this challenge may be to check for alternative explanations, to allow for additional 

explanatory factors, and to be careful not to overstate the findings.  

 

ACT I:  GETTING PERMITS 

 

Naturkraft was established as a private enterprise in 1994. The company soon secured the 

support of the Minister of Trade and Energy, who had previously opposed similar plans for 

GPPs. Why this U-turn? It seems that Naturkraft’s business plan and rhetorical strategy fitted the 

needs of the government, as it came to be perceived that a domestic approach to curbing climate 

change would be “too harmful” to the Norwegian economy.  

 

An Environmental Ethos 

 

Naturkraft tried to position itself as an environmentally friendly actor. Indeed, the very name 
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Naturkraft, which can be translated as “nature power,” connotes something clean and natural, 

rather than polluting or artificial. The choice of this name was a clear attempt to promote an 

environmental ethos, which is one of three means of persuasion that is identified in Aristotelian 

rhetoric. When an actor uses an ethical appeal, it is a textual strategy that aims at being perceived 

as trustworthy, intelligent, and knowledgeable (Aristotle, trans. 1991; Corbett & Connors, 1999). 

Naturkraft identified what it called “our joint environmental challenges,” and called for 

cooperation between countries:  

Building a GPP in Norway will demand that several partners cooperate in order to arrive 

at the best solution. First and foremost there is talk of cooperation between the Nordic 

countries, to ensure that the power demand will be covered in a way that takes into 

consideration our joint environmental challenges. Here we are faced with a problem that 

no country can solve on its own. (Naturkraft, 1995a, p. 9)  

Naturkraft used typical environmental rhetoric that aimed at identification through the emphasis 

of common ground and the use of the personal pronoun “we” to include both the rhetor and the 

audience. These are typical identification strategies, and prime ways of achieving persuasion 

(Burke, 1969b). This type of rhetoric is also an illustration of the “thinking globally” discourse 

and of how it purports to have an improved environment as its goal. 

However, as will be shown, Naturkraft also used two other means of persuasion: 

emotional appeals, which is the rhetor’s attempt to invoke emotions by the use of vivid 

descriptions or honorific or pejorative words; and logical appeals, which involve the use of 

inductive or deductive reasoning (Aristotle, trans. 1991; Corbett & Connors, 1999). The three 

types of appeals might be used alone or in combination, but Naturkraft’s business idea was 

largely based on logos to establish itself as an environmentally sound project. More specifically, 
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Naturkraft used common topics, that is, a “stock of general lines of argument that can be used in 

the development of any subject,” rather than special topics that belong to disciplines such as 

environmental science (Corbett & Connors, 1999, p. 87). Naturkraft initially argued from the 

common topic of relationship.  

 

Logos and Relationship: Growth in Energy Demand 

 

\In its first brochure, Naturkraft acknowledged that the best environmental alternative was to 

curb energy use. Nevertheless, it described how the need for electricity had grown and was 

expected to increase further, and that supply would have to be increased. A rhetor that uses the 

topic of relationship attempts to provide an answer to the question why by pointing to cause and 

effect, antecedent and consequence, and contraries or contradictions. The rhetor “pursues this 

line of argument: given this situation (the antecedent), what follows (the consequence) from 

this?” (Corbett & Connors, 1999, p. 104). If a rhetor can establish such a connection, then it 

strengthens the case logically, and gains a rhetorical advantage. In Naturkraft’s announcement, 

tables with public figures were used to build on the ethos of science to support this argument: 

A yearly increase of 1–2% is projected to last into the next decade. This means there is a 

need to supply approx. 3–7 billion kilowatt hours (TWh) of new electric energy into the 

Nordic power system . . . Thus, during the next decade new production capacity has to be 

introduced. (Naturkraft, 1995b, p. 9) 

In Burkeian terms (Burke, 1969a), this scene explained the act, that of trying to build GPPs. The 

increase in demand would happen anyway, and it would be best if a “clean” alternative existed. 

This motive of the rhetor and the emphasis on scenic features direct attention away from the 
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chosen activity of the protagonist, in essence, a different course of action than that which is 

indicated is made to seem impossible. The potential counter strategy of the environmentalists 

would be to attack the underlying premises: that the energy demand should be met with higher 

production, and that the choice is between GPPs and coal-fired power plants. The latter is termed 

a false dilemma, as it could be argued that energy conservation, measures for energy efficiency, 

and commitment to renewable energy sources should be prioritized instead.  

 

Logos and Comparison: “The Environmental Friendly Alternative” 

 

At the outset, Naturkraft planned to offer energy from both GPPs and hydroelectric plants; it 

labeled this “environmentally correct” energy (brochure, 1995). That description rested on the 

common topic of comparison, whereby the rhetor compares two or more things according to 

their similarity or difference, superiority or inferiority (Corbett & Connors, 1999). One thing is 

understood in the light of another. Naturkraft compared its “product” with coal, oil, and nuclear 

power: 

Naturkraft . . . wants to exploit the superior environmental benefits of natural gas and 

hydroelectric power. By replacing power production based on coal and oil, the alternative 

of gas and hydroelectric power might result in considerable reductions in the emissions of 

CO2 and NOx in the Nordic region. The production of gas power and hydroelectric power 

might also replace nuclear power if a decision is made for a gradual phasing out of 

nuclear power in the Nordic countries. (Naturkraft, 1994) 

Here, Naturkraft outmaneuvered nuclear power by playing up the controversy surrounding its 

safety, and by stressing that the company would offer safe energy. As for coal and oil, such 
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sources emit more carbon dioxide (CO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), and sulfur dioxide (SO2) than 

natural gas. This premise is related to the structure of reality: it does not need much justification, 

as it is a universal and something with which a rational audience would agree. As it is paramount 

that a rhetor adapt to the audience, the use of such premises gives the argumentation an edge 

(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1971).  

The comparative element in the rhetoric of Naturkraft is questionable, as it rested on a 

comparison with a specific selection of energy sources. Instead of positioning GPPs against 

renewable sources such as solar power, they were compared to other fossil fuels. However, 

hydroelectric power was neutralized, as it was included in the product of Naturkraft.  

 

Logos and Relationship: the Substitution Argument 

 

Naturkraft not only posited that natural gas was less polluting than other fossil fuels, but went 

one step further and tried to establish a cause and effect relationship for what happens when 

power that is based on natural gas is introduced to the market. To repeat: “By replacing power 

production based on coal and oil, the alternative of gas and hydroelectric power might result in 

considerable reductions in the emissions of CO2 and NOx [emphasis added]” (Naturkraft, 1994). 

It could be argued that the use of the word “replacing” is a form of strategic ambiguity, as 

it does not necessarily imply complete replacement. In interviews and media coverage, however, 

this substitution argument did not contain the ambiguity. The argument was based on a topic of 

relationship, which again rested on an enthymeme. Deductive formal reasoning presents 

premises that lead to a conclusion. An enthymeme, however, asks the audience to supply a 

missing premise (Corbett & Connors, 1999). The substitution argument asked the audience to 
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supply the unstated major premise, “(all) environmental friendly energy sources with competitive 

power will replace polluting energy sources.” The stated minor premise was that “Naturkraft 

offers competitive and environmentally friendly energy,” and the conclusion that followed was 

that the energy from Naturkraft would replace more polluting sources.  

This enthymeme is problematic for several reasons, and needs additional qualification. 

As for the environmental dimension, one would have to presuppose that every other country was 

looking for ways to reduce its emissions. This may be true, but it is not certain that it is true in all 

situations. In logical terms, it is not possible to distribute the middle term “competitive and 

environmentally friendly energy sources.” The motives for choosing energy carriers are not 

necessarily rational or precise, and can be rooted in perceived security needs, or psychological 

and economic motives (Eldegard, 1995). For example, a country with coal supplies might 

prioritize the maintenance of employment levels and the subsidizing or exemption of plants in 

the coal regions from carbon taxes. Thus, there is no economic iron law that can prove that the 

substitution argument is correct. 

Another issue is the question of what the power from the GPPs would replace. Would 

GPPs help to curb the emissions that stem from current production and consumption, or would 

they only reduce the emission growth? The environmentalists argued that the former had to be 

the aim (Climate Alliance, 1996), but Naturkraft disagreed. The President of Naturkraft said that 

the company initially talked about being able to reduce the growth of emissions, but that at the 

same time he believed that it could be documented that GPPs would also contribute to cuts in 

existing emissions, “but it was not up to us to close down existing coal-fired power plants” 

(Naturkraft President, personal communication, June 25, 2003). 

The most important premise for Naturkraft and the substitution argument in the mid-
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1990s was that the then impending international climate negotiations in Kyoto might entail the 

introduction of stricter regulations and economic measures, such as carbon taxes. If such taxes 

were made applicable to all carbon emissions, then this would favor GPPs over coal-fired power 

plants.  

The moment you pose restrictions on the emissions, then the costs of removing these 

emissions from coal will be so high that you can compete when offering natural gas. And 

this is what we saw in the beginning of the 1990s, that stronger restrictions would be 

introduced. (Naturkraft President, personal communication, June 25, 2003) 

This, then, could be interpreted as Naturkraft’s attempt to identify kairos (Sipiora & Baumlin, 

2002), that is, the opportune moment to introduce an utterance, or in this case, a project. The 

problem for Naturkraft was, however, that no binding international agreements existed at the 

time that the company proposed to build the GPPs, and thus there was no system that would give 

the producer credit for environmental benefits. By building GPPs, Norway would increase its 

own emissions, gain financially on exports, and only hope that those exports would contribute to 

fewer emissions in the neighboring countries. A system for pollution trading was still some years 

away. 

 

Environmental Protests 

 

The environmentalists set up the Climate Alliance to protest against the plans of Naturkraft. The 

alliance included 25 organizations and political parties, including almost all of the youth parties. 

Nature and Youth ran the small secretariat. The activists that belonged to the Alliance conducted 

extensive lobbying and also published a counter paper. The title of the preface of the counter 
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paper read: “No to GPPs--save energy.” Beyond declaring their opposition and hinting at 

alternatives, it was also necessary for the opponents to point out exactly why they were opposed 

to GPPs:  

Construction of GPPs in Norway may increase the threat of dangerous climate changes. 

What we have to consider is whether we should contribute to increased energy use in the 

Nordic region based on fossil fuels. (Climate Alliance, 1996, p. 3) 

The cause and effect argument was used with an enthymeme that stated, “building GPPs 

increases the likelihood of dangerous climate changes.” The unstated premises here are that “all 

emissions of climate gases increase the likelihood of climate changes” and “GPPs emit climate 

changing gases.” The leader of the Climate Alliance postulated that the Alliance specifically 

aimed at an emotional appeal with their use of the adjective “dangerous” along with “threat” 

(personal communication, April 22, 2003). 

The basic rhetorical structure of the environmentalists mirrored that of Naturkraft in that 

they also used a scene/act ratio in which a scene description, in the rhetor’s mind, dictates the 

action that follows (Burke, 1969a). However, the major element in this scene description was not 

the growth in energy demand, but the threat of climate change. More specifically, energy would 

have to be saved and people should not contribute to the growth in the use of fossil fuels. The 

environmentalists were sticking to the domestic approach from a deontological ethical basis--that 

it would always be wrong to increase emissions. As previously mentioned, those that advocated 

the international approach operated from a base of consequentialism, and saw increased 

emissions as acceptable if it led to good consequences, such as lower global emissions (Hovden 

& Lindseth, 2004).  

However, the arguments of the Climate Alliance failed to impress a majority of the 
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politicians. The Norwegian parliament, the Storting, supported the GPP plans by a 74 to 44 vote 

in June 1996 (Storting Deliberations, 1996), and a few months later, Naturkraft was granted 

building permits. The company’s description of the scene (growth in energy demand), and the 

arguments about the new practice (the international approach) fit the needs of the government.  

 

ACT II:  FORCED POSTPONEMENT OF THE PROJECT 

 

After Naturkraft received its building permits, an inner circle of environmental activists met to 

discuss a new strategy. They ended up establishing Action Against GPPs in February 1997, and 

used the structure and membership base of Nature and Youth as the backbone of the new 

organization. This marked a shift away from the lobbying efforts that both sides had pursued in 

the conflict thus far. The environmentalists now wanted to mobilize public opinion against GPPs 

and threaten to use civil disobedience. The organization would later boast of having a list of 

1000 people who were willing to participate in such actions. The topics of relationship and 

comparison were used to steal back the initiative from Naturkraft. 

 

Relationship: the Threat of Civil Disobedience 

 

Again, the environmentalists relied on a scene/act ratio (Burke, 1969a). The activists tried to 

argue that the situation demanded that they use civil disobedience to stop the construction of the 

plants. In making this threat, the environmentalists faced two challenges: that of legitimizing 

such actions, and that of making the threat seem real. The activists themselves acknowledged 

these challenges (Action Against GPPs, 1997a). A memorandum entitled “Civil Disobedience, 
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Democracy, and GPPs” was written, and featured arguments based on three main themes that 

formed a situation that made civil disobedience unavoidable. The first was that building GPPs 

would lead to increased pollution that would affect the lives of the following generations. This 

relied on a combination of logical and emotional appeals. The premise was that climate change 

was largely a problem that would be felt by future generations, which struck a personal chord of 

responsibility, as it involved us all. The second theme was that increasing domestic emissions 

would go against international agreements to curb emissions. This argument could be deemed a 

logical appeal that builds on the premise that all agreements should be kept. It could, however, 

be argued that no binding agreements existed at the time, and thus that the reasoning was faulty. 

The final theme was that the GPP process had been undemocratic, as the government controlled 

the companies involved, and was both judge and jury in the treatment of the building permits. 

This was not only a logical appeal, but also attacked the ethos of the government and the 

legitimacy of the decision to build GPPs. 

The activists also crafted a strategy that actively played up the connection to a previous 

environmental conflict--the battle over Alta. The Alta conflict took place in 1981, and concerned 

a hydropower project that became a leading symbol for environmentalists and the indigenous 

Sámi people, who felt that the area that had been proposed for damming belonged to them. The 

symbolic significance was increased further when Gro Harlem Brundtland, the Norwegian Prime 

Minister who saw the project through, later said that she regretted the decision as the 

development was “unnecessary” (Myklevoll, 1990).  

Invoking the Alta conflict functioned as an important symbolic resource in at least two 

respects. It was a powerful emotional symbol for something that was widely regretted 

afterwards, and it invoked memories of massive popular protest actions that totally dominated 
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the public, political, and media agenda for a long period. The leader of Action Against GPPs 

used the media to stress the point: the Prime Minister “should learn a lesson from the Alta 

development. If he forces through construction, he will regret it in ten years time” (Andersen, 

1997, p. 10). 

To yield photo opportunities and to keep up the pressure, the activists announced plans 

for a protest camp in Øygarden, which was where Naturkraft had said that it would start 

construction of the first GPP in the summer of 1997. In preparing for this camp, the activists 

pitched a Sámi tent in Øygarden. This symbolic action was not lost on journalists, who gave the 

event extensive coverage (e.g., Furuly, 1997a). 

 

Comparison: Pollution Like 600,000 Cars  

 

According to several of the strategy documents that were written by environmental activists, 

Naturkraft had been able to dictate the way in which the issue was debated during the first phase 

of the conflict. The substitution argument was the focal point of the public debate, and the 

activists were therefore forced to relate to this complex argument. The activists shared the 

conviction that they had to simplify the issue, to make it tangible, and to redirect the debate to 

get people to discuss GPPs during lunch breaks. One later memorandum stated that “our task is 

to focus on the main conflict, and not dwell on detailed discussions. Other actors can do this . . . 

We have to be careful not to drown in details and compromises” (Action Against GPPs, n.d.). 

This follows much of the advice that is given to environmental advocates in general: “avoid 

intermediate or mixed positions” (Sandman, 1994). The treasurer/board member of Action 

Against GPPs used the phrase “dumbing down” to describe this change in the rhetoric (personal 
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communication, April 14, 2003).  

The solution that was adopted was either to circumvent the substitution argument, to stop 

relating to it, or to reshuffle the order of the arguments and to emphasize different aspects first 

(Leader of Action Against GPPs, personal communication, April 22, 2003). Both strategies 

functioned to move the focus elsewhere, and were well suited to media discourse, which has 

trouble focusing on too many arguments and complexities. It was argued that it should be 

established that the GPP issue concerned pollution, and had some particular consequences: 

This meant that the discussion of energy use was overshadowed, but in retrospect this 

was probably a wise move. It is easier for people to understand the problem with a 

climate in chaos, than the problem with high energy consumption. (Action Against GPPs, 

1998, p. 19) 

According to the evaluation report, many of the activists argued that more emotional appeals 

should be used, as this could help to increase mobilization. The phrase “dangerous climate 

change” was singled out as particularly fitting, since the activists expected the climate issue to 

dominate the agenda in the upcoming climate negotiations in Kyoto (Action Against GPPs, 

1998). A leaflet was printed that contained the following lead:  

Pollution changes the climate on earth. The government wants to build GPPs that 

increase this pollution. Climate changes cause greater extremes of weather, such as 

hurricanes, increased sea levels, and the spread of deserts. (Action Against GPPs, 1997b)  

The leaflet was organized around three pictures and three main arguments that were reflected in 

the sub-headlines. The first was a picture that showed a child in a playpen, which was 

accompanied by the text “Our descendents inherit the problems,” and the second was a picture of 

an inflated globe with the subheading “[GPPs] Sabotage environmental cooperation,” and the 
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third was a comparison topic that used a picture of a car spewing out exhaust fumes, and the 

accompanying text “pollutes like 600,000 cars.” To keep the comparison simple, the focus was 

on carbon dioxide, rather than on other emissions from the two sources.  

The comparison argument was now repeated with such frequency that it irritated 

Naturkraft, and almost bored the environmentalists themselves: “You must repeat and repeat and 

repeat and repeat and repeat. And when you are growing dead tired yourself, then maybe 

someone will remember what you have said” (Leader of Action Against GPPs, personal 

communication, April 22, 2003).  

Naturkraft thought that the comparison made by the environmentalists was irrelevant, and 

their main grievance was that cars could not be compared with electricity production. The most 

typical retort against comparison arguments is to point out the differences between the two 

entities that are being compared. Naturkraft, nonetheless, did not want to engage in a dialogue 

over the issue, and instead decided that they should continue their present course and repeat the 

substitution argument (Naturkraft President, personal communication, June 25, 2003). 

The activists, however, felt that their case had gained momentum with the simplified, 

repetitive comparison between cars and GPPs. Soon, the media and more opposition politicians 

were using the pollution argument, which belonged to the national action discourse. The activists 

lamented that they had not chosen this strategy earlier on (Action Against GPPs, 1998). A poll in 

one of the main dailies showed that 44 percent of respondents were against GPPs, and that only 

28 percent supported them. The opposition had also increased “qualitatively” as the Church of 

Norway had involved itself on the side of the protesters. It was now clearly impossible to isolate 

the GPP opponents as idealistic fringe elements, and the pressure on the government mounted 

(Furuly, 1997b; Nilsen, 2001; Vassbotn, 1997). 
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Retreat Alternative 

 

The activists maintain that at this time they drew on important previous conflict experience, 

namely that it was necessary to provide the opponent with a means of retreat. It is claimed that 

the action group made a strategic choice to keep quiet while another actor, the environmental 

foundation Bellona, provided the government with a third way. Bellona re-launched the idea that 

the carbon emissions from a GPP could be reinjected into empty oil reservoirs (Leader of Action 

Against GPPs, personal communication, April 22, 2003). The government seized upon this 

technological alternative. In the beginning of May 1997, it urged Naturkraft to postpone 

construction:  

It is just recently that all the reactions against GPPs have been disclosed and that the issue 

has become more controversial. The government takes notice of the increased opposition 

of late. Because of this it is necessary to ask Naturkraft to postpone the building so that as 

much information as possible can be acquired. (Nygaard, 1997) 

After some hesitation, Naturkraft agreed to postpone construction. The actors on both sides of 

the conflict, commentators in the media, and scholars all agree that the postponement came about 

as a result of protests from the environmentalists (Naturkraft President, personal communication, 

June 25, 2003, Leader of Action Against GPPs, personal communication, April 22, 2003, Bonde, 

1997; Hovden & Lindseth, 2004; Nilsen, 2001; Vassbotn, 1997). The same sources repeatedly 

point out that the ruling Labour Party most probably had the upcoming Storting election in mind, 

and did not want to conduct an election campaign at the same time as police and protesters were 

clashing over GPPs. In other words, the environmentalists had succeeded in involving enough 
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people to make their threat seem credible. The proponents of the national action discourse had 

seemingly outmaneuvered the proponents of the “thinking globally” discourse through the clever 

use of rhetoric. At the time of writing, Naturkraft has not yet built its plants.
3
 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This case study has moved beyond discussions of shallow attempts at greenwash to focus on the 

rhetoric of the proponents and opponents of GPPs. It has been shown how the former won a 

majority of politicians over, but also how the opponents were able to steal back the initiative and, 

at least temporarily, halt the building of the GPPs. The strategies that were used by both sides 

exemplify the discourses of national action and “thinking globally” (Hovden & Lindseth, 2004), 

and therein lies the wider relevance of the study. Perspectives that emphasize international 

approaches (“thinking globally” discourse) have prevailed in international climate politics. In 

this complex new setting, industrial actors can make relatively adequate claims about their offers 

of environmental alternatives. The major disagreement seems to be tied to the extent to which 

flexible mechanisms will be used, and how they will be constructed and implemented. However, 

proponents of domestic cuts (national action discourse) argue that the international approach 

advocates measures that come too little, too late.  

                                                 
3
 The case was complicated further when a minority government that consisted of GPP 

opponents took office in the fall of 1997. This government demanded that Naturkraft should 

reduce its carbon dioxide emissions by 90 percent. This requirement was put forward after a 

competing GPP project with “pollution free” technology was launched in 1998. In 2000, the 

minority government left office after a majority in the parliament instructed it to alter the 

emission demand. With a new government in place, Naturkraft was finally given a green light. 

By this time, however, the market situation had changed. The electricity price had dropped, and 

the owners considered the price for natural gas as too high (Ihlen, 2004b).  
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Naturkraft was able to secure its building permits by cultivating an environmental ethos, 

for instance through the use of identification, but also by arguing logically. A majority of the 

politicians agreed to the scene description of an increasing demand for energy that had to be met. 

Compared to other fossil fuel types, power from GPPs was without doubt a cleaner alternative. 

Naturkraft also seemed to convince the majority of the politicians that power from GPPs would 

replace power from more polluting sources. Arguing on the topics of relationship and 

comparison may function to strengthen ethos and give the upper hand because of their 

resemblance to basic cognitive schemes: if something can be established as an antecedent, then a 

consequence follows naturally. Furthermore, a specific phenomenon is often better understood 

when compared with other phenomena.  

Naturkraft had identified an opportune moment at which to launch its business idea, as a 

shift in official Norwegian climate policy had occurred at the start of the 1990s. The government 

now favored an international approach, and it was quite possible that the international climate 

negotiations would introduce some kind of measures to curb emissions. Naturkraft thus fitted in 

with political need, and it seemed that the environmentalists had lost their “monopoly” on 

environmental rhetoric. The substitution argument, in particular, proved difficult to beat, and the 

Climate Alliance failed in its lobbying efforts. 

The Action Against GPPs group was, however, able to build a huge and vocal opposition 

to the plans of Naturkraft. Less than a year after parliament had approved the plans, the 

government urged the company to postpone construction, and opinion polls reflected the 

negative public sentiment toward GPPs. The activists used the topics of relationship and 

comparison, the former to argue that the use of civil disobedience was unavoidable, and the latter 

to make the issue in question simple and tangible. The whole repertoire of ethos, logos, and 
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pathos was put to use, the latter of which also tied to a previous large-scale environmental 

conflict. The activists made their threat physical by establishing a protest camp. A couple of 

strategic maneuvers seemed also to have had an influence. First, the activists circumvented the 

complex substitution argument, and simplified and repeated their basic contention, thus 

exploiting the limits of the media’s modus operandi--the need for simplification and lack of 

space. “Dumbing down” their rhetoric seemed to work, and was a conscious move on the part of 

the environmentalists. The second maneuver was the offering to the government by the 

environmentalists of a retreat so that no face would be lost. Equally important, however, was the 

fact that the activists launched their threat in the period before the government started its election 

campaign and before the negotiations in Kyoto. This timing proved to be effective. 

The efforts and success of the actors thus point to the insight of rhetoric that kairos is 

crucial. This study shows how both of the parties had to adapt to the new political setting, and 

how the mass media and domestic public opinion came into play and could not be ignored. The 

strategies that were employed mirrored each other in that both sides argued from the bases of 

relationship and comparison, and relied on particular scene descriptions that led to necessary 

actions and new practices. This made the actors seem rational, which thus strengthened their 

ethos. This study also shows how the use of pathos was crucial to the ability of the 

environmentalists to mobilize against the GPPs. 

The study also points to potential courses of action in such situations. Actors need to 

identify the premises in the rhetoric of their opponents and to challenge them. When, for 

instance, a topic of relationship is used, it must be asked whether the description is correct, and 

the basic premises of the action that is called for should be scrutinized. As shown, for example, it 

is not necessarily a natural consequence that growth in energy demand should be met with 
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growth in energy production. Similarly, when a topic of comparison is used, the inductive 

reasoning behind it should be examined to expose potentially faulty generalizations or poor 

analogies. Topics of relationship that use deductive reasoning, however, should be analyzed for 

fallacies such as undistributed middle terms or false dichotomies (Corbett & Connors, 1999).
4
 

In addition to illustrating how rhetorical theory can help actors in a conflict, this study 

has also explained why certain traditional tactics are called for when struggles take place in the 

media arena: simplify, be concrete, repeat, and present your perspective or point before engaging 

with the arguments of the opponent. Such rhetoric may be needed to get the arguments across in 

the media arena, and to help arguments to stand out in the political arena with clear policy 

suggestions. The challenges are thus plentiful for industrial actors, politicians, activists, and 

those who wish to understand environmental rhetoric in general. This will be increasingly true as 

international environmental politics grow more complex. 

                                                 
4
 It is important to emphasize that pointing to fallacies or using logos arguments do not 

result in machine-like adherence. Logos arguments and deduction of fallacies might function to 

strengthen a rhetor’s point about how the opponent is mistaken, but have no imperative power. It 

is not a matter of creating black or white argument categories, since the context of the argument 

has to be taken into consideration as well. A rhetor will most often have several arguments, and 

use of one weak argument does not necessarily mean that a debate is lost (Jørgensen et al., 1994; 

Kock, 2004). Nonetheless, deduction of fallacies can be an important rhetorical means to weaken 

the opponents’ rhetoric and help the rhetor in constructing his or her rhetoric in ways that avoid 

fallacy charges.  
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