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Abstract  

The aim of this dissertation is to discuss the influence that organizations have on public 

policies through their rhetoric and use of resources. The empirical focus is on public 

relations strategies regarding the public policy area on energy and the environment. Two 

case studies are conducted, centering on what have been the two most controversial 

environmental conflicts in Norway; the first concerns a hydroelectric development and the 

second relates to the building of gas-fired power plants. The environmentalists lost the first 

conflict, whereas the latter plants have still not been built.  

The theoretical starting point for the dissertation is within the realm of rhetorical 

studies of public relations, but it is argued that these studies have seldom contained specific 

suggestions for how to go about broad-based analyses. Furthermore, it is claimed that the 

studies have remained ontologically underdeveloped, which means that they do not offer 

analytical frameworks that make it possible to account adequately for organizational actors’ 

influence on, for instance, matters of public policy. The dissertation thus contains a 

suggestion for a heuristic analytical device drawing on a wide range of rhetorical concepts, 

combined with a sociological analysis of resources like economic capital, degree of 

institutionalization, knowledge, networks, and social standing. 

Historical reconstructions are made of the two cases. The research material is a 

sample of public relations material from the organizational actors, including brochures and 

advertisements, but also other texts, such as applications for building permits, and 

comments made to newspapers. Furthermore, qualitative interviews were conducted with 

representatives of the organizations involved. To assess the influence of the organizational 

actors, their rhetoric is compared to that found in parliamentary documents. In addition, 

analytical inferences are made between the actors’ rhetorical strategies, possession, and use 

of particular resources, and the outcomes of the conflicts. 
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1 Introduction 

Organizations often try to influence public opinion and public policies to the best of their 

own interests. This takes the form of so-called issues management, lobbying, media 

relations, alliance building, publishing of leaflets and brochures, and so forth. Curiously 

enough, the political consequences of such activities are seldom studied with a broad focus 

on the rhetoric and the resources that organizations draw upon. This is strange, given the 

huge significance that organizations and their rhetoric and resources might have on public 

policies that influence human lives in all-encompassing ways.  

One crucial and contested policy area regards energy and the environment, which 

has played a pivotal role in Norwegian political culture (Knutsen, 1997). Few other political 

issues have caused as much conflict and civil engagement. It is possible to find non-

governmental organizations with volunteers and low-paid activists that devote themselves to 

the cause of environmental protection. For many years in Norway, the focus of such 

activists was particularly on the fight against the continued development of hydroelectric 

plants. However, on the plus side, hydroelectric power was the crucial instrument in 

rebuilding the nation after the Second World War. Many industries and local communities 

have depended on the cheap energy that can be harvested from hydroelectric power and 

have furiously refused conservation attempts, especially from outsiders. The polarization 

and broad engagement are factors that in themselves call for studies of this policy area. 

Furthermore, this is a quintessential example of an area where radically different world 

views come head to head, and rhetoric might be expected to be important. The actors will 

attempt to persuade or convince themselves and others that it is precisely their world view 

and presented solutions that should be the basis for public policies. 

Another element that makes this policy area so interesting is the resource 

discrepancies among the actors. Previously, the opponents of hydroelectric power 

development were often fighting parts of the Norwegian State, or the parts of the 

administration responsible for the nation’s hydroelectric development. Today, the 

environmental activists are often pitted against the largest Norwegian corporations, which 

in fact are energy companies. Both historically and presently, the variations between the 

actors are huge, particularly in regard to the economy and institutionalization. An 

interesting question, then, is whether or not this makes a difference. 
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Today, the era of hydroelectric development is said to be over in Norway, and the 

present environmental agenda is more influenced by worries stemming from the use of 

fossil fuels. Use of the latter energy source contributes to global warming by emitting so-

called climate gases. This is an environmental problem on a much grander scale than the 

old ones, which were essentially local or regional in scope. The United Nation’s 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has predicted several likely consequences of 

climate change, including a rise in the average temperature and more extreme weather 

conditions (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2001).  

Norway has sought to become a leader in the attempts to establish an international 

climate agreement to curb emissions of climate gases. At the same time, however, such 

efforts are also highly consequential for the Norwegian economy, since the country is the 

world’s sixth largest producer and third largest net exporter of oil (Ministry of Petroleum 

and Energy, 2003). Cutbacks are not made easier by the fact that the domestic energy 

supply is largely reliant on hydroelectric power sources that do not emit climate gases. 

These circumstances have created more tension between environmental goals and 

economic goals than in most other European countries, and also helps to explain why 

issues of energy and the environment take center stage in Norwegian politics (Kasa, 

Malvik, & Underdal, 2001).  

 

Postulates: Rhetoric and resources are important 

The first main postulate in this dissertation is that the politics and the human 

understanding regarding the problems described above are influenced by the rhetoric that 

actors use. Influence is understood as the ability to affect the thoughts and actions of others 

by means of persuasion, as opposed to threats or payment. Influence implies the 

presentation of arguments, that is, it involves rhetoric. It is argued that the use of terms like 

“clean hydroelectric power” and “pollution free gas-fired power plants” function 

rhetorically to convey particular perspectives. Since such environmental rhetoric deals with 

highly consequential issues, it becomes all the more important to understand how actors try 

to persuade, which alternatives exist, and what the consequences of these alternatives might 

be. 

Apart from politicians, most of the participants in public debate on issues of energy 

and the environment are organizations and organizational representatives. The rhetoric 

used by the latter rhetors might be said to be a part of public relations strategies to impose 
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their perspective and understanding of energy and environmental problems on others. The 

organizations define problems and their solutions, and try to influence public opinion and 

public policies to the best of their own interests and perspectives. Rhetors engage in 

strategic public relations activities in order to get plants built or stopped by means of direct 

lobbying, seeking media coverage, and swaying public opinion through public relations 

material and protests. Rhetoric is believed to help in such endeavors. The theoretical 

starting point for the analysis thus lies within theory on public relations and rhetoric; 

classical rhetorical sources as well as so-called new rhetoric will be used. This indicates that 

the study has a wider perspective and a different approach than traditional studies of 

lobbying that focus on direct contact with politicians. 

There is another side to rhetoric; it is often an internalized part of the actors’ 

perspectives and is not necessarily always part of a conscious strategy. Strategy can be 

understood to imply knowing or unknowing pursuit of interests. This is also another 

indicator that rhetoric should not be understood negatively as manipulation. Everyone uses 

rhetoric. Rhetoric is inescapable, since the human conception of, for instance, 

environmental issues can only be formed by the use of the discourse that has been 

constructed regarding these matters. The environment does not only have a physical side, 

it is also a social construction made by use of discourse. Rhetoric functions 

epistemologically; it generates and constructs knowledge about the world.  

The second main postulate in this dissertation is that the resources which 

organizations are able to draw upon also influence the political processes mentioned above. 

Rhetoric is obviously also a resource, but will be used here in regard to the textual 

strategies of the actors. The term resource, however, is used in describing the 

organizational context of the rhetorical strategies. Following the work of Pierre Bourdieu 

(e.g., Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), resources might also be called capital. In the most 

typical sense of the word, an organization needs economic capital to publish and distribute 

public relations material like brochures and leaflets. The organization’s degree of 

institutionalization is another important resource that helps in systematizing the general 

activity as well as public relations efforts. Furthermore, an organization’s connections to, 

for instance, politicians, its social capital, might be consequential, along with the 

organization’s general respectability and social standing, or symbolic capital. Finally, the 

education and experience, the knowledge capital, of an organization might help it reach its 

goals. This type of capital could, for instance, include the organization’s knowledge about 

the media. The media probably form the most important arena in the struggle over which 
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words, perspectives, and actors are considered central or legitimate. By orchestrating this 

arena, the media also function as actors themselves. Organizations or individuals are 

ignored or given access to present their perspectives on the airwaves or in newspaper 

columns, and the media coordinate clashes of different or not–so–different perspectives. 

Here, however, it is not the media coverage itself that will be studied, but rather the 

organizations’ knowledge of such important processes and how to exploit them to gain 

access.  

The value of the resources that have been mentioned is to a large extent based upon 

their scarcity among the actors. This points to the importance of the relational aspects 

between the actors. An important backdrop or setting for the activities of the organizations 

is the particular social space or field into which the rhetoric and the resources are coming 

into play. The point that will be developed is that actors compete in this field and that their 

positions here are functions of the quantities and types of resources they possess (Bourdieu 

& Wacquant, 1992). The aspect that is of interest in this dissertation is the struggle that 

takes place in the field with the help of rhetoric and different types of capital. 

 

The research question 

The assumptions above are reflected in the following research question for the dissertation: 

What importance do rhetoric and resources have for the success of public relations strategies regarding a 

public policy issue like energy and the environment?  

A case study approach is chosen to gain in-depth knowledge about the importance of 

rhetoric and resources. Two qualitative case studies are conducted, concerning the two 

largest environmental conflicts in Norway; the first centers on a particular hydroelectric 

development that took place in the 1970s/1980s and the second focuses on attempts to 

build two gas-fired power plants in the mid- and late-1990s. By choosing cases from two 

different periods, this might increase the robustness of the postulates that were raised in the 

previous section. The cases also had different outcomes; the environmentalists successfully 

stalled the building of gas-fired power plants, whereas the hydroelectric plant was built. 

This makes the cases even more interesting in relation to the research question. Still, 

however, the cases were first and foremost selected for their information richness, rather 

than as representative of all cases regarding energy and the environment. This is discussed 

further in the chapter on methodology.  



 

   7 

As will be shown, the research question poses a theoretical challenge to overcome a 

practical-analytical problem and the ontological shortcomings of present rhetorical 

approaches to public relations. A heuristic analytical device is constructed for this purpose 

and is applied to the two case studies.  

To penetrate the rhetoric of the organizational actors, I primarily analyze their 

public rhetoric as it comes across in the media and in public relations publications. In 

addition, however, permit applications from the developers have also been included. 

Furthermore, qualitative interviews were conducted with representatives of the involved 

organizations regarding their rhetoric. The interviews also gave information about the 

resources of the organizations, but this was additionally supplemented by reading annual 

reports, budgets, and internal documents such as minutes from meetings and strategy 

briefs. More details are given in the chapter on methodology. 

It can be argued that analyses of the rhetoric used and the resources possessed by 

organizations in the conflicts are of value in themselves. The rhetoric of the proponents 

and opponents can, for instance, be compared as artifacts in their own right, and might be 

contrasted to other types of environmental rhetoric, as well as rhetoric outside the realm of 

energy and environmental issues. Similarly, it might be of interest in itself to assess the 

resourcefulness of the various organizations. Nevertheless, since the organizations were 

pitted against each other in conflicts, and operated strategically, it is clearly interesting to 

examine the extent to which they succeeded or failed, and what contributed to this result.  

Success can be measured by whether the organizational actors were able to see the 

projects through or stop them. A secondary success criterion is whether the actors gained 

some political support in the Norwegian Parliament. In both respects, it is possible to talk 

about the organizations having influence. As mentioned, influence is defined as a capacity 

to affect the thoughts and actions of others by persuading or convincing them. This 

definition excludes force and material inducement, but allows for both rational and 

irrational processes. It does, however, ultimately build on the agreement of the other party, 

in that the latter recognizes that he or she has an interest in complying with the wish of the 

rhetor. Influence involves rhetoric (Kennedy, 1991; Mayhew, 1997; Corbett & Connors, 

1999).  

It will be theorized that resources also play a role, both directly and indirectly. Joint 

membership in a social network might be used to call upon favors, or it could predispose 

members to receive fellow members’ propositions or perspectives more favorably than 

those of non-members. Furthermore, an organization could, for instance, have a special 
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social standing, which might impress politicians and affect their decisions. Resources could 

also function indirectly by providing the necessary means for the production and 

presentation of rhetoric. Some knowledge about arguing and how to gain access to the 

media and politicians is needed, and economic capital and institutionalization might help 

in this attempt to tip the balance in favor of the organization’s perspective. Several studies 

point to the importance of resources for both general public interest groups and 

environmental organizations (Berry, 1977; Kolbenstvedt, Strand, & Østensen, 1978; 

Uhrwing, 2001; Davis, 2002; Cottle, 2003).  

Nonetheless, it has been a longstanding research challenge, within political science 

and other disciplines, to assess precisely the influence that organizational actors might have 

on, for instance, public policies (Berry, 1977). The irony is that the researcher also engages 

in rhetorical practice. Writing about effects in this area comes down to inferring and 

presenting arguments for interpretations based on theory and empirical material. One 

influence indicator is, for instance, when politicians explicitly refer to organizations as 

sources or as “evidence,” that is, when the name of an organization is used as a guarantee 

or authority on some matter. Here, however, the empirical arguments about influence will 

be grounded first and foremost in a comparison between the rhetoric of the organizational 

actors and the rhetoric that is found in the parliamentary documents and minutes that 

concern the cases. If the politicians’ rhetoric resembles that of the organizational actors, 

this is interpreted as an example of influence. Obviously, the direction of this relationship 

might be contested. It could, for instance, be argued that the politicians and the actors were 

influencing each other’s rhetoric mutually, or for that matter, that the organizations were 

adapting to rhetoric that already existed in the political arena. These are possibilities that 

cannot be entirely ruled out, although the chronology of publicized documents might give 

some pointers as to where the rhetoric originated.  

In addition, influence will also be assessed by a more general interpretation of how 

politicians changed or adopted a policy position subsequent to advocacy from the 

organizational actor. Again, this is a rhetorical exercise. The importance that the actors’ 

resources might have had for a parliamentary vote is evaluated in the same way. As 

mentioned, however, an important function of resources is also to provide a foundation for 

the production and presentation of rhetoric.  

Although the focus here is on the rhetoric and the resources of the organizations, it is 

not expected or argued that these factors account for the outcome of the conflicts alone. 

Other important factors might be the interests and motives of the politicians themselves, 
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and a later section in this chapter points out the relationships that the political parties have 

traditionally had with issues regarding energy and the environment. The media comprises 

other important actors that might have independent influence on the outcomes of the 

conflicts, in addition to being used as a platform by other actors. Moreover, there are also 

other organizational actors, beyond the scope of this dissertation, who might also have an 

important role to play. This research exercise, as with most others, is bound to rely on 

several choices that necessarily pose some limits on how categorical the conclusions might 

be. These matters are discussed further in the chapter on methodology, in the final sections 

of both case studies, and also in the concluding chapter. Ultimately, assessing influence 

must remain an undertaking that involves qualitative interpretation of a range of 

relationships and possible explanations.  

 

The cases  

In order the gain a meaningful, well researched background to the field of energy and the 

environment, that is, the context for the analysis of the rhetoric and the resources, it was 

necessary to undertake comprehensive historical reconstructions of both cases. Below are 

short overviews. 

 

Case 1) The Alta hydroelectric project 

Hunger strikes, death threats, shootings, sit-in protests in front of the Norwegian 

Parliament, and obstruction of construction machinery were all part of the so-called Alta 

conflict. Running from approximately 1970 to 1982, the Alta hydroelectric project in the 

county of Finnmark in Northern Norway led to the country’s most dramatic conflict since 

the end of the Second World War. During the most intense period, 600 police officers 

confronted 800–900 protesters who braved temperatures of 36 degrees Celsius below zero 

to block the construction road. 

The authorities maintained that the development was needed to secure energy supply 

and create jobs. The opponents argued that the area had unique economic and 

environmental value. This, however, was not a typical Norwegian hydroelectric power 

conflict, as it also affected Saami areas.1 The project had significant symbolic value for 

                                                
1 The Saami are recognized by the Norwegian Constitution as a separate indigenous people and 

ethnic minority, with its own language and a long history of settlement in Norway. The Saami also reside in 
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many Saami, adding to their history of being subjected to an ideology of 

“Norwegianization.” Alta also set itself dramatically apart from other hydroelectric power 

projects, in that the decision-making process was politicized at an early stage. The 

boundaries between the administrative phase, the scientific investigation phase, and the 

political phase disappeared (Paine, 1982; Burns & Midttun, 1984). 

Today, as will be shown, the Alta conflict is still a major reference point in 

Norwegian politics and environmental debate, and much has been written about it (e.g., 

Bolsø, Christiansen, Dalland, & Koksvik, 1977; Paine, 1982; Andersen & Midttun, 1985; 

Dalland, 1994; Brostigen, 2003; Eikeset, 2003). A lacuna in this literature is, nonetheless, 

investigations of the public relations strategies that were in use, and nobody has studied the 

rhetoric and resources of the organizational actors. 

The history of the Alta conflict is highly complex; a timeline is presented in the 

methodology chapter. The conflict lasted for many years and involved several actors; the 

Norwegian Parliament voted on the project three times, and it was also treated by the 

Supreme Court. It is impossible, within the confines of this dissertation, to give a complete 

presentation and analysis of the many twists and turns of the case, the reports and papers, 

the protests and meetings, the many complex and technical plans, the impacts of the 

development, or the numerous actors who engaged in the debate. What follows are 

analyses of the most important organizational actors, their resources, and their rhetoric, as 

manifested in a selection of different texts. It is focused on the developer—the Norwegian 

Water Resources and Energy Directorate—on the one side, and, on the other side, the 

largest environmental organization—Friends of the Earth Norway—and the ad hoc 

organization that was formed—the People’s Movement against the Development of the 

Alta–Kautokeino Watercourse. 

This by no means implies that the issue of Saami rights or the activity of the Saami 

activists and organizations were not important for the outcome of the conflict. The focus of 

the dissertation is, however, on the field of energy and the environment, rather than on the 

rights of indigenous people. In addition, this choice can be defended pragmatically: an even 

larger amount of information would have led to the sacrifice of case study number two, due 

to time and space constraints. 

 
                                                                                                                                              

Sweden, Finland, and Russia, but the majority live in Norway. Population estimates range from 20,000 to 

35,000. Between 3,000 and 7,000 depend on reindeer herding (Repstad, 1986; Anderson & Beach, 1992; 

Hætta, 2002). 
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Case 2) The gas-fired power plants of Naturkraft 

The conflict that case study number two centers on was not nearly as dramatic as the Alta 

conflict, but it did lead to the resignation of a government, and the environmentalists 

organizing large-scale civil disobedience actions that brought comparisons with the Alta 

conflict. The conflict started when the company Naturkraft wanted to build gas-fired power 

plants and argued that power generated from such plants could replace the power 

produced from more polluting sources in the Nordic region, and could thus contribute to 

less pollution on a global scale. The environmentalists opposed the plans, and argued that 

the plants would contribute to global warming by increasing the total consumption of 

power. Their preferred solutions to this problem were energy efficiency and conservation, 

as well as increased commitment to develop renewable energy sources.  

This conflict has also received considerable academic attention (e.g., Erland, 1999; 

Hasselmeier, 1999; Kapstad, 2001; Nilsen, 2001; Haukeland, 2002). As with the Alta 

conflict, however, nobody has studied the public relations of the actors with a focus on 

rhetoric and resources. Such a perspective seems particularly fitting in this conflict for two 

reasons; firstly, that the environmentalists were able to stall the project, despite the fact that 

the Norwegian Parliament had given its support to it. The success of the environmentalists 

was in sharp contrast to what happened in the Alta dispute. Secondly, in the conflict over 

gas-fired power plants, both proponents and opponents professed to advocate the best 

environmental solution. The Alta conflict, as mentioned, followed the classic pattern, 

where it was argued by the proponents that the environmental interests had to succumb to 

more pressing interests in society.  

In this second case, the events in question occurred between 1994, when Naturkraft 

was set up, and 2001 when the conflict had reached a standstill. A timeline of the events is 

presented in the methodology chapter, but it should be emphasized that in 2004, the 

conflict is not over yet. This case also merits much more detailed analysis than will be given 

here, due to time and space constraints, and only a small selection of material could be 

used. Again, however, the aim of comparing two conflicts was an overriding objective in 

order to yield richer insights into the topic of the dissertation. In addition to analyzing the 

strategies of Naturkraft, the opposition work conducted by the organization Nature and 

Youth is also investigated. Nature and Youth initiated several coalitions, including the 

Climate Alliance and the ad hoc protest network Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants. 

These initiatives had central roles in the conflict and are analyzed here. Moreover, the 
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work conducted by the environmental foundation Bellona was also consequential for the 

conflict, and is thus analyzed too.  

 

Public relations defined 

It could be argued that the topic of the dissertation should be lobbying, rather than public 

relations strategies, and the use of rhetoric and resources in this regard. Several researchers 

operate with an understanding of lobbying that includes all direct and indirect 

communication in efforts to influence political decision-making (Berry, 1977; Kollman, 

1998; Jaatinen, 1999). Others, however, have used narrower definitions of lobbying which 

focus on the direct contact between organizations and politicians (Espeli, 1999; Gabrielsen, 

1999; Gullberg & Helland, 2003). Here, this more constricted understanding will be 

followed, and lobbying is considered as a subset of an organization’s public relations. The 

literature on public relations has more on offer than the literature on lobbying, regarding 

how an organization’s public profile is constructed, that is, how the organization attempts to 

obtain media coverage, build alliances, and generally work to sway public opinion.  

However, a more precise definition of public relations is called for. In one of the most 

widely used textbooks, public relations is said to be “the management function that 

establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and 

the publics on whom its success or failure depends” (Cutlip, Broom, & Center, 1999, p. 6). 

Another much used definition is that public relations is “the management of the 

communication between an organization and its publics” (Grunig & Hunt, 1984, p. 6). 

Expanding on the latter definition, it is said that public relations, or communication 

management, “describe the overall planning, execution, and evaluation of an organization’s 

communication with both external and internal publics—groups that affect the ability of an 

organization to meet its goals” (Grunig, 1992, p. 4).  

However, several issues should be pointed out in relation to these definitions. A 

problem with the first definition is that it involves a moral and ethical dimension that tells 

practitioners how they should go about their work. Not all public relations activity centers 

on, results in, or even agrees on the effects of “mutually beneficial relationships” specified 

here. The strength of the latter two definitions, for their part, is that they do not limit the 

research object to public relations that are desirable from a moral or ethical viewpoint.  

However, the latter two definitions also have normative and problematic elements. A 

first point that might be raised is that it is implied that public relations is a management 
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discipline. Several good reasons might be given for this from the practitioners’ viewpoint. 

When the senior public relations manager is a member of the dominant coalition, he or she 

is able to shape the organization’s goals and to help determine which external publics are 

most valued strategically. This will contribute to the effectiveness of the organization, and 

help the organization to maintain good relationships with its publics and meet its goals 

(Grunig, Grunig, & Ehling, 1992). On the other hand, this normative attribute might be 

regarded as an attempt to heighten the status of the discipline. With the elevation to 

management status comes increased power and respect, new and more interesting work 

tasks, increased resources for professional performance, and, of course, higher salaries. 

Trying to define public relations as a management function might be regarded as a project 

of legitimating a function that often has a hard time in proving its effect on the bottom line. 

A descriptive definition of public relations should, however, be able to include technical as 

well as managerial practice. It must be reflected that not every organization practices 

public relations according to the excellence criteria put forward in the literature.  

A second point that is worthwhile to discuss is how the definitions refer to publics 

rather than the public in a habermasian sense (Habermas, 1989). In fact, the existence of the 

latter is explicitly rejected, and instead it is advocated that an organization’s external links 

should be analyzed using the stakeholder concept. Stakeholders are those that are affected 

by the decisions of the organization and those that affect the organization with their 

decisions. Those stakeholders that are aware and become active transform themselves into 

publics. These publics could be analyzed according to segmentation principles, that is, 

principles that divide people into groups having similar responses to the communication 

activity of the organization (Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Grunig, Dozier et al., 1992). Such 

analytical tools do have merit, but there is also a need to reintroduce some notion of a 

public sphere in order to relate the analysis of the practice to the greater civil society, rather 

than just particularized publics. A public sphere might be understood as a discursive 

networks of persons, institutions and organizations that are launched as pertaining to the 

concerns of “everyone” (Habermas, 1989). Traditionally, the literature has included a focus 

on a political and a literary public sphere. In this sense, there has also been an argument for a 

public sphere of organizational legitimacy and identity (Jensen, 2001a, 2001b). The most 

important point in this connection, however, is that public relations theorists should not 

only talk about particularized publics identified by segmentation principles, but also relate 

to other processes of civil society that are not necessarily grasped with techniques adopted 

from marketing. As mentioned, this dissertation will include discussion on a field of actors 
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that are preoccupied with issues of energy and the environment. The concept of a field 

offers a way of analyzing and framing the social space of rhetorical activities. Choosing this 

concept also implies a focus on relationships and resources, as well as struggles and conflicts 

among actors (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). This point is elaborated on in chapter four. 

The third argument concerning the above-mentioned definitions is that the 

managerial slant is an additional critical point. It is a “talking to”, rather than a “talking 

with”, mode that is prescribed. The concept managing implies control, rather than 

negotiation with publics. This is not only a normative aspect, but it also raises the question 

of whether communication should be thought of as transfer of a message or as a process 

whereby actors are participants that share a message and negotiate its meaning. Here, it is 

argued that the latter view better encapsulates the communication process, since it stresses 

the important active, interpreting role of what has traditionally been seen as the passive 

audience. Organizations might attempt to manage meaning, but there are clear limits to 

how this might be done. There is a need to incorporate the view of communication as a 

negotiation of meaning in a definition of public relations. Incidentally, for the sake of 

simplicity, the term “audience” will be employed throughout the dissertation. This should 

not, however, be taken to represent a simple and linear view of the communication process.  

A fourth discussion point is whether public relations should be limited to the 

communication activities of organizations only. Central public relations textbooks do 

present public relations as an organizational activity (e.g., Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Harrison, 

1995; Spicer, 1997; Cutlip et al., 1999; Newsom, Kruckeberg, & Turk, 2000). However, 

there do not seem to be any obstacles preventing individuals from also using public 

relations techniques. It only takes one person to conduct lobbying activities or to mail a 

press release. However, it could be argued that if public relations are also to include the 

communication activities of individuals, the term would be obsolete and the general label 

“communication” could be used instead. Here, then, public relations will be limited to 

organizational activity first and foremost. An organization, in its turn, is defined as a 

number of individuals that conduct different tasks (this involves division of labor and 

specialization) in a coordinated way in order to reach certain goals (Bruzelius & Skärvad, 

2000).  

A related point is whether it is possible to say that the state is an organization that 

conducts public relations, or whether the activities of the state are disaggregated into that of 

state organizations. In the context of this dissertation, it will, for instance, be pointed out 

that different governmental agencies expressed diverging opinions on the issues in question. 
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Some were thought of as supporters, others as opponents of the respective projects. The 

state, then, could be seen as a highly complex organization that entails several 

organizations within its own organizational framework. There is, however, coordination 

and a certain limit to the autonomy of the different state organizations. The state 

organizations are expected to follow through governmental decisions, and these traits make 

it possible to consider the state as such as an organization. The implication is still that the 

analyst has to take into account the relative autonomy of the different public authorities 

and the fact that they might have divergent goals and views.  

Taking the points above together, and for the purpose of the dissertation, public 

relations is defined as all communication efforts of an organization to negotiate its relations with actors 

in the field(s) where it itself is an actor. 

 

Public relations theory and contributions from this dissertation 

The first attempt to theorize the profession of public relations was probably made by 

Edward L. Bernays with his book of 1923—Crystallizing Public Opinion (i.e., Bernays, 

1923/1934). Bernays built largely on the ideas of Walter Lippmann about society being 

threatened by chaos and the masses not being expected to behave rationally (Lippmann, 

1922). “Engineering of consent” was a prime challenge, Lippmann thought, and Bernays 

latched onto this idea, arguing that this should be the task of public relations. Later, he 

would also draw on psychology and other social theories of the day to further the interests 

of the clients of his public relations agency (Tye, 1998/2002).  

Since then, public relations researchers have drawn upon a range of different 

theoretical approaches, including semiotics (Botan & Soto, 1998), feminism (Grunig, Toth, 

& Hon, 2000), cultural theory (Tate, 1997), postmodernism (Holtzhausen, 2000), and 

critical theory (Berger, 1999). Public relations has, nonetheless, been accused of being 

theoretically underdeveloped, and has been called “parochial, utilitarian, and insufficiently 

self-reflective” (Cheney & Christensen, 2001, p. 179). The public relations body of 

knowledge allegedly reflects consensus- rather than theory-building (Mickey, 1995). It is 

argued that textbooks uncritically present public relations as an ever-evolving and positive 

social force, and rely on insights from media scholarship from the 1950s (Duffy, 2000).  

This bleak view is indeed easy to share, as the theoretical branch is dominated by a 

handful of persons and institutions in the U.S.A. (Pasadeos, 1999). In particular, the so-

called symmetrical approach or systems theory approach has prevailed (e.g., Grunig & 
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Hunt, 1984; Grunig, Dozier et al., 1992; Cutlip, Broom, & Center, 1994; Dozier, Grunig, 

& Grunig, 1995; White & Mazur, 1995; Kitchen, 1997; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000; 

Grunig, 2001; Grunig, Grunig, & Dozier, 2002). Among the claims of these theorists are 

that organizations must concern themselves with their surroundings in order to survive and 

prosper. Organizations must be socially responsible and seek to maintain balance, or 

equilibrium, with their environment; in some situations, the organization has to adapt, in 

others it aims to control. Communication will be conducted along a continuum between 

asymmetrical and symmetrical tactics, between compliance gaining and problem solving. 

The approach has, however, been criticized along a number of lines: its epistemological 

foundation (for instance, an over-simplified view of communication), the empirical basis 

(self-reports from practitioners), the ontological presuppositions (for instance, the existence 

of win-win zones), the ethical basis (the strategic character of the proposed dialogue), and 

the political orientation (managerial and pluralist) (Ihlen, forthcoming). 

Another problem that must be addressed here is the insistence that the rationale of 

public relations research is to improve the practice of the profession (Grunig, 2001). I argue 

that this is an unnecessary limitation of public relations. Instead, public relations should be 

opened up for dissensus-oriented approaches that do not have as one of their chief aims the 

construction of a better practice. Dissensus approaches try to disrupt the prevailing 

discourse, and provide either “forums for and modes of discussion to aid in the building of 

more open consensus,” or “to show the partiality (the incompletion and one-sidedness) of 

reality and the hidden points of resistance and complexity” (Deetz, 2001, pp. 26 -31). 

Public relations as an academic discipline needs an understanding of how the public 

relations function works, and how it is influenced by rhetoric, resources, and so on. Such 

research endeavors have an obvious legitimate role in themselves, and cannot rest upon an 

obligation to point to ideal practices before or after criticizing current practices. In short, 

scholarship should not be too tightly linked to the social institution it studies, as this leads to 

a loss of perspective or a preoccupation with only one perspective (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000).  

Of equal importance in the context of this dissertation is that the symmetrical 

approach does not really take issue with the symbolic side of public relations. Therefore, it 

might be worth having a closer look at the rhetorical alternatives on offer (e.g., Heath, 

1992b; Toth & Heath, 1992; Elwood, 1995; Mickey, 1995; Hoover, 1997; Heath, 2000). 

This is covered more thoroughly in chapter four. With the research question in mind, 

however, it is possible to discern two problems with the rhetorical approaches to public 

relations. This will be elaborated on later, but a short flash-forward is called for here.  
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Firstly, rhetorical studies of public relations seldom contain concrete advice for 

broad-based, empirical analysis. Although some notable exceptions exist (e.g., Mickey, 

1995; Hearit, 2001; Skerlep, 2001), too often such studies concentrate on meta-theoretical 

questions and are satisfied merely to indicate the potential of rhetorical theory. When 

authors do engage with empirical material, they often concentrate on a few selected 

rhetorical concepts, or their studies have an intrinsic historical character that contributes 

little to theory building. This makes it necessary to have a closer look at different 

understandings of rhetoric and different rhetorical concepts; the two first theoretical 

chapters are devoted to this.  

The second problem that can be identified in this context is the lack of an integrated 

perspective on resources. Following George Cheney and Lars Thøger Christensen (Cheney 

& Christensen, 2001), this is something that will be formulated as a critique of the 

ontological basis of the rhetorical approach that has argued that deep-pocket spending is 

not really an issue. The argument goes that all ideas are put to test in a public marketplace 

where the superior ones prevail. Those ideas that are narrowly self-interested do not 

withstand public scrutiny (e.g., Heath, 2000, 2001a). Apart from criticizing such notions, 

attempts are made to go beyond mere critique to suggest ways to incorporate a perspective 

on resources in a rhetorical approach. Chapter four is dedicated to this discussion. 

In short, I propose to answer the research question and work around the mentioned 

problems of the rhetorical approach to public relations by constructing an analytical 

framework that draws on both rhetorical and sociological theory. This is the main 

contribution to public relations theory to emerge from this dissertation.  

 

The Norwegian political context 

A short overview of the Norwegian political context is called for, since there are some 

peculiarities that are important for an understanding of the political system and the actors 

that are analyzed. Norway is a kingdom where the King’s council—the Council of State—

holds the executive power, and the members of the council make up the government. The 

Storting—the Norwegian Parliament—is the legislative and budgetary power, and the 

government depends on the confidence of the Storting. More details about the 

Constitution are found in the Appendices. Overviews of the Norwegian political system can 

be found in several different books (e.g., Skare, 1987; Strøm & Svåsand, 1997; Arter, 1999; 

Lijphart, 1999; Rønning, 2001; Christensen, Egeberg, Larsen, Lægreid, & Roness, 2002). 
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The large Power and Democracy project is the latest and most comprehensive study of the 

system (Østerud, Engelstad, & Selle, 2003). In this section, details are firstly given of the 

post-1945 political development with regard to political parties and governments; there 

then follows: an overview of the parties’ relationships with the environmental issue, an 

outline of the political-administrative system, and an elaboration on the consequences of 

Norway being a small country.  

 

Political parties and governments 

As in Denmark and Sweden, the electoral supremacy of social democracy is pronounced in 

Norway (Arter, 1999). The social democratic Labour Party (www.dna.no) has been the 

largest party in every election since 1945. As shown in Table 1.1, the Labour Party actually 

had a pure majority in the Storting from 1945 to the election in 1961. The Socialist Left 

Party (www.sv.no), which tellingly positions itself further to the left, has never significantly 

threatened the position of Labour. Table 1.2 also shows how the Labour Party has formed 

12 of the 20 regular post-war governments. 

Among many factors that have contributed to the supremacy of the social democracy 

is the fragmentation in the ranks of the non-socialists (Arter, 1999). Although the 

Conservative Party (www.hoyre.no) has been the second largest party for most of this 

period, it has had competition from the Christian Democratic Party (www.krf.no), the 

Centre Party (www.senterpartiet.no), and the Liberal Party (www.venstre.no). The 

Conservatives and the three other non-socialist parties have all formed governments 

together, as shown in Table 1.2. The Conservatives have only held office alone on one 

occasion, between 1981 and 1983. An additional competitor on the right wing of 

Norwegian politics has been the Progressive Party (www.frp.no), which from 1989 has been 

a force to reckon with, although it has never been part of the government.  

Since 1971, there has been only one majority government, which was led by Kåre 

Willoch from 1983 to 1986. The trend has thus been towards weaker governments. During 

the 1990s, it was said that the Storting had become more active, defeating the government 

over particular votes more frequently than before. In other words, it seems that the 

importance of the Storting increased from the period of the Alta conflict to the period 

when the conflict over the gas-fired power plants took place. Environmental politics was 

said to be a case in point, illustrating the new importance of the processes in the Storting, 
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which apparently also provided new opportunities for lobbyists (Klausen & Rommetvedt, 

1997; Arter, 1999). 

Table 1.2 also illustrates how the Labour Party ruled for most of the time during the 

Alta conflict (approximately 1970–1982), but the party had to share power with two 

coalitions during the conflict over the gas-fired power plants of Naturkraft (approximately 

1994–2001). Kjell Magne Bondevik, from the Christian Democratic Party, headed both of 

these coalition governments. 

 

Table 1.1 Storting elections 1945–2001, percentage of seats (source: www.ssb.no)2  

 N= Labour  Conser. Centre  Liberals Christian Socialist  Progress 

1945 150 51 17 7 13 5 – – 

1949 150 57 15 8 14 6 – – 

1953 150 51 18 9 10 9 – – 

1957 150 52 19 10 10 8 – – 

1961 150 49 19 11 9 10 1 – 

1965 150 45 21 12 12 9 1 – 

1969 150 49 19 13 9 9 0 – 

1973 155 40 19 14 1 13 10 3 

1977 155 49 26 8 1 14 1 0 

1981 155 43 34 7 1 10 3 3 

1985 157 45 32 8 0 10 4 1 

1989 165 38 22 7 0 8 10 13 

1993 165 41 17 19 1 8 8 6 

1997 165 39 14 7 4 15 5 15 

2001 165 26 23 6 1 13 14 16 

 

(Labour = the Labour Party; Conser. = the Conservative Party; Centre = the Centre Party; Liberals = the Liberal Party; 

Christian = the Christian Democratic Party; Socialist = the Socialist Left Party; Progress = the Progressive Party) 

 

                                                
2 In addition, the Communist Party of Norway (www.nkp.no) acquired 7 % of the seats in 1945, 2 % 

in 1953, and 1 % in 1957. The category “others” has also been omitted, but contained, for instance, one 

representative from the Red Electoral Alliance (www.rv.no) in 1993 and one representative from the Coastal 

Party (www.kystpartiet.no) in 1997 and 2001. 
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Table 1.2 Norwegian governments 1945–2004 (source: www.odin.dep.no) 

Period  Party/parties Prime Minister 

WWII Coalition government, London John Nygaardsvold 

06.45–11.45 Post-war coalition government Einar Gerhardsen 

11.45–11.51 Labour Einar Gerhardsen 

11.51–01.55 Labour Oscar Torp 

01.55–08.63 Labour Einar Gerhardsen 

08.63–09.63 Conservatives, Centre, Christian Democrats, Liberals John Lyng 

09.63–10.65 Labour Einar Gerhardsen 

10.65–03.71 Conservatives, Centre, Christian Democrats, Liberals Per Borten 

03.71–10.72 Labour Trygve Bratteli 

10.72–10.73 Christian Democrats, Centre, Liberals Lars Korvald 

10.73–01.76 Labour Trygve Bratteli 

01.76–02.81 Labour Odvar Nordli 

02.81–10.81 Labour Gro Harlem Brundtland 

10.81–06.83 Conservatives Kåre Willoch 

06.83–05.86 Conservatives, Centre, Christian Democrats Kåre Willoch 

05.86–10.89 Labour Gro Harlem Brundtland 

10.89–11.90 Conservatives, Christian Democrats, Centre  Jan P. Syse 

11.90–10.96 Labour Gro Harlem Brundtland 

10.96–10.97 Labour Thorbjørn Jagland 

10.97–03.00 Christian Democrats, Liberals, Centre  Kjell Magne Bondevik 

03.00–10.01 Labour Jens Stoltenberg 

10.01– Conservatives, Christian Democrats, Liberals Kjell Magne Bondevik 

 

 

The political parties and the environmental issue 

The previously mentioned increased conflict-level in the Storting during the 1990s is tied to 

a range of different questions, but the issue of energy and the environment is among the 

more central ones. In the 1950s and 1960s, there existed an all-party consensus that 

economic growth had to be prioritized. To some extent, such attitudes changed during the 

late 1960s and early 1970s. The period from 1970 to 1975 is often spoken of as the heyday 

of classical Norwegian environmentalism (Berntsen, 1994). The environmental debate did 

not, however, follow the traditional left–right axis, as many “value conservatives” sided 
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with those criticizing relentless economic growth (Knutsen, 1997; Eriksen, Hompland, & 

Tjønneland, 2003). 

The parties’ relationships with energy and the environment have been the focus of 

some studies in political science (Aardal, 1990, 1993; Knutsen, 1997). One crucial point 

made here is that the environmental issue was assimilated into the political system during 

the early 1970s. This also helps to explain the meager results of the Norwegian Green 

Party (www.gronne.no), which was established in 1988. As there was no “vacant spot” in 

the party system, the Green Party has never gained a seat in the Storting or become a 

political factor like its sister parties in Finland, Germany or Sweden (Aardal, 1990; Arter, 

1999). 

Looking at the period 1977–1993, Bernt Aardal has argued that the parties, for the 

most part, have not granted the environmental issue a privileged position, but integrated it 

in the existing political structures according to their political traditions and “client” groups. 

As for the matter of hydroelectric development, the parties could be grouped into four: The 

Liberal Party, the Socialist Left, and the Centre Party that gave specific promises of 

protection of river systems; the Labour Party and the Conservatives that recommended 

“moderate” development; the Progressive Party that supported increased development; 

and the Christian Democratic Party that did not give the issue much attention at all 

(Aardal, 1993).  

The Socialist Left Party and the Liberal Party stand out as having “green” profiles, 

and have developed what political scientists have called a postmaterialist platform, as opposed 

to materialism favoring economic growth (Arter, 1999). Both parties were early advocates 

for the stabilization of energy consumption, and argued against continued hydroelectric 

development. In the programs of both of these parties, there have been more suggestions 

for permanent protection of river systems than in the programs of the others. For the 

Socialist Left Party, protection of the environment was often tied to a general critique of 

capitalism. Such aspects have subsequently been toned down, particularly during the early 

1980s. The party has also been torn between prioritization of employment and 

environmental protection (Aardal, 1993).  

For the Liberal Party, the environmental issue was convenient when the party needed 

a new platform after a division of the party in 1972 in connection with the referendum on 

Norwegian membership of the European Union, or the European Economic Community 

(EEC), as it was then called. Afterwards, the Liberal Party tried to position itself as an 

environmental party. Even in periods when the other parties decreased their emphasis on 
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environmental issues, for instance, during the mid-1980s, the Liberal Party increased its 

references to this issue (Aardal, 1990, 1993).  

The Centre Party, formerly the Farmer’s Party, focuses on the conditions for primary 

industries, and has thus been engaged with the development of hydroelectric power. On 

the one hand, the party has been a sturdy supporter of the development of rural districts, 

and hydroelectric power development might bring jobs and increased income for local 

communities. On the other hand, the party has also been preoccupied with the protection 

of farmland and grazing areas, and this has often influenced the party to vote against 

development (Aardal, 1993).  

The Labour Party and the Conservative Party have been called “growth parties,” 

and have both traditionally been strong proponents of the development of hydroelectric 

power. Nevertheless, both parties have also advocated efficient nature management, given 

that the natural resources are scarce and the environment fragile. Their position has been 

characterized as one of “economic growth with environmental protection” (Aardal, 1990, 

1993). A similar combined perspective has more recently been called sustainable development 

(e.g., Peterson, 1997).  

However, Labour and the Conservatives have often differed regarding the practical 

implementation of the energy policies, with the former regularly leaning more towards 

regulation. Another difference is that Labour has put more emphasis on the need to secure 

employment (Aardal, 1993). Nevertheless, there are vocal factions or individuals in both of 

these parties, and particularly in the youth parties, that have a “greener” profile than the 

spokespersons for industrial development and employment. The first serious environmental 

split in the Labour Party came in 1978, when two river systems were given permanent 

protection with a one-vote majority in the party’s group at the Storting. It has been argued 

that this saved the career of the then Minister of the Environment, Gro Harlem 

Brundtland, who supported conservation. Brundtland would later become Prime Minister, 

and also headed the United Nation’s World Commission on the Environment and 

Development during the second of her three periods in office (World Commission on the 

Environment and Development & Brundtland, 1987). Nevertheless, it was also decided to 

develop other river systems in 1978, demonstrating that the so-called “power socialism” of 

Labour was not recoiling (Berntsen, 1994).  

The Progressive Party is the party that has set itself furthest apart, for instance 

advocating increased hydroelectric development in periods when the other parties have 

urged “moderation” or halts. This party has combined advocacy for free market 



 

   23 

mechanisms, with calls for the enforcing of pollution legislation (Aardal, 1993). Regarding 

the climate issue, the Progressive Party is the only Norwegian party with a platform stating 

that the phenomenon of climate change is caused by nature itself, rather than human 

activity (www.frp.no).  

As pointed out, the Christian Democratic Party has traditionally not shown much 

concern with, or has taken a middle range position on, issues of energy and the 

environment. Nevertheless, when discussing petroleum production and the environment in 

general, the Christian Democrats have made preservation of the divine creation and 

consideration for the welfare of future generations a central tenet (Aardal, 1993; Knutsen, 

1997). Such ideas have probably gained importance in party circles subsequently. As will 

be shown, in 2000 the party’s Prime Minister Kjell Magne Bondevik resigned over the 

matter of gas-fired power plants. 

 

The political-administrative system 

Presently, the Norwegian government has 17 ministries, of which the Ministry of 

Petroleum and Energy (www.odin.dep.no/oed/) and the Ministry of the Environment 

(www.odin.dep.no/md/) have particular importance in the cases studied here. The latter 

ministry has existed uninterruptedly since 1972, but the names and responsibilities of many 

of the other ministries have changed over the years. In the period 1955–1977, the now 

defunct Ministry of Industry handled energy issues. During 1978–1992, such issues were 

the responsibility of the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy. Then, in the period 1993–

1996, the short-lived Ministry of Trade and Energy was in charge, before the Ministry of 

Petroleum and Energy was reestablished in 1997.  

Most of the ministries have several directorates with particular professional 

orientations and varying independence. Whereas over half of the senior staff in the 

ministries have frequent contact with political management, the staff of the directorates 

often have no contact at all with political management (Christensen et al., 2002). The 

Directorate for Nature Management is the advisory and executive body for the Ministry of 

the Environment in the area of nature management with a special emphasis on 

preservation of biodiversity (www.dirnat.no). The other agency that is highly relevant for 

mention here is the Norwegian Pollution Control Authority (Norwegian abbreviation: SFT) 

(www.sft.no). This directorate provides the ministry with the professional basis for decisions 
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in connection with pollution issues, and also has executive responsibility for measures to 

monitor and combat pollution. 

The Norwegian Water Recourses and Energy Directorate (Norwegian abbreviation: 

NVE) (www.nve.no) is one of the regulatory agencies of the Ministry of Petroleum and 

Energy. The NVE was established in 1919, and is responsible for managing the country’s 

water and non-fossil energy resources. The directorate has been a prime instrument of the 

political administration, and has also enjoyed a close relationship with the Storting, as the 

latter, for instance, has elected the general board of directors of the NVE (Midttun, 1987, 

1988).  

As indicated, the Norwegian State plays an active role, and has a long-held tradition 

in this regard. From 1945 until approximately 1980, a social democratic program for 

governance and development of the welfare state prevailed. The Labour Party had a key 

role in this. During its governance, a range of state-run enterprises were set up and led by 

people with close ties to the party. Furthermore, during this period the market was largely 

set aside in favor of a peculiar form of “bargaining economy” between the state on the one 

side and business and industry on the other. Organizations and corporations were 

interwoven in the administrative system; political and economic arrangements and 

decisions were made in negotiation between public and private actors. The Norwegian 

State during this period has been described as being corporatist and technocratic, as well as 

permeated by a goal-driven rationale adopted from economic science (Hernes, 1978; 

Olsen, 1983; Østerud et al., 2003).  

Starting in the 1980s, however, reforms were introduced into the Norwegian political 

system, and market models were increasingly adopted for use in the public sector. It has 

been argued that the macro-economic policy instruments of the Labour government 

seemed to fail in the new economic situation of the 1970s. What is certain is that the 

hegemony of the Labour Party and its social democratic program evaporated. During the 

1980s, public companies and property were privatized; public bodies were made 

independent or turned into companies (Christensen et al., 2002; Østerud et al., 2003). This 

change was particularly noticeable in the energy administration. In 1986, the state-owned 

power stations (the State Power System) were separated from the NVE and set up as an 

independent administration company. In 1992, this company was further divided into the 

state-owned production and sales enterprise Statkraft (www.statkraft.no) and the grid 

enterprise Statnett (www.statnett.no). The Ministry of Petroleum and Energy still, however, 

plays a role by managing the public ownership interests here. The ministry also has 
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responsibility for the public’s shares in the huge oil and gas corporation Statoil 

(www.atatoil.no), and also has power through the company Petoro, which was set up in 

2001 to maximize the financial value of the government’s oil and gas portfolio 

(www.petoroas.no). 

During this new phase, the day-to-day detailed governance gave way to a governance 

system, which put more emphasis on the ministries’ formulation of general guidelines. 

These guidelines advocated that public companies should have more freedom and pursue 

commercial interests. These reforms took place, in part, due to increasing public 

expenditure and pressure on public budgets, but were, by and large, politically driven. The 

income from the petroleum sector had to some degree shielded the old system. Now, 

however, “change” and “market orientation” had become overriding values. The official 

political rationale was that the citizens, in their new capacity as consumers and clients, 

would be better off with a more effective and responsive system. The effect of the changes 

has been that the corporatist governance system has been weakened in comparison to 

professionalized lobbying and mass-mediated influence (Christensen et al., 2002; Østerud 

et al., 2003). 

The latter changes obviously also had implications for the actors involved in the case 

of the gas-fired power plants. Naturkraft was set up as an independent company, but was 

owned by the three largest companies in Norway: Statoil, Hydro (www.hydro.no), as well 

Statkraft. The latter is the largest producer of electric power in Norway. At present, the 

Norwegian State owns all of the stock in Statkraft, 82 percent in Statoil and 44 percent in 

Hydro. The president and the board of Naturkraft ultimately have to answer to the 

Minister of Petroleum and Energy. The consequences of this will be discussed later.  

As for the environmental organizations, it has been argued that the change gave 

them larger flexibility in the struggle for power and influence in comparison with the 

corporatist system, which had primarily benefited interest organizations from business and 

industry. The changes did, however, also mean that the outcome of the decision-making 

processes became more uncertain, and that the power relationships between the different 

interests in the environmental policy alternated (Opedal, 1997). Nevertheless, the 

environmental sector in Norway had not been insignificant in the previous period either. 

As mentioned, the Ministry of the Environment was established in 1972. From early on, 

the employees stood out as being more “anti-establishment” than employees in the other 

ministries. Several of them had participated in ad hoc organizations, and, to a larger degree 

than other bureaucrats, they identified with the role of the researcher and subscribed to an 
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ideal of professional independence. Later research showed that although the “anti-

establishment” traits had, in the main, disappeared by the 1990s, the employees still had a 

strong identification with the environmental sector (Lægreid & Olsen, 1978; Reitan & 

Stigen, 2000). Following the ideal of professional independence and identifying with “its” 

sector, the ministries and directorates can be quite vocal in their opposition to the 

government, as will be demonstrated in the case studies. The Ministry of the Environment 

is in fact intended to have a “leader role” and to encourage other sectors to incorporate 

environmental considerations (Klausen & Rommetvedt, 1997). 

An important difference, compared to the situations in other countries, is that 

Norwegian environmental organizations are admitted into the decision-making arenas. 

Whereas, for instance, Friends of the Earth has remained a campaigning group in the 

U.S.A. and the U.K., the organization has enjoyed close ties to the Norwegian State. In 

general, the Norwegian political structure has often integrated organizations and their 

political goals quickly, and Norway has frequently been described as a state-friendly 

society. It is normal procedure for Norwegian ministries and their directorates to circulate 

proposals to solicit comments from affected public or private organizations. The 

environmental organizations are often included in this regard, and also participate in 

public committees. Furthermore, the organizations are often partially funded by the public, 

which also gives them legitimacy. Hence, most of the organizations have reasoned that the 

benefits of the proximity to the state outweigh the dilemma of being made responsible for 

the politics. The cooptation process has also run fairly smoothly, since most of the 

Norwegian environmental movement is pragmatic, moderate, non-fundamentalist, and 

integrated into mainstream political culture (Bortne, Grendstad, Selle, & Strømsnes, 2001; 

Strømsnes, 2001; Bortne, Selle, & Strømsnes, 2002; Christensen et al., 2002). 

In short, a political culture and tradition have been fostered where it is possible for 

the environmental organizations to criticize the state and its politics and receive public 

support at the same time. The possible and preferred perspective of the Norwegian 

opposition in general is that it does not have to be an alternative on the outside, but might 

be part of an expanded “normality” (Eriksen et al., 2003).  

 

The small country factor 

Another point that should be made is that Norway is a small country with low levels of 

conflict. In 1970, the population was 3.9 million, in 1980 4 million, and presently there are 
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4.5 million inhabitants (www.ssb.no). This means that the elites of politics, administration, 

business, and industry tend to be rather small, and that the actors often know each other. 

Studies have, for instance, identified that large companies in Norway (400+ employees) are 

run by a circle of approximately 500 persons in total, including chief executive officers and 

chairmen of the boards (Christensen et al., 2002). One example of the intimacy of the elite 

that is sometimes seen, occurred in the Alta conflict, in which a central opponent of the 

hydroelectric power development was a good friend of a general director of the NVE. A 

commonly referred to, and legendary phrase in Norwegian political life is “some of us have 

talked together,” indicating oligarchical tendencies (Hjellum, 1992). The real power might 

reside in small informal networks that make decisions ahead of formal meetings. In January 

2004, the newspaper Dagsavisen reported on an informal “oil group,” whereby central 

Labour politicians working with energy issues met with people from the petroleum 

industry, including companies like Statoil, Hydro, and Statkraft—the three owners of 

Naturkraft. The self-recruiting group, which allegedly had met every sixth week since the 

early 1980s, was unknown to the party’s environmental politicians (Ulstein, Krossli, & 

Bore, 2004). Such contacts and networks obviously might have explanatory power, but are 

also difficult to research. This is something that has to be taken into consideration when 

drawing conclusions about the political processes and the organizational influence through 

rhetoric and resources.  

 

Overview of the dissertation 

Following this introduction, Part II comprises three chapters that deal with theory and 

methodology. Rhetorical theory is defined and placed in its historical context, and a short 

overview is given of the adaptation of rhetorical theory to environmental issues. Useful 

ancient concepts are also discussed. In chapter three, the discussion moves on to modern 

rhetoric and includes consideration of some of the contributions of Kenneth Burke, Chaïm 

Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca. Chapter four includes a discussion on the attempts 

that have been made to use rhetorical theory in public relations. Out of this is developed 

the suggestion that sociological theory on resources should complement such an analysis. 

The chapter ends by pulling together these and other concepts that have been discussed in 

the preceding chapters. Rhetoric could be seen as a methodology in itself; in chapter five, 

however, I have included presentation and discussion of the methodology relating to 
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selection of the actors, the public relations material, the media texts, and the parliamentary 

documents, along with the procedures followed when the qualitative interviews were made.  

Part III of the dissertation is devoted to the case study of the Alta conflict. In chapter 

six, the first stages of the conflict are traced. The main focus is on the first publication by 

Friends of the Earth Norway against the plans and the applications for a building permit 

filed by the developer. In chapter seven, it is the crucial period from 1978–1979 that is 

focused on. Firstly, there is an analysis of how the environmentalists stepped up the 

opposition work, while the parliament still continued to support the hydroelectric power 

project. The first civil disobedience actions followed, and the developer attempted a public 

relations offensive. Chapter eight contains an analysis of the events that occurred from 

1980–1982, in the period when the conflict reached its climax and then petered out. This 

chapter ends with a discussion, which draws together the findings from the case study.  

Part IV of the dissertation focuses on the conflict over the gas-fired power plants of 

Naturkraft. In chapter nine, it is shown how the different actors tried to position themselves 

during the period 1994–1996. Chapter ten includes an analysis of the ways in which the 

different strategies succeeded, that is, the eventual decision of the Storting regarding the 

application for building permits. It is also shown how the environmentalists were able to 

stall the project shortly after the company Naturkraft was given its building permit. 

Chapter eleven includes an analysis of how the company was presented with further 

obstacles, but also how it was able to roll back regulations. Towards the end of the chapter 

is a discussion of the case, in which the various findings are summarized. 

Part V of the dissertation contains chapter twelve, in which the research question is 

answered as succinctly as possible. In addition to discussing the influence of rhetoric and 

resources, other factors are also taken into account. There then follows a discussion on the 

contributions to public relations theory from this dissertation, as well as the limitations of 

the findings. Ideas for improvement and further work are presented towards the end of this 

chapter. In the appendices, a list of the names of the interviewees is presented, along with a 

short overview of the Norwegian Constitution, and a brief background to public relations 

in Norway. 
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PART II — Theory and 

methodology 
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2 Rhetoric: The tradition and the ancient 

concepts 

As indicated in the Introduction, the writings on rhetoric and public relations are seldom 

very specific about the rhetorical tradition and the concepts on offer that might be used in 

a broad-based analysis. The studies often focus on singular concepts or merely point to the 

analytical potential of rhetoric. This chapter thus follows the ad fontes tradition; it contains 

discussions of ways of understanding rhetoric and touches on some of the debates within 

the tradition. The attempts to use rhetorical theory on environmental discourse are also 

reviewed, and rejected as models on which to base the following case studies. The last part 

of the chapter, however, picks up on and discusses some of the ancient concepts that will be 

tested to answer the research question.  

 

Ways of defining rhetoric  

The first distinction that is needed is that between rhetorica utens and rhetorica docens, that is, 

rhetoric in use and rhetorical theory (Burke, 1950/1969; Andersen, 1995). Most often, the 

context will indicate which meaning is intended. Most publications on rhetoric begin by 

lamenting the negative status which the term has earned (e.g., Fafner, 1977/1989; Foss, 

Trapp, & Foss, 1991; Andersen, 1995). In everyday use, rhetoric is more often than not 

applied as a contrast to “substantial action” and “reality.” Rhetoric is reserved for empty 

words and deception. Furthermore, rhetoric is often thought of as something that others 

engage in. We, by contrast, are imparting information straightforwardly. We are relying on 

facts. Rhetoric, however, as will be explained here, involves attempting to persuade and/or 

convince people, which is something that everyone engages in every day. Every rhetorician 

is happy to point out that the negative understanding of rhetoric is due to the rhetorical 

theory that only puts emphasis on style and delivery. It is argued that the ancient tradition 

is misrepresented. Ramus (Ramus, trans. 1986) and Descartes (Descartes, trans. 1956) are 

often seen as the villains in this history. It can quickly be pointed out, however, that 

rhetoric is inescapable. Everyone uses rhetoric, not least the anti-rhetoricians.  

Literature on the history of rhetoric abounds, both in English-speaking countries 

(e.g., Conley, 1990/1994; Wardy, 1996; Kennedy, 1999; Herrick, 2001), on the European 

continent (e.g., Kopperschmidt, 1990; Lausberg, 1990; Barthes, 1998), and in Scandinavia 
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(e.g., Fafner, 1977/1989, 1982/1995; Lindhart, 1987/1999; Rydstedt, 1993; Andersen, 

1995). In addition, ancient treatises on similar subjects existed in both Egypt and China, 

but here it is the Western tradition, stemming from ancient Greece, that will be focused on. 

Aristotle is often mentioned as the first to have systematized rhetorical theory with his On 

Rhetoric (Aristotle, trans. 1991). In this dissertation, however, no attempt will be made to 

present the whole historical development of rhetoric, but there will be an attempt at 

defining the tradition and a discussion of some modern critical issues. 

The classic and most well known definition is given by Aristotle: “Let rhetoric be 

[defined as] an ability, in each [particular] case, to see the available means of persuasion” 

(Aristotle, trans. 1991, p. 36). George A. Kennedy, who also translated the latter work, has 

presented a reformulated definition where rhetoric is seen as ”the energy inherent in 

emotion and thought transmitted through a system of signs, including language, to others 

to influence their decisions or actions” (Kennedy, 1991, p. 7). Following in this tradition, 

then, the normative aim of rhetoric is “persuasion” or “influence.” Influence was 

previously defined as a capacity to affect the thoughts or actions of others by persuading or 

convincing them. It was pointed out that this definition excludes force and material 

inducement, but allows for both rational and irrational processes. While some use the 

phrases “to persuade” and “to convince” interchangeably (Johannesen, 1987), there might, 

in fact, be a difference between them. To persuade somebody about p is to get him or her 

to believe p. But to convince somebody about p is to provide other sufficient reasons to 

believe that p is true or acceptable (Tranøy, 1986).  

Some argue that rhetoric should confess to its aim of influencing and changing 

people, and thus that persuasion is the better fit in a definition (Andersen, 1995). Others, 

however, stress that rhetoric involves both reason and emotion; that it attempts to convince 

and persuade (Fafner, 1977/1989; Corbett & Connors, 1999). In this dissertation, the latter 

view is followed. 

 

New rhetoric: Issues of scope and epistemology  

During the twentieth century, a new rhetoric emerged. This was driven by, for instance, 

debates on epistemology, that is, how knowledge is generated and constructed. In general, 

rhetorical scholars tried to move away from the aesthetic understanding of rhetoric as 

preoccupied with form, as well as the scientific understanding with its modernist notion of 
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objectivity. A little background on this development will be given here, along with a 

discussion of the main issues. 

Several precursors for the new rhetoric can be mentioned; these were developed by 

such luminaries as Kenneth Burke and Chaïm Perelman. Burke used the phrase “new 

rhetoric” in 1950 in A Rhetoric of Motives. His goal was to rediscover and restore rhetorical 

elements that he felt had been obscured and vandalized by the emphasis on aesthetics 

(Burke, 1950/1969, 1967). Perelman too felt that a new approach was needed, since 

matters of style had become the most important in dominant rhetorical research. In 

particular, he wanted to reinstate matters of rationality. Perelman had lectured on what he 

called “a new rhetoric” in 1949, and together with Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca he published 

The New Rhetoric: A Treatise on Argumentation in 1958 (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 

1969/1971; Perelman, 1979). Some have postulated that The New Rhetoric and Rhetoric of 

Motives are the two major texts in contemporary rhetorical theory (Gaonkar, 2001). Both 

works and their authors will be further discussed in the next chapter. 

From the 1960s and onwards, others followed with criticism which helped to end the 

hegemony of neo-traditionalists that leaned on the “founding father” of the discipline—

Aristotle. The interest in the simple classical models of pedagogy was gradually replaced by 

a wish to understand the relationship between rhetoric and social theory; rhetoric should 

not only be treated as intellectual history. One particular misgiving was tied to how 

rhetoric as an academic area had neglected to discuss its basic philosophy since the days of 

Aristotle. More than two thousand years had passed since the principles of rhetoric were 

first formulated. In light of the many comprehensive social, political, economic, and 

cultural changes, it was argued that these principles would hardly be uniformly germane in 

the twentieth century (Fogarty, 1959; Black, 1965/1978; Booth, 1967; Lucaites & Condit, 

1999).  

Ancient rhetoric primarily dealt with the oral use of language. One particular 

argument of the new rhetoricians was that rhetoric should expand its scope to include all 

forms of symbol use. Rhetoric has to take into consideration the challenges and 

opportunities of the new media that the modern rhetor has at his or her disposal. The 

ancients had obviously not envisioned such channels as radio, film, television, or the 

Internet. The space and time dimensions in these media are radically different from the 

typical public address delivered in front of a live audience, where the rhetor has 

opportunities to correct and adjust the rhetoric during delivery. By 1970, the emerging 
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dominant view was that rhetoric should include a focus on symbols and systems of symbols, 

and take a range of different practices as its object, not only speech (Blair, 1997). 

The many changes from ancient to modern times have also affected the role and 

ideal of the rhetor. The classical tradition was built on a cultural idea of an ideal orator that 

should have internalized all the virtues revered by society. In Greece, he (sic) would possess 

arête. In Rome, he was the good man speaking well. In later periods, he would be the 

Renaissance Man, and then the Enlightenment’s “man of reason.” This ideal, however, 

now seems thoroughly dead, as no one can master all that is best in culture and apply it in 

each case, since the world has become infinitely more complex (Halloran, 1994).  

To expand on the two latter points, the modern rhetor addresses a bigger and vastly 

more diverse audience through the use of the mass media. This creates new challenges, 

since the value systems of the mass media audience are often more divergent and complex 

than those of the audience in Aristotle’s Greece. The complexities of this and the other 

factors only increase when the rhetor is a modern organization, as will be discussed further 

in chapter four, where public relations and rhetoric will specifically be addressed.  

The epistemological foundations of ancient and modern rhetoric are also different. 

Some have argued that classical rhetoric typically saw truth as something that the rhetor 

had arrived at previously, and that rhetoric should merely help to communicate this truth. 

There existed a clearly defined relationship between the rhetor, the audience, and the 

world which was mediated by language. In modern rhetoric, however, there is no fully 

confident or generally accepted epistemological stance that articulates the relationship of 

the knower and the known (Lunsford & Ede, 1994; Ohmann, 1994). Nevertheless, one 

widespread position is that truth is inseparable from discourse, that is, it is inseparable from 

the way we use language and interact. Rhetoric is not seen as something that decorates or 

disguises truth; rhetoric is a way of creating truth.3 

                                                
3  This stance can also be interpreted as an outgrowth from sociology and the idea of social 

constructionism introduced by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). The later 

debate within environmental sociology and studies of environmental discourse is particular interesting (e.g., 

Beck, 1986/1992; Hannigan, 1995; Hajer, 1995/1997). Here, “social constructionists” are seen as opposing 

“realists” who think that objective knowledge about the environment is possible. In the radical version of 

social constructionism, however, there is no way of concluding that environmental problems actually do exist. 

Nonetheless, since most scholars acknowledge elements of the others’ positions, it has been argued that weak 

realism and weak constructionism might describe the positions better (Nørbech, 1997). 
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In 1967, taking his lead from Stephen E. Toulmin (Toulmin, 1958), Robert L. Scott 

argued that rhetoric is epistemic; it is a way of knowing (Scott, 1999). The so-called social-

epistemic rhetoric understands rhetoric as constructing and modifying reality, social 

conditions, and relationships. Rhetoric is implicated in all human behavior and constructs 

social knowledge that is situated materially and historically. It is through rhetoric that ideas 

are accepted or rejected; truth is not discovered or unearthed and cannot be determined in 

any a priori way. Rhetorical interaction is involved when something is declared to be a fact, 

in the interpretation of that fact, and also in how it is used to justify action. This also 

extends to discourse communities that often try to deny that rhetoric plays a role—for 

instance, economics and branches of science dealing with “objective facts.” Nevertheless, 

all types of knowledge must rest upon some kind of human consensus, and thus there is a 

need for rhetoric (McCloskey, 1998; Farrell, 1999; Scott, 1999; Moran & Ballif, 2000; 

Herrick, 2001). 

In a sense, then, truth might be conceived as being created moment by moment. This 

has brought about a renewed interest in the works in the sophistic tradition and its 

emphasis on contingency—how something is probable, rather than certain (e.g., Jarratt, 

1991; Poulakos, 1999). Scott later regretted the use of the word “epistemic,” since he saw 

no way of being certain. According to him, rhetoric is a way of knowing, or rather 

understanding, not the way of knowing or understanding. Most importantly, however, 

positivism’s notion of grand truths should be ignored (Scott, 1993).  

Others have given the above and related epistemological stances different labels: 

intersubjectivity, rhetorical subjectivism, rhetorical relativism, and so forth. These stances can be 

shown to have a modern counterpart which is alternately called rhetorical objectivism, rhetorical 

dialectic, or critical rationalism. The general view held by scholars operating with such 

mindsets is that truth is discovered with the help of rhetoric. This debate has clear parallels 

with the sociological argument (see footnote 3), and the problematic dualism has been 

sought to be bridged by placing the two positions on a continuum, and by introducing 

different mixtures of the two positions (Cherwitz & Hikins, 1999).  

Taking the latter course, it is possible to argue for a view that “reality” is a product of 

a synthesis between material structures and practices on the one side, and the use of 

symbols that reinforce or question these structures and practices on the other (Sandmann, 

1996). The position taken in this dissertation is similarly inclined towards a synthesis view. 

The most radical version of the “rhetoric is epistemic” stance is rejected, as it seems to have 

little room for material existence. This leads into discussions of ontological matters, that is, 
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thoughts of what exists—kinds of being and the relationship between them. While 

acknowledging the existence of material structures, it is argued that rhetoric is needed for 

the social mediation of this knowledge. It is not possible to communicate without rhetoric, 

and rhetoric is crucial for human understanding. In this sense, rhetoric is epistemic, but it 

seems most fruitful to comprehend it as having a dialectic relationship to the ontological. 

Such issues are discussed further in the next chapter in relation to Kenneth Burke, Chaïm 

Perelman, and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca, as well as in chapter four, in relation to views on 

public relations, rhetoric, and resources.  

Although many of those whom we might call new rhetoricians share the general 

notions mentioned above, there is little agreement on a definition of new rhetoric (Farrell, 

1998; Moran & Ballif, 2000). The editors of the book called Defining the New Rhetorics, for 

instance, merely invited a celebration of the diversity of perspectives without attempting to 

offer a definition (Enos & Brown, 1993a). A program of pluralism is also evident in many 

books on modern rhetoric. Contemporary Perspectives on Rhetoric (Foss et al., 1991), Professing the 

New Rhetorics (Enos & Brown, 1994), and Twentieth-Century Rhetorics and Rhetoricians (Moran & 

Ballif, 2000) all include chapters on scholars like Michel Foucault and Jürgen Habermas, or 

contain excerpts from their work. Although these scholars have not necessarily thought of 

themselves as rhetoricians, they have shown a keen interest in discourse, as is the case with 

so many other academics in the twentieth century. There has indeed been a rhetorical turn 

in many academic disciplines. Scholars in philosophy, economics, law, political science, 

social psychology, history, anthropology, political science, sociology, and literature have 

drawn on rhetoric (Lucaites, Condit, & Caudill, 1999).  

The development described above has also led to discussions of what really 

constitutes the study of rhetoric, and which boundaries should be put up in order to avoid 

losing sight of the discipline and relegating it to the needs of other areas of academic 

inquiry (Bitzer, 1997; Black, 1997; Blair, 1997; Kock, 1997; Miller, 1997; Lucaites & 

Condit, 1999). Those wishing to confine the realm of rhetoric often cite Aristotle: “In so far 

as someone tries to make dialectic or rhetoric not just mental faculties but sciences, he [sic] 

unwittingly obscures their nature by the change, reconstructing them as forms of 

knowledge of certain underlying facts, rather than only of speech” (Aristotle, trans. 1991, 

1.4.6). Some argue that rhetoric should not be conceived of as a general all-encompassing 

epistemological theory because of its normative ambition, which also sets it apart from 

other disciplines (Kock, 1997). Rhetoric strives to tell us how everything in an utterance 

should be in the context of the text, that is, the “opportune moment”—kairós (Sipiora & 
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Baumlin, 2002). Analyses of rhetoric should for this reason assess whether texts achieve 

what they are meant to achieve. Here, both the critical, descriptive, and normative 

functions of rhetoric will be taken into consideration, although it is the former function that 

takes precedence, since the prime ambition is to say something about the nature of influence 

that rhetoric, as well as resources have had in the chosen cases. In the concluding sections 

in both case studies, however, other rhetorical possibilities which the actors might have 

chosen are discussed. 

Despite the efforts to contrast old and new rhetoric, there are definitely similarities 

that could be built on too. For instance, among the most important insights that unite the 

rhetorical tradition is the view that reason and emotion are powerfully present in 

persuasive discourse (Scott, 1973; Enos & Brown, 1993b; Lunsford & Ede, 1994). 

Ultimately, building on such similarities, concepts from both ancient and modern rhetoric 

will be applied in this dissertation.  

 

Rhetoric and the environment 

Ancient and modern rhetorical theory have been applied in several studies on issues 

relating to the environment (e.g., Killingsworth & Palmer, 1992; Cantrill & Oravec, 1996; 

Herndl & Brown, 1996b; Myerson & Rydin, 1996; Romaine, 1996; Peterson, 1997; 

Waddell, 1998b, 2000).4 In Norway, some sociological works have mentioned the terms 

rhetoric and discourse (e.g., Gundersen, 1991; Svarstad, 1991; Jørgensen, 1997), although 

these works do not analyze such aspects in terms of rhetorical theory, or in sufficient depth, 

and in some instances rhetoric is just used in the derogatory sense. 

Particularly in the U.S.A., however, environmental rhetoric has developed as an area 

in its own right, defined, for instance, 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).  

                                                
4 A lot of attention has also been paid to environmental issues using other theories and methods. There 

is a range of different approaches that might be subsumed under the heading of discourse analysis or discourse 

studies (e.g., Hajer, 1995/1997; Nyhagen, 1998; Benton & Short, 1999; Harré, Brockmeier, & Mühlhäusler, 

1999). Most typically, discourse is here understood to involve language use, cognition, and interaction. 

Studies could incorporate macro- as well as microanalysis by, for instance, addressing social problems 

through linguistic matters. These approaches, however, often relegate rhetoric to the study of stylistic matters, 

and do not share the normative trait of rhetoric (e.g., van Dijk, 1997; Wood & Kroger, 2000).  
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As a kind of discourse (rhetorica utens), environmental rhetoric includes so-called 

romantic nature writing, press releases from Greenpeace, environmental legislation texts, 

scientific environmental reports, and so forth. Importantly, environmental rhetoric is not 

by default environmentally friendly. This label can be applied to the rhetoric of both 

proponents and opponents of environmental regulation, although the term is most 

frequently connected to environmentalists. However, businesses have also taken heed of the 

importance of at least appearing to be “green,” often in order to be proactive regarding 

environmental regulation or to have an extra selling point for targeting environmentally 

conscious consumers (e.g., Greer & Bruno, 1996).  

The use of environmental rhetoric rose when environmental issues were first debated, 

and several books detail the growth of what has been called the environmental movement, 

internationally as well as in Norway (e.g., Berntsen, 1994; Pepper, 1996; Dryzek, Downes, 

Hunhold, Schlosberg, & Hernes, 2003). A discontent with pollution can be traced back to 

the industrial revolution, when ideas of conservationism and pollution control first found a 

foothold. However, most literature mentions the 1960s as the breakthrough for the 

environmental issue in the Western world (Killingsworth & Palmer, 1992; Hansen, 1993; 

Neuzil, 1996; Benum, 1998). 

Environmental rhetoric as a theoretical area (rhetorica docens) is a newer invention, 

with the first articles starting to appear in the early 1970s (e.g., Brown & Crable, 1973). 

However, following the early efforts, there was little published until the resurgence of 

interest in this area in 1981, with an article by Christine Oravec on an environmental 

pioneer and his “ability to convert essentially aesthetic responses into pragmatic action,” 

resulting in the creation of national parks in the U.S.A. (Oravec, 1981, p. 246). Since the 

publication of this article, several edited volumes have been issued, along with a few 

monographs, as referred to in the first paragraph in this section. In May 2004, the first 

volume of the Environmental Communication Yearbook (Lawrence Erlbaum) was also 

published, inviting contributions using rhetorical theory as well as other theoretical 

approaches.  

An effort to sum up the writings in the academic branch pointed in two dominant 

directions: either environmentalism was seen as a topic in rhetorical studies, or a more holistic 

approach, dealing with eco-criticism, was pursued (Killingsworth, 1996). At the present time, 

the literature does not have a strong emphasis on organizational actors, their resources, or 

public relations activities. There is thus little theory from this branch that might serve as a 
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model for the analysis that will be conducted in this dissertation; therefore, I will first turn 

to the general area of rhetoric and some of the classical concepts. 

 

Classical rhetorical concepts: Means of persuasion 

Although the ancient rhetoricians often disagreed and criticized each other, they also saw 

themselves as representatives and bearers of a glorious tradition. Originality was not really 

the issue, as they were all writing within a larger project (Andersen, 1995). A particular 

concept that was touched upon by most was the kinds of artistic proofs that a rhetor has at 

his or her disposal, as opposed to, for instance, physical proofs. The three artistic proofs 

included 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, 1990/1994, p. 15). Below are elaborations on the 

three types. 

 

Ethos 

Ethos in general manifests itself to the audience whether the rhetor likes it or not, and is 

concerned with the character of the rhetor. Does he or she seem trustworthy to the 

audience? Aristotle held that ethos was the first and “controlling factor in persuasion” 

(Aristotle, trans. 1991, 1.2.4). 

There is one significant difference in the view that the ancients had on ethos. 

Aristotle argued that ethos concerned what was said in the speech itself (invented ethos), 

not the rhetor’s status or reputation in the community (Aristotle, trans. 1991). Highly 

influential rhetoricians like Cicero and Quintilian, however, held that a rhetor’s history 

colors the impression that the audience receives—that is, of course, if the audience knows 

this history. Cicero did not, in fact, write about ethos per se, but about a rhetor’s persona. 

Speaking in the courtroom on behalf of a client, he claimed that in describing the virtues of 

a client, the persona often had “more influence than the case itself” (Cicero, trans. 2001, 

2.183-184).  

Modern writers have tried to differentiate persona and ethos by defining persona as 

the audience’s perception of a source of communication. Persona establishes some general 

expectations regarding the value and importance of the message. Ethos, by contrast, is 
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persona in context. Ethos is “the sum of particular intellectual and moral qualities that an 

audience recognizes in the rhetor’s message, for instance, the determination that a speaker 

is acting as a competent and responsible scientist” (Ulman, 1996, p. 50). Here, then, 

persona will be understood as the wider category of the two, while ethos pertains to actual 

texts and inventional strategies.  

Quintilian set up the ideal of the orator as “possessing genuine wisdom and 

excellence of character” (Quintilian, trans. 1920/1996, 3.8.13). But apart from striving to 

be a “good human,” how could one go about strengthening the invented ethos? Aristotle 

suggested a threefold solution (Aristotle, trans. 1991): 

(1) The rhetor should try to show practical wisdom, and come across as intelligent 

and knowledgeable. An obvious strategy is to prepare well and gain knowledge about the 

subject and the audience. The rhetor might also try to use specialized language or add 

details to a balanced and well thought-out text. A rhetor could, for instance, attempt to 

describe an environmental problem by using scientific expressions.  

(2) The rhetor should show virtue, that is, be of good moral character. Cicero 

mentioned sense of duty as an example of something the rhetor should extol. If the rhetor 

has experienced any difficulties, these should be elaborated upon to strengthen the 

audience’s estimate of his or her ability to bear suffering. Another technique that was 

suggested, and has since gained acceptance, is citing approval of one’s character from 

respected authorities (Cicero, trans. 1942, trans. 1949). Industry and businesses will 

typically cite “partnerships” with environmental organizations to strengthen their 

environmental ethos.  

(3) The rhetor should also show goodwill towards the audience. One technique that 

was suggested here was to show how the needs of the audience had been taken into 

consideration. The rhetor might try to give adequate explanations so that no member of 

the audience is alienated for lack of background information or insight. A rhetor could take 

care to explain scientific expressions regarding environmental problems in colloquial terms.  

 

In addition to such pointers for how to use ethical appeals, the ancients recognized that 

stylistic features were important too. Choice of grammatical person, verb tense, and voice 

can also be used to strengthen the three techniques. The rhetor could strive for an intimate 

distance to create identification with the audience or, conversely, use a formalistic distance 

in order to give an impression of seriousness and objectivity—of following what is 

considered as appropriate style for the occasion. Word length and qualifiers are also 
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features that can give the impression of a high level of accuracy and that the rhetor is 

knowledgeable (Crowley & Hawhee, 1999). In applications for permits to build 

hydroelectric plants, a formal style has to be adopted if the developer wishes to come across 

as being serious. The style has to fit the occasion.  

 

Pathos 

Pathos is the second important artistic means for persuasion, and is a form of emotional 

appeal linked to the audience, rather than the rhetor, which is the case with ethos. Aristotle 

defined pathos as: ”Those things through which, by undergoing change, people come to 

differ in their judgments and which are accompanied by pain and pleasure” (Aristotle, 

trans. 1991, 2.1.8). He discussed several different types of emotions like anger/calmness, 

fear/confidence, shame/shamelessness, pity/indignation, envy/emulation, joy, and hope. 

It was argued that the rhetor had to understand the psychology of the audience, that is, 

how emotions are aroused and subdued: “What is their state of mind when people are [, for 

instance,] angry and against whom are they usually angry, and for what sort of reasons” 

(Aristotle, trans. 1991, 2.1.9). The assumption goes that as human beings we are inclined to 

react emotionally in similar ways to certain events (Crowley & Hawhee, 1999).  

Aristotle in fact did little to show how such psychological insight could be applied, 

nor did he bother to explore the relationship between pathos and ethos. Cicero and 

Quintilian, however, elaborated on these issues. Regarding the difference between ethos 

and pathos, Cicero held that ethos has a more gentle character, is good-natured, and has a 

lower dramatic intensity than the inflaming pathos (Cicero, trans. 2001). Quintilian argued 

that pathos is often used to turn a tolerable ill into something unendurable. While ethos 

resembles comedy, pathos is more akin to tragedy, in that it is “almost entirely concerned 

with anger, dislike, fear, hatred, and pity” (Quintilian, trans. 1920/1996, 6.2.20).  

As for how to apply the psychological insights, Cicero pointed out that it would be 

desirable if the audience already leaned towards the feeling that the rhetor was seeking to 

evoke: “For, as the saying goes, it is easier to spur on a willing horse than to rouse a 

sluggish one” (Cicero, trans. 2001, 2.186). Furthermore, both Cicero and Quintilian 

pointed out that in order to arouse a certain emotion in the audience, the rhetor should 

share the same emotion (Quintilian, trans. 1920/1996, 6.2.26; Cicero, trans. 2001). In fact, 

it could hurt the rhetor’s case if no emotion is expressed. The rhetor should draw upon the 

“natural” empathy with other human beings, and try to muster his or her imagination to 
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picture the events vividly, as they actually seem to be playing out in front of the audience. 

Cicero also held that the power of pathos-filled language would “automatically” stir the 

emotions of the rhetor, “even more strongly than it will any member of his [sic] audience” 

(Cicero, trans. 2001, 2.191). 

Fear appeals are a characteristic way to use pathos. Other typical ways that the use of 

pathos manifests itself in texts are in the following three ways (Crowley & Hawhee, 1999): 

(1) Vivid descriptions of scenes, that is, the rhetor’s attempts to make the scene “come 

alive” before the audience. An example from the environmental realm concerns the effects 

of developing a particular watercourse: “The sight of the ruined valley, with a dried up 

river and four gigantic rock fills … will contribute to ruining Norway’s reputation as a 

country for environmental experiences” (Ihlen, 2001b, p. 316).  

(2) Honorific use of words, that is, when people or things are treated respectfully or 

praised beyond that which would be considered “normal” discourse. A typical example 

would be if those that have fought against a hydroelectric power plant are called 

“environmental heroes.”  

(3) Pejorative use of words, that is, when people or things are disparaged or 

downplayed. If the developers in the example above are described as “ruthless exploiters,” 

this also serves as an illustration of the use of pathos. 

 

Interestingly enough, the ancient rhetoricians treated emotions as epistemic, as a way of 

knowing. Today, logic and emotion are most often pitted against each other, as intellectual 

and bodily processes, respectively. The ancients, however, saw feelings as not only 

subjectively real, but as objectively true (Andersen, 1995). In Latin, sentire means both to 

mean and feel: “For ‘I understand,’ or ‘I feel’ or ‘I see’ are often equivalent to ‘I know’” 

(Quintilian, trans. 1920/1996, 10.1.13).  

Feelings were regarded as having heuristic potential too; that is, if a rhetor is afraid, 

he or she assesses the options on what to do, and then acts. In experiencing emotions, the 

rhetor enters a new state of mind whereby he or she sees things differently. This insight 

proves to be especially valuable, in terms of the realization that there are other “legitimate” 

means of persuasion than the purely logos based. Furthermore, the purely logos-based 

rhetoric tends to ignore the fact that that changing peoples’ minds depends on at least two 

things: “the emotional intensity with which they cling to an opinion; and the degree to 

which their identities—their sense of themselves as integrated people—are wrapped up 
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with that opinion” (Crowley & Hawhee, 1999, p. 153). Some use of pathos might therefore 

be indispensable for a rhetor. 

 

Logos 

Logos, the third means available to a rhetor for persuasion, is directed towards reasoning. 

It is the use of argument dealing with what is probable, as opposed to scientific 

demonstration, which operates from “true premises” that do not need any elaboration. 

Logos arguments have two different forms: they are either inductive or deductive (Aristotle, 

trans. 1991).  

Inductive argument comes from the Latin inducere, which means to lead into. 

Inductive argument is often said to work from the particular to the general. In science and 

dialectic, there are certain rules laid down in order to close the gap of uncertainty. A 

number of particulars or analogous facts should be watched before drawing inferences. The 

number of particulars must be sufficiently large, and the particulars themselves 

representative. If such formal inductive logic is possible, it should of course be used as a 

means for persuasion. However, as such rigorous testing is not always feasible, or even 

desired in daily life, it is common to resort to what is often considered the rhetorical 

equivalent of inductive argument, namely the use of examples (Corbett & Connors, 1999; 

Crowley & Hawhee, 1999). 

The example is a particular that has some distinguishing feature in its class. It can be 

historical or invented, the latter as a parable, comparison, or fable. In the field of energy 

and the environment, a developer could point to examples of how a community prospered 

as a result of building power plants and generating more energy, and argue that this would 

probably also be the effect of the project that the developer is currently proposing. 

However, environmentalists might counter with examples of communities that did not 

prosper as a result of building power plants. The latter point to a weakness of rhetorical 

inductive reasoning: examples cannot function logically as generalizations. It is reasoning 

from part to part, like to like. An opponent can counter that the example does not prove 

anything, as opposed to full induction according to scientific methods (Crowley & Hawhee, 

1999).  

When analyzing inductive reasoning, the analyst will check for a range of typical 

fallacies, for instance, (1) faulty generalizations, when the evidence is inadequate, or the 

particulars are irrelevant or unrepresentative; (2) faulty causal generalizations, when the 
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supposed cause cannot contribute to the effect; or (3) faulty analogy, for instance, when the 

particulars cannot be compared as their similarities are irrelevant (Corbett & Connors, 

1999). 

The other type of logical reasoning is deductive argument, which comes from the 

Latin word deducere, which means “to lead down.” Conclusions are drawn from negative or 

affirmative statements or premises that are either distributed (universal) or particular. 

Distribution here signifies the full extension of a term to cover all of the objects or 

individuals in the class denoted. “All environmental problems” is therefore a distributed 

term, or universal term, whereas “some environmental problems” is undistributed, or a 

particular term (Corbett & Connors, 1999; Crowley & Hawhee, 1999).  

In dialectic, or logic, the name for a deductive argument is syllogism. The syllogism 

consists of a major premise and a minor premise, from which should follow a conclusion. 

An example: “All industrial plants need energy. X Productions is an industrial plant. X 

Productions needs energy.” In order to be valid, a syllogism has to obey certain logical 

rules. One rule is, for instance, that there must be three terms and three terms only. In the 

latter example, the three terms are “industrial plants,” “needs energy,” and “X 

Productions.” Another rule is that the middle term, the one that does not appear in the 

conclusion, must be distributed at least once. In the example above, the middle term is 

“industrial plants,” which is distributed by use of the word “all” (Corbett & Connors, 1999; 

Crowley & Hawhee, 1999).  

A rhetor might use a syllogism if it seems to further his or her persuasive goal, but 

most often this type of argumentation is considered too lengthy and formal. In everyday 

life, it is usual to resort to the rhetorical equivalent of the syllogism—the enthymeme. The 

enthymeme is a shortened syllogism, where a premise is left out and has to be supplied by 

the audience. While the typical syllogism builds on universally true premises that lead to a 

necessary conclusion, the enthymeme most often has probable premises that lead to a tentative 

conclusion. If a rhetor asserts, “X Productions needs energy,” it could be considered as an 

enthymeme. The audience has to fill in that “all industrial plants need energy” and that “X 

Productions is an industrial plant.” Aristotle thought of the enthymeme as the most basic 

rhetorical operation, and it is considered as having a particular appeal, in that the audience 

gets to partake in the construction. The enthymeme might please the audience by 

appealing to its intelligence and also help to bring it into identification with the rhetor. The 

enthymeme builds on the values, beliefs, and knowledge that the rhetor and the audience 
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have in common (Corbett & Connors, 1999; Crowley & Hawhee, 1999; Kennedy, 1999; 

Herrick, 2001). 

The hidden premises of the enthymeme are derived from what is probable or from 

signs, physical facts, or real events that inevitably or usually accompany some other state of 

affairs: fever is a sign of illness. As mentioned, the major premises are probabilities 

concerning human action, not certainties. The enthymeme frequently takes the form of a 

statement followed by a reason, or it acts in the form whereby if something is so, then so is 

something else (Crowley & Hawhee, 1999; Aristotle, trans. 1991).  

The relationships between major and minor premises are often described as taking 

one of two forms (Crowley & Hawhee, 1999). The first form is that Y (minor) is an example 

of X (major), hence Z; for instance, that “natural gas is a fossil fuel, and hence it is 

polluting.” The suppressed premise is that all fossil fuels are polluting. The second form is 

that Y (minor) is a reason for X (major), hence Z; for instance, that “hydroelectric power 

relies on water, and that is why it is considered as a renewable energy.” The suppressed 

premise is that water is continuously replenished. 

The enthymeme and the syllogism are typically challenged either regarding their 

truth matter or their form. Challenging the truth matter is a harder task for the rhetorician, 

as it may take longer to demonstrate that the opponent is wrong. Attacking an enthymeme 

on formal grounds, however, requires identification of the unstated premise(s). The analyst 

or the audience must reconstruct the syllogism and challenge its validity according to 

logical rules. There are several different and typical fallacies in this regard, but due to space 

limitations no thorough discussion of these will be made here. However, the most 

important fallacies should be mentioned (Corbett & Connors, 1999): (1) equivocation, that 

is, using the same term with two or more meanings or referents; (2) undistributed middle 

term, so that there is no link supplied between the premises and conclusion; (3) illicit 

process, whereby a term is distributed in the conclusion, but not in the premises; (4) 

conclusion from two negative premises; (5) affirmative conclusion from a negative premise; 

(6) “either/or,” assuming a two-valued rather than a multi-valued system; (7) fallacy of 

affirming the consequent; and (8) fallacy of denying the antecedent. 

In addition, there are also some fallacies that do not specifically belong to inductive 

or deductive reasoning (Corbett & Connors, 1999): (1) begging the question, that is, using 

tautological or circular reasoning, which can also take the form of begging epithets: “This 

outrageous polluter should be put out of business;” (2) argument ad hominem, that is, the 

argument that shifts the issue to the personalities concerned; (3) argument ad populum, 
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appealing to irrational fears and prejudice by the use of honorific or pejorative terms; (4) 

the “Red Herring,” or shifting the issue; (5) the complex question, for instance, where a 

question is really made up of two: “When did you stop polluting the environment?” 

However, 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, Kock, & Rørbeck, 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.  

 

Classical rhetorical concepts: Topics 

What should the rhetor write or talk about? Where should he or she find arguments? This 

is addressed by the theory on topics (Greek topos, plural topoi) or commonplaces (Latin locus, 

plural loci) (Andersen, 1995). Cicero pictured commonplaces to be “the place where the 

whole stream bursts forth … the dwelling places of all arguments” (Cicero, trans. 2001, 

2.162). However, there are several different understandings of what a topic or 

commonplace is. Some see topics as a way of thinking creatively about different issues, 

others have argued that they are a way of justifying claims, and others understand them as 

the basic elements of enthymemes (Herrick, 2001). Originally, topic referred to a place in a 

handbook or a text that should be imitated and adapted. The related and more common 

understanding is that topics are reservoirs of stock descriptions, views, points, and proverbs 

that the rhetor can—and should—use (Andersen, 1995; Barthes, 1998). Or, as Quintilian 

preferred to put it: “These are weapons which we should always have stored in our armory 

ready for immediate use as occasion demands” (Quintilian, trans. 1920/1996, 2.1.12).  

Another way of understanding topics includes seeing them as patterns of empty forms 

that the rhetor might “walk” along to gather ideas. In this sense, topics are lists of possible 

things that a speaker might discuss. These are also called structural topics, since they give the 

rhetor a method by which to cover the subject systematically. Cicero details how a topical 

analysis should be conducted in a court case, and suggests that matters of identity, the 
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nature of the defendant, and the defendant’s life and life conditions should be mentioned 

(Andersen, 1995; Cicero, trans. 1949). 

Finally, perhaps the most common understanding, and the one that will be used in 

this dissertation, is that topics are a more general method for finding arguments (Barthes, 

1998; Herrick, 2001). An analysis of topics might help to categorize the appeals made by 

the rhetor in more precise ways than just pointing out that the rhetor, for instance, makes 

use of a particular enthymeme.  

Many of the possible forms of appeal form are similar across all types of rhetoric, but 

some ways of arguing might belong specifically to the domain of, for instance, 

environmental rhetoric. It could be hypothesized that environmentalists often mention 

“our responsibility for future generations.” For Aristotle, such special topics were tied to the 

three basic species of rhetoric: deliberative (political), epideictic (demonstrative or 

ceremonial), and judicial. When giving a deliberative speech, the rhetor could, for instance, 

address war and peace. When presenting an epideictic speech, the rhetor should mention, 

for example, the courage and self-control of a person. In judicial speeches, the rhetor could 

discuss a limited set of causes for wrongdoing, like chance or anger. Several such specific 

topics were pointed out by Aristotle, and he also emphasized that these could help the 

rhetor to treat the subject systematically (Aristotle, trans. 1991). 

Common topics, however, are useful in all of the three species of rhetoric, and these will 

be dealt with in this dissertation. According to Aristotle, these are the aids that belong 

specifically to rhetoric, whereas the special topics belong to disciplines like politics or 

science. Rather than dealing with specific knowledge on environmental issues, this 

dissertation will deal with the general tools of common topics which might also be used in 

relation to other public policy issues. The ancients presented several different categories of 

common topics, but their treatment was often conflicting and confusing, and there are 

therefore good reasons to lean on modern categorization attempts instead. Edward P.J. 

Corbett and Robert J. Connors give one such good overview. According to them, the 

rhetor might argue from definition, comparison, relationship, circumstance, or testimony. 

Each of these topics might be understood and defined with the help of their subtypes 

(Corbett & Connors, 1999), as explained below.  
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Definition 

The rhetor could try to devise his or her own definition in order to ascertain the issue that 

is being discussed by arguing from genus or division. 

(1) Genus: the rhetor could try to suggest a line of argument by pointing out that 

something belongs to a genus, and what is true or untrue of the genus must be true or 

untrue of the species. This claim relies on convention and does not have to be proven. An 

environmental organization could, for instance, accuse a chemical factory of polluting the 

environment, since it has spilled 600 liters of toxic chemicals into the nearby river.  

(2) Division: whereas the previous mode operates from a ready-made genus, here the 

rhetor has to establish the genus, by enumerating the parts, or designate the species. The 

environmental organization might argue that the mentioned chemical factory violates the 

intent of the Pollution Control Act, since it has introduced a new type of substance which 

certainly would have been included in the Pollution Control Act if the substance had been 

known at the time the act was introduced.  

 

Comparison 

The rhetor could draw on comparisons—bring two or more things together and compare 

them according to the criteria of similarity, difference, or degree. 

(1) Similarity: the rhetor could use the basic principle behind all inductive argument 

and all analogy, that is, point to the likeness between two or more things. The 

environmental organization could point to other chemical factories that have spilled the 

same toxins and that were fined for this. 

(2) Difference: the chemical factory in the above example might reply that the 

particular substance that was spilled was of a different kind to the substance emitted from 

the factories that had been fined. 

(3) Degree: the rhetor might point out that one thing will be better, or worse, than 

another. For instance, it is possible to argue for economic growth, since this allows more 

people to be employed. However, it is equally possible to argue against economic growth 

on the grounds that it will ruin the environment. The rhetor using this topic will, however, 

try to persuade the audience that the choice is more a matter of degree than of choosing 

between the ultimate good and the ultimate bad. 
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Relationship 

The rhetor might try to provide an answer to the question “why,” by pointing to cause and 

effect, antecedent and consequence, contraries or contradictions; that is, point to 

relationships.  

(1) Cause and effect: the rhetor can argue from an effect back to a cause, or start with 

a cause and argue that it will produce a particular effect or effects. The environmental 

organization addressing the chemical factory might point out that by spilling the toxins, the 

factory will certainly kill the fish in the river. 

(2) Antecedent and consequence: the rhetor might use a looser form of the cause-and-

effect arguments. The environmental organization in the above example might argue that 

most factories emitting this particular substance receive fines.  

(3) Contraries: the rhetor could point to opposite or incompatible things of the same 

kind. It is either legal to emit the mentioned chemical substance or it is illegal; an 

environmentalist could say that the chemical factory should not try to evade this issue. 

(4) Contradictions: the rhetor could suggest that a thing cannot at the same time 

and in the same respect be and not be; the two positions are incompatible. The 

environmental organization might point to the contradiction between how the chemical 

factory denies any illegal activity when talking to journalists, while admitting in internal 

correspondence that it has engaged in illegal activity. 

 

Circumstance 

The rhetor could encourage or discourage the audience, or him- or herself, by pointing out 

how something is possible/impossible, or that something probably has happened or 

probably will happen, by arguing from circumstance.  

(1) Possible and impossible: the rhetor might give examples of people who have or 

have not accomplished a similar or identical thing. An environmental organization might 

point out how it addressed the chemical spills from another factory in the previous year, 

which this factory had been able to clean up, and that the two parties now have an 

agreement as to about how further incidents can be prevented. 

(2) Past and future fact: the rhetor could indicate, for instance, that if “the less 

probable of two events has occurred, the more probable event is likely to have occurred 

too.” The environmental organization might argue that the chemical factory in question 
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has admitted having had several large toxic spills for the past couple of years, and thus that 

it is also likely that smaller incidents might have occurred as well.  

 

Testimony  

The rhetor might rely on testimony—material from external sources—and argue from 

authority, use testimonials, statistics, maxims, or laws, or point to precedents.  

(1) Authority: the rhetor might point out that a person in authority agrees with him 

or her. The environmental organization might argue that the Pollution Control Authority 

agrees to the organization’s interpretation of the act and its unlawfulness. 

(2) Testimonial: the rhetor might recruit someone to endorse his or her view publicly. 

The environmental organization might get a statement from the Pollution Control 

Authority or a lawyer supporting its interpretation. 

(3) Statistics: the rhetor might cite statistics in support of his or her view. The 

chemical factory might respond with numbers and graphs illustrating how the spill was 

minor, and well within the limits set by the Pollution Control Act.  

(4) Maxims: the rhetor could use general statements about human actions to be 

chosen or avoided. In the environmental realm, a principle of preemptive and non-

regrettable action has been sought established as a maxim.  

(5) Law: it is possible for the rhetor to cite statutes, contracts, and documents in 

support of a particular view. 

(6) Precedents: the rhetor could point to examples supporting his or her view. In 

other words, the rhetor could use inductive reasoning. The chemical factory might name 

other factories that have had similar incidents and that were not fined.  

 

In the empirical analyses that follow in parts III and IV, the argumentation of the different 

rhetors will be analyzed according to this categorization of common topics. A topical 

analysis helps in approaching the text in a systematic fashion, and in some sense the theory 

of topics is an outgrowth of the study of abstract thinking. In performing a topical analysis, 

the advice that is followed is that “critics should start the criticism where persuaders start 

their persuasion” (Hart, 1990, p. 102). Merely showing which topics the rhetor uses is of 

little interest, but might provide the starting point for analyzing how these topics function 

in the broader context.  
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Summary 

In this chapter, ways of understanding rhetoric past and present have been discussed, and 

attempts to convince and persuade were singled out as the main rhetorical activities. It has 

been argued that rhetoric offers analytical tools that are both descriptive and normative. In 

addition, an argument was presented for a widening of the theoretical scope of the 

discipline to include rhetoric in a range of different media, and not only speeches. The 

epistemological stance of modern rhetoric was also discussed, and a preference was 

expressed for seeing epistemology as having a dialectic relationship to ontology; material 

structures do exist, but rhetoric is needed for the social mediation of knowledge about 

them. Rhetoric is actively shaping our conception of the world, while also being a reaction 

to the same.  

A short overview was given of the literature on rhetoric and the environment. Since 

little of this literature focuses on organizational actors and public relations, the dissertation 

will instead draw directly on the sources of general rhetorical theory. The two last sections 

of this chapter contained discussions of classical concepts that will be used in the analysis. 

These comprise, firstly, the three types of appeal that a rhetor has at his or her disposal: 

logical arguments, appeals to emotions, and the use of ethos to portray the rhetor as 

trustworthy. Secondly, the concept of common topics will be used, pertaining to how 

rhetors argue from definition, comparison, relationship, circumstance, or testimony. A 

topical analysis will give a better grasp of the roots and types of arguments that are used by 

actors. The next chapter discusses additional concepts that will be used and that were 

developed by contemporary scholars.  



 

   52 



 

   53 

3 Rhetoric: New rhetorical concepts 

The previous chapter detailed some ancient concepts that are useful for analyzing the 

rhetorical public relations strategies used in the two cases focused on in this dissertation. 

More contemporary theoretical perspectives should complement this analysis, to cope with, 

for instance, the changed ways of using and viewing language that were also discussed in 

the previous chapter. This chapter contains presentations and discussions of the 

contributions by some key figures of modern rhetoric—Kenneth Burke, as well as Chaïm 

Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca. Although these scholars were indebted to the 

Aristotelian tradition, they argued for two new rhetorics. Burke was, among other issues, 

preoccupied with human motives for action, while Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

developed a framework for analyzing argumentation, and dealt primarily with rationality and 

reasonableness of claims put forward in discourse.  

 

Contributions of Kenneth Burke 

Kenneth Burke is particularly well known in the U.S.A., where rhetorical scholars often 

mention him as one of the most crucial of the modern rhetoricians (Conley, 1990/1994; 

Foss et al., 1991; Enos & Brown, 1994; Casaregola & Farrar, 1996; Kennedy, 1999; 

Warnock, 2000). His work has spawned literature on an almost industrial scale (e.g., 

Rueckert, 1982; White & Brose, 1982; Heath, 1986; Brummett, 1993; Chesebro, 1993b; 

Rueckert, 1994; Wess, 1996; Henderson & Williams, 2001; Blakesley, 2002). Furthermore, 

he has also inspired academics in disciplines such as literary theory, sociology, and 

economics (e.g., Goffman, 1959; Duncan, 1968; Booth, 1974; McCloskey, 1998).  

Many heap praise upon Burke and argue, for instance, that he anticipated the 

rhetorical turn of the twentieth century and helped to reestablish rhetoric as a crucial 

component in the construction of meaning. Burke abandoned the quest for a certain and 

comprehensive truth, and encouraged exploration of the implications of terminology for 

human life in general. Scholars within hermeneutics, critical theory, and radical 

postmodernism have tried to appropriate his work without succeeding in creating a total fit. 

Some Burke scholars thus declare that his philosophy has no certain identity, but that a 

dialogue should be encouraged with a range of such contemporary philosophies (Brock, 

1995, 1999; Crusius, 1999). 
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However, Burke has also met with criticism on a number of accounts. A common 

complaint concerns his dense and peculiar writing style. The many books and articles are 

scattered with unusual terminology and extensive references to literature and philosophy 

that often seem to be either irrelevant or to obscure the main idea he is trying to present 

(Foss et al., 1991). The latter, nonetheless, seems more like a practical problem that causes 

irritation and frustration when trying to grasp his ideas or put them to use. However, more 

significant criticism has also been leveled at Burke. Some of his contemporaries were 

particularly crass, doubting his “common sense” and “political judgment” (e.g., Rueckert, 

1969; Foss et al., 1991). Later commentators declared that his approach is in need of 

revision, since it is both “male-gendered” and “ethnocentric” (Chesebro, 1992; Condit, 

1992). Several have also missed an ethics of rhetoric from Burke (Tompkins & Cheney, 

1993). In this dissertation, the issue that is most relevant for the use of Burke’s concepts is 

how the work, or parts of it, has been dismissed as being monocentric and quasi-

philosophical (Brown, 1969; Chesebro, 1992). This criticism will be dealt with in a later 

section. 

In the previous chapter, issues of epistemology and ontology were discussed; 

epistemology was defined as the study of how knowledge is generated or constructed, and 

ontology as an inventory of kinds of being and their relationships. Over the years, Burke 

developed a rhetorical system which some have argued implies a dialectic view on 

epistemic and ontological functions that govern rhetoric. While rhetoric is seen as enacting 

and creating the environment, it must also simultaneously account for and name the 

relationships within environments. Rhetoric in this sense is both active and reactive 

(Chesebro, 1993a). This notion is adhered to here too, as argued in the previous chapter. 

The preoccupation with ontological issues is, however, first and foremost a 

characteristic of Burke’s writing in his later periods. Tools that had previously been 

designated for use in epistemic inquiries, such as the pentad that is discussed in a later 

section, were now accorded ontological status. Burke would end up arguing that 

ontological and epistemic perspectives mutually define symbol-using, the former 

perspective addressing the nature of humans as symbol-users and the latter how humans 

use and are used by symbols (Chesebro, 1993a).  

In this connection, it must be remarked that another criticism of Burke has been that 

beyond a human ontology, perceiving humans as symbol-using animals, he has not dealt 

adequately with social structure. The social context is taken for granted, and the 

importance of, for instance, property remains unexplored (Gusfield, 1989). In this 
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dissertation, however, it is primarily parts of the rich epistemic rhetorical system that will 

be dealt with to add to the ancient concepts. By contrast, ontological accounts are sought 

from sociological theory of field and capital to address issues concerning social context. 

While running the risk of using a destroyed Burkeian system, the latter move seems to 

represent a better theoretical and operational fit for adoption in analyses of both symbolic 

and non-symbolic resources of organizations and the relationships between these. This is 

discussed further in the next chapter.  

Space does not permit an in-depth discussion of Burke’s system and the development 

within it. It is, however, necessary to touch briefly on the understanding of rhetoric that is 

found in the theoretical corpus of Burke. Although he argued for a new rhetoric, he did not 

want to distance himself totally from the classical tradition. His definition of rhetoric and 

what it aims to do resembles that of the ancient rhetoricians. He considers persuasion to be 

the central activity and defines rhetoric as “the use of words by human agents to form 

attitudes or to induce actions [or cooperation] in other human agents … that by nature 

respond to symbols” (Burke, 1950/1969, pp. 41-43). 

Burke did, however, expand on the traditional understanding of rhetoric in at least 

four ways. He insisted that: (1) rhetoric might include unconscious persuasion, which is 

consequential for a discussion of rhetorical strategies in public relations (see next chapter); 

here, strategy will be used widely to include such processes as well; (2) the rhetor might 

have him- or herself as audience; (3) the discipline should include all forms of discourse, 

including the nonverbal; and (4) that persuasion is achieved through identification. The 

latter idea is considered to be Burke’s major contribution to rhetorical theory (Foss et al., 

1991; Warnock, 2000). This is also one of his tools that will be used in the present analysis, 

and is discussed further in the next section. 

 

Rhetoric as identification 

In his earlier work, Burke stated that identification is really just another word for “the 

function of sociality” (Burke, 1937/1984, pp. 266-267). By this, he had in mind material 

and mental ways of placing oneself in groups, forging alliances, using clothes and uniforms 

to signify belonging, and so forth. In short, identification is “one’s ways of seeing one’s 

reflection in the social mirror” (Burke, 1941/1973, p. 227). 

Later, Burke argued that identification should be understood in terms of substance, as 

sharing the same substance or being consubstantial. Human identity is formed through 
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different substances such as, for instance, physical objects, occupations, friends, and 

attitudes. In this process of identity formation, humans share substance with the person or 

the object that is identified with. Despite the obvious and glaring differences, men and 

women identify with each other in what is shared as human beings (Burke, 1945/1969, 

1950/1969).  

Burke claimed the existence of a basic human drive for identification, cooperation, 

and communication. Everyone wants to identify with someone, and something. At the 

same time, identification becomes essential for the rhetor, since people can only be 

persuaded if the rhetor can communicate with, for instance, speech, gestures, tone, ideas, 

and attitudes; in short, by identifying his or her ways with those of the audience. In order to 

achieve this, both the rhetor and his or her audience have to “die” and be “reborn” a little. 

A rhetor might be able to change the audience’s opinion in one respect, but will only 

succeed insofar as he or she yields to the audience’s opinions in other respects (Burke, 

1937/1984, 1950/1969). 

There is, however, a crucial problem that creates a universal rhetorical situation: 

although identification might be achieved, the division is not lifted. Total identification 

cannot exist; people are still physically separate beings. Instead, there is a situation of being 

both joined and separate. This is the paradox of substance and the reason that rhetoric is 

needed. The basic rhetorical situation is characterized by the concepts of congregation and 

segregation, cooperation, and competition. Identification will always suggests a “we” and a 

“they” (Burke, 1950/1969, 1973). 

Identification is “petitioned” for, so what kinds of strategies are applied to make 

people identify themselves with a rhetor? The form of the rhetorical act is singled out first. 

Eloquence plays up to the psychology of the audience; the rhetor creates an “appetite” and 

tries to satisfy it by using tropes and figures (Burke, 1931/1968, 1950/1969). It is pointed 

out how form—for instance, symmetry—might prepare the audience for the next part of 

the text. The rhetor hopes to get the audience to agree to the form, and be engaged in 

completing it. The overall goal is, obviously, that the audience agrees with the thesis of the 

rhetor (Foss et al., 1991; Campbell & Burkholder, 1997).  

In this dissertation, however, it is primarily three other ways of creating identification 

that will be focused on. This will largely be an adaptation of the approach suggested by 

George Cheney for using Burke’s theories to analyze identification strategies in 

organizational communication, that is, the communication that takes place primarily inside 

organizations (e.g., Jablin & Putnam, 2001). As will be shown, this also has relevance for 
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public relations. Cheney argued that organizations “assist” in identification processes with 

their employees and other stakeholders in order to induce cooperation and/or reduce the 

range of decisions to those alternatives that benefit the organization (Burke, 1950/1969, 

1972; Cheney, 1983, 1991):  

(1) Common ground: the rhetor puts emphasis on how he or she shares humble 

origins with the audience. This is a type of direct, associative process whereby the rhetor 

says in effect: “I am like you” or “I have the same interests as you.” In an organizational 

context, management might rely on an associational process and express concern for the 

individuals or highlight the contribution made by individuals or groups. The organization 

might point to how “all” share the same interests and values, and want to achieve the same 

goals. The organization could advocate the benefits of pursuing the same goals, and also 

seek praise from others. An environmental organization might underscore how people 

share one earth, and thus must care for it in the best possible way. A typical common 

ground topic for a company that wants to develop a hydroelectric power plant could be to 

emphasize how all people depend on energy, how everyone needs jobs, and how building 

the plant will contribute in both respects.  

(2) Antithesis: this is a strategy of congregation by segregation. The rhetor holds up 

an antithesis so that it is suggested that the rhetor and his or her audience has a common 

enemy to fight. The antithesis might also be used to deflect criticism. Compared to the 

latter strategy of common ground, this is more of a dissociative technique, that is, it 

indirectly establishes new associations. This type of technique is discussed further in the 

sections discussing the work of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca. In an organizational 

setting, the management of an organization might urge employees to unite against hostile 

takeovers from foreign companies. An environmental organization, for its part, might paint 

a picture of greedy companies that do not care about the environment, but just clamor for 

profits. The audience is thus invited to identify with the environmental organization that 

fights such companies.  

(3) The transcendent “we:” this strategy often works on an unconscious level, as when 

an environmentalist identifies with a well-known activist and wants to partake in the same 

protest actions as this activist. The strategy is, however, typically manifested in the use of 

personal pronouns like “we.” It might also be employed to strengthen the strategies 

mentioned above, by, for instance, emphasizing how we share one earth, how we need 

energy, how we need to fight greedy polluting companies, and so forth.  
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Identification strategies have become all the more important for organizations, since 

they are “in the business of ‘congregation’” (Cheney, 1983, p. 158). To foster identification 

is to get stakeholders or the public to have the best interests of the organization in their 

mind when they make decisions, and to get them to think that things are a certain way and, 

not least, that this is the way the stakeholders or the public want them to be. Identification 

thus also might draw attention away from how something is the result of priorities. A 

company might propose to develop a waterfall and try to create identification with the local 

community by emphasizing how everyone cares for the environment, how everyone needs 

energy and jobs, and how some foreigners have proposed to build a gas-fired power plant 

in the same area that will not have the same positive effects as their planned project. The 

latter plant could also be portrayed as being more polluting than the hydroelectric plant. If 

the company succeeds, it might be able to disguise or deflect the fact that there are other 

alternatives to hydroelectric plants and gas-fired power plants that might be considered. 

This is obviously also a rhetorical operation that might be affected at an unconscious level 

for the rhetor as well, as it could be an internalized perspective that has not been 

questioned.  

 

The pentad 

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 (Stillar, 1998; Brock, 1999). The 

crucial question is: “What is involved, when we say what people are doing and why they 

are doing it?” (Burke, 1945/1969, p. xv). When conducting a pentadic analysis, the analyst 

focuses on the choices that the rhetor has made in describing a situation, 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.  

The first step in a pentadic analysis is to answer five questions with respect to the 

rhetor’s perspective: What “was done (act), when or where it was done (scene), who did it 
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(agent), how he [sic] did it (agency), and why (purpose)” (Burke, 1945/1969, p. xv).5 In 

more detail: 

(1) Act: the act is the event which has been conducted, according to the rhetor. This 

could be “any verb, no matter how specific or how general, that has connotations of 

consciousness or purpose” (Burke, 1945/1969, p. 14). In the environmental realm, 

applying for a permit to build a hydroelectric power plant could be the act of a developer, 

in the same way that protesting against these plans could be the act of environmentalists. 

(2) Scene: the scene describes where the act took place, according to the rhetor, and 

can either be a physical location or a historical epoch, a social institution like “society,” 

cultural movements, or “the environment.” Examples could be “it is 12:20 p.m.,” 

“Elizabethan period,” and “capitalism” (Burke, 1945/1969, p. 12). In the case of issues 

regarding energy and the environment, protagonists and antagonists might use different 

descriptions of energy need in a country or a particular region, that is, the scene.  

(3) Agent: the agent is the person(s) who committed the act, according to the rhetor, 

and it might be a single individual or a group, friends or enemies, helpers or antagonists, or 

the rhetor him- or herself. Terms for agent include general or specific words such as 

“actor,” “character,” and “hero,” but personal motivational properties like “idea,” 

“intuition,” “drive,” and “instincts,” could also be thought of as agents. Regarding issues of 

energy and the environment, the actors could be the developers, the environmental 

organizations that oppose the project, the authorities, or politicians.  

(4) Agency: the agency is the means that have been used, according to the rhetor, and 

can either be a physical tool, like a computer, or an abstract one, like a strong will or a 

special language style. The agency of the developer of a hydroelectric power plant might be 

the planning process before an application is sent; later, the physical application might be 

regarded as the agency that is used in the act of applying.  

(5) Purpose: the purpose describes what the agent has tried to achieve with the act, 

according to the rhetor; it could also be the kind of feelings, intentions, or value system that 

the agent possesses. The purpose might be overt, but is often covert and unknown to the 

analyst. An environmental organization might state that the purpose of its protest actions is 

                                                
5 Burke later wrote about a sixth term, attitude, changing the pentad into a hexad. Attitude is said to 

describe the manner in which the agency is employed. A person who builds something might have use for the 

agency hammer. But if the person is building with diligence, this involves an attitude, a how. Burke, 

nonetheless, continued to use the pentad and saw attitude as being subsumed under agent (Burke, 

1945/1969). 
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to stop the development of a hydroelectric power plant in order to save the environment 

for current and future generations.  

 

A situation might obviously be portrayed in many different ways, and the elements might 

be described with different pentadic terms, according to the perspective of the rhetor. A 

particular type of environmental legislation could be regarded as an act when it is drafted 

and passed, and an agency in another situation when it is supposed to have a societal 

function like improving environmental conditions. The legislation could also be seen as a 

backdrop or a scene that gives the context for those within the jurisdiction of the law. The 

pentadic terms help in naming the different elements in a situation, while at the same time 

allowing use at different levels and contexts (Foss et al., 1991; Bridges, 1996). 

The second step in a pentadic analysis focuses on which of the pentadic elements 

have had the most influence on the others. The researcher conducts an analysis of the 

ratios—the relationships between the elements. No act is conducted in a vacuum; it must be 

tied to a scene, an agent, an agency, and a purpose, and some of these elements are 

probably mentioned by the rhetor. A paring is conducted of the elements in the ten 

possible constellations, act/scene, act/agent, and so forth, with the order of the terms 

indicating the direction of influence. Through this, the researcher forms an opinion 

regarding which pentadic element dominates the others, and which ratio is the most 

prominent. For instance, an act might be explained from the point of view of the agent’s 

purpose (Burke, 1945/1969). An environmentalist might explain the application for a 

permit to build a hydroelectric power plant in terms of the developers’ wish to expand its 

activities, and get more money, more positions, and so forth. If so, the environmentalist has 

used a purpose/act ratio and this is most relevant in understanding his or her motive. 

However, a developer might argue that the country’s electricity need necessitates new 

plants, and hence the developer applies for a permit to build new plants. In the latter case, 

a scene/act ratio is understood as the central explanatory factor for the motive of the 

developer. 

As pointed out, the aim of this second step is to identify the motive of the rhetor. 

Motive should not, however, be confused with the purpose ascribed by the rhetor to the 

agent. Motive is a broader category than the latter pentadic element; it is a shorthand term 

for situation, or the terminology that is used in the interpretation of a situation. No matter 

what form a relationship takes, it is defined by the rhetor in his or her discourse. The rhetor 

says what something is, and what it is not. Attention is led in one or another direction:  
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Even if a given terminology is a reflection of reality, by its very nature as a terminology it must be 

a selection of reality; and to this extent it must also function also as a deflection of reality. (Burke, 

1966, p. 45) 

 

By focusing on the attitude of the agent or its character, attention might be led away from 

scenic matters. The converse might also be true, whereby attention might be deflected from 

the personal motives of an agent by highlighting scenic matters (Burke, 1945/1969). Within 

the environmental realm, one might identify private consumption as a root of 

environmental problems, and thus imply that individuals should change their lifestyles. 

Lack of personal dedication to improve the environment is thus seen as the main obstacle. 

However, one might identify the root of environmental problems on a societal level, as a 

consequence of continued reliance on fossil fuels and the authorities’ negligence in 

investing in programs for the development of renewable energy. The latter perspective 

frees the individual consumer from “guilt” in this matter. By locating the problem in the 

realm of the agent or the scene, it follows that the solution must also be found there. Either 

the agents must change their behavior and attitudes, or the politicians must invest in 

research programs for renewable energy. 

A more questionable tenet of Burke’s theory is that each dominant ratio or dominant 

term is supposed to reflect different philosophical schools:  

(1) Scene echoes materialism, here understood as the system that regards all facts and 

reality as explained in terms of matter and motion or physical laws. Darwin serves as an 

example with terms like “conditions of existence,” “adjustment,” and “natural selection” 

(Burke, 1945/1969). 

(2) Agency relates to pragmatism, the perspective whereby practical consequences are 

seen as the criteria of knowledge, meaning, and value. This perspective typically reflects a 

belief in science and technology as producers of solutions to most problems, or that a new 

form of management will solve productivity problems (Burke, 1945/1969; Campbell & 

Burkholder, 1997). 

(3) Agent mirrors idealism, the perspective whereby the mind or spirit as experienced 

by each person is considered as fundamentally real. It is implied that individuals can 

overcome any obstacle, and the perspective thus heightens the responsibility of individuals 

(Burke, 1945/1969; Foss, 1996; Campbell & Burkholder, 1997). 
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(4) Act emulates realism, defined as the philosophy that believes that universal 

principles exist independently of human perception of them or the particulars that 

instantiate them. This reflects a behaviorist or empiricist belief (Burke, 1945/1969; 

Campbell & Burkholder, 1997). 

(5) Purpose signifies mysticism, the belief that the divine essence or eternal reality is 

directly apprehended by, for instance, spiritual contemplation. Here, individuality typically 

disappears as the individual is unified with some cosmic or universal purpose (Burke, 

1945/1969; Foss, 1996).  

 

Despite a lengthy effort to link the pentadic terms and the philosophical schools, it has been 

argued that this is where Burke is at his weakest, and runs into serious difficulties, both 

theoretically and methodologically. The first basic problem is that Burke lumps together 

philosophers under “schools”, without paying sufficiently attention to their differences. For 

instance, he suggests that Hobbes, Spinoza, and Darwin share a substantial relationship 

through the featuring of scene. Although there might be some analogy, it has been argued 

that this seriously underscores the vast differences between these thinkers (Brown, 1969; 

Foss et al., 1991; Chesebro, 1992; Overington, 1993). 

The latter also points to another fundamental problem, namely the original idea that 

all philosophy might be reduced to rhetorical manipulation of the same terms. Every rhetor 

will use some or all of the pentadic terms, and thus the discourse will invariably contain a 

dominant term from this set. Following Burke, it seems that everyone might be subsumed 

under the headings of materialism, pragmatism, idealism, realism, or mysticism. This is 

rather a meager “stock” of philosophies to have on offer, and seems to be a huge 

simplification that does an injustice to philosophy as a whole. Many have thus labeled 

Burke’s attempt as quasi-philosophy (Brown, 1969; Foss et al., 1991; Chesebro, 1992; 

Overington, 1993). The apologists of Burke, however, argue that he does not synthesize but 

places and relates (Crusius, 1999). This defense, nonetheless, does not rid the system of the 

fundamental critique of reductionism and of glossing over differences.  

However, the pentad itself is not devoid of its analytical value because of these flaws. 

The tool is a convenient way of analyzing the formal features of discourse and the motive 

of the rhetor, and there is no need to draw strong and troublesome inferences from a 

dominant term in a particular text regarding the general philosophical stance of the rhetor. 

The selection and deflection that are affected by the use of certain pentadic elements over 
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others are still interesting to probe. The pentad can help to say something about the 

symbolic power of these elements. 

 

Contributions of Chaïm Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca6 

Chaïm Perelman, a Polish-Belgian scholar, is another theorist who is considered as being 

exceptionally important for the development of the new rhetoric (Conley, 1990/1994; Foss 

et al., 1991; Enos & Brown, 1994; Burnham, 1996; Casaregola & Farrar, 1996; Kennedy, 

1999; Dearin, 2000). Although he has not achieved the same formidable status as Burke, 

several studies have been published giving overviews or using parts of the work of Perelman 

and his colleague Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca (e.g., Dearin, 1989; Maneli, 1994; Cox, 1998; 

Gross, 2000; Gross & Dearin, 2003). This theory of argumentation and rhetoric has had a 

huge impact among communication scholars and rhetoricians, and also inspired 

researchers in philosophy, law, sociology, anthropology, political science, and English (e.g., 

Golden & Pilotta, 1986; Rosengren, 1998). 

Perelman held a doctorate in both law and philosophy, and was trained in logical 

empiricism. However, working within this tradition did not provide him with the answer as 

to how rhetors in different fields argue and reason about values. With this question in mind, 

Perelman engaged with Olbrechts-Tyteca to seek a logic of value judgments. In this search, 

they happened to “rediscover” the ancient rhetorical tradition and developed ideas of a 

new rhetoric (Perelman, 1979).  

Like Kenneth Burke, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca were fascinated by the insights 

of ancient rhetoric, but also had several misgivings. A particular dissatisfaction concerned 

how classical rhetoric had neglected the important role that epideictic rhetoric played in 

intensifying the audience’s adherence to certain values. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

made an explicit reference to Kenneth Burke and the idea and importance of identification 

in this respect. In classical rhetorical theory, however, epideictic speech was considered as a 

                                                
6 Perelman did publish a range of single-authored books and articles on rhetoric, but the crucial The 

New Rhetoric (1969/1971) was written together with Olbrechts-Tyteca, without giving any details about the 

division of labor. It has been suggested that Perelman developed the philosophical content and Olbrechts-

Tyteca contributed the wide-ranging exemplifications (Barbra Warnick, as cited in Gross & Dearin, 2003). 

Others have, however, pointed out areas where no such clear distinction can be made, and preferred to 

withhold judgment regarding these (Gross & Dearin, 2003). For this reason the name of Olbrechts-Tyteca is 

also included here, despite the fact that the literature often refers to Perelman alone. 
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“pure” ceremonial form and to be focused primarily on aesthetics (Perelman & Olbrechts-

Tyteca, 1969/1971; Perelman, 1979, 1982). 

The three scholars did not only share a wish to extend rhetoric; the extensions they 

argued for had several similarities too. First of all, they saw rhetoric as central to human 

life. Given this centrality, a new rhetoric should focus on all types of discourse addressed to 

all sorts of audiences. The latter also included rhetoric addressed to the rhetor him- or 

herself. Furthermore, Burke, Perelman, and Olbrechts-Tyteca all had a preoccupation with 

form (Burke, 1931/1968, 1950/1969; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971; 

Perelman, 1982, 1984). The latter two authors wrote about how a rhetor could draw 

attention to certain elements by repetition, accumulation of detail, and so forth, and 

thereby give these elements presence. This way, it was argued, the rhetor would construct 

and reconstruct reality in discourse. In this dissertation too, a wide range of discourse will 

be analyzed, but the particular focus on form is sacrificed in order to concentrate on other 

rhetorical aspects and to allow for an array of different texts to be included for analysis. 

Of particular importance is how Burke and Perelman united in rejecting positivism 

and the notion of truth with a capital T, while at the same time opposing modern 

relativism. Both authors instead invited a pluralism of values and perspectives. Perelman 

argued that rhetoric did not deal with ultimate truths, but with approximations of truth. 

Knowledge was seen as a construction based upon social agreement, and thus it would 

necessitate a focus on the process of how some “facts” and theories come about. According 

to Perelman, it is necessary to differentiate between the rational and the reasonable. The 

former corresponds to mathematical reasoning, whereas the latter is influenced by 

“common sense,” by the ever-changing culture. Many problems and opinions cannot be 

expressed or proven syllogistically, but they might be reasonable, nonetheless. Rhetoric is 

central here because it broadens the idea of what is reasonable by justifying and arguing. 

Importantly, both the rational and the reasonable are needed, and should have a dialectical 

relationship where they can function as each other’s corrective (Perelman, 1979; 

Rosengren, 1998; Gross & Dearin, 2003). This perspective seems to fit with the 

epistemological position advocated in the previous chapter, and in the section on Burke.  

Perelman defined rhetoric as “the study of the means of argumentation which allow 

us to obtain and to increase the assent of people to specific theses presented to them” 

(Perelman, 1953/1954, p. 356). In trying to convince and persuade, the rhetor might use 

dialectical reasoning. This could, for instance, take the form of a syllogism, whereby the 

rhetor starts from premises that are generally accepted. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 



 

   65 

thus intended to include dialectic in the domain of rhetoric, and instead draw a dividing 

line against formal logic. The latter, like mathematics, presents its thesis from given axioms in 

a deductive, impersonal, almost mechanical way. It is a type of demonstration that is 

unquestionable and produces truth by working from premises to a conclusion. Rhetoric 

(and dialectic), however, has to do with situations and statements that might be challenged on 

their claims for truth. In contrast to formal logic, rhetoric does not deal with right or 

wrong, but stronger or weaker claims. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the logos 

arguments of rhetoric do not produce automatic adherence. Rhetoric operates on the basis 

of premises that are generally accepted, and seeks to transfer this agreement to the 

conclusion. The aim is to secure the adherence of an audience by using discursive 

techniques to establish bonds between the premises and the suggested thesis. In order to do 

this, it is of paramount concern that the rhetor adapts to the audience that he or she wishes 

to convince or persuade (Perelman, 1953/1954; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 

1969/1971; Perelman, 1982). 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca differ from Burke in that they suggest that a 

sociological element is needed in order to assess which premises the audience adheres to. At 

the same time, however, this also raises a problem with their theory of argumentation—

they have precious few suggestions as for how to go about this endeavor. This is obviously a 

weakness of the system, and also points to a lack of concern for practical matters. Some 

critics have also argued that this is reflected in poor operationalization of several of the 

concepts. The same critics also claim that the suggested categories are neither mutually 

exclusive nor exhaustive (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, & Kruiger, 1987). The apologists for 

the approach have admitted that the practical concerns of the theory were not the prime 

focus of Perelman. Furthermore, it is acknowledged that the theory is lacking in theory on 

the process of arguing, something that would have added practical and political significance, 

by discussing, for instance, the problems of the public sphere (Gross & Dearin, 2003). The 

former weakness has must be tackled in this dissertation by clarifying how parts of the 

system will be used (see the following sections). As for the process of arguing and the 

practical and political implications, this will be addressed by using the concepts within a 

larger rhetorical and sociological framework applied to two cases that unfolded over long 

periods of time.  

Another problematic part of the rhetoric of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca is their 

attempt to elevate rhetoric from its traditional inferior position in relation to philosophy. 

The adaptation to the audience has given rhetoric a bad name. Perelman and Olbrechts-
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Tyteca thus wanted to address this concern by introducing the concept of the universal 

audience. The universal audience would include every “competent and reasonable” adult, 

and would be the ultimate yardstick for ethical rhetoric. The rhetor should try to convince 

this universal audience and build arguments that are valid, independent of local and 

historical contingencies. By addressing a universal audience, rhetoric would avoid the 

traditional criticism of pandering to particular audiences (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 

1969/1971; Perelman, 1979, 1982).  

Critics charge that the concept of the universal audience lacks clarity and that the 

distinction between a universal and a particular audience can never be precise. There is 

also doubt as to whether a universal audience can exist at all, and that, if so, it would be 

impossible to convince it of any thesis that has real content (Foss et al., 1991; Dearin, 

2000). It has been argued, however, that a lot of the criticism of this concept has been 

based on misunderstandings, since the universal and the particular audience are both 

rhetorical constructs. The difference is that rhetoric addressed to the former concerns what 

is considered as facts and truths, whereas rhetoric addressed to the latter focuses on 

values—that is, what is preferable (more on this distinction follows in the next section). It is 

acknowledged that facts, truths, and values are culturally dependent, but it is claimed that 

the rhetor, nonetheless, has to assume the existence of something that has timeless validity. 

In dealing with such matters, the rhetor addresses a universal audience (Gross & Dearin, 

2003). This concept will play a relatively small role in the empirical analysis in this 

dissertation,, and will only touched upon in passing when discussing the types of premises 

that are used. The main point is that “facts and truths” are thought to have wider 

adherence than values, and, thus, that the rhetor that can build his or her rhetoric on such 

premises will have an advantage (see next section).  

Despite the criticisms of the approach suggested by Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 

it has been argued that when it comes to micro-analysis of actual texts, they still “reign 

supreme” (Gross & Dearin, 2003, p. xi). From this micro-analytical framework, the 

categorization of premises and techniques of argumentation are adopted. The latter is now 

discussed.  

 

Types of premises 

As already mentioned, the rhetor has to start from premises that the audience already 

adheres to. The starting point for argumentation is thus the agreement between the rhetor 
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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 (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971; Perelman, 1982).  

 

Premises relating to reality 

Premises relating to reality will be of two basic kinds (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 

1969/1971; Perelman, 1982): 

(1) Facts and truths: facts and truths are premises that no competent person will 

challenge, and that do not require justification, since the (universal) audience agrees to 

them already. Truths transcend facts, as they refer to larger systems of more precise and 

limited facts. If there is widespread agreement and no justification can be provided as to 

why the facts or truths should be doubted, the skeptic will appear foolish. Such premises, 

however, lose their status as soon as justification is called for and the doubter is able to give 

sufficient justification for his or her hesitation. Pointing to other facts and truths that are 

more certainly established typically disqualifies facts and truths. In the environmental 

realm, it might be considered a fact that acid rain consists of sulfur dioxide (SO2) and 

nitrogen oxides (NOx). It can also be considered a truth that acid rain damages the 

environment. 

(2) Presumptions: presumptions enjoy widespread agreement, and are often tied to 

common experience and common sense. Presumptions concern what normally happens or 

what we might reasonably count on. However, adherence to these is not absolute and this 

requires interference from the rhetor. In fact, this is what the audience expects. One of the 

important advantages associated with the use of presumptions is that they impose the 

burden of proof upon the opponent that wants to challenge them, since they coincide with 

what is normal. In the environmental realm, a presumption might be that emission of so-

called KFK gases increases the danger of being exposed to damaging ultraviolet rays. An 

environmentalist would argue that KFK gases harm the protecting ozone layer.  
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Premises relating to the preferable 

Premises obviously do not just refer to what the audience sees as reality, but might also start 

from what is considered to be preferable. The preferable are objects of agreement that only 

hold the adherence of a particular audience. It is useful to differentiate between three kinds 

(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971; Perelman, 1982): 

(1) Values: values represent a break with indifference and the equality of things, 

putting one thing above another. It is implied that some values have a specific influence on 

action or at least a disposition towards action. When values are appealed to, this is done in 

order to influence choices of action. Values might be divided into concrete and abstract, 

which differ regarding their attachment to particular persons or institutions. An 

environmentalist might, for instance, play up the value of a particular pristine, untouched 

mountain area that should be protected against human development of all kinds. 

(2) Hierarchy: hierarchies involve the arrangement of values—of placing, for 

instance, humans over animals, and gods over humans. The hierarchies can be concrete 

and abstract, homogeneous and heterogeneous. Hierarchy is seen as being necessary, since 

simultaneous pursuit of opposing values leads to incompatibilities. An environmentalist 

might argue that environmental protection should be placed above economic growth, and 

that you cannot have both at the same time. The introduction of the phrase “sustainable 

development”, however, seeks to bridge the traditional dualism and constructs a new 

hierarchy where sustainable development reigns supreme over more single-minded pursuit 

of either environmental or economic values.  

(3) Loci of the preferable: loci, or topics, of the preferable are defined as premises of a 

general nature, such as appeals to quantity, stating that more is better than less, that the 

normal and usual are the best, and that the exceptional is not to be trusted. When loci of 

quantity are challenged, the rhetor draws on loci of quality. He or she can state that the 

individual and unique are better than the common. Although these two types of loci might 

be said to be fundamental, other loci of the preferable include loci relating to order (the 

early is better than the later), the existent (the real is better than the possible), essence (the 

incarnation of a type is valued most), and the person (for instance, his or her dignity and 

autonomy). In the environmental realm, a key topic might be clean versus polluted.  

 

In the current analysis, the premises of the rhetors will be categorized according to this 

scheme. The goal here is to assess the scope of the appeal of the rhetoric of the actors, and 
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give a more comprehensive analysis of the proofs that were identified with the help of the 

ancient rhetorical tools. 

 

Techniques of argumentation 

The second part that will be adopted from the rhetorical system of Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca concerns the two basic operations that underpin the techniques of 

argumentation—association and dissociation. There is a link here to Kenneth Burke’s notion 

of identification and the rhetorical situation that implies the paradox of substance, that is, 

how total identification is not possible. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca also make an 

explicit reference to Burke, but claims that the notion of identification just concerns 

connections and rejection of connections, whereas their concepts involve more profound 

changes (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971):  

 

Association 

The association process is a traditional rhetorical operation whereby separate elements are 

brought together and an attempt is made to unite them. The rhetor tries to organize the 

elements or evaluate them by means of each other. Three basic association techniques 

might be discerned (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971):  

(1) Quasi-logical arguments: quasi-logical arguments resemble the formal reasoning 

of logic or mathematics, which provide them with their main persuasive power. But, as 

already mentioned, argumentation or rhetoric does not deal with correct or incorrect 

demonstration, only with stronger or weaker arguments, and hence this category is called 

quasi-logical. In argumentation, one does not face contradictions in the sense of formal 

logic, but incompatibilities. One cannot be accused of contradiction when supporting 

environmental protection of a waterfall and economic development of the local 

community, but it could lead to incompatibility if the local industrial plant needs more 

energy and the only way to provide this is by developing the local waterfall. When a rhetor 

points to an incompatibility, he or she tries to make a choice between the two goals 

unavoidable.  

Other forms that borrow structures from logic are arguments by identity and 

transitivity. The former includes the use of definitions that equate the defining expression 

with the term to be defined. This is what happens when an environmental organization 

defines “environmentally friendly” as what the organization itself says is environmentally 
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friendly. Transitivity, however, often mimics the syllogism. The transitive principle of 

inclusion sees X Productions included in the category of industrial plants, hence X 

Productions also needs energy. 

The other main category of quasi-logical arguments mimics mathematical relations; 

quantitatively, use of inclusion, division, comparisons with weights and measures, as well as 

probabilities belong to this category (Gross & Dearin, 2003).  

(2) Arguments based on the structure of reality: regarding arguments based on reality, 

it is worth mentioning again that Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca think that a “view of 

reality” is socially bound; it is “the best tested of our opinions” (Gross & Dearin, 2003, p. 

53). Among the most important of arguments based on the structure of reality are the ones 

that apply relationships of succession. The rhetor will search for causes, try to determine 

effects, and evaluate facts by their consequences. This might involve arguments that try to 

attach two events together by pointing at a causal link. Increased use of freezers and 

refrigerators and the thinning of the ozone layer are linked by emission of so-called KFK 

gases. Another type of argument is one that tries to point out a cause that has determined 

an event. Pointing to acid rain in a region with forest death is an example of this. Yet 

another kind of argument is one that points to the effect that must be the result of an event. 

This type of argument might also involve a pragmatic tendency, pointing out that an action 

will lead to good consequences. Climate researchers can point out that the thinning of the 

ozone layer has decreased since the use of KFK gases was phased out. 

The second main category of arguments based on the structure of reality applies 

relationships of coexistence. Whereas arguments of succession relate to elements on the same 

level, arguments of coexistence unite elements on different levels. Typically, a person is 

united to his or her actions, or arguments are based on authority or ethos. An 

environmentalist might claim that human-created climate change is a fact, since the United 

Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has come to this conclusion. 

(3) Arguments trying to establish the structure of reality: a rhetor will typically use 

inductive reasoning to try to establish the structure of reality, for instance, employing 

examples that are meant to establish rules and to make generalization possible. An 

environmentalist could point to increased mean temperatures and increased extreme 

weather conditions and claim that this exemplifies human-induced climate change.  

Another type of argument comprises illustrations that provide support for an already 

established regularity. The illustrations are meant to strengthen adherence to a rule that is 

already known and accepted, and provide particular instances that clarify a general 
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statement and possible applications. The environmentalist might point to different sources 

of human-induced emission of climate gases as illustrations of what should be curbed if 

climate change is to be slowed down.  

Yet another form of argument comprises models or anti-models that are meant to 

respectively encourage or discourage imitation. If a prestigious person is tied to the 

behavior model, this might function as a “guarantee” that adoption of the model has its 

rewards. The same environmentalist might point out that the international cooperation to 

phase out the use of KFK-gases proved quite successful, and thus that international 

cooperation should be the model for attempts to stop climate change too. 

Analogy also belongs to this category and involves the combination of two entities, 

where one is well-known and is used to illuminate a second, less well-known entity. A is to 

B as C is to D. In the environmental realm, an analogy could be to say that the building of 

gas-fired power plants is now to the environment what the Alta development was two 

decades ago—a travesty of environmental values.  

 

Dissociation 

The second main operation that underpins argumentation techniques is that of 

dissociation, that is, attempts to separate or disunite elements that have previously been 

seen as forming a whole or a unified group. Dissociation is the attempt to remove an 

incompatibility that has risen from the confrontation between propositions: An idea is split 

into two in order to avoid this incompatibility. This technique was hardly touched upon by 

ancient rhetoric, since it was thought primarily to belong to the field of philosophy 

(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971).  

The prototype of dissociation is the pair appearance/reality, which can be found 

directly or indirectly in all dissociations. The dissociation is effected within term I—

appearance—to remove incompatibilities that appear between different aspects of it. Term 

II—reality—is only understood by comparison with term I, and is a construction that is 

both normative and explanatory in relation to term I. The dissociation results in a 

hierarchy, whereby it is possible to discriminate between that which is “merely” 

appearance and that which is reality. Term I is given less value, while term II is considered 

to be authentic and true. Such dissociations are called “philosophical pairs,” and are in 

contrasted with pairs in which the second term is the opposite of the first, for example 

good/evil, high/low. 
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A whole range of different dissociations might be effected. An example from the 

environmental realm could involve a shipping company that owns oil tankers being 

accused of willfully spilling oil at sea while it is cleaning the tanks. The company then might 

say that such incidents are intolerable and condemned by company policy, but that if a 

specific incident really has occurred it is because of individuals that have acted without 

management approval. This is an example of an individual/group dissociation, whereby 

the company attempts to absolve itself and blame someone else. Other prototypes of 

dissociations that have been discerned when organizations find themselves in similar 

situations are opinion/knowledge and act/essence (Hearit, 1995). The former has the same 

company replying that the accusations are false, that the accusers are expressing an 

opinion, and that those who have real knowledge know that such incidents have never 

happened. The latter dissociation, however, admits the act, but begs that the company 

should not be judged on account of this singular incident since it has had a spotless 

environmental track record for, say, 20 years.  

Dissociations illustrate how rhetoric might be both a technique and a mode of truth. 

Dissociations are the essence of philosophy, but at the same time they might be used in 

public address in order to sway the audience for any purpose. Once again, it can be said 

that rhetoric might be used to convince and to persuade (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 

1969/1971). 

 

A last critical note pertains to how the rhetorical system of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

relates to the classical means of persuasion. The association techniques of quasi-logical 

arguments and arguments based on the structure of reality roughly equates Aristotelian 

deduction. The association technique of arguments trying to establish the structure of 

reality is similar to induction. For instance, in the “sub-technique” relations of coexistence, 

the use of ethos might be discerned. The same goes for particular models that are held up 

for emulation. Here, then, it is evident that Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca have dealt 

with both logos and ethos. What they have not done, however, is touch upon the role of 

pathos—proofs that deal with the emotions of the audience (Gross & Dearin, 2003). 

Although it is very useful to differentiate between premises relating to reality versus 

premises relating to the preferable, the latter should not necessarily be viewed as inferior, 

although it does have a more limited appeal compared with the forms that address the 

“universal” audience. By using pathos-filled premises related to what is preferable, the 

rhetor might help to create a stronger, more deep-felt adherence among a particular 
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audience. Appealing to environmental values when communicating with environmentalists 

might fulfill a very important function to maintain and strengthen engagement. In an 

article written shortly before his death, Perelman did acknowledge that pathos should not 

be excluded, since rhetoric is addressed to whole humans, and not to an “abstract faculty” 

(Perelman, 1984). The system, nonetheless, offers no take on pathos, and this must be 

considered a great weakness. However, it does give a rationale for trying to combine the 

insights of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca with that of classical rhetoric and the emphasis 

on how ethos, logos and pathos act together as a prime means to achieve persuasion or 

convince people. An attempt to use this combination will be made in the present analysis. 

 

Summary 

Adding theoretical constructs from the works of Burke, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca fits 

into the attempt to bring the analytical framework more up to date, particularly regarding 

epistemological issues in modern rhetorical theory. None of these scholars would go along 

with the positions of positivism or relativism, but saw the epistemic and ontological as 

having a dialectic relationship. Rhetoric was seen as enacting and creating the 

environment, and facts as being conditioned by social agreements. At the same time, 

however, they acknowledged that an environment exists and that humans have to 

presuppose the existence of something that is true. The main implication of both approaches 

is still that a pluralism of perspectives should be invited, since truth with a capital T is 

impossible to reach.  

Burke saw the process of identification as being at the heart of rhetoric. The present 

analysis will focus on how the rhetor tries to achieve identification by, for instance, 

portraying organizational interests as being similar to those of the audience by emphasizing 

common ground, or by use of an antithesis or a transcendent “we.” Moreover, with the 

help of the so-called pentad, it is possible to analyze the motive of the rhetor, and the way 

that highlighting certain elements deflects attention from others. In short, the pentad helps 

in naming what is involved in the description a rhetor gives of a situation or a rhetorical 

act.  

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, for their part, developed a theory of argumentation 

specifically. The categorization of premises will be borrowed from this framework, since it 

is crucial for the rhetor to start with premises that the audience adheres to. In addition, the 
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categorization of the main techniques of argumentation suggested by the two scholars will 

be used: techniques of association and dissociation—uniting and separating elements.  

The concepts of these scholars offer useful tools that go beyond classical rhetorical 

theory, and make a more thorough evaluation and analysis of modern rhetoric possible. 

The next chapter will focus on that way that researchers have applied rhetoric to a special 

kind of modern rhetoric, namely that of public relations.  
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4 Public relations, rhetoric, and resources 

This chapter contains discussions of the literature on public relations and rhetoric. The two 

basic problems of these writings are, as mentioned in the introductory chapter, that there 

are few specific suggestions for how to go about a broad analysis, and that the role of 

resources is neglected. Both problems are elaborated upon in this chapter. Towards the 

end, a heuristic framework is presented for analysis of the two cases in this dissertation. 

This framework draws on the rhetorical concepts investigated in the two preceding 

chapters, as well as the sociological concepts that will be discussed in this chapter.  

 

Rhetorical theory of public relations 

Several efforts have been made to use rhetorical theory within public relations (e.g., Heath, 

1992b; Toth & Heath, 1992; Elwood, 1995; Mickey, 1995; Hoover, 1997; Heath, 2000). 

Rhetorical theory can help public relations to account for the symbolic aspects of 

communication, which arguably are right at the heart of public relations activity. In this 

sense, one of the most important contributions from a rhetorical approach is to draw 

attention away from the linear communication models that dominate the theoretical 

branch. Rhetorical theory offers unique theoretical tools and concepts for the critic, 

drawing on an ancient, as well as a contemporary, holistic tradition. The context of the 

communication process becomes important to bear in mind, as well as the insight that 

persuasion is reached not only through rational arguments but also with the help of ethical 

and emotional appeals, as discussed previously.  

The first mention of rhetoric in conjunction with public relations seems to stem from 

1952 (i.e., Bernays, 1952). Yet, no real exploration of the term is found in the early 

literature (Knapp, 1970). It might be said that the rhetorical approach originated around 

1980, when Robert L. Heath proposed rhetoric to be the essence of an organization’s 

relationship to its environment (i.e., Heath, 1980).  

Some theorists have argued that the history of Western rhetoric might be seen as a 

development from grammatical ancient rhetoric, a psychological rhetoric of the late 

eighteenth century, and a sociological modern rhetoric, before the present fourth system of 

organizational rhetoric was in place (Ehninger, 1968/1994; Crable, 1990). Others, 

however, have cautioned against such categorizations, criticizing the lack of empirical 

evidence, the progressive perspective, and the assumption that rhetoric has given more and 
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more contributions to society (Toth, 1999). Despite such criticism, it is clear that the 

organizational rhetoric of today differs from the ancient, although the distinctions are often 

ones of degree and emphasis (Sproule, 1988). This was also discussed in Chapter two, 

where it was pointed out that comprehensive social, political, economic, and cultural 

changes have taken place since ancient rhetorical theory was formulated. Obviously, this 

also has relevance for rhetorical public relations studies, and a few points can be made, as 

will now be discussed. 

A first distinction is that the rhetors studied are often organizations or representatives 

of organizations, rather than single speakers. The organizational message can have an 

unclear author or origin. The self or the individual is often “de-centered,” the acting 

subject is “lost,” and passive voices are preferred. The message is also shaped and 

constrained in radical new ways by the media chosen. For instance, to get coverage in the 

mass media, details and connections otherwise required might have to be suppressed 

(Cheney, 1991).  

A second point is that modern rhetors use a variety of channels, and the research 

object is not only speeches, but also text in the broad sense, as mentioned in the previous 

chapters. Rhetorical scholars have used, for instance, annual reports (Conrad, 1992), trade 

journals (Measell, 1992), and promotional material (Dionisopoulos & Goldzwig, 1992). The 

rhetoric distributed by the mass media is also included, since what is stated by or about an 

organization becomes part of the rhetorical debate, despite the journalistic filtering (Toth, 

1992).  

Thirdly, by way of the mass media, modern rhetors also reach a mass audience that 

they do not have direct contact with, and thus cannot get immediate reactions from. 

Furthermore, the audience is more diverse, and by far so, when the rhetor is an 

organization. A multiple audience will also have multiple organizational identifications. 

This is a problem for the organization when a strategy designed to communicate with one 

group of stakeholders, alienates others (Crable, 1990; Ice, 1991; Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 

1998). 

In other words, there is good reason to expand on the classical notion of rhetoric—

for instance, by employing insights from the new rhetoricians mentioned in the previous 

chapter. In fact, the rhetorical public relations scholars in the U.S.A. have often used the 

works of Kenneth Burke (Toth, 1999).  
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Empirical studies of public relations and rhetoric 

Most public relations research using rhetorical theory has been conducted in a tradition 

called corporate advocacy or issues management (Toth, 1992). Corporate advocacy could be 

defined as “organizational symbolic action aimed to induce cooperation with the publics 

that the organization considers to be directly and indirectly important to the organization” 

(Trujillo & Toth, 1987, p. 212). Issues management, for its part, is said to be dealing with 

the “proactive process of anticipating, identifying, evaluating, and responding” to issues 

that might affect the organization and/or its publics (Cutlip et al., 1999, p. 16). Both of 

these related activities were primarily businesses’ answer to the upsurge of public interest 

groups in the U.S.A. during the 1970s. Corporations sought to defend their interests by 

promoting issues and courting public opinion by, for instance, non-product advertisements. 

The aim was to counteract “media bias,” “misleading information,” and public hostility to 

corporate activities “because of ignorance or misinformation.” It was often an explicit goal 

to foster the values of the free enterprise system. This was obviously not a new undertaking 

for business, as public relations initially grew as a response to the critical muckraking 

journalism of the first decades of the twentieth century. Public relations has jumped to the 

rescue of capitalism and free enterprise democracy with varying intensity ever since, but 

during the 1970s the work took on a more systematic and proactive character (Heath, 

1980; Cheney, 1991; Crable & Vibbert, 1995; Ewen, 1996; Marchand, 1998).  

Several studies of corporate advocacy and public relations have been conducted, 

although not necessarily sharing the political view advocated above. In fact, some studies 

have had a critical perspective (e.g., Crable & Vibbert, 1995; McKinney, 1995; Russell-

Loretz, 1995; Hansen-Horn & Vasquez, 1997; Morris, 1997). Researchers have focused on 

ethos strategies (Samra, 1993), use of epideictic rhetoric (Crable & Vibbert, 1995), rhetoric 

inviting celebration of the organization (Cheney & Vibbert, 1987), use of controlled media 

to build grass roots support (Holloway, 1995), as well as rhetorical diversification of the 

organization’s focus in response to societal changes (Smith, 1995). A particularly flourishing 

line of research has involved studies of organizational self-defense and image restoration 

during or after crisis situations (e.g., Downey, 1993; Hearit, 1994; Benoit, 1995; Coombs, 

1995; Seeger et al., 1998; Johansen & Frandsen, 2000; Ihlen, 2002; Millar & Heath, 2003). 

Nevertheless, the research on public relations and rhetoric has been criticized in a 

number of respects, for instance, for lacking discussions of rhetoric and rhetorical concepts 

(Toth, 1999; Cheney & Christensen, 2001). More problematic in the context of this 

dissertation is that beyond crisis situations, the research has not offered comprehensive 
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theories or suggestions for how to go about analysis of rhetorical public relations strategies. 

It could of course be argued that those who wish to analyze public relations could use any 

textbook on rhetorical analysis and mix and match from these (e.g., Campbell, 1996; Foss, 

1996; Hart, 1997). One problem is, however, that few of these address public relations 

specifically, and, as pointed out in the previous section, several issues arise when the rhetor 

is a modern organization. In addition, several textbooks focus on ancient rhetoric alone. 

Here, the case is made that there is a need for a comprehensive critical rhetorical approach 

adapted to public relations and drawing from the whole range of rhetorical theory.  

The one book that might be counted as an exception to the above is Thomas J. 

Mickey’s Sociodrama: An Interpretive Theory for the Practice of Public Relations (Mickey, 1995). 

Mickey first reworks the stage concepts of Erving Goffman (Goffman, 1959): behind the 

scene—talk inside the organizations; on stage—talk between the organization and its 

audience; and outside the theatre—talk amongst the audience. He then combines these 

concepts with the pentad of Kenneth Burke to construct a matrix of what people say about 

an organization. For example, if people speak about a chemical factory not caring about 

the environment, they reason about actors and behind the scene relationships. Statements 

from the chemical factory about how it has improved its environmental record by 

introducing new technology will be placed in the cell where act and on-stage intersect. 

The approach suggested by Mickey might be useful to classify images, but he also 

points to how it could be used for practitioners to find “word[s] that will involve the reader 

[original emphasis]” (Mickey, 1995, p. 51). How this is to be affected remains unclear, and 

the model has been criticized for lack of specificity and parsimony (Hallahan, 1997). The 

model is primarily audience centered, and does not really seem to add much to an analysis 

of strategies that a rhetor uses on stage. Hence, it will not be used here.  

In addition to looking at rhetorical studies within public relations, it might be worth 

exploring the related discipline of organizational communication and the use of rhetorical 

theory here. Although scholars within organizational communication most often focus on 

internal communication, some research has investigated corporate advocacy and crisis 

communication. Scholars within organizational communication have also analyzed 

rhetorical tropes used by the organization, and focused on argument in organizational 

decision-making, as well as identification strategies used by management (Cheney, 1983, 

1992; Putnam & Fairhurst, 2001).  

Organizational communication theorists have made a strong case for focusing on 

how reality is defined and created through the use of rhetoric, in line with epistemological 
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debates already touched upon. Indeed, some of these scholars propose that the use of 

rhetoric, or symbols, is the essence (if not the substance) of organizations. Thus, they argue, 

public relations practitioners should be taught to manage symbols, not substance 

(Tompkins, 1987; Cheney & Dionisopoulos, 1989). This points to a more radical 

epistemological and ontological view than that which is typically found among public 

relations theorists. Of equal importance is the fact that organizational communication does 

not seem to be bound up in the same instrumental agenda that prevails in public relations. 

In the latter discipline, it is argued that public relations should be applied, and this view has 

quite a few promoters among rhetorical scholars as well. Several authors explicitly link the 

rhetorical approach to instrumental goals of maintaining social order or gaining consent 

(i.e., Trujillo & Toth, 1987; Toth, 1992). Indeed, the majority of the rhetorical studies have 

aimed at improving effectiveness (L'Etang, 1997). 

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, the perspective taken here is that public 

relations studies do not necessarily have to be applied and instrumental. Rhetorical studies 

of public relations can just as well incorporate critical approaches, and ask questions 

concerning the rhetorical strategies that are important in maintaining power structures, 

securing privileged interests, as well as specific outcomes of policy debates on topics such as 

energy and the environment. Indeed, this should be one of the tasks of rhetorical public 

relations scholars, given the clout that public relations practice has. As mentioned 

elsewhere, the intellectual domain must be liberated from the practice so that it is not one 

perspective only that is adopted (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000). There is a need to bring public 

relations research up to par with related disciplines like management studies and 

organizational communication, which both have more clearly recognized and developed 

strands of critical research (e.g., Alvesson & Deetz, 2000; Jablin & Putnam, 2001; Alvesson 

& Willmott, 2003). Public relations should be seen in a wider cultural, economic, and 

political context. A meta-theoretical approach is worth discussing in relation to this.  

 

Meta-theoretical approaches 

Several authors have been occupied with meta-theoretical discussions of the value of 

adopting a rhetorical approach to public relations (e.g., Vestheim, 1992; L'Etang, 1996, 

1997). It is described how rhetoric has a normative function, also related to the ideal of 

being a “good orator.” From an analytical and critical point of view, it is indicated that 

rhetorical concepts could be used to evaluate the social and cultural values of public 
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relations in keeping with a critical approach, as advocated in the previous section. Many of 

these works, however, stop short of pointing out this potential, whereas many of the 

aforementioned empirical works do not incorporate “the broader picture.”  

The one author who has come to personify a rhetorical approach to public relations 

is Robert L. Heath. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, he is often credited with 

originating a renewed focus on rhetoric in public relations in 1980. The perspective of 

Heath enjoys a dominant position, as witnessed, for instance, in the state-of-the-art 

Handbook of Public Relations, as well as Responding to Crisis: A Rhetorical Approach to Crisis 

Communication (Heath, 2001b; Millar & Heath, 2003).  

Heath has addressed ethical issues at large, and has not confined himself to analysis 

of smaller subsets of rhetorical concepts or strategies (e.g., Heath, 1980; Heath & Nelson, 

1986; Heath, 1989, 1992b, 1993, 1997c, 1997a, 1997b, 2000, 2001a). In rhetoric, Heath 

sees the possibility for an ethical and pragmatic practice. In keeping with ancient rhetoric, 

he proposes that the “paradigm for public relations is the good organization 

communicating well” (Heath, 2001a, p. 39). Rhetoric is understood as an interactive 

dialogical and symmetrical process, which is ethical because it is public and assumes a 

dialectic. Even when self-interest is the driving force of an organization, this is believed to 

be tempered by the response of other stakeholders, including the media. The underlying 

assumption is that “no entity can manipulate others forever, if at all,” and, thus, this 

rhetorical approach is in line with a symmetrical view of public relations (Heath, 1993, p. 

143). A public relations practitioner will have to advocate not only the needs of the 

organization, but also the needs, concerns, and point of view of the publics.  

At the core of this approach is the liberal concept of a marketplace where ideas are 

put to the test and the superior ones prevail. Bad ideas and those that are narrowly self-

interested will supposedly not withstand the public scrutiny of the media and counter-

advocates (Heath, 2000, 2001a). In fact, it is said that the debate resulting from advocacy 

and counter-advocacy can potentially lead to clearer vision. Thus, there is no point in 

condemning rhetoric that has the potential to protect “any hegemonic expression of 

community. … The answer to that problem is to let rhetoric run free, to champion each 

voice’s opportunity to express views that challenge other views of community” (Heath, 

2000, p. 84). Even so, states Heath, it is crucial that the rhetoric be critically investigated 

for standards of truth and knowledge, for its values and perspectives, and for quality of 

narrative form (Heath, 1992b).  
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The approach of Heath can be criticized on a number of points. Firstly, it is argued, 

by Heath and others, that the rhetorical approach is a supplement to the systems theory 

approach that was discussed in the introductory chapter (Toth, 1992; Heath, 2001a). Thus, 

some argue that the approach does not offer a real alternative paradigm, as it has 

embraced the phrase symmetry, the possibilities of dialogue, and the belief in a pluralistic 

society (L'Etang, 1996, 1997).  

Secondly, a consensus orientation seems to be an integral part of the approach. 

Heath tries to sidestep this criticism by replacing the term “consensus” with “concurrence.” 

That is, consensus is still regarded as an ideal, but something that cannot be reached. 

Concurrence is the effort and incentive of the dialogue towards continual improvement, 

even if it falls short of that goal (Heath, 1997b, 2000). Nevertheless, in some situations, no 

consensus can be reached, or it is not even wanted. Using the term “concurrence” does not 

really solve the problem of irreconcilable differences. It might be asked if society is not 

better perceived as being based around struggle and conflict, and that public relations 

theorists should take this into account (Pieczka, 1996).  

Thirdly, some critics have qualms about what they see as a move from perspectivism 

to relativism (Cheney & Christensen, 2001). Heath uses the Quintilian citation that the 

rhetor should be the good person speaking well, or the good organization communicating 

well (i.e., Quintilian, trans. 1920/1996). However, as pointed out in Chapter two, the ideal 

orator according to the perception of Quintilian is dead, and modern rhetoric has an even 

less secure ontological and epistemological platform than ancient rhetoric (Lunsford & Ede, 

1994). For what actually is “good”? And how is “good” determined? 

Heath’s solution to the latter problem is that of relativism, the “limit on any point of 

view is the counter statement that can gain more support” (Heath, 1997b, p. 60). 

Relativism is understood here to be a practical solution, as this might at least privilege 

“people in society to struggle in concert to reduce differences, to compromise and to have 

opinions challenged. That is the essence of the process of rhetoric …” (Heath, 1997b, p. 

60). This has led to the critique that Heath sometimes acknowledges, that reality is socially 

constructed, yet at other times he assumes that there is really one universal truth, that some 

“facts” are better than others. The problem, however, is that no hints are given as to how 

these may be distinguished and why (L'Etang, 1997).  

Another important criticism in the context of this dissertation is that the approach 

fails to account for the way in which rhetoric works in “real life.” In Heath’s marketplace, 

resources, for instance, are not a big issue. All ideas are regarded as running the risk of 
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being ignored or challenged, and big corporations are actually thought to be disadvantaged 

because of their size and questionable credibility (Heath, 1992a). As an illustration, Heath 

points to the success of anti-smoking advocates, which he suggests have prevailed despite 

being up against an industry with really deep pockets. Furthermore: 

 

If deep-pockets spending is a fact and if rhetorical manipulation works to the exclusive 

advantage of corporations, how can we account for the increasingly tight regulations that have 

been placed on myriad corporate activities in this century? (Heath, 1992a, p. 318) 

 

This is a timely question that serves to illustrate the complexity of the issue. Public interest 

groups are generally regarded as being more credible than self-interested industries, and 

sometimes such groups might point out indisputable cases of industry-caused damage 

(Condit & Condit, 1992). Many non-governmental organizations and citizen initiatives 

have also acquired media relations skills, and this has restored the balance somewhat. 

However, this, does not automatically prove the existence of a properly functioning open 

marketplace of ideas. A better metaphor might be the “supermarket of images in which 

large establishments offer their customers a limited number of brands promoted by a few 

social leviathans” (Sproule, 1988, p. 484).  

The question of material existence has no role in the rhetorical approach of Heath, 

and thus the ontological dimension seems at best underdeveloped (Cheney & Christensen, 

2001). There is an over-optimistic faith in the marketplace, and the question of deep 

pockets is really too easily dismissed. By pointing to stronger industry regulation, the 

argument runs that it is the good rhetoric that prevails, and resources do not matter. 

However, this sounds too much like the old false dichotomy: if it is not black, it surely must 

be white. It would also be easy to cite examples that counter the one used by Heath, that is, 

examples of how corporations have managed to avoid tight regulations, and how they seem 

to increase their power by means of, for instance, the globalization process. By moving, or 

threatening to move, production to other countries, corporations have a way of bypassing 

domestic constraints to the running of their business. 

Furthermore, it is not simply a question of putting “the good argument” out on the 

open market of ideas, and then sitting back and waiting for “customers.” In every market, a 

rhetor has to establish a presence over time, and make him- or herself and the “product” 

stand out in comparison with what is offered by the competitors. Research on Norwegian 

citizen groups has, for instance, concluded that even though the members of the groups 
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might be more resourced than the average population, the protest situation itself makes the 

members’ resource poor. The demand of the authorities that the protest groups must 

present alternatives becomes an obstacle due to the constraints of time, knowledge, energy, 

and money. Such factors are also cited as direct constraints for engagement (Kolbenstvedt 

et al., 1978). 

Another conclusion from the latter research was that even though there were many 

people behind well-organized groups that had “good arguments,” this did not necessarily 

guarantee success. It seemed, for instance, that a requirement for succeeding was that the 

frame of understanding and the arguments were seen as “realistic” by the authorities 

(Kolbenstvedt et al., 1978). Others have argued similarly by pointing out that the social 

norms of the audience must be considered by a rhetor that wants to secure acceptance. In 

advocating, for instance, substantial social change, the rhetor might face a conservative 

constituency that does not consider the proposal as legitimate or rational. Norms also 

accord prestige, and this enhances influence (Mayhew, 1997). Swedish research has, 

furthermore, shown how the access that environmental groups have to “the rooms of 

power” are linked to their resources. This includes, for instance, the ability to keep paid 

staff, and to develop long-term, trustful relationships with politicians and bureaucrats 

(Uhrwing, 2001). 

Heath’s argument, as quoted above, hinges on the word “exclusive.” However, it is 

important that rhetoric does not function exclusively on behalf of any one group in society. 

A much more complex relationship can be envisioned: rhetoric and resources have 

different influences in a number of different circumstances. The organizational actors 

might be seen as using rhetoric as well as symbolic and material resources in a competition 

to further their interests within a social space or field. Philip Schlesinger has proposed that 

Bourdieu’s insights should be used in matters of media sociology dealing with source 

strategies and competition for media access (Schlesinger, 1990). There is good reason to 

discuss the relevance of this for public relations as well, beyond the specialty area of media 

relations. This might provide the necessary link between rhetoric and resources that is 

called for in order to understand the influence of public relations on, for instance, public 

policy.  
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The “theory of practice” of Bourdieu 

Pierre Bourdieu is widely acknowledged as a major social theorists (Calhoun, LiPuma, & 

Postone, 1993; Swartz, 1998; Robbins, 2000; Elliott & Turner, 2001; Webb, Schirato, & 

Danaher, 2001; Jenkins, 2002). The focus of his sociology is the uncovering of how the 

social world is structured, constituted, and reproduced through individual and collective 

struggle to conserve or transform the social world. Of particular interest are those struggles 

that “seek to impose the legitimate definition of reality” (Bourdieu, 1990b, p. 141). This is 

obviously an important point in the present context. 

In his “theory of practice,” Bourdieu grappled with the classic antagonism between 

subjectivism and objectivism, between giving primacy to structure or agency, and he 

advocated that relations should be seen as the dominant factor instead. With the three 

concepts of habitus, field, and capital, he constructed a sociology that he argued made the 

opposition between subjectivism and objectivism obsolete.  

A habitus is a structuring mechanism that generates strategies for actors in the social 

world and through which actors relate to the social world. It is a system of durable 

dispositions, an internalized mental or cognitive structure that functions both consciously 

and unconsciously, and is constraining in its suggestion of what people should and should 

not do. A habitus is based on all of the situations through which dispositions are created 

and that an individual experiences throughout a lifetime (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  

The actors are indeed active; they are not determined by the habitus or automatically 

pushed around by external forces. A habitus can be resisted as a consequence of reflection. 

As a system of durable dispositions, it is an open system; it produces society, but is at the 

same time produced by society. It is open for modification and “constantly subjected to 

experiences, and therefore constantly affected by them in a way that either reinforces or 

modifies its structures. It is durable but not eternal” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 133). 

The implications of this will be discussed below, but an important point to note here 

is that people are not only consciously striving for clearly perceived goals. The strategies that 

are suggested by habitus must not be conflated with intentionality. Practices might be 

“reasonable without being the product of a reasoned purpose, and, even less of conscious 

computation [original emphasis]” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 120). Habitus here 

breaks with the notion of humans as rational agents through and through—as homo 

economicus. The calculation of interest is tacit. 

Field is the next important concept, and it has a dialectical relationship with habitus. 

A field is understood as a social space or network of relationships between positions 
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occupied by actors. The different positions are structured and anchored in forms of 

unequally shared power or capital. Conflict and competition characterize the relationships 

between the actors as they try to accumulate, conserve, or convert different types of capital. 

The positions are ones of dominance or sub-ordinance according to the types and amounts 

of capital possessed by an actor. 

Capital as a concept is highly elastic, a trait that that makes it quite compelling but 

also criticizable. Bourdieu has written about several different types of capital, including 

political, personal, functional, professional, linguistic, intellectual, and scholastic capital 

(Bourdieu, 1991). Thus, the definition of capital is very wide and includes material and 

immaterial resources. However, in his article on the forms of capital, he narrows these 

down to three fundamental types: economic capital (money, property), cultural capital 

(knowledge, skills, educational qualifications), and social capital (connections, membership 

of a group). At the same time, however, he has argued that all of these forms of capital 

might also be apprehended as symbolic capital (prestige, honor) (Bourdieu, 1986).  

Capital is considered as accumulated labor; it is not a natural given and demands 

investment. In a sense, capital is the “energy of social physics” (Bourdieu, 1990b, p. 122). 

This implies that capital only functions relationally within a field. Capital is scarce; it is in 

demand and creates differences. Actors are distributed within the field in the first 

dimension according to the overall volume of the capital they posses. In the second 

dimension, they are distributed according to the composition of their capital—in other 

words, according to the relative weight of the different kinds of capital in the total set of 

their assets (Bourdieu, 1991). 

The social world is seen as being made up of several such fields that are more or less 

autonomous, but subsumed under the overarching field of power. It is often referred to as 

comprising a literary, business, scientific, and bureaucratic field, to mention but a few. At 

the organizational level, a research center can be said to belong to the scientific field, a 

parent–teacher association to the educational field, a bank to the economic field, a theater 

to the cultural field, a ministry to the bureaucratic field, and so on. A typical trait of such 

fields is that they put a higher value on one type of capital than on others, and that this 

capital might be worth less in another field. In the field of business, economic capital is 

prioritized, but this has virtually no importance in the academic field. In the latter, 

scholarly significance and rating by one’s peers is usually what counts. This might only be 

grasped properly within the academic field, although some kind of recognition can be won 

outside it as well (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  
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The limit of a field are “always at stake in the field itself, and therefore admits of no a 

priori answer” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 100). One general pointer that is given is 

that the limits of the field lie where the effects of the field cease. To add further 

complexities to the theory, every field might be part of one or several other larger fields, or 

in itself contain sub-fields. The research center mentioned above might, for instance, be 

part of the political field through its connections with a political agenda and political 

institutions. The environmental organizations studied in this dissertation could be said to 

belong to the political field at the same time as they have their own sub-fields, with a field-

specific capital centering on certain environmentalist values. However, one might talk 

about a field that encompasses all actors involved with issues concerning energy and the 

environment. The relationship between such different fields, however, are not governed by 

any transhistoric laws, so each historical case must be investigated separately (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992). 

Bourdieu also announced a certain “program” for a proper field analysis, and 

stressed how the field has to be the focus of the research operation, since the “true object of 

social science is not the individual” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 107). The researcher 

should focus on the competing interests, the conflicts they generate, and the whole logic of 

the field. This can only be done by plunging “into the particularity of an empirical reality, 

historically located and dated, but with the objective of constructing it as a ‘special case of 

what is possible’” (Bourdieu, 1994/1998, p. 2). In other words, the study of particular 

historical conflicts on energy and environment should contribute something other than 

“just” intrinsic insights into the conflicts. This is also the reason why the research question 

in this dissertation is formulated without mention of either Alta or gas-fired power plants. 

This brief overview of the theory of practice must suffice here, and attention must 

now be turned to its problems. Difficulties originate both in aspects of the theory itself, and 

not least in the attempt to use it in public relations strategies.  

The most common criticism of the theory of practice is that it has not delivered on its 

promises to absolve the opposition between micro and macro, individual and structure. 

The accusation is that the perspective is firmly rooted in objectivism, as Bourdieu presents 

his analyses as based in the “real” material world, “where behavior has its causes, but 

actors are not allowed to have their reasons” (Jenkins, 2002, p. 97). The role of deliberate 

decision-making is under-emphasized as habitus is given a prominent role. Most action is 

then seen as reproducing a structure that gives privilege to the already dominant. The 

actors are given less “freedom” than they are granted by other sociologists (e.g., Giddens, 
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1984/1995). This position is also one of the reasons why it is difficult to apply the theories 

that that Bourdieu espoused for linking rhetoric and capital (i.e., Bourdieu, 1991). I do 

agree with this criticism, and intend to leave the issue of habitus aside in the analysis of the 

cases.  

By rejecting the use of the concept of habitus, the problem of intentionality surfaces. 

Bourdieu is not interested in decisions, actors, or strategies per se, but in positions. One of his 

arguments for the theory of practice is that it expands “the sphere of interest while 

reducing that of utility and consciousness” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 25). In the 

context of this dissertation, however, it is precisely the actors and their intentional and 

conscious strategies to influence thoughts and decisions that are of interest, although, as mentioned 

in the preceding chapter, it is acknowledged that rhetoric might be used unconsciously as 

well. What appear to one analyst as well laid out strategies, or are presented as such by an 

interviewee, might in fact be the result of chance as well as unconscious deliberation. The 

result will, nonetheless, be manifested in certain texts.  

An additional problem with using the theory of practice is the claim that the notions 

of habitus, positions, field, and capital might only be understood as systemic concepts, that 

is, they can only be defined “within the theoretical system that they constitute, not in 

isolation” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 96). However, there have also been arguments 

against attempts to achieve unambiguous meaning, since the theories are apparently 

believed to have a generative function. Here, this will be interpreted as an invitation to 

borrow and expand, much like the kind of pragmatic relationship between Bourdieu 

himself and other authors (Bourdieu, 1990a).  

I will perform substantial breaks with, if not violations against, the work of Bourdieu, 

beginning with the suggestion for a typology of organizational resources detailed in the 

next section. Furthermore, the concept of field will only be used loosely. That is, there will 

be made no attempts to map out the whole political field or the sub-field dealing with 

energy and the environment. The focus will be on a selection of actors from the latter sub-

field and their strategies. The concept serves as a framing for the organizations’ wielding of 

resources and rhetorical activities. No efforts will be made to identify a field-specific capital 

for the sub-field either, as it is an aim of this dissertation to present a theoretical framework 

for analysis of public relations in the political field in general. Some support for this choice 

might also be found in the claim that the environmental organizations do not have a 

specific type of advocacy strategy towards the politicians or bureaucrats, compared to other 

organizations. Furthermore, there is little that indicates that the relationships between the 
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environmental organizations and the state develop differently to those in other policy areas 

(Opedal, 1997).  

That actors possess different types of resources is not an original notion. Several 

theorists have analyzed aspects of political processes, the strategies adopted by actors, and 

the resources they have drawn upon (e.g., Berry, 1977; Rochefort & Cobb, 1994; Cobb & 

Ross, 1997; Uhrwing, 2001). Thus, it might legitimately be asked what use can be made of 

the theory of practice when so much of the proposed framework is rejected. The advantage 

of drawing on Bourdieu, however, is the emphasis on the relational and dynamic aspects. 

The positions of the actors are seen in relation to each other and explained as functions of 

the types and amounts of capital, the field-specific appreciations of these forms of capital, 

and the constant attempts to acquire, hold on to, or convert capital. The distribution of 

capital is also an expression of power relationships, which in turn are expressed in 

rhetorical strategies. A focus on these aspects is helpful in grasping the struggle and social 

space that the actors are situated within. Public relations practice fits into this picture if it is 

regarded as a practice that assists organizational actors in the various fields in pursuing 

their interests. A critical approach to public relations which draws on the theory of 

Bourdieu, will, then, focus on the interest struggle that takes place in a field with the help of 

different types of capital. 

 

Media sociology and a reworked typology of capital  

One charge made against Bourdieu is that he treats individuals and institutions as entities 

of similar status, and that he does not contribute a theorized model of institutions. 

Institutions remain a “’black box’ model,” and habitus only partly fills the gap between the 

micro and macro level, between actors and structure (Jenkins, 2002). In addition, several of 

the capital forms with which Bourdieu operates are rather ill-defined or underdeveloped—

social capital being a case in point, as will be discussed later (Schuller, Baron, & Field, 

2000). When proposing elements for a theory of the political field, political capital is said to 

be a form of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991). The focus of the latter work is on 

conditions for participatory democracy, and how politics have become a monopoly of 

professionals, with ordinary individuals having delegated their power. This makes it less 

useful for this dissertation. 

I read these traits as an invitation to borrow and elaborate. In this endeavor, media 

sociology that deals with source strategies is seen as useful to address the afore-mentioned 
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problems. A basic tenet in this literature is that sources compete for access to the media and 

for symbolic dominance in the media arena. The work of the sources can be regarded as a 

continual struggle to mobilize unequally distributed resources to gain access (Schlesinger, 

1990; Schlesinger & Tumber, 1994; Davis, 2002; Cottle, 2003).  

The struggle to gain media access is obviously related to the central position that the 

media have been accorded in modern society, both as material- and symbol-producing 

institutions. The power and importance of the Norwegian media have been discussed and 

demonstrated in several projects (e.g., NOU, 1982:3; Eide, 2001). Media research has 

traditionally focused on the so-called agenda-setting function of the media and the 

influence on public attitudes. In a previous study, I have detailed how there was a certain 

co-variation between the environment’s placement on the media agenda and on the public 

agenda over a 20-year period in Norway. It was argued for seeing this as a transactional 

process in which the actors participate in the construction of the different agendas. The 

same study also showed that there was no co-variation between the volume of coverage and 

public attitudes to environmental issues (Ihlen, 2001a). Both findings are consistent with the 

literature that argue that the media are not necessarily successful in telling people what to 

think, but are quite often able to tell the public what to think about. The media direct 

attention to certain issues at the cost of others, and influence the ranking of the issues in 

hierarchies. This is also the case for environmental issues, although the causal direction is 

not as strong as first thought (Hansen, 1993; McCombs & Shaw, 1993; Dearing & Rogers, 

1996; Neuzil, 1996; Sachsman, 1996; Anderson, 1997; Chapman, Kumar, Fraser, & 

Gaber, 1997; Dalton, Beck, Huckfeldt, & Koetzle, 1998). 

Although the afore-mentioned Norwegian study did not find any relationship 

between coverage and attitude to environmental problems, it should be emphasized that 

the approach was largely quantitative and did not focus on the ways in which the 

environment was depicted in the media. Much research has gone into demonstrating the 

importance of the media’s use of frames and narratives concerning environmental issues (e.g., 

Einsiedel & Coughlan, 1993; Schlectweg, 1996; Shanahan & McComas, 1999). It might be 

possible to obtain coverage for environmental organizations, but the presentation of the 

topics might be an altogether different issue to fight for (Cracknell, 1993; Anderson, 2003).  

In general, most research on the influence of the media beyond the agenda-setting 

function concludes that the media are important for public attitudes, policy makers, and the 

public policy process, but that the effects are complex and not necessarily direct (Waldahl, 

1999; McLeod, Kosicki, & McLeod, 2002). However, one crucial aspect is that the media 
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orchestrates debates about the environment: some actors and perspectives are given space 

or time on the air, whereas other actors and perspectives do not gain access. Actors also 

gain or lose legitimacy by this process. In this dissertation, however, it is not the media 

coverage as such, or the direct influence of the coverage, that is analyzed. Instead, focus 

will be on how actors will try to accommodate the needs of the media and exploit the 

opportunities to obtain media coverage. Knowledge about how this can be done is a vital 

resource for organizations.  

By combining the corpus of Bourdieu with the insights from media sociology 

regarding resources, the following typology of organizational resources, or capital, is 

suggested.  

 

Institutionalization 

The resources of an organization might be regarded as coming into play firstly in the way 

the organization is institutionalized. One might question the degree to which there exists 

“cognitive, normative, and regulative structures and activities that provide stability and 

meaning” in the organization (Scott, 1995, p. 33). One of the actors studied in this 

dissertation took pains to stress how it was a network rather than an organization, in order to 

tone down the bureaucratic aspects. Here, as already mentioned, an organization will be 

understood as encompassing attempts by a number of individuals to coordinate some tasks, 

including communication, in order to reach a goal (Bruzelius & Skärvad, 2000). This 

implies a certain permanency, and that some types of roles are assigned to participants in 

the simplest sense. Organizations might, however, differ in the degree of institutionalization. 

The simplest operationalization is to look at the human resources of an organization: to ask 

if the organization has employees, and if so, how many. In the case of membership-based 

organizations, the number of members that the organization has obviously becomes 

relevant. An aspect of institutionalization in this sense could also be called human capital.  

Stability is also an important aspect of institutionalization. An organization will benefit 

from a high degree of stability when coping with long-lived issues. Typically, a citizen 

group has its resources drained when a planning process is dragged out. However, this 

might also give the group a possibility to build up its competence. 

Yet other aspects of institutionalization are specialization and routinization. Permanent 

activity most often leads to routinization and to different tasks being accorded to different 

members of the organization. An important indicator, then, is if the organization also has 
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routinized the public relations activity, or if the organization has its resources bound up in 

other day-to-day activities. This might, of course, also be seen as a question of priority, and 

thus as an indicator of the level of sophistication concerning communication and its 

importance for an organization. In short, it becomes important to focus on how the public 

relations of an organization are handled, if the organization has a designated public 

relations manager or a public relations department. The relationship between the public 

relations function and the management is also pivotal here. To what degree does 

management engage in public relations and see this as a major part of its role? 

 

Economic capital 

Closely tied to the ability to institutionalize an organization is economic capital, which, in 

contrast to the other forms of capital, might be disengaged from the same organization. 

Bourdieu saw this rather self-explanatory concept as being at the root of all the other types 

of capital, but refrained from reducing everything to this form, just as he rejected the 

notion that all social exchange could be reduced to communication (Bourdieu, 1986). 

The importance of economic capital is shown, in that even in a free market system, 

free speech can only be effective if the actors can establish a substantial presence, and this 

most often requires resources, often of the financial kind (Rakow, 1989; Condit & Condit, 

1992; Coombs, 1993). An important question in the context of this dissertation is how 

much a source is willing or able to invest in, for instance, media relations. Is the 

organization able to supply information subsidies, that is, press packages, press releases, and 

other tools to facilitate the journalists’ writing up of stories (Gandy, 1980)? The blooming 

business of public relations agencies also gives rise to the question of whether or not the 

organizations have the ability to hire such expertise. This business expanded considerably 

in Norway during the 1990s, and, in fact, the use of such agencies became a contested issue 

in connection with the conflict over gas-fired power plants.  

However, public relations do not necessarily have to be expensive to be effective. The 

position and the amount of media coverage that relatively resource-poor environmental 

organizations have secured over the years is a case in point. Public relations have, in 

general, given rise to two conflicting trends. On the one hand, already powerful sources 

have used public relations to consolidate their privileged access. On the other hand, 

alternative sources have also been able to utilize public relations to gain access (Davis, 

2000). Public relations, or at least media relations, are relatively cheap and bound up in the 
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cost of labor—something that even poor volunteer organizations can theoretically 

accommodate (Davis, 2002). The aforementioned degree of institutionalization, here active 

members, together with the next capital form might act as a counterweight to the influence 

of economic capital:  

 

Knowledge capital 

A consistent focus of Bourdieu was on the field of education, since it is here that the values 

and relations of social space pass on from one generation to the next (Bourdieu, 1984). In 

the field of education, cultural capital (or informational capital) is what matters. Cultural 

capital might be embodied, objectified, or institutionalized. That is, it might relate to 

individuals, by, for instance, professional knowledge, verbal facility, or general cultural 

awareness. It might relate to objects, such as books or computers. Moreover, institutions 

like libraries and elite schools carry cultural capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). In 

media sociology, however, cultural capital has been understood to take the form of 

“legitimacy, authoritativeness, respectability, and the contacts which these bring” 

(Schlesinger, 1990, p. 81).  

It does, however, seem that the cultural capital of Bourdieu often has as much to do 

with refinement and, in extension of this, taste, as with a learned body of knowledge. In 

studying public relations strategies, the latter aspect is more interesting. Here, I will instead 

write about knowledge capital. This is not to imply that culture is an unimportant resource for 

power, but in this context it is more a question of knowing the culture of politics and the 

media.  

The importance of knowledge in a wider sense is seen, for instance, when citizen 

groups are met with accusations that they do not know what they are talking about, or that 

they must be “constructive” in their criticism. Having “enough” education to pose the 

“right type” (constructive) of criticism seems to be an essential strategy for being taken 

seriously by actors struggling to present their definitions and perspectives (Kolbenstvedt et 

al., 1978). However, the responsibility for comprehensive research efforts must clearly lie 

with the resourced, well-institutionalized party. 

In the context of this dissertation, knowledge capital will be considered firstly as 

either formal or informal, and, secondly, as relating to specific areas, like hydro-

engineering or law, or to public relations. The knowledge composite of an organization is 

thus understood widely, and also incorporates experience.  
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A particular type of knowledge capital concerns acquaintance with how the political 

process works and how to lobby. Valuable knowledge includes insight about when 

politicians are most open for arguments and in need of counter-expertise to balance the 

information from the administration. An organization will be strengthened by its general 

ability to read the political power game, the alliance building and competition for office, 

and the need to appeal to certain constituencies that might be valuable for traditional 

reasons or for strategic reasons. The organization also has to acknowledge that decisions 

are often made before they reach the Storting, which highlights the importance of starting 

the lobbying efforts as early as possible (Espeli, 1999).  

Another important type of knowledge concerns how the media work. By drawing 

together a range of conclusions from media sociology (e.g., Tuchman, 1978/1980; Eide, 

1992; Schlesinger & Tumber, 1994; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996; McNair, 1998), it is 

possible to find six categories of factors that help to explain what is given coverage (Ihlen, 

1999): (a) market considerations and whether the public is interested in environmental 

news; (b) ideology and interests of editors and journalists; (c) the norm system or news 

values that stipulate that certain attributes make a story newsworthy—for instance, that it 

resonates with widely held cultural values, is recent, dramatic, conflict oriented, tangible, 

possible to illustrate, and/or tied to an action-oriented political agenda; (d) the news 

threshold, that is, that the story has some perceived attributes that makes it stand out in 

competition with other stories; (e) that the issue has been institutionalized and has a certain 

status on the political and scientific agenda; and (f) the strategic public relations of sources.  

Appeals to news values are often pointed out as the most common source strategy 

and take the form of either creating events that conform to the news values, or presenting 

events to journalists in ways that meet the news values (Palmer, 2000). Many sources do, 

for instance, acknowledge that the media appreciate hard-hitting rhetoric that intensifies 

conflicts (Ihlen, 2001b). By establishing positive media profiles, an organization might also 

go some way to overcome traditional institutional disadvantages. As mentioned, public 

relations thus offer far greater potential for non-official sources than previously 

acknowledged. In fact, it can be argued that the dissemination of professional public 

relations has the potential to broaden, rather than restrict, media access for non-official 

source groups. A caveat is that there also exist many interest groups and individuals who do 

not have access to even the minimum of resources that are required (Davis, 2002).  

It is, however, important to bear in mind that the importance of media coverage 

should not be overemphasized. First of all, as mentioned earlier in this section, media 
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research has shown how there is no one-to-one relationship between media content on the 

one hand, and public attitudes on the other. Furthermore, as empirical data show, having 

“won” in the media arena does not guarantee the outcome of a political debate (Cracknell, 

1993; Ihlen, 2001b). Therefore, some caution is needed so that researchers do not equate 

definitional power in this arena with political and economic power. There is also a need to 

look beyond the headlines and front pages to see what the coverage actually results in 

(Miller, 2002). This is precisely the task that will be undertaken here. 

 

Social capital  

Social capital has been a buzzword in social science for some time (e.g., Baron, Field, & 

Schuller, 2000; Field, 2002; Lin, 2002). Most often, the concept is used to describe the 

resources and the degree of shared values and trust within the community. Social capital 

thus shifts attention away from analysis of individual behavior to a focus on patterns of 

relationships between, for instance, individuals and organizations (Baron et al., 2000). The 

relational aspect is, of course, also important for Bourdieu, but he uses the concept 

differently:  

 

Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession 

of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition—or in other words, to membership in a group—which provides each of its 

members with the backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a “credential” which entitles them 

to credit, in the various senses of the word. (Bourdieu, 1986, pp. 248-249) 

 

There are several important implications of this definition. Social capital must be 

understood as having two components: First, the size of the network that a person 

possesses, and, second, the volume of the capital that the other components of the network 

have, and to which a person obtains access through the network. Social capital is seen as a 

result of a conscious or unconscious investment strategy involving exchanges of, for 

instance, gifts, services, words, time, attention, care, or concern. It also implies 

“obligations” or “credit.” The members of the network can subjectively feel gratitude, 

respect, or friendship; the relationship can also be formalized in the form of legal rights and 

obligations. The credit can be called on, but without a guarantee that it will be recognized. 

There is definitely a risk involved in investment in social capital. With a narrow economic 

perspective, investing in social capital seems to be pointless because it might yield interest 
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only in the long run. However, there are several “services” and “goods” that cannot be 

obtained without social capital, and this capital must established well before a need 

appears, “as if for [its] own sake, and therefore outside [its] period of use” (Bourdieu, 1986, 

p. 252).  

Social capital is also seen as important, in that it could contribute to the bottom line 

of organizations. It might lead to increased and/or more complex forms of social capital, 

reduced transaction costs, and organizational advantage in the form of, for instance, 

increased productivity and efficiency (Hazelton Jr. & Kennan, 2000). In order to research 

the social capital of an organization, it might be possible to pose several questions drawing 

on Bourdieu and other writings on social capital (e.g., Lin, 2002). It is, for instance, possible 

to ask what kind of investment an organization makes in social capital. How does it attempt 

to strengthen connections with politicians, journalists, activist groups, bureaucrats, 

researchers, and other organizations? The number of meetings, and the time and money 

spent to organize them could be used as an indicator. 

Another question would be, what is the size of the network of an organization? How 

many connections does the organization have to the publics mentioned above, and how 

does this compare with similar organizations? At the same time, one obviously needs to be 

sensitive to the fact that one “good” contact might be all that is needed in order to, for 

instance, shift a political decision. It could be hypothesized that an organization that has 

started to cultivate contacts with a particular political party has had a return on the 

investment if the party at a later stage lets the organization contribute to its 

recommendation to Parliament. In Norway, it has been claimed that the Norwegian Ship 

Owners’ Association, after cultivating the contact for some time, wrote large parts of the 

Progressive Party’s response in a recommendation to the Norwegian Parliament 

concerning tax issues for the shipping industry (NRK, 1998). 

Further general questions include the kinds of capital that the organization 

potentially has access to through its membership in a network. For instance, what 

professional standing (symbolic) or expertise (cultural) do other organizations in the 

network have? How does the studied organization gain access to this through the network? 

Some organizations might, for instance, have good knowledge about lobbying and possess 

good political contacts. By sharing this knowledge and these contacts with other members 

in the network, a capital transfer takes place and illustrates the value of social capital.  
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Symbolic capital 

Among the pillars of the works of Bourdieu is his work on the judgment of taste. Here, 

symbolic capital is defined as “a reputation for competence and an image of respectability 

and honorability” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 291). Elsewhere, it is stated that all of the other types 

of capital take the form of symbolic capital when they are “grasped through categories of 

perception that recognize its specific logic or, if you prefer, misrecognize the arbitrariness of 

its possession and accumulation [original emphasis]” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 

119). Although symbolic capital has its roots in the other types of capital, it is a form of 

“denied” capital, since it conceals the underlying interested relations. Symbolic capital is 

subjective, in contrast to the other forms, and is perceived as making legitimate demands 

for recognition. Symbolic capital legitimates power relations (Bourdieu, 1990b).  

The roots of symbolic capital within the other forms of capital can be elaborated 

upon. For instance, social capital always functions as symbolic capital, since it is “governed 

by the logic of knowledge and acknowledgement” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 257). Indeed, the 

various forms might often be difficult to separate, but the reputation that an individual or 

organization acquires for being “well-connected” is obviously symbolic capital. The same 

goes for the reputation for being knowledgeable, as mentioned above. Furthermore, 

symbolic capital might be acquired with the help of knowledge capital (cultural capital) by 

way of prestigious education.  

As for institutionalization, it might be said that this is made into symbolic capital in 

the sense of the legitimacy and credibility that is accorded to institutionalized, official 

sources, which are taken more seriously by journalists. A concrete example concerning 

Norwegian environmental organizations is how an ad hoc-group fighting against the 

building of a specific hydroelectric power plant received comparatively less coverage than 

older and more established environmental organizations (Ihlen, 2001b). Thus, the older 

and more institutionalized the organization, the better the chance that the organization 

also will be established as a part of the “naturalized” source network of journalists. With 

institutionalization comes symbolic capital. This has also been shown to secure access to 

decision-making arenas for environmental organizations in Sweden (Uhrwing, 2001). 

Traditionally, it has been easier to acquire symbolic capital through cultural capital 

than through economic capital. The achievements and legitimacy of the latter might be 

weakened by inheritance. It is, however, notable that the economic capital of the various 

self-made millionaires has apparently been translated into symbolic capital in several 

Norwegian media outlets (Slaatta, 2003).  
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Towards a heuristic framework 

This section draws together and defines the theoretical tools that have been presented and 

discussed in the three theory chapters. The aim is to suggest a heuristic analytical 

framework for the case studies. The starting point in the introductory chapter was a couple 

of complaints about current theory on rhetoric and public relations; these complaints have 

been elaborated in the present chapter. The main grievance with the afore-mentioned 

literature is that it does not offer theoretical frameworks suitable for answering the research 

question that is posed here: what importance do rhetoric and resources have for the success 

of public relations strategies on a public policy issue like energy and the environment? The 

literature on rhetoric and public relations does not suggest comprehensive frameworks for 

rhetorical analysis, and it largely neglects the importance of resources. The purpose of the 

three theory chapters has therefore been to discuss the rhetorical and sociological theory 

that can remedy these shortcomings and be used to answer the research question.  

Two sets of questions will be used to analyze the cases, and are presented below. A 

challenge when bringing different strands of research together in this way is to avoid a 

haphazard combination that does not give enough consideration to the theoretical systems 

from which the tools are pulled. In an attempt to avoid this, definitions and rationales are 

put forward below in relation to each of the tools that will be used. It is important at this 

stage not to draw the theory discussion towards closure. The theoretical tools will be used 

in this analysis, and then evaluated in the concluding chapter. Obviously, the two sets of 

questions posed here represent a selection. There are bound to be a whole range of other 

theoretical tools that could be used to analyze both the rhetoric and the resources of the 

actors. It was, however, necessary to have a relatively strict framework for analysis, in order 

to manage the task of researching two long-winded cases that involved many actors and 

huge amounts of texts.  

In order to frame the public relations activities of the organization, the concept of 

field was borrowed from sociology and the works of Pierre Bourdieu. This was inspired by 

the suggestion from Philip Schlesinger that the concept could be applied in media sociology 

dealing with source strategies (Bourdieu, 1986, 1990b; Schlesinger, 1990; Bourdieu, 1991; 

Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). In keeping with this perspective, the organizations might be 

seen as being located within one or several fields, where they compete to position 
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themselves in the social order. The actors seek to get their issues discussed, defined, and 

settled (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  

In the struggle in the fields, the organizations draw on different types of capital 

(Bourdieu, 1986). In this chapter, it has been argued for a reworked typology that also 

incorporates insights from media sociology, as this discipline has been more focused on the 

capital of organizations (Schlesinger, 1990; Schlesinger & Tumber, 1994; Davis, 2002). The 

following questions will be asked: 

(1) To what degree is the organization institutionalized? This is defined as “cognitive, 

normative, and regulative structures and activities that provide stability and meaning” in 

the organization (Scott, 1995, p. 33). More specifically, questions will be asked concerning 

the nature of the human resources of the organization, the size of the administration, the 

number of members or employees it has, how many are engaged in public relations, and 

also how this compares to similar organizations or competitors. Quantitative values will be 

presented, where this seems relevant.  

(2) What kind of economic capital does an organization have? This is operationalized as 

the budgets of an organization. In addition, it is interesting to look at how much of the 

budget is channeled towards public relations. Having a large budget might make it possible 

to supply information subsidies (Gandy, 1980), or hire external public relations expertise. 

Figures will be presented, where these have been possible to obtain, and comparisons made 

between the different organizations.  

(3) What kind of knowledge capital does an organization have? Knowledge capital is 

here defined as having formal professional education or informal skills acquired through 

practice. This, then, is a broader category than the cultural capital or cultural refinement 

that Bourdieu discussed (Bourdieu, 1984). Here, focus will be made instead on the formal 

and informal education, skills, and experience that are represented in the organization. In 

particular, it is interesting to assess what kind of public relations expertise organizations 

have, and how this compares to other organizations in the field. The knowledge of how to 

lobby and how to gain media coverage is seen as pivotal, the latter since the media are so 

central to modern society, both as material- and symbol-producing institutions (Eide, 

2001).  

(4) What kind of social capital does an organization have? For Bourdieu, this 

comprised, in essence, group membership and the credentials and credit that followed from 

this (Bourdieu, 1986). Important aspects are the size of a network an actor possesses and 

the volume of capital assessed through the other parties in the network. The size of the 
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investment an organization has made in social capital is also of interest (Lin, 2002). Here, 

however, social capital will be assessed qualitatively, in terms of the type of connections 

that the organizations have with competitors, politicians, journalists, bureaucrats, 

researchers, and other relevant groups. The nature of the capital that could be assessed 

through the network will also be pointed out, where this seems important to the arguments 

presented. Again, comparisons are made between the organizations.  

(5) What kind of symbolic capital does an organization have? Symbolic capital is 

defined as “a reputation for competence and an image of respectability and honorability” 

(Bourdieu, 1984, p. 291). This means that all of the other forms of capital might also 

function as, and feed into, the volume of symbolic capital of an organization. Examples of 

this are given earlier in this chapter. In the case studies, symbolic capital will be analyzed 

qualitatively as social standing, prestige, and legitimacy of the organizations, most typically 

expressed by other central actors and/or the media.  

 

The concept of field that was described above also functions to frame the entire range of 

rhetorical activities of the organizational actors. The second set of questions in the 

analytical framework draws on classical and modern rhetoric to analyze this activity:  

(1) What ethical appeals are made in the text? This is defined as the rhetor’s textual 

strategies aimed at being perceived as trustworthy, intelligent, and knowledgeable. The 

rhetor can use proofs tied to ethos, or his or her character. This was one of the three types 

of artistic proofs which the ancient rhetoricians thought the rhetor had at his or her 

disposal as a means of persuasion (Aristotle, trans. 1991). Here, it is the Aristotelian invented 

ethos that is focused on, that is, the type of ethos that is constructed in texts. Ethical appeals 

include, for instance, the use of specialized language, citing approval from others, and 

showing goodwill to the audience.  

(2) What emotional appeals are made? This is defined as the rhetor’s attempt to invoke 

emotions tied to the audience rather than to the rhetor, as is the case with ethos. The 

rhetor might use pathos—the second type of artistic proof that a rhetor could use for 

persuasion (Aristotle, trans. 1991). Three typical ways of using pathos will be focused on 

here: (a) vivid descriptions, (b) use of honorific words, and (c) use of pejorative words 

(Crowley & Hawhee, 1999). 

(3) What logical appeals are made? The third and last type of artistic proof that the 

ancients believed a rhetor could use was logos, that is, logical arguments that show how 

something is probable (Aristotle, trans. 1991). Logic appeals are understood as use of (a) 
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inductive reasoning, most typically examples, or (b) use of deductive reasoning, whereby 

the rhetor operates under certain premises from which he or she tries to establish particular 

conclusions. One or some of the premises are typically left out, that is, the rhetor uses an 

enthymeme, and hence there is a need for the analyst to identify these implicit premises. 

When evaluating logical appeals, the analyst also has to identify potential fallacies. Certain 

logical operations might be invalid, and by deductive reasoning the analyst might also 

challenge the premises for their matter of truth (Corbett & Connors, 1999; Crowley & 

Hawhee, 1999). Examples of fallacies and logical rules were given in Chapter two.  

(4) What topics are used by the rhetor? Topics are the second main type of ancient 

rhetorical tools that will be employed. Here, this is defined as a general method that the 

rhetor has of finding arguments. A rhetor might argue based on (a) definition, (b) 

comparison, (c) relationship, (d) circumstance, or (e) testimonies (Corbett & Connors, 

1999). Definitions and examples of these topics and their subtopics are given in Chapter 

two. Apart from being an inventional device for the rhetor, topics also help the analyst to 

grasp how the rhetoric is constructed.  

(5) How does the text suggest identification with its audience? The concept of 

identification is derived from the new rhetoric of Kenneth Burke, and implies that a rhetor 

and an audience share substance, be it sensations, images, ideas, or attitudes (Burke, 

1950/1969). For persuasion to take place, the rhetor has to create identification with the 

audience. People can only be persuaded if the rhetor can identify his or her ways with those 

of the audience. This dissertation is primarily focused on three ways in which an 

organizational rhetor might achieve identification: (a) through appeal to the common 

ground that it shares with an audience; (b) through an antithesis, a common enemy, that 

unites the organization with the audience; or (c) through use of a transcendent “we,” often 

literally the use of the pronoun “we” which includes both the organization and the 

audience (Burke, 1950/1969; Cheney, 1983). 

(6) What are the most important pentadic term and pentadic ratio? The pentad is Burke’s 

strategic method for analyzing texts for the way in which motivation is attributed to human 

action (Burke, 1945/1969). A rhetor will typically describe what took place (act), where it 

happened (scene), who did it (agent), with what means or instrument (agency), and for what 

reason (purpose). The analyst will identify how these elements are described by the rhetor 

and try to assess which of them are most prominent in the text. The relationship between 

the pentadic terms is called “ratios,” and the analyst must also evaluate if some ratios are 

more prominent than others. For instance, an act might be explained in light of the agent’s 
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purpose (a purpose/act ratio), but it might also be understood in light of the context (a 

scene/act ratio). 

(7) From what premises does the rhetor operate? In the new rhetoric of Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca it is argued that the rhetor has to start from the premises to which the 

audience adheres (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). Premises might be divided 

into: (a) those related to what the audience perceives to be reality, including facts and 

truths, or presumptions that will need strengthening; (b) premises related to the preferable, 

including values, hierarchies of values, and loci of the preferable—that is, premises of a 

general nature regarding what is preferable. Examples are given in Chapter three. Analysis 

of the premises will say something about how wide the appeal of a particular rhetoric could 

be, and also invites analysis of whether the rhetor tried to back up the premises.  

(8) What associational techniques are evident in the argumentation? This concept is 

also borrowed from Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca and is one of the two basic techniques 

of argumentation. Association is defined as an attempt to unite two separate elements. 

Three different association techniques have been discerned (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 

1969/1971). The rhetor might use (a) quasi-logical arguments, for instance, pointing at 

incompatibilities or mimicking mathematical relationships like the quantitative use of 

comparison; (b) arguments based on the structure of what the audience thinks is reality, for 

instance, point to a causal link between two elements; or (c) arguments that try to establish 

the structure of reality, for instance, by the use of examples. Illustrations of associational 

techniques were given in Chapter three.  

(9) Does the rhetor attempt to use dissociation techniques? Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca considered this to be the second basic technique of argumentation, and defined it as 

an attempt to separate two elements that have been perceived as forming a unity (Perelman 

& Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). A range of different dissociations can be affected, but 

some that are typically used in self-defense by an organization are opinion/knowledge, 

individual/group, and act/essence (Hearit, 1995). The first of these terms represent that 

which is given less value, whereas the latter term represents the real.  

 

There are at least a couple of interesting intersections or overlaps between the two question 

sets. First, there is knowledge capital that might include knowledge about rhetorical 

strategies: the kind of emotional appeals that are useful, the premises that will be accepted 

by the audience, and so forth. Here, it is hypothesized, however, that this knowledge does 

not include knowledge about rhetorical theory, but that it will most often pertain to an 
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awareness of the importance of language in general and the limitations of media discourse. 

The knowledge capital might also be tacit: a reflection of “how it has always been done” or 

“how we usually do things.” Rhetoric might thus be seen as a resource as well. 

Conversely, resources themselves might function rhetorically. When the different 

types of resources are perceived as symbolic capital, this can be compared to the rhetorical 

concept of ethos, or rather persona. Previously, persona was defined as the rhetor’s status 

and reputation, whereas ethos was tied to inventional “proofs” in actual texts in order to 

strengthen credibility and gain goodwill. Symbolic capital thus seems to have more in 

common with the persona concept than ethos, since it is not necessary tied to specific 

textual strategies. However, when an organization comprises people with education types 

that are considered prestigious and therefore become symbolic capital, this capital might 

also be utilized rhetorically to strengthen ethos. The organization might simply refer to the 

educational backgrounds as a reminder of why its expertise should be acknowledged. 

Similarly, when the social capital is recognized as symbolic capital, it might be used 

rhetorically to point out how well connected the organization is and therefore how 

powerful it is.  

Despite these overlapping intersections, there will not be made any attempts to merge 

the two sets of questions here. The reason for this is mainly that the rhetorical tools focus 

on textual strategies, whereas the resource typology is used to address the organizational context 

for these strategies. The fact that there is an overlap between the two sets simply illustrates 

how text and context are unavoidably intertwined. The vital point is how rhetoric and 

resources function directly and indirectly to influence the public policy process. Together, 

the theoretical tools form what has been called here a heuristic analytical device, which will 

be applied to the two case studies in order to address the research question of this 

dissertation. In the next chapter, further methodological details are given regarding how 

the research question has been addressed.  
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5 Methodology 

The preceding theory chapters on rhetoric have indicated a framework for how to go about 

the research, and have thus also addressed some methodological matters. Rhetoric in itself 

might be perceived as a methodology. In this chapter, however, methodological details are 

first given regarding the choice of the case study approach, and then follows a description 

of how further selections were made regarding events, actors, public relations material, 

media material, and parliamentary documents. The chapter ends with a discussion of 

reliability and validity issues. 

 

The case study approach 

Two case studies are conducted as a means of answering the research question. Case 

studies in general should be thought of as both the iterative process of learning about the 

case and the product of learning. In general, case studies share four common 

commitments: “to bring expert knowledge to bear upon the phenomena studied, to round 

up all the relevant data, to examine rival interpretations, and to ponder and probe the 

degree to which the findings have implication elsewhere” (Yin, 1992 as cited in Stake, 

1998, p. 104). 

A first distinction of case studies can be made between those that are quantitative and 

those that are qualitative. The former are distinguished by putting greater emphasis on 

strict procedural approaches (e.g., Yin, 1994). The methodology involved with the 

qualitative case study, by contrast, is largely a matter of “disciplining personal and 

particularized experience” (Stake, 1998, p. 104). Whereas quantitative case studies are best 

suited for generalizing across cases in order to explain phenomena, a qualitative approach 

helps to understand the phenomenon within a case and the interrelationship of variables. It 

has been argued that quantitative case studies are best suited to test theories, whereas 

qualitative case studies are better at generating theories (Lee, 1999). The case studies that 

are presented in this dissertation are qualitative, as the purpose has been to understand the 

influence of rhetoric and resources in public relations through an in-depth analysis, and to 

create and advocate an integrated perspective on rhetoric and resources. The reasons for 

choosing the field of energy and the environment were that here, presumably, very 

different rhetoric from actors with vastly different resources come head to head over highly 
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significant issues. In addition, few other policy areas in Norway have been accompanied by 

similar large-scale conflicts.  

In a further attempt at categorization, it has been suggested that there are three types 

of qualitative case studies (Stake, 1998): Firstly, there is the intrinsic case study, where the 

interest of the case itself takes precedence. Secondly, there is the instrumental case study, 

where the purpose is to refine a theory or to provide insight into an issue. Thirdly, there is 

the collective case study which consists of several cases; this is even more instrumental and 

less interested in the cases themselves than is the second type of case study. The case studies 

presented in this dissertation have the traits of the two former types. While it is hoped that 

light will be shed on factors that have had important influences on the outcome of these 

particular two cases, the most important goal has been to develop a particular theoretical 

approach. A heuristic framework is suggested from theories of ancient and modern 

rhetoric, as well as sociology concerned with resources. This framework is then put to use 

in two empirical case studies, followed by an evaluation. That is, the framework is not 

tested in the strict sense, as this would have called for a quantitative approach. 

Whereas the research that opts for quantitative case studies seeks cases that are 

representative of a larger population, cases that are preferred for qualitative case studies 

maximize the learning possibilities by being information-rich. Cases are most often chosen 

because of their uniqueness. One view is that the purpose of the qualitative case study is 

not to represent the world—that is, to generalize—but to represent the cases (Stake, 1998). 

However, others argue that a case study might be used for analytical generalization. This 

implies that a theory or a model is developed in advance, and that it is used as a template 

for comparing the empirical results of the case study. If a theory is supported by two or 

more cases, the researcher might claim replication. This, however, must obviously not be 

confused with claims of statistical generalization (Yin, 1994). 

In this dissertation, then, two case studies are conducted, since the aim is first and 

foremost to discuss and understand the role of rhetoric and resources. Intrinsic insight 

about the conflicts is a by-product. If the latter had been the main goal, it would have been 

better to focus on just one of the cases. With two cases, however, the number of possible 

observations increases, and the lines from theory to empirical material are easier to 

accentuate (Andersen, 1997b). 

The two cases were selected, firstly, because they share some similarities, that is, they 

both belong to the category that might be called conflicts concerning energy and the environment. In 

this category, both cases stood out and are thus promising with regard to the richness of the 
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information, yet important variables like time period and outcome differed. If it can be 

argued that rhetoric and resources played important roles in both cases, this increases the 

robustness of the main argument put forward in this dissertation, and the framework 

introduced in the previous theory chapters.  

 

Construction of timelines 

The second methodological step conducted was to construct timelines of the cases after 

consulting books, theses, and parliamentary documents. This proved to be more time-

consuming than first imagined, and presented many of the challenges typical of historical 

research. First of all, both cases spanned several years, and involved many actors and an 

abundance of significant events. Many of the existing overviews were either too short on 

detail or, by contrast, were too comprehensive to give a meaningful overview. Several of 

the sources only covered limited periods of the conflicts or focused on just a few of the 

actors. In addition, some of the more useful analyses and information was never published 

or did not come to my attention before the timelines had already been constructed. In 

these latter instances, however, this only functioned to refine and strengthen the 

interpretation of those events which had already been deemed significant. The volume of 

material grew steadily, and the research process turned out to be one where the initial 

comprehensive timelines proved overwhelming and had to be compressed in order to meet 

the format of the dissertation and the chosen research strategy. Tables 5.1 and 5.2 are the 

result of this process: 

 

Table 5.1 Timeline of the Alta conflict 

1968 A project assessment for developing the Alta River System is presented. 

1970 Concrete planning starts. The village of Máze might be flooded and the locals protest. 

1973 Friends of the Earth Norway publishes brochure against the development. The Storting conserves Máze, 

but planning for the rest of the area goes ahead. Protest committee forms in Alta. 

1974 First application for construction sent on a hearing round. Protests continue. 

1976 Revised application submitted. Alta and Kautokeino municipalities go against development, but 

Finnmark County votes ‘yes.’  

1978 The government proposes development. The People’s Movement against the Development of the Alta-

Kautokeino Watercourse is formed. Nevertheless, the Storting agrees to the project.  

1979 The Storting turns down proposal to reconsider; Friends of the Earth Norway sues. In July, protesters 
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block the construction road and are later removed by the police. In October, a Saami group starts a 

hunger strike. Construction is halted and a white paper is promised. 

1980 White Paper says no new evidence has surfaced. The Storting agrees to resume construction. 

Demonstrations continue.  

1981 600 police confront of 800–900 protesters blocking the construction road. New hunger strike starts. 

In February, construction is halted to await archeological investigations, but starts again in 

September. New protest actions take place, but die out towards the end of the year. 

1982 The People’s Movement is disbanded. The Supreme Court rules against Friends of the Earth Norway. The 

building of the plant can continue unhindered.  

1983 Leaders in the People’s Movement are convicted.  

 

Table 5.2 Timeline of the debate on gas-fired power plants 

1994 Naturkraft is founded. 

1995 Naturkraft announces planning of gas-fired power plants (GPPs).  

1996 Naturkraft applies for building permits for two GPPs. The government is positive. Nature and Youth 

founds the network The Climate Alliance and lobbies against the plants. Labour, the Conservatives, and the 

Progressive Party secure support in the Storting.  

1997 The Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants is set up. 2,500 people agree to participate in civil disobedience. 

Labour government urges Naturkraft to postpone. Bellona argues that Naturkraft needs an emission permit, 

and authorities agree. In the fall, a coalition of anti-GPP parties, the Christian Democrats, the Liberal Party, 

and the Center Party, takes office. Kyoto-agreement is signed, GPP proponents and opponents disagree 

about the consequences for the GPPs. 

1998 Norwegian Hydro announces GPP plans based on technology giving lower carbon emissions.  

1999 The Pollution Control Authority (SFT) demands 90 % reduction of carbon emissions from the GPPs of 

Naturkraft. Yet another company launches GPP plans based on new technology with less carbon 

emissions.  

2000 A Storting majority of Labour, the Conservatives, and the Progressive Party demands that the SFT decision is 

changed. The coalition government refuses, and Labour forms a new government. Naturkraft gets an 

altered emission permit.  

2001 New coalition government is formed around the Conservatives, the Christian Democrats, and the Liberals. 

The owners of Naturkraft still hesitate over the economic viability of the project. 

 

 

These timelines should by no means be regarded as exhaustive, but proved helpful in 

gaining a fairly detailed overview of important events in the conflicts. The analysis will, for 

the most part, be centered around these events.  
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The timelines were also exceptionally important for the structuring of the case 

studies. I chose a narrative style using chronology as the ordering principle as far as 

possible. This meant it was necessary to split the cases into different chapters according to 

the various phases along the timeline. The periodization could obviously be criticized, and 

the phases did not divide up as “neatly” as the table of contents indicates. There was more 

activity during some periods than in others, and thus these periods merited more attention. 

This was reflected by using uneven periods in the chapters, the first chapter on Alta, for 

instance, details the years 1970–1977, whereas the next chapter focuses on 1978–1979. 

The reconstruction of the cases proved to be a prerequisite for analyzing the rhetoric and 

the resources of the actors. The narrative chronological form, for its part, seemed like a 

convenient way of structuring the material and giving the necessary historical and political 

contexts. At certain points in the text, it might be said that the reconstruction takes 

precedence over analysis of rhetoric and resources. However, it is argued that this made 

the case studies richer, and that it was necessary in order to see the analysis of the rhetoric 

and the resources in relation to the political situation and the other actors.  

At the same time, the choice of form adopted here is also undoubtedly a rhetorical 

strategy; it is my personal interpretation and version of events that is presented, and which 

I hope comes across as credible. Rather than being a “grand narrative,” the text is a 

reflection of what others have called the challenge of “creating a montage that speaks” to 

the readers (Tuchman, 1998, p. 248). 

 

Selection of actors 

The third methodological step was to single out which actors and what material to focus 

on. The interest for public relations excluded studies of the strategies of single actors and 

politicians. Instead, the focus was directed at the organizational actors that were prominent 

proponents or opponents of the plants. In both case studies, the choices of the main actors 

seemed obvious, and it is argued that other studies would have made the same choices in 

order to understand the outcomes of the conflict. Nevertheless, in both case studies the 

omission of some parties was problematic, as detailed below.  

In the Alta case, first of all the position and strategies of the developer, the 

Norwegian Water Resources and Energy Directorate (NVE), were analyzed. Granted, the 

NVE officially took a back seat in the conflict, that is, it argued for its role as an “objective” 

part of the administrative apparatus. The task of the directorate was to present the 
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politicians with the best available data from which political decisions could be made. As 

will be shown, however, the NVE was a significant and distinct actor in the conflict and 

had prestige invested in the project. As part of the state apparatus it was, nonetheless, 

subject to different constraints than those of the more or less privately owned developer in 

the second case. 

Among those that opposed the Alta development was the largest Norwegian 

environmental organization, the Norwegian Society for the Conservation of Nature, or 

Friends of the Earth Norway (FoEN), as it also is called. The latter name will be used 

throughout the dissertation. FoEN lobbied actively against the development, and also used 

the judicial apparatus to try to stop the development. Since the organization officially does 

not condone civil disobedience, it was the legal strategy that was central for the 

organization during the later stages of the conflict. The ad hoc People’s Movement against 

the Development of the Alta-Kautokeino Watercourse is the second organizational actor 

on the opposition side that has been studied here. It was the People’s Movement that 

organized the large-scale civil disobedience actions, and it was thus crucial to research the 

activities of this organization in order to understand the conflict.  

With this selection, the strategies of other important actors have been excluded from 

in-depth analysis. As pointed out in the introductory chapter, the most glaring omission 

was that of the Saami actors and organizations. Another significant omission was study of 

the strategies of a local group called the Alta Committee, and the same is also true for the 

work conducted by the organized owners of fishing rights. Leaving out studies of these 

actors can be defended for pragmatic reasons—to be able to conduct two, rather than just 

one case study. As for leaving out studies of the Saami actors, the reason for this was to 

keep the focus of the dissertation on the field of energy and the environment, and not the 

rights of indigenous people.  

In the study of the debate on gas-fired power plants, the company Naturkraft was 

focused on, since it was this company that spurred the conflict in the first place, when it 

started its planning for GPPs.  

On the opposition side, the position and work of Nature and Youth is analyzed along 

with the ad hoc organizations it formed: firstly, the Climate Alliance and, secondly, the 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants. Local opposition groups were also set up at two of 

the proposed sites for the plants. In both instances, they cooperated with the Action 

Against Gas-Fired Power Plants. Other environmental organizations, like Friends of the 

Earth, the Future in Our Hands, and Greenpeace were also active, both through the ad hoc 
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initiatives and on their own. The work of these organizations and the local action groups 

have, however, been excluded here, again with a pragmatic rationale. It must also be said 

that the local action groups played a far less pivotal role than that of the People’s 

Movement in the Alta conflict. This was probably due to the establishment of the Action 

Against Gas-Fired Power Plants in Oslo and the fact that no confrontation took place 

between the police and protesters. The research also confirmed how Nature and Youth, in 

particular, was a driving force behind the opposition work in both the Climate Alliance and 

the Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants. 

One actor that cannot be ignored, however, is Bellona. This environmental 

foundation followed a strategy that was to have a significant impact on the conflict. 

Whereas Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants wanted to use civil disobedience, Bellona 

lobbied for a technological solution and used legal arguments. The position and strategy of 

Bellona is thus also analyzed here. 

 

Selection of public relations material and pivotal texts 

The fourth methodological step was to establish which documents, out of the huge lists that 

were compiled in both cases, should be analyzed. This was done qualitatively by judging 

the relative importance of the document for the case as a whole, but also to secure enough 

written material to be able to say something about the rhetorical strategies of the actors. It 

was also hoped that the chosen texts would help to illustrate the potential changes in the 

strategies, and would thus highlight the fact that the texts were published at different stages 

in the conflict. The selected texts included most of the public relations material that was 

published in the form of brochures and fact sheets. In addition, several applications that the 

developers filed for permits were included.  

The texts represented different genres of material; most comprised typical public 

relations material aimed at the widest possible audience, and included brochures, fact 

sheets, and advertisements. In addition, several were directed explicitly towards the 

Storting politicians. In other words, they needed to fulfill a double function: communicate 

with a larger public as well as the Storting politicians. The other main type of texts 

included applications for building permits. These texts obviously had a limited target 

audience, and had to rely on a more technical discourse. The arguments put forward could 

be expected to be more complex, addressing technical issues. However, given the “hearing 

round” institution of the Norwegian political administration, described in the introductory 
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chapter, these texts would also be read by representatives of those organizational parties 

that were affected by the proposition. The texts would have to address bureaucrats and 

politicians, as well as environmental organizations and other groups that were recognized 

parties in the hearing round. The rhetorical strategy could not be aimed only at the former 

parties, although there was an element of selectivity involved, in that the material did not 

reach the public at large. 

Some material had to be left out—for example, pertaining to texts that were only 

indirectly relevant to the conflicts, or that were published during a period when other 

organizations were more active or the conflict was rather quiet. As an example, in 1978 

FoEN published a booklet about energy needs in Norway, while it also produced a booklet 

specifically on Alta, so the latter was included for analysis. Moreover, in 1980, FoEN 

published a counter paper to the government’s second White Paper on the Alta 

development, but during this period it was the People’s Movement that was the leading 

opposition force; consequently, their advertisements regarding this White Paper were 

analyzed instead. A third example includes the publication by Naturkraft in 1999 of a new 

booklet; this occurred during a rather calm period in the conflict, and has therefore also 

been left out. Although adding the above material would have created a richer picture, it 

was necessary to keep the number of analyzed texts down, in order to conduct two studies. 

In addition, it is worth noting that the purpose of a rhetorical analysis is not to obtain a 

representative sample, but rather to reach a deeper knowledge of the rhetorical processes 

involved.  

The list for the Alta case was as follows (titles translated):  

 

• FoEN, & Dalland, Ø. (1973). Finnmarksvidda—for Whom? [brochure] 

• NVE (1974). The Alta Development: Plan of 1974. 

• NVE (1976). The Alta Development: Updated Application of March 1976. 

• FoEN (1978). The Alta River System Must be Conserved! [brochure] 

• NVE (1979). The Alta Development. [brochure] 

• People’s Movement (1980, May). Is Chunk–by–Chunk-Policy International Law in Saami 

Issues?; An Experiment That Will Not be Tolerated; No to New Violations Against Us!; Prestige 

Must Concede to Common Sense!; Strength Behind 10 Years for Conservation; Conserve Lasting 

Livelihoods; We are Tired of Broken Promises: The River Shall Live! [ad series in Dagbladet] 
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The publications chosen from the debate on GPPs were (titles translated): 

 

• Naturkraft (1994). Statoil, Statkraft and Norwegian Hydro Establish Naturkraft AS. [press 

release] 

• Naturkraft (1995). What Do We Do With the Gas That is Extracted in the North Sea After 

Closing Time? [brochure] 

• Naturkraft (1995). Advance Notice of Planning of Venture: Gas-Fired Power Plants at Alternative 

Sites: Kårstø, Kollsnes, Tjeldbergodden. 

• Naturkraft (1996). Impact Assessment: Gas-Fired Power Plants on Alternative Locations: Kårstø, 

Kollsnes, Tjeldbergodden. 

• Climate Alliance (1996). Counter-Paper to Report to The Storting No. 38 (1995–1996). On 

Gas-Fired Power Plants In Norway. 

• Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants (1997). Environment or Gas-Fired Power Plants? 

[leaflet] 

• Naturkraft (1997). Formal Hearing of the Case—The Storting Has Said ‘Yes’ to GPPs; 

Environment—GPPs are Environmentally Friendly; Nordic Perspective—The Nordic Region is a 

Single Power Market; Economy—Gas-Fired Power is Profitable; Technology—Gas is Ideal for 

Production of Electricity. [fact sheets] 

• Naturkraft (1998). Hence Gas Power. [booklet] 

 

The material was obtained from public libraries, supplied by the organizations themselves, 

or found in their archives. The newspaper advertisements in the Alta case were retrieved 

from microfilm in a public library. Copies of the material are available on request. 

  

Selection of media material 

A fifth methodological step was to gather media material on the cases. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, the media play a key role in political processes and are important for 

organizations as arenas for the presentation, discussion, and definition of issues. The field 

of energy and the environment is no exception to this, and media coverage is likely to have 

had an impact on both conflicts. The media helped to put these issues on the public 

agenda; they orchestrated the debate, and could potentially have influenced public opinion 

on the issues too. The media were also influential in the sense that the organizational actors 

adjusted to their needs, that is, used their knowledge capital to gain coverage. As will be 
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shown, the actors catered to the media on several occasions and the rhetoric was also 

influenced. For instance, in the later stages of the Alta conflict, the activists would talk more 

about the rights of indigenous people as they knew that this aspect of the issue interested 

the media. In the conflict over the GPPs, the activists sought arguments that polarized and 

simplified the issue, and thus fitted the needs of the media. These aspects and the role of 

the media have not been thoroughly discussed in the literature on the two conflicts (see 

introductory chapter), but will be elaborated on in the empirical chapters here.  

Since both conflicts received massive media coverage and were played out over long 

periods, some selections had to be made concerning what was to be included here. I chose 

to analyze two of the largest Norwegian newspapers in both cases: Aftenposten and Dagbladet.  

Norwegian newspapers have had high circulation numbers during the whole post-

war period, and the average Norwegian household buys 1.5 newspapers each day (Høst, 

1998). During the period 1970 to 1981, the circulation of Aftenposten was approximately 

200,000–225,000, and the circulation of Dagbladet approximately 100,000–140,000. Both 

papers experienced growth during this period, but were superseded by the success of VG. 

VG overtook Dagbladet in the early 1970s, and Aftenposten in the early 1980s. In 2003, VG 

had a circulation of over 390,000, Aftenposten 263,000, and Dagbladet 191,000 

(www.aviskatalogen.no, Eide, 1995). 

However, there were two main reasons for choosing Aftenposten and Dagbladet over VG. 

First, I wanted to use newspapers representing diverging political traditions, since the 

papers might have featured the various actors in the conflicts in dissimilar propositions. 

Since both Aftenposten and VG have traditionally been conservative newspapers, this meant 

that the traditionally liberal-left newspaper, Dagbladet, had to be chosen (Dahl, 1993; Eide, 

1995; Høyer, 1995). My previous research has, however, shown that Aftenposten has printed 

more environmental stories and been more interested in environmental issues than the 

tabloid VG (Ihlen, 1999). Since I wanted to analyze newspapers which included substantial 

coverage of the cases, with quotations from the organizational actors, Aftenposten was chosen 

over VG.  

The political orientations of Aftenposten and Dagbladet were also obvious from the 

editorials regarding the conflicts: in the case of Alta, Aftenposten used phrases like “We have 

already given our support to the arguments for a development. … The point is that a 

lawful decision here is actively undermined. [Civil disobedience] leads astray” (Aftenposten 

editorial, 1979). In the debate on GPPs, Aftenposten claimed that such plants could be 

defended from an environmental point of view (Aftenposten editorial, 1997).  
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Dagbladet signaled its sympathy towards the cause of the Alta opponents with 

utterances like: “Postpone Alta … We would like to feel assured that alternatives to a 

development have been satisfactorily examined. Regrettably, we have to say that this is not 

the case” (Dagbladet editorial, 1979a). Regarding the GPPs, Dagbladet argued that the plants 

using conventional technology were “big pollution sources” (Dagbladet editorial, 2000). 

Obviously, other interesting media selections could have been made beyond looking 

at the largest newspapers. In the Alta case, a focus on major local and regional papers 

would have highlighted the important role of the media among the local community of 

Alta. Altaposten opposed a development and Finnmarks Dagblad and Nordlys supported a 

development (Gjengset, 1996; Eikeset, 2003). Similarly, it would have been interesting to 

research the coverage in the local and regional newspapers in the area where the GPPs 

were proposed to be built. The rhetoric of the actors might have been geared differently 

towards these media outlets, compared to the national newspapers that are focused on 

here. The analysis will not be able to address this aspect. 

Another obvious choice for analysis would have been to focus on television coverage. 

The visual impact of a pristine environment, police actions, and Saami wearing colorful 

traditional costumes is likely to have played a role. To achieve this, the newscasts from the 

Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation (NRK) would have had to be analyzed. The public NRK 

had a monopoly during the Alta conflict, and this unique position can be illustrated by the 

fact that the main newscast had over one million viewers on an average day in the early 

1990s, at a time when the nation had 4.2 million inhabitants (www.ssb.no, Waldahl, Bruun 

Andersen, & Rønning, 2002). However, one practical problem for performing a televisual 

analysis is that, prior to 1981, the television station did not preserve copies of its programs 

(Bastiansen, 1996). Obviously, the coverage from 1981 might have had an influence on the 

politicians, but the main interest lies in how the actors influenced public policy in 

connection with the Storting deliberations that took place prior to this time.  

The NRK monopoly was lifted in 1992, and thus it would have been interesting to 

study the coverage on the second largest national channel, TV2, in relation to the conflict 

over GPPs. During this period, the ratings of the main newscast on NRK dropped from 28 

to 22 percent, whereas the ratings for the TV2 nine o’clock news went up from 12 percent 

to 18 percent (1994–2000) (Enli, Syvertsen, & Østby Sæther, 2002; Waldahl et al., 2002). 

Since only a small part of the television coverage of the Alta conflict could be obtained, I 

decided not to analyze the coverage in the case of GPPs too. This was done partly to 



 

   114 

impose methodological symmetry between the two case studies, and partly to reduce the 

amount of material to be analyzed.  

The decision not to study such important media imposes a significant limitation to 

the dissertation and to the ability to draw conclusions about the role of the media overall. 

Again, however, inclusion of these media outlets would have required a second dissertation 

in itself and/or meant that only one of the cases could be analyzed. 

In summing up, the biggest national daily newspaper, as well as local and regional 

newspapers and television news, could have been included for analysis. Due to time and 

space considerations, however, the coverage in only two newspapers was tracked. 

However, these newspapers were large and important national dailies. The two newspapers 

that were chosen could be expected to carry substantial coverage of both cases, and 

represented different political stances. The main objective was not to analyze the media 

coverage as such, but to identify and analyze the quotes of the organizational actors. 

The material for the Alta conflict was obtained from microfilm from the period, 

starting from a minimum of three days before and after the events mentioned in Table 5.1. 

During the most intensive periods, all of the coverage was read. Going through the media 

coverage also helped to revise the constructed timelines, and to confirm the selection of 

actors and material for analysis.  

For the case on the GPPs, the technological opportunities were different. Most of the 

material was available on the Internet and was retrieved from the online archive 

atekst.mediearkivet.no using search strategies containing the words (obviously, in 

Norwegian!) “gas-fired power plants,” “Naturkraft,” “Nature and Youth,” “the Climate 

Alliance,” “Action Against Gas-fired Power Plants,” and “Bellona.” For Dagbladet, however, 

the database only includes articles from 1996 onwards. The coverage in Dagbladet from 

1994 and 1995 had to be retrieved from microfilm, using the same procedure as with the 

Alta case, but obviously with a focus on the events mentioned in Table 5.2.  

 

Selection of parliamentary documents 

A sixth methodological step was to analyze parliamentary documents to assess the influence 

of the public relations strategies, that is, if the rhetoric resembled that of the proponents or 

opponents. This analysis was simpler than that conducted on the organizational rhetoric, as 

the chief aim was not to analyze the politicians’ rhetoric per se. Regarding the Alta case, the 

following material was included (titles translated): 
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• Ministry of Petroleum and Energy (1978). Storting Proposition, No. 107 (1977–1978). On 

State Development of the Alta River System in Finnmark County. 

• Standing Committee on Industry (1978). Recommendation to the Storting No. 43 (1978–

1979). Recommendation from the Standing Committee on Industry on the State's Development of the 

Alta River System in Finnmark County. 

• Storting Deliberations (1978). No. 10, November 30, session 1978–1979. 

• Ministry of Petroleum and Energy (1980). Report to the Storting No. 61 (1979–1980). On the 

Government’s Implementation of the Storting Decision on Development of the Alta River System. 

• Storting Deliberations (1980). No. 213, May 30, session 1980–1981. 

 

Regarding the debate on GPPs, the following publications were analyzed: 

 

• Ministry of Trade and Energy (1996). Report to the Storting No. 38 (1995–1996). On Gas-

Fired Power Plants in Norway. 

• Standing Committee on Energy and the Environment (1996). Recommendation from the 

Standing Committee on Energy and the Environment on Gas-Fired Power Plants in Norway. Report to 

the Storting No. 38 (1995–1996). 

• Storting Deliberations (1996). No. 107, June 14, session 1995–1996. 

• Standing Committee on Energy and the Environment (2000). Recommendation to the 

Storting, No. 123 [1999–2000]. Recommendation from the Standing Committee on Energy and the 

Environment on a Suggestion from Storting Members Jan Johnsen, Jan Petersen and Jan Tore Sanner 

on Preparation for Establishing Gas-Fired Power Plants Within the Framework of the Kyoto 

Agreement. 

• Storting Deliberations (2000). No. 162, March 9, session 1999–2000. 

 

Several other parliamentary documents could have been included for analysis. The 

Storting did, for instance, receive a report on the use of natural gas in general. However, 

this, and other, material was left out for the same pragmatic reasons as mentioned 

previously. It could be argued that the above material would have to be included in every 

comprehensive analysis of these particular cases.  
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Investigating the resources of the organizations 

A seventh methodological step was necessary to obtain information on the resources of the 

organizations. While the afore-mentioned written material was a rich source for analysis of 

the rhetorical strategies, it said little about budgets, members/employees, and so forth. To 

obtain this information, it was necessary to read annual reports, newsletters, internal 

documents, and, in the case of the NVE, the government’s proposal for the State Budget. 

These sources provided information on the overall budgets of the actors, although one 

basic problem surfaced: the budgeting process for the NVE was altered during the period 

that was being researched, making it difficult to compare the figures throughout the course 

of the research period.  

An additional problem was that the overall budgets of the organizations did not 

contain specific entries for public relations. For the NVE, for instance, the costs of running 

the public relations office, including salaries, were included in the total administration 

budget. Archival research was not very helpful in this matter either. Some figures were 

mentioned, but they almost always referred to single public relations tools, like the 

publishing of a newsletter or the making of a film. 

What regard to the ad hoc organizations in both cases, most of their work did concern 

public relations. The budgets of the People’s Movement, along with minutes from board 

meetings and much other material, were retrieved from the archive of the People’s 

Movement, which can be found at the Alta Museum. Similar material for the Action 

Against Gas-fired Power Plants was borrowed from the activists themselves. In 1998, the 

latter also wrote an internal evaluation report which will be referred to. 

It is important to emphasize that the economic information provided in the Figures 

and Tables here have not been adjusted for inflation. This means that what often looks like 

formidable growth in budgets is not necessarily the case in real terms. The consumption 

price index grew from 232.5 in 1970, to 522.1 in 1980, 1087 in 1990, and 1369.8 in 2000 

(www.ssb.no). At some points in the dissertation, the budgets figures are calculated to equal 

the 2003 price level in order to give a better impression of the figures. However, it is the 

comparison between the organizations at given times that are of most interest, rather than 

absolute values.  

The material also helped in determining how institutionalized the organizations 

were, and, to a certain degree, which alliances they had built. The most important method 

for accessing other types of resources was, nonetheless, the next methodological step: 

qualitative interviews.  
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Qualitative interviews 

Qualitative interviews were conducted with representatives from all of the organizations 

focused on here. The interviews were carried out in order to learn not only about the 

resources, but also about the organizations’ strategies and opinions concerning the other 

actors. By fluctuating between textual analysis and qualitative interviews, the two 

approaches strengthened the analysis as a whole.  

As most textbooks on methodology state, there are few rules for how to go about 

performing qualitative interviews. The interpretation cannot be externalized by fixed rules 

and criteria. Instead, it is focused on the craftsmanship of the researcher, that is, his or her 

knowledge and interpretative skills. Valid knowledge is “sought through a rational 

argument by participants in a discourse” (Kvale, 1996, p. 286). Before discussing the 

implications of this, the approach that was followed is outlined.  

A total of 14 interviews, each of approximately 1–1.5 hours in length, were 

conducted. A list of the interviewees is provided as an appendix. All of these were chosen 

because they occupied a leading position in one of the organizations at one stage and/or 

because they handled the public relations of the same organization. The interviews were 

recorded using a minidisk player and then transcribed into a formal written style. As a 

backup, extensive notes were also taken during the interviews. This proved valuable, as the 

technique failed in two instances, and portions of two sessions were not recorded.  

Several direct quotes are used in the case studies, although linguistic mistakes, and so 

forth, have not reproduced. Quotes were translated from Norwegian to English without the 

involvement of an official translator. One objective was, however, to preserve and present 

the initial reactions of the interviewees. It is important to remember that transcripts are to 

be used as a tool for the interpretation of what was said during the interview. It is not the 

research object itself (Kvale, 1996). The quotes can be retrieved in the Norwegian language 

upon request. 

No particular negative consequences were expected for the interviewees following the 

publication of this material. They had all been public figures during the conflicts and 

fronted their respective organizations in the media. Nevertheless, some of the interviewees 

expressed a wish to check their quotes, so transcripts of the paragraphs that were going to 

be used were therefore submitted for approval to each interviewee. This also included 

sections in which the interviewees were not quoted directly, but used as sources. The 



 

   118 

interviewees were also briefed about the context in which the quotes and the information 

were to be used. Only in one instance did an interviewee ask for a line to be dropped, as 

the remark made had been a “flippant” characteristic of a former employee. Other 

interviewees, however, had no hesitation in allowing their similar facetious remarks about 

the same organization to be used here. Some of the post-interview correspondence also 

resulted in the provision of additional information and/or clarification, and was therefore 

included in the material. This explains why different dates for contact with the same 

interviewee are presented in some of the references.  

All interviews were structured in the same way, starting with a brief outline of the 

purpose of the dissertation, and then going on to emphasize that the project was dealing 

with communication strategies within the specific conflicts, and that the questions would 

dwell upon the role of the particular organization, the words used in public relations 

material, and the relationship with the media and other actors. It was important to 

emphasize the interest in communication strategies on both sides of the conflict, without 

necessarily taking sides in the conflict. The fact that I have taught public relations for 

several years in academia might have helped in making this claim trustworthy, and was 

therefore emphasized. Furthermore, I have not been a member of any environmental 

organizations. At the same time, as pointed out in the introductory chapter, Norway is a 

small country, and it is difficult not to have some acquaintances in common with others. In 

at least one of the cases, an interviewee stated that this was the reason for going to extra 

lengths to help out with archival material.  

After the initial briefing, a general question about the case was asked, to get the 

interviewees warmed up and to invite use of their own words to describe the case. Next, 

practical questions regarding administration and so forth were introduced, followed by an 

invitation to describe the relationship to the media in more depth. The interviews were 

then most often turned to the rhetorical aspects. Firstly, by inviting description of the role 

the interviewees thought language had played in the conflict in general, then by seeking 

comments on both their own and their adversaries’ use of language. Because of the general 

negative connotations associated with the word “rhetoric”, and because the interviewees 

could not be expected to command a knowledge of rhetorical terms, it was important to 

replace it with “language.” It was preferable that the interviewees used their own words in 

their descriptions as much as possible. After a more general discussion of such matters, the 

interviewees were presented with the particular texts analyzed and then invited to 

comment. Next, they were confronted with my interpretation of their rhetorical strategies, 
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and their response was requested. As this section involved asking some critical, evaluative 

questions, it proved useful to place it at the end, when some trust had already been 

established. All of the interviews turned out to be friendly affairs, accompanied by much 

laughter, although several interviewees noted that the times had been difficult for them 

personally. 

Criticism might be raised, as I influenced the answers of the interviewees directly. 

However, “the decisive issue is … not whether to lead or not to lead, but where the 

interview question should lead, and whether they will lead in important directions, 

producing new, trustworthy, and interesting knowledge” (Kvale, 1996, p. 159). Given the 

assumed lack of theoretical knowledge among the interviewees, a way to entice more 

concrete reflections on these matters was to confront the interviewees with concrete 

interpretations of their strategies.  

All of the interviews ended with an invitation to add any comments and reflections 

that the interviewee did not feel had been touched upon. Then, followed a debriefing in 

which more of the initial findings were presented, an informal discussion ensued about how 

the interviews were going to be used and who else could be useful to talk to. The latter also 

helped to confirm the selection of interviewees.  

After each interview, some ten minutes were set aside to recall and reflect upon the 

interview situation itself, what had been learnt, and to write a short summary based on 

notes taken during the sessions. This provided a very valuable context both for the 

interpretation of what had been said and for the transcription from the minidisks.  

 

Reliability and validity of the study 

The sequential presentation of the methodological steps above belies the fact that the 

process was by no means linear. Instead, as also indicated, it was fruitful to go back and 

forth between the steps, strengthening the selections and the analysis.  

Again, choosing a qualitative approach does lead to the inevitable discussion of the 

lack of generalizability of such research. As with all qualitative research, statistical 

generalization is not within reach. The method does, however, yield potential for analytical 

generalization, as already mentioned. This is a form of inductive reasoning, whereby the 

arguments for generalization are based on theory or by presentation of evidence that 

supports the case. In addition, the researcher has to make the arguments explicit, and allow 

readers to judge whether the generalization claims hold or not (Yin, 1994; Kvale, 1996). At 



 

   120 

the same time, the obvious strength of the qualitative approach is the ability to probe 

deeper into the case studies. 

Questions of reliability and validity play a different role for the qualitative researcher. 

The researcher him- or herself is the prime research instrument, and knowledge is regarded 

as a social construction, thus leaving behind notions of a correspondence criterion of truth. 

The discourse of the dissertation does not so much address the object, but my relation to the 

object (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). An important test comes when the constructed 

narrative of the researcher meets the critical audience. Do the arguments put forward in 

the scholarly text seem reasonable and convincing? Since I, as a researcher, engage in a 

rhetorical practice, issues of how, why, who, and power and truth become central (Kvale, 

1996).  

A problem with working with qualitative interviews is that they result in “official 

accounts” (Jenkins, 2002). The interviewees might have an interest in justifying their 

choices, or of promoting their own role, or that of their organization. The official account 

might be one of after-rationalization about the strategies of the actors. Some of these 

problems can be checked by the triangulation of methods used in the dissertation, that is, 

for instance, by reading strategy documents. At other times, the strategies might also be 

manifest in the rhetoric of other texts. Nevertheless, it seems that the reflection upon the 

problems of using qualitative interviews might be the most adequate response. 

A problem that was particularly accentuated in the case study of the Alta conflict was 

that the interviews took place decades after the events themselves. The interviewees could 

not necessarily be expected to have vivid memories or recollections of all strategic 

considerations that were made. Moreover, in the conflict over the GPPs, several of the 

interviewees stated that as so much time had passed, in some instances they had difficulties 

in remembering what had taken place. One attempt to address this problem was to 

recapitulate the events for the interviewees in order to trigger their memories. However, 

this was only done after the interviewees had presented their own “grand narrative” about 

what had happened, in order not to introduce bias concerning my interpretation of the 

conflict. However, neither the memory or bias problem could not be avoided and should 

be kept in mind when evaluating the information and interpretations of the interviewees, in 

particular regarding the Alta case.  

The above, of course, also has implications for validity. Validation of the different, 

competing interpretations rests “on the quality of craftsmanship in research” (Kvale, 1996, p. 

240). To check, to question, and to theorize becomes important. The researcher might 
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triangulate, look for negative evidence, and check out alternative explanations. The 

researcher can use a symptomatic reading, where the reasons for a given statement from an 

interviewee are focused. The traditional display of one’s sources, so that in theory it is 

possible to replicate the study, is also important for validation. Another attempt to 

strengthen reliability was made by reproducing textual quotes in which particular 

rhetorical strategies seemed to be represented. Quotes from the interviews were also 

reproduced, to highlight specific strategic thinking on behalf of the actors. As mentioned, 

copies of all of the material are available upon request.  

The basic problem associated with the study is, nonetheless, extrapolating from the 

existence of a certain type of rhetoric and certain types of resources all the way through to 

the deliberations in the Storting. How can it be argued that the rhetoric and the resources 

had an influence? It has been pointed out that politicians might not concede to having been 

influenced, and also that self-appraisals of the organizational actors are insufficient, even 

though their perceptions might be sufficiently interesting and count as one measure of 

influence (Berry, 1977). In addition, the politicians are not in a state of tabula rasa; they 

might have their preconceived notions about the issues in question and obviously do not 

live in a social vacuum, where the organizational actors being focused on here are the only 

ones providing input. In addition, other factors like the personal or political needs and 

wishes of the politicians might be important. 

In the introductory chapter, it was mentioned that the most important indicator of 

influence would be that the rhetoric of the organizational actors resembles the rhetoric 

found in the parliamentary documents. However, as was also pointed out, it is possible that 

the politicians and the actors were influencing each other’s rhetoric mutually, or that the 

organizations were adapting to rhetoric that already existed in the political arena. These 

and others of the afore-mentioned factors cannot be entirely ruled out. 

Furthermore, there is a danger that, by constructing a theoretical framework, I will 

look for and perhaps overestimate the importance of the concepts that are included. 

However, this seems like an unavoidable danger of any analytical work. The best way to 

answer the challenge is probably to try to check for alternative explanations, allow for 

additional explanatory factors, as well as not overstate the findings.  
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PART III — Case: The Alta 

hydroelectric power project 
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6 Planning, protests, and permit applications, 

1970–1977 

The first case study concerns the development of the Alta–Kautokeino River System. An 

outline scheme for a development was finished in 1968, but it took ten years before an 

application for a building permit was presented to the Storting. By that time, the project 

had been scaled down considerably, after protests from local communities, Saami 

organizations, environmental groups, and the Finnish government. The protesters believed 

that the project had been over-inflated at the outset to get a better starting point prior to 

“negotiations,” and argued that the impact assessments were insufficient. 

This chapter starts off with an analysis of the interests behind the development of 

hydroelectric power, and particularly the strategies of the Norwegian Water Resources and 

Energy Directorate (the Norwegian abbreviation NVE is used). Secondly, the position and 

the strategies of the opposition are analyzed, centering on Friends of the Earth Norway 

(FoEN). 

 

The NVE and hydroelectric power in Norway 

Few countries in the world have benefited as much from the development of hydroelectric 

power as Norway. This energy source helped to transform the country from being a poor 

agrarian society to an industrial society. “The white coal,” as it was labeled, provided a 

cheap energy source that could be harnessed throughout large parts of the country. From 

1905 until 1916, the gross national product was increased by 55 percent, and industry was 

established as the largest sector in the country (Haagensen, 1984; Nerbøvik, 1999).  

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, hydroelectric power was also instrumental 

in rebuilding the nation after the Second World War, in particular by helping to establish a 

power intensive industry. A huge growth of hydropower projects followed. In 1945, the 

electricity production was 10 billion kWh, whereas the corresponding number was 22 

billion kWh ten years later. The number of industrial workers increased during the same 

period from approximately 313,000 to 453,000 (Haagensen, 1984; Berntsen, 1994; Thue, 

1996).  

The public authority responsible for hydroelectric power projects was the NVE. The 

1950s and early 1960s were golden years for the directorate, although it did undergo 
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considerable expansion after this time as well. Whereas the directorate had 285 employees 

in 1960, this number had almost doubled by 1970. In Figure 6.1 and Table 6.1, it is shown 

how this number continued to grow throughout the research period as well.  

 

Figure 6.1 Employees in the NVE 1970–1981 

 
 

Table 6.1 Employees in the NVE 1970–1981 

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 

549 581 629 717 727 732 746 752 759 760 762 764  

 

The sharp increase between 1970 and 1973 is partly explained by the fact that several 

temporary positions were made permanent during this period, but also that several new 

positions were created in the NVE for the purpose of investigating the possibilities for the 

introduction of nuclear power in Norway. After 1973, the growth of new positions was 

more moderate. The most important function of quoting these figures, however, is to 

illustrate that the NVE was a large organization.  

The NVE also had huge amounts of economic capital at its disposal, as can be seen 

in Figure 6.2 and Table 6.2, which illustrate the expenses of the general board of the NVE. 

 

Figure 6.2 Economic capital of the NVE 1970–1981 
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Table 6.2 Economic capital of the NVE 1970–1981 (NOK million) 

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 

22.2 25.7 37.1 24.4 28.3 31.9 99.2 56.2 66.7 82 100 104.3 

 

Several comments can be made about the changes shown here. First, that the drop in 

capital between 1972 and 1973 can partly be explained by the Ministry of the 

Environment taking over the new responsibility for water pollution, and partly by technical 

accountancy shifts. The tripling of the accounts between 1975 and 1976 is mostly due to 

one single entry called “grant to the electricity supply.” Between 1976 and 1981, however, 

further technical accountancy shifts were made, which make it difficult to compare this 

period with that between 1970 and 1975. Nevertheless, comparisons within the two periods 

are valid, and show that both were marked by economic growth, the latter period more so 

than the first. (The 2003 equivalent of the budget in 1970 amounted to NOK 138.6 

million, and the comparable figure for 1981 was NOK 258 million.) 

The NVE also had huge social capital—defined as group membership, as well as the 

credentials and credit that follow from this (Bourdieu, 1986). The expansion of the NVE 

must be seen in relation to the fact that the directorate was part of the core of a so-called 

power segment which developed after the Second World War.7 The NVE was under the 

                                                
7 In political science, a ‘segment’ is defined as an arena for decision making in which some actors are 

considered legitimate, and share values and perspectives. A segment is often organized around particular 

trade policies or functions, like healthcare or farming. The actors might be certain organizational 

representatives, Members of Parliament, bureaucrats, researchers, or journalists. A segment is seen as having 
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supervisory control of the Ministry of Industry, and functioned, to a large extent, as an 

instrument of the political administration. A cross-section of the political milieu, in 

particular the Standing Committee for Industrial Affairs at the Storting, had a close 

relationship with the directorate. Furthermore, as previously mentioned, it was the Storting 

that elected the general board of directors of the NVE (Midttun, 1987, 1988). 

The core of the hydroelectric complex was made up of the above actors, as well as 

regional and local public sector energy companies, and major private, state, and semi-state 

energy-intensive companies. Outside of the core, support could be found in trade 

organizations like the Norwegian Association of Industries, as well as from the National 

Federation of Trade Unions and other unions. The sector also received broad regional 

political support due to its decentralization and its links to major technical-industrial 

research institutions like the Norwegian Technical University and the Norwegian Council 

for Technical and Natural Science Research (Midttun, 1987, 1988). 

The strong connections between the actors in this complex helped to fuse economic 

and regional interests, administration, and politics. Their shared ideology and perspective 

placed industrial growth and expansion of the energy sector as primary ends. The power of 

the segment was consolidated by the financial and operational control of the actors. The 

NVE, for instance, had a monopoly on the production of projections for electricity 

consumption, and could thus substitute market forces with its own goals. Indeed, it has 

been said that the only constraint on the segment in the 1950s and early 1960s was its own 

capacity for growth (Albrechtsen & Moum, 1984; Midttun, 1987, 1988; Thue, 1996). 

A longstanding issue was the fact that the NVE was responsible for dealing with the 

applications for development, while its sub-directorate, the State Power System, was the 

applicant. In other words, the NVE had a double role, which was much criticized (Thue, 

1996; Knutsen, 1997). The issue was brought up again during the Alta conflict, and it 

might also have contributed to the separation of the State Power System from the NVE in 

1986.  

A crucial element for success for the actors in the segment was their ability to 

legitimize the strategies they had generated within the confines of the segment by posing as 

supporters of general national economic and welfare goals. The employees of the NVE 

identified themselves as being part of a highly legitimate and broad effort to rebuild the 

                                                                                                                                              
hegemony over “its” segment and “its” sector of public policy (Egeberg, Olsen, & Sætren, 1988; Kasa & 

Malvik, 2000).  
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country after the Second World War. The directorate was considered as a “nation builder” 

that had taken on a heroic task (Midttun, 1987, 1988). It is claimed that “few Norwegians 

had as much prestige as the power developers” and that the NVE “was considered a 

prestigious organization” (Knutsen, 1997, p. 234). The technical expertise possessed by the 

employees of the directorate also contributed to this notion, and the projections for 

electricity consumption made by the NVE were difficult to question.  

In the late 1960s, however, hydroelectric development went from being an ultimate 

good, to becoming an environmental issue. The previous massive amounts of symbolic 

capital of the NVE diminished—symbolic capital was defined as reputation for 

competence, as well as an image of being respectable and honorable (Bourdieu, 1984). 

Erling Diesen joined the directorate in 1961, and became Chief Executive Officer in 1987. 

During the most intense period of the conflict, he was a special secretary to the Chief 

Executive Officer and had responsibility for the handling of the Alta-project. Diesen has 

commented on how the older employees, the “heroes of the nation,” found themselves in a 

new situation during the 1960s: 

 

These old boys experienced a gradually increasing opposition. The first door closing in their 

face was when [the government] in [19]65 did not give NVE all the money they asked for. The 

old leaders did not believe the world would last. And after that the image of this sector became 

more and more controversial. So I still know boys today that long for the days … when the 

farmers took off their hats and stepped into the ditch when the NVE engineers came by. That 

period will never return. [laughter] (Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 2002) 

 

The times had indeed changed. In the years from 1960 to 1970, classical conservationist 

thought experienced a breakthrough. Previously, most environmental organizations had 

been elitist, and protest actions had had a local character. Aesthetics had been the driving 

force: romantically inclined conservationists had admired the “beauty and might” of the 

waterfalls as opposed to the “ugly” hydroelectric power plants. In 1962, however, 

approximately a third or half of the fresh water system was regulated, and the widespread 

political and popular support for continued development weakened. In 1970, the first 

environmental civil disobedience action in Norway was conducted to prevent the 

construction of a hydroelectric power plant in Mardøla. This was a watershed (sic) and put 

the hydroelectric power issue on the public agenda. In environmentalist circles, the NVE 

had become “Enemy Number One.” The whole decision-making process regarding 

hydroelectric development seemed to be situated outside of the political arena, which 



 

   130 

generated criticism and distrust (Gundersen, 1991; Berntsen, 1994; Thue, 1996; Knutsen, 

1997; Benum, 1998; Furre, 2000).  

 

The public relations of the NVE 

The NVE was not prepared for a change in the climate of opinion, and public relations 

were a non-prioritized area. A public relations consultant was employed in 1963, but the 

position was in fact vacant for long periods during the 1960s. It is difficult to establish how 

much was spent in total on public relations, but in 1968–1970 a newsletter was allocated 

NOK 35,000–45,000 per year and so-called “miscellaneous public relations efforts” had a 

budget of NOK 5,000–7,000. (In 2003, this would have amounted to NOK 250,000– 

280,000 and NOK 36,000–44,000, respectively.) 

The tasks of the consultant were mainly technical; for instance, to prepare press 

releases and facilitate contact between the NVE and journalists. With few economic means 

and apparently no input at the managerial level, it was impossible for the function to help 

the organization to adjust to the new situation of the 1960s and 1970s. However, a sign 

that environmental issues did not pass by the directorate totally unnoticed was the hiring of 

a landscape architect in 1964, showing that at least some thought was being put into the 

visual side of the hydropower projects. In 1966, the directorate also established an office for 

handling environmental issues after completion of development projects (Thue, 1996).  

In 1972, the public relations position was upgraded to management level. Øystein 

Skarheim was employed as public relations manager. Skarheim, however, felt that upper-

management lacked a proper understanding of the public relations function:  

 

NVE [management] felt that they needed a public relations manager, but they did not have a 

clear notion about what they should put forward. I was meant to prepare stuff, have contact 

with the media, and draft press releases on behalf of the directors. I also had responsibility for 

the annual report. But it was always those who had the formal responsibility that were meant to 

give statements. … [The budget] was trifling. We had to apply for [money to] each and every 

publication. I do not think [management] was aware that [public relations] would cost 

anything. (Øystein Skarheim, personal communication, May 8, 2002) 

 

In effect, Skarheim’s position was that of lower management. He was only granted 

observer status at the meetings of the general board of directors, and was not admitted into 

the meetings of the Chief Executive Officer and the managers of the sub-directorates. 

Indeed, the public relations manager did not even receive minutes from these meetings 
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prior to about 1980. Furthermore, for several years, the public relations office only 

consisted of the manager and a part-time secretary (Øystein Skarheim, personal 

communication, May 8, 2002).  

The public relations activity remained technical. Both Skarheim and the later 

consultants had journalistic backgrounds, like most public relations personnel of the time. 

The annual reports show how the office in the early 1970s, spent in the vicinity of NOK 

60,000 (equivalent to NOK 378,000 in 2003) on six annual issues of the NVE newsletter. 

The issue of hydroelectric power and the environment was dealt with in a publication series 

and a film, costing, respectively, NOK 30,000 and 25,000 (equivalent to NOK 189,000 

and 157,000 in 2003). The post “miscellaneous PR efforts” was allocated NOK 10,000 

(equivalent to NOK 63,000 in 2003). Nevertheless, compared to the overall budgets and 

the number of projects that the NVE was engaged in, it is understandable that Skarheim 

thought he had “very limited” funds at his disposal. The afore-mentioned sums comprise 

less than one percent of the total economic capital of the NVE in 1970. Moreover, 

Skarheim had a feeling that the directorate did not practice enough openness and did not 

understand the usefulness of establishing premises when new projects were started:  

 

I said that the sooner we release information and have put things in order, the possibilities to 

build on this further will be better when [the press] knows what this is all about. But it was 

often a fight to be able to go public, even if I said that, “if a journalist know about this, you 

have to release it according to the Freedom of Information Act.” “Yes, but he does not know 

about it” [management would say]. And then you get a little frustrated when you work as a 

public relations officer. (Øystein Skarheim, personal communication, May 8, 2002) 

 

The NVE, then, seemed to be content with cultivating its close managerial relationship 

with the other actors in the power segment, while only meeting the environmental issue 

with some aesthetic measures and publication of public relations material. The directorate 

was not fully prepared to take on the challenge posed by the new era of increased critique 

and media scrutiny. The conflict that arose as a consequence of the Alta project might be 

the best example of how unprepared the directorate was. In 1970, the NVE experienced 

what today would be labeled a public relations crisis. This is dealt with in the next section, 

but first some historical background is given. 
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The Alta project and the Máze (Masi) protests 

The idea of developing the Alta–Kautokeino River System was first launched in 1912, but 

it took ten years before estimates of the production capacity were made, and nothing much 

happened in the immediate following years. After the Second World War, locals lobbied 

for a development again, since a power plant was seen as helping in the costly rebuilding 

needed after the German occupation forces had burnt down large areas of Finnmark while 

fleeing from the Soviet army. But it would take until the 1960s before the authorities made 

further investigations regarding the development of the river system. Loose sketches for a 

development were made in 1961, a preliminary outline in 1967, and an outline scheme in 

1968 (Hofseth, 1920; NVE, 1922, 1974; Bolsø et al., 1977; Hveding, 1992; Dalland, 1994).  

The outline scheme of 1968 investigated the full technical potential for a 

development, pointing to a reservoir of 75 km2 (29 sq. miles). In the dominant regional 

newspaper Finnmark Dagblad, which was later to become a crucial local mouthpiece for the 

proponents of a development, the focus was on how the Saami community of Máze (Masi) 

would have to be moved if the original outline scheme was used. This was also the main 

news story when the concrete planning started in 1970, and the temperature of the debate 

increased (Eikeset, 2003). In an interview with Aftenposten, the director of the State Power 

System said: 

 

It is not possible to save Masi without reducing the desired amount of power. But all 

alternatives will now be considered, and the decision is in the hands of the Storting. (Sigurd 

Aalefjær, as cited in Parmann, 1980, p. 22)  

 

Statements like this caused uproar. The National Association of Norwegian Saami 

condemned the scheme, and in August 1970, the Action Committee against Damming of 

Mazé was formed in the community, prior to a visit from the Storting. Most of the locals 

rallied, and the protests apparently made an impression. It has been claimed that the 

chairman of the visiting Storting committee promised there and then that the community 

would be spared (NRK, 1997a; Eikeset, 2003). 

When the government presented a conservation plan for Norwegian water resources 

in May 1972, it was indeed suggested that Máze should be kept out. Finally, in April 1973, 

Máze was also officially given permanent protection by the Storting (Ministry of Industry, 

1972; Storting Deliberations, 1973).  
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Why did the protests succeed? The locals were able to draw on some advice from 

FoEN, as well as from people who had been central in Mardøla during the first Norwegian 

environmental civil disobedience actions. Yet, it seems that this help mostly consisted of 

information on how to obtain plans and project papers from the NVE. A more likely 

success factor appeared to be that the planning process for a development was at such an 

early stage when the protests started. Later Alta activists, however, guessed that the 

political costs of removing an indigenous community by force were the most important 

factor (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, June 26, 2003; Jan Borring, personal 

communication, May 16, 2002).  

A common accusation was that the NVE engaged in bargaining with these plans. 

First, the directorate launched a large-scale project that it knew would not be agreed to, 

and then the project was gradually reduced. The then Chief Executive Officer of the NVE, 

Vidkunn Hveding, later commented on such charges: 

 

 [This was not a tactical ploy] in the sense that one wanted something to bargain with. But my 

opinion is that this is a correct procedure in order to get a complete consideration of these 

questions in an open democracy. This is the only way you can present to the other participants 

in the democratic process what could have been done if one wanted to. … And then you do not 

consider it to be a defeat if you have to put away some of your plans. (Vidkun Hveding, 

interview, NRK, 1997a)  

 

The later Chief Executive Officer of the NVE, Erling Diesen, is eager to point out a 

difference between schemes and proposals. He emphasizes that the NVE never actually 

applied to dam Máze. The first scheme was purely technical, and other concerns would be 

dealt with later in the planning process (Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 

2002). This difference was, nevertheless, lost on most people. Even today, it is often still 

alleged that the NVE wanted to build a dam “so big that only the Máze church spire would 

be above water.” The outline scheme certainly influenced the reminder of the conflict, 

something that has been acknowledged by both protesters and NVE representatives alike 

(Dalland, 1994). 

 

FoEN protests continued planning 

It was not only the community of Máze that would be affected by the NVE plans, and the 

project was met with mixed responses in other parts of the region while the planning 
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continued. On the one hand, the Finnmark County Council and the municipality board of 

Alta supported the development strongly. The latter would change its opinion in 1976 as 

the political balance changed, but initially it stated that the progress of the community 

depended on access to electric power at “reasonable prices.” The municipality said it 

would demand compensation if the river system was given protection (Dalland, 1994; 

Eikeset, 2003). On the other hand, several interest organizations condemned the plans, or 

expressed concern for the issue of Saami rights, the area’s environment, farming, fishing, 

and reindeer herding. The Saami Reindeer Herders Association in Norway, for instance, 

insisted that the first of these issues had to be settled as soon as possible. The owners of the 

fishing rights in the Alta River, known under the Norwegian abbreviation ALI (Alta 

Laksefiskeri Interessentskap), demanded a thorough investigation regarding the 

consequences for the salmon. Later, in 1975 and 1973, respectively, both organizations 

would condemn the development (Dalland, 1994).8 

The local chapter of FoEN demanded permanent protection of the river system in 

1971. Øystein Dalland, a member of the board of directors of FoEN and the editor of the 

local newspaper Altaposten, had already worked on the issue for some time. The rest of 

FoEN came around, and would later lobby extensively to prevent the development of the 

river system (Dalland, 1994). The rest of this section details the position of this 

organization. 

FoEN is the oldest and largest Norwegian environmental group. During the first 

period of the Alta conflict, a “green wave” swept Norway. In 1965, there was a little over 

5,000 members in FoEN. By 1970, this number had increased by almost threefold. Figure 

6.3 and Table 6.3 show the development from 1970 until 1982 (including members of 

Nature and Youth).  

 

                                                
8 ALI had direct economic interests in the Alta river and was quite active in the opposition work 

throughout the conflict. The organization petitioned the NVE, and participated in meetings, both in Alta and 

with politicians in Oslo. Furthermore, it contributed financially to the opposition work of other actors, and 

invited “influential persons” and journalists on fishing trips to experience the river (Eikeset, Heitmann, & 

Nielsen, 2001). 
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Figure 6.3 Members of FoEN 1970–1982 

 

Table 6.3 Members of FoEN 1970–1982 

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 

14818 19380 21335 31297 30170 29061 36037 

 

1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 

34386 36302 37055 36410 33290 28736 

 

It is noteworthy how a first membership peak was reached in 1973, a second in 1976, and a 

third in 1978/1979. The latter peak can probably be explained as a consequence of the 

Alta protests. In 1980, however, the trend had turned, perhaps as a consequence of the fact 

that by then the People’s Movement was more active. The downturn continued after this, 

and continued beyond 1982; this has been attributed to the sense of defeat felt by the 

environmentalists after the Alta conflict was over (Berntsen, 1994).  

During the research period, FoEN became more and more institutionalized. In 1970, 

the administration consisted of four full-time employees, and three people who worked part 

time. The administration swelled by one or two positions each year, until 1979, when 

twelve people were employed in full-time positions and three had been hired on temporary 

contracts. In 1981, the number had climbed to 15 full-time positions. Since at least 1974, 

FoEN also employed between one and three people each year as an alternative to the 

mandatory military service of Norwegian men.  
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FoEN also increased its income steadily during the research period, but the financial 

situation of the organization was more often than not described as being difficult in the 

annual reports. Figure 6.4 shows the trend in the economic capital of FoEN between 1970 

and 1981, and Table 6.4 provides more precise figures.  

 

Figure 6.4 Economic capital of FoEN 1970–1981 

 

 

Table 6.4 Economic capital of FoEN 1970–1981 (NOK million) 

 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 

FoEN 0.5 0.8 * 1 1.1 1.7 1.8 1.9 2.1 2.3 2.8 3.3 

(NVE) (22.2) (25.7) (37.1) (24.4) (28.3) (31.9) (99.2) (56.2) (66.7) (82) (100) (104) 

* Several archival searches failed to produce the annual report of 1972. 

 

During the most intense period of the Alta conflict, the income was in the range of NOK 

2.1–3.3 million each year (equivalent to NOK 6.8–10.8 million in 2003). Obviously, this 

was far beyond the amount of economic capital that the NVE had at its disposal. In Table 

6.4, the figures for the NVE are also included, in order to illustrate the vast difference 

between the two organizations.  

FoEN published its own magazine throughout the period, and employed a full-time 

chief editor, and later an editor, for this purpose. In the accounts up until 1979, there was 

also an entry with the title “PR, information, and recruitment” (“PR” was dropped in the 

early 1970s). In 1970–1971, this entry was NOK 73,200 and NOK 91,600. In the period 

1977 to 1979, the equivalent sum was a little under NOK 60,000, but this had almost 
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tripled by 1980 (NOK 152,500), and then doubled again by 1981 (280,100). (The 2003 

equivalents of these sums were approximately NOK 461,000, NOK 506,000, NOK 

200,000, NOK 428,000, and NOK 693,000, respectively.) It is also worth noting that in 

both the latter years, the accounts included entries for “recruitment.” In other words, 

public relations was prioritized most at the start of the 1970s, and then during the most 

intense period of the Alta conflict.  

FoEN also had knowledge and symbolic capital—the former defined as competence 

or education in a field, the latter as reputation and social standing (Bourdieu, 1984). FoEN 

had several committees, including professors, researchers, and engineers, who gave 

professional advice to the organization. Having other prominent professionals, like lawyers 

and bankers, as committee members also enhanced the symbolic capital. All in all, FoEN 

maintained a respectable image, for instance, by not condoning civil disobedience. 

Petitions and traditional public relations tools like magazine publishing and writing letters 

to the editor were used instead.  

In the first stage of the Alta conflict, FoEN relied on peaceful protest demonstrations, 

like the one held in front of the Storting in April 1973, on the day of the deliberations on 

the afore-mentioned conservation plan for Norwegian water resources. The government 

recommended that the planning of a development of the Alta–Kautokeino River System 

should continue. The supply situation in Finnmark was described as “difficult,” although 

“important conservation interests” were also recognized in relation to the latter river 

system (Ministry of Industry, 1972, p. 129). The protesters wanted the Storting to support 

the original, and more radical, suggestions made by the public committee that had laid the 

groundwork for the plan. Alta, however, was still not the hottest issue.  

Aftenposten covered the demonstration (Anonymous author, 1973), but much was not 

written about Alta, here or elsewhere. The month before the deliberations, FoEN 

published a booklet authored by the previous editor of Altaposten, Øystein Dalland—entitled 

Finnmarksvidda—for Whom?—to try to get the representatives to spare the river system 

(booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973). Below is a rhetorical analysis of this text. 

 

FoEN booklet 

The trustworthy “we” and the antithesis 

One of the most important and pressing tasks for a rhetor is to establish credibility, or 

ethos, as it is called in the language of rhetoric (Aristotle, trans. 1991). Form can be a 
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crucial device in this respect, and the 48 pages of the FoEN-booklet mimicked a scientific 

report. It contained a reference list, several numerical values, statistics, tables, and maps, 

and avoided blatant hyperbole, unusual typography, excessive use of exclamation marks, 

and the like. The imitation of a rational scientific style was an effort to lend the booklet the 

credibility of the detached scientist, and to move away from the self-promoting image 

connected with public relations in general. In this sense, the only radical deviation from the 

traditional scientific form was the use of nine pictures, some in color. This, however, could 

be said to have eased readability and, as such, showed goodwill towards the readers. 

In the theory chapters of this dissertation, it was mentioned that the rhetor might rely 

on a set of topics in order to find arguments, with topics being defined as a general method 

for finding arguments (Corbett & Connors, 1999). One such common topic is arguments 

based on testimony. By trumpeting that a third party, detached from the rhetor’s interests, 

has embraced the rhetor’s view, it might be hoped that the thesis that is being put forward 

will be strengthened. FoEN also used this technique and referred to the public official 

responsible for Saami matters, the public committee that had prepared the conservation 

plan, “sociologists,” “tradition,” and “the law” to support their cause. On the one hand, 

using the topic of testimony might function as a logos argument operating from the 

premises that authorities or experts should be trusted and that the mentioned parties are 

authorities or experts. On the other hand, the topic also functions to strengthen the ethos of 

FoEN by demonstrating that experts agreed with them. 

In addition, FoEN also used logos argument, relying on another common topic, 

namely that of definition and its subtopic, genus. Here, it has been pointed out that 

something that is true for a genus, must also be true for the species (Corbett & Connors, 

1999). The structure of the typical deductive logos argument can be recognized: infringing 

on the rights of an indigenous people is wrong, the Saami are defined as an indigenous 

people, and thus infringing on their rights would be wrong. As mentioned above, FoEN 

also used judicial arguments in this connection: 

 

This concerns the Saami nucleus area with the historical and old-established right of the 

population to use of land and water in its district, laid down at the earliest in the so-called 

[“Lap act of 1751”], confirmed most recently in the convention on reindeer pasture of 1972. 

(booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973, p. 36) 

 

At some points, the author did deviate from “the scientific approach,” by using nouns and 

phrases like “we” and “our country.” In the earlier theory chapters, use of such phrases was 
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singled out as representing an attempt to create identification, a crucial task of a rhetor that 

wants to persuade or convince the audience (Burke, 1950/1969). On the whole, however, 

there were no attempts to create identification with the target group—the members of the 

Storting. In fact, quite the opposite was done. When the author used “we” towards the end, 

this only included the opponents of the project, more specifically “the inhabitants of 

Finnmark,” who were said to oppose the authorities.  

A second technique to create identification is use of an antithesis, singling out a 

common enemy (Burke, 1950/1969). Here, the antithesis was the NVE, which “uncritically 

accepted development wishes from the energy intensive industry.” Furthermore, the NVE 

did not present the broader picture of how the development of one part of a river system 

would also influence others: 

 

So far, [the NVE] has been alone in seeing the regions as one in the perspective of power 

supply. Politically, applications for permits are, nonetheless, submitted for each particular river 

system. In Kvænangen, for instance, the [public] does not see that this after a while also 

includes transfers from the Reisa River System and from the Alta River System. … The sneak 

development can start undisturbed. … The way the issue is presented in connection with the 

planning for a permit application is the equivalent of tricking [the public]. (booklet, FoEN & 

Dalland, 1973, p. 30) 

 

Nevertheless, it was not simply the government and FoEN that should have joined together 

against the NVE—the government was criticized too. The case in point was that the public 

committee behind the conservation plan for Norwegian water resources had recommended 

that a development decision should wait until the project alternatives and the 

environmental interests had been investigated. The government was accused of pushing 

ahead and ignoring this recommendation. In short, FoEN made no attempts to combine 

the interests of the majority of the Storting with the interests of FoEN. Thus, the booklet 

ultimately failed to attempt to meet one of the most important goals of rhetoric—to create 

identification with this target group.  

 

“Enough power,” ”unique qualities” 

Most of the logos arguments in the booklet could be categorized in four clusters. The first 

cluster centered on the argument that Alta should not be developed because there was, or 

would be, enough power in the county to satisfy the electricity demand. This, then, was a 
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deductive logical appeal, an enthymeme, resting on some unstated premises that together 

would lead to a specific conclusion (Corbett & Connors, 1999). The unstated premise that 

the audience was invited to supply was that power plants should only be built if there was 

an unmet electricity need. In the new rhetoric of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, this 

premise could be said to relate to reality, or a presumption of “common sense,” that would 

be supported by most people. Nevertheless, since no absolute adherence would be 

guaranteed, the rhetor would be wise to attempt to support the presumption (Perelman & 

Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). FoEN did not, however, attempt to support this major 

premise, but sought to back up the minor premise, namely that there was no unmet 

electricity need in Finnmark. A two-pronged sub-strategy was used to undermine the 

arguments of the NVE, relating firstly to the projections for electricity consumption which 

the NVE had presented. FoEN cited NVE material which indicated a growth rate of 1.7 

between 1972 and 1980. This figure was questioned, and it was claimed that there was no 

evidence for the dramatic increase: “It is quite extraordinary that a projection that implies 

an almost doubling of the ordinary power consumption during seven short years remains 

unsubstantiated through the whole working document” (booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973, 

p. 15).  

The main support for the counter-claim was that the population in Finnmark was 

stagnating, and thus the growth in electricity demand in the projections from the NVE 

seemed questionable. Even given “an optimistic increase in the numbers of households of 

1,000 during a 10-year period, this would not contribute much to the demand” (booklet, 

FoEN & Dalland, 1973, p. 16). 

Potential counter-arguments from the NVE could include the fact that the increase 

may have been caused by, for instance, industrial growth or an increase in the number of 

domestic electrical appliances in use, increased demands for comfort regarding indoor 

temperatures, and so forth. FoEN foreshadowed such counter-arguments by citing NVE’s 

own working document: 

 

“The power intensive industry’s present whishes are not specified since the wishes from each 

particular industrial enterprise must be seen in connection with assessment of the total power 

balance. Other criteria that are not treated in this working document also play a part.” 

(booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973, p. 15) 
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The NVE is responsible for managing the country’s water and non-fossil energy resources. 

FoEN, however, relied on one of the basic techniques of argumentation, that of 

dissociation—the attempt to separate two elements that previously might have been 

perceived as forming a unity (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). FoEN insisted 

on dissociating national and regional electricity demand, and were adamant that it was the 

latter that had to form the basis for decisions about a development. There might be a need 

for more electricity in other regions, but not in the county of Finnmark, it was argued: “It is 

highly unlikely that power intensive industry will be located in Finnmark in the next 10 

years” (booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973, p. 17). The unstated major premise which FoEN 

then sought adherence to was that all power plants must produce electricity for use in its 

own region. Counter-arguments could include the fact that power demand must be seen at 

the national level, not as a narrow regional issue, and that Finnmark also reaps the benefits 

from national resources and services in many other sectors, which could make up for the 

disadvantages of damming an area for a hydroelectric power plant. Interestingly enough, at 

later stages, FoEN turned the argumentation upside down and argued precisely that the 

supply situation should be seen at a national level, and that Finnmark could import 

electricity from other counties.  

The second cluster of arguments for why a development of Alta should be avoided 

pertained to the “unique qualities” of the river system. FoEN used a topic of comparison, 

and its subcategory, difference. Highlighting uniqueness can be seen as a typical 

environmentalist topic related to the sublime and a preference of quality over quantity 

(Oravec, 1996). Here, however, quality and quantity together seemed to enhance the 

uniqueness of the area: “Nowhere else in our country are so many people directly and 

strongly dependent on the existing resources of an untouched river system” (booklet, FoEN 

& Dalland, 1973, p. 12). Furthermore, it was pointed out that Alta and Tana were the only 

large unregulated river systems in Northern Norway. The issue was said to have huge 

dimensions: “It is not an ordinary application for building permits that the Storting will be 

presented with in the future. … One [faces] historical and legal issues without parallel in 

other hydroelectric projects” (booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973, p. 36). 

In putting emphasis on community relations and the qualities of the river system, it 

was possible to recognize a particular motive of the rhetor. Using the pentad of Burke, it 

could be said that the ratio scene/act dominated the discourse (Burke, 1945/1969). The 

perspective or motive of FoEN was that given the above unique qualities of the river 

system, a certain action was called for: the members of the Storting had to stop the plans 
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for a development and instead give the river system permanent protection. If the 

uniqueness of the river system was truly recognized, this would be the “only” possible 

solution.  

 

Damage, uncertainty  

The above arguments must be seen in relation to a third cluster, concerning damage. As 

pointed out by Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, a rhetor has to start from premises that 

the audience adheres to (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). The rhetor that can 

use premises related to what a universal audience, that is, “everyone,” believes is reality, 

has an advantage over the rhetor that must attempt to establish what is preferable, the 

second main type of premises. The more the premises relate to “reality,” the wider the 

appeal. Here, then, FoEN attempted to broaden the opposition to a development beyond 

the environmentalist circles by using economic arguments regarding the damage that 

would be caused. The typical rhetoric of environmentalists discusses the beauty and value 

of the environment itself and is often ecocentric in its appeals. FoEN instead made the 

choice of using anthropocentric appeals, which are often said to have a wider resonance 

with target groups beyond environmentalist circles (Herndl & Brown, 1996a; Waddell, 

1998a). It was pointed out that a development would affect salmon fishing, reindeer 

herding, and tourism in the area. Since these losses would have to be compensated for, the 

development would be costly. Thus, it was implied that the development was also an issue 

of economic balancing which the traditional supporters of economic growth could relate to. 

At the same time as trying to establish this as a fact, FoEN hoped to tap into the common 

value that economic costs should be kept to a minimum. This, however, remained an 

unstated premise that was left for the Storting representatives to fill in. In other words, 

FoEN affected an enthymematic operation that could potentially have created an 

identification between the rhetor and the audience (Corbett & Connors, 1999; Crowley & 

Hawhee, 1999; Kennedy, 1999).  

Rhetorical logos arguments might also rely on inductive reasoning, that is, the use of 

examples (Corbett & Connors, 1999; Aristotle, trans. 1991). FoEN pointed to different 

examples where the communities in question had been depopulated and the salmon rivers 

had been ruined after a development. In addition, a common topic of circumstance was 

used. FoEN argued that since certain past “facts” could be established, certain future facts 

could also be expected:  
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We can state that a development of the Alta River System—as far as we can judge today—will 

mean impoverishment of the county’s own resources—socially [the Saami culture and vigorous 

fjord communities] and economically. A string of resources will be sacrificed for a short-term 

profit in the development period over a few years. (booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973, p. 37) 

 

This could be reconstructed as an enthymeme, where the unstated major premise was that 

large environmental incursions should provide large amounts of energy. The stated minor 

premise was that the amount of power from Alta would be small compared to the large 

environmental incursions, and hence the conclusions that followed would “necessarily” be 

that the plans for a development would be dropped.  

A typical retort against claims of damage would be to emphasize the positive side of 

the development, playing up the archetypal conflict of “jobs versus the environment.” 

FoEN, however, again tried to steal this economic argument by claiming that the contracts 

for the project most likely would be given to firms in other regions and that the power 

would be used elsewhere. The dissociation between national/regional was used again, and 

there was also a differentiation between a short and a long perspective. FoEN insisted that 

it might be true that some jobs would be created elsewhere as a result of the development, 

but that what mattered was that the region itself would not benefit much. A second related 

confession was that some people in the region might benefit in the short term, but that it 

was the longer perspective that should be considered to be the most important: “Some 

machinery owners will earn money for a short period. … But only in the very long run, 

and by using unrealistic economic projections, this power will be needed in Finnmark 

alone” (booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973, pp. 17–19).  

A fourth cluster of logos arguments centered on the uncertainty surrounding the 

project. Here, then, FoEN used what Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca would have called a 

premise related to the preferable, and more specifically, relied on values and on a hierarchy 

of values (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). It was explicitly stated as an 

obligation that when dealing with uncertainties, it is best to play it safe and not to gamble 

with the livelihood and culture of people. In other words, the value of a guaranteed power 

supply should yield to a higher good. FoEN also stated that there was need for more 

information, as so much “uncertainty” surrounded the project. The little information that 

had been given to the politicians was “slanted” and “incomplete.” It was mentioned, for 

instance, how a judicial inquiry into Saami rights was lacking. If the politicians agreed to 
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the value of avoiding gambling and of acquiring the best available information before 

making a political decision, the project would have to be postponed. This was not only a 

value, but also an unstated premise in an enthymeme. A problematic aspect, however, is 

that it implies a question of degree regarding what is “best available.” It is simply not 

possible to collect all information, so it is necessary to settle for enough information, although 

it is always possible to argue that this demand has not been met. The latter, indeed, seems 

to be an important part of a strategy to undermine the value and legitimacy of a plan or a 

decision. 

 

“Human tragedies” 

In the theory chapters presented earlier in this dissertation, in was pointed out that rhetoric 

grants emotional appeals a legitimate role, and takes into consideration that people cling 

emotionally to opinions and often have their identities tied to these views. Logos arguments 

are not the only means by which to achieve persuasion; in fact, a rhetor’s case might be 

hurt if some emotion is not expressed. Emotional appeals were defined as attempts to 

invoke human emotions, pathos, in the audience (Crowley & Hawhee, 1999; Aristotle, 

trans. 1991).  

Given that FoEN to a large extent imitated a scientific form, it could be expected that 

the use of pathos would be limited. Nevertheless, all of the three basic emotional forms of 

appeal were put to use, including vivid descriptions, as well as honorific and pejorative use 

of words (Crowley & Hawhee, 1999). It was claimed that the Alta project was “one of 

Norway’s most dubious power projects,” that the NVE effectuated a “sneak development” 

of the tundra, and that the directorate was “conning” people. Describing the overall 

development in society, it was claimed that “the Norwegian State was in ‘dubious’ 

company” if one set aside the traditional ways of living. A pathos-filled jeremiad was also 

presented: 

 

Those cultures that can prove their efficiency over a millennium cannot prove their efficiency 

in a year. They have today more than enough to prove their right to exist. Industrialism 

provides the judges and the responsibility. (booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973, p. 18) 

 

Pathos was also employed to strengthen logos arguments, particularly relating to the 

qualities of the river system. It was paramount to emphasize how special the river system 

and the area were. The Tana River was called “the most important salmon river in 
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Western Europe;” the Alta River was “internationally famous as one of the best rivers for 

recreational salmon fishing” (booklet, FoEN & Dalland, 1973, p. 10). 

The possible damage caused by a development was also emphasized using pathos. 

The power-intensive industry was said to “leave behind ravished tundra and abandoned 

farms close to the resources that really renew themselves in the North: the fisheries.” 

Another, similarly vivid description detailed, for instance, “defaced shores.” When 

examples were given of hydroelectric power projects which had gone wrong, these were 

called “frightening.” 

The rhetor also cited substantially from a report written by the public official for 

Saami matters, which mentioned “human tragedies” and “depression” as the results if a 

development went ahead. However, the issue of Saami rights had a relatively low ranking 

in the booklet’s arguments. In the ten points included in the summary, the Saami issue was 

first mentioned as number five, and the first three pictures in the booklet related to salmon 

fishing. One might speculate that this was toned down in order to avoid creating the 

impression that this was “just” a Saami issue. Non-Saami community members, to whom 

members of the Storting might have found it easier to relate, also fought against the 

development. One of the pictures in the booklet showed several Saami carrying Norwegian 

flags in a parade celebrating the national day of Norway. The subtext was that this was not 

a separatist issue and that the Saami were “good Norwegians” as well. 

 

Local discontent, but the NVE files first application 

The booklet from FoEN argued against the conclusions from the proposal in the 

conservation plan that recommended continued planning for a development of the Alta–

Kautokeino River System. However, FoEN did not succeed in swaying the Storting. An 

overwhelming majority (113 against 6) in the Storting voted for continued planning for 

development (Storting Deliberations, 1973).  

The NVE were therefore able to continue its planning, and arranged a public 

meeting in May 1973 in Alta to inform people about the plans. The directorate was, 

however, not able to reduce the discontent in the community. People were skeptical 

towards the claim that hydroelectric power development was equated with the creation of a 

large number of jobs. In addition, the fishing rights in the Alta River had been considerably 

expanded, so that the locals might now have felt that it was more meaningful to protect the 

river (Eikeset et al., 2001).  
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Among those present at the meeting were Alfred Nilsen, who later became a leading 

opposition figure. Nilsen says he was angered by the “arrogance” shown by the NVE, and 

later also by politicians, best exemplified by one who supposedly fell asleep during a public 

meeting (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, June 26, 2003). In June 1973, Nilsen and 

several other locals initiated the small, closed group that was later known as the Alta 

Committee. Over the next few years, the committee would work against the NVE plans 

and also collect signatures for a petition against the development, as had become usual for 

protest groups during the 1970s (Kolbenstvedt et al., 1978).9  

Unfazed by this, the first application for a building permit was sent on a hearing 

round in April 1974 (NVE, 1974). This followed the normal procedure, whereby 

Norwegian ministries and their directorates circulate proposals to affected public or private 

organizations. Three months are usually allowed for the organizations to prepare 

comments (Christensen et al., 2002). 

In the application, the ethos of the NVE was strengthened by technical descriptions, 

or what Aristotle would have said was a typical way to reinforce ethos by demonstrating 

knowledge (Aristotle, trans. 1991). In addition, the directorate left out the use of emotional 

appeals and explicit political arguments for the development. The directorate wanted to 

present itself as a body of disinterested civil servants. Like Erling Diesen, the later Chief 

Executive Officer, said: “No political arguments shall be put forward from [NVE]. It is 

solely professional considerations” (Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 2002). 

A meticulous style dominated the application; the contents were presented with up to 

four levels of subheading, for instance: “1.5.3.1 Examined regulations and transfers” (NVE, 

1974, p. 13). A three-page list of abbreviations and definitions was printed at the beginning, 

and throughout the application there was extensive use of numerical values and tables. At 

                                                
9 The full name of the group was the Alta Committee for Protection of the Alta–Kautokeino River 

System. The committee existed throughout the whole conflict and was never formally disbanded. It did, 

however, largely depend on the work of a few volunteers. By the time its most important driving force, Håkon 

Henriksen, died in 1980, it is probably fair to say that the committee had become less important. 

The rhetoric of the Alta Committee did to a large extent echo FoEN. Some important exceptions 

must, nonetheless, be mentioned: The issue of Saami rights and interests seemed to be a volatile subject in the 

local community. The first argument in the afore-mentioned petition centered on how Saami industries 

would be destroyed, and that in the long term their way of life would be affected. At the following board 

meeting, it was discussed whether this point should remain in the text, as “people in Alta have reacted 

negatively” (minutes, board meeting, April 23, 1974). When a leaflet was published in 1974, it did not contain 

the word Saami.  
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the end of the application, there were an additional 24 maps and tables, preceded by a list 

of 27 reports that showed that research had been conducted on geo-technical matters, 

fishing, farming, fauna, and climate. Six of the reports, however, were not completed, 

including the one on consequences for reindeer herding.  

A list towards the end showed that 52 statements had been given between July 1970 

and March 1974, and included names such as the National Association of Norwegian 

Saami. The list could “prove” that the NVE had listened to the interested parties. 

As previously mentioned, there were no political arguments for the development. 

The logos arguments that were employed focused instead on how the project had been 

reduced and, secondly, that the negative consequences would be few:  

 

A row of alternative solutions is examined, some with rather extensive developments and 

transfers of water from other river systems to the Alta River. Hereby is presented the plan that 

we have adhered to, and that we apply for apermit to conduct. The plan implies a strong 

concentration of technical interventions, and relatively limited areas of the [tundra] will be 

affected. (NVE, 1974) 

 

The argument that the project had been reduced rested on a premise relating to reality and 

what could be called a fact. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca emphasized how a rhetor 

using such premises would have an advantage, since a “universal” audience is likely to 

agree to them (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). The NVE could simply quote 

numbers: the dammed area was now proposed to be 9 km2 (3.5 sq. miles), that is, the plan 

was drastically reduced compared to the scheme that included a reservoir of 75 km2 (29 sq. 

miles). In itself, this obviously was not a logos argument, supporting the conclusion that the 

politicians should agree to the development. It could, however, been seen as an attempt to 

create the impression that objections had been adhered to. Nevertheless, it was stated that 

the reduction was made partly in response to the impact on communities and the 

environment, but that the main reasons were economic. Technical and economic 

considerations were clearly the top priority. 

Tied to the above was the hope that the politicians and others would adhere to the 

unstated major premise that developments that cause few negative consequences should be 

allowed to proceed. The NVE argued that it had paid attention to the impact on 

communities and the environment, as well as technical and economic considerations, and 

thus that the project would have few negative consequences. Nine pages dealt with 

“damage, pros and cons.” This construction was indicative of the NVE’s desire for a 
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positive spin, as damage can hardly be considered positive. Four areas were mentioned: 

firstly, the Alta River, including Lake Virdnejávri, the part of the river that followed to 

Sausto, where the power plant would be located, and from there on to the sea. The 

consequences for this area were described as follows:  

 

[Virdnejávri] is situated in an unwieldy terrain and is little employed for fishing. … It is 

probable that the development will have a negative impact on the stock of fish here. … The 

Alta River [to Sausto] will get a strongly reduced rate of flow outside of the flood period. The 

salmon will not be able to use this part of the river as a spawning area if special measures are 

not undertaken. … With relatively inexpensive restriction on the running of the power plant we 

assumed that there will be no marked changes for the fishing or the fish stock [from Sausto to 

the sea]. … The dam itself that regulates [Virdnejávri] will be a concrete arch dam approx. 

110 m high. The floodgate arrangements on both sides of the valley, will be the most “visible” 

part of the plant, but will hardly be seen from a distance. (NVE, 1974, pp. 37–40) 

 

The second area that was mentioned was Lake Joatkajávri and its river. About this area, it 

was said that a few cabins and boathouses would be affected, and that the stock of fish 

would probably be reduced. The river from this lake would be drained.  

The third area mentioned was the river called Tverrelva. Here, it was said that the 

fishing would decline and that the water pollution might become more visible, since the 

rate of flow would be reduced. The small dam, 3–4 meters high, would, however, “hardly 

[be] visible” (NVE, 1974, p. 42). 

The fourth area was Lake Iesjávri and its rivers, and here the consequences were 

described as follows:  

 

With the planned development a certain reduction of the stocks of fish must be reckoned with. 

… Potential damage because of reduced rate of low in [two side rivers] might affect the salmon 

fishing in the whole river system. Several side rivers with good salmon conditions will, however, 

still be untouched. (NVE, 1974, p. 44) 

 

The application was thus explicit about there being the potential for some damage to the 

salmon, and certain other negative consequences. Nevertheless, it was said that the most 

important salmon area of the Alta–Kautokeino River System, would not experience a 

marked change. Just as interesting was the failure to mention the possible negative 

consequences for Saami reindeer herding, flora, fauna, or archeological values. 
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Reactions: Demands for further investigations 

Despite the sought-after calming effect of the rhetoric in the application, it was still met 

with objections. The Alta Committee had 630 signatures on its petition against a 

development. FoEN said that the potential damage of a development had not been 

thoroughly investigated, and filed a complaint to the Storting’s ombudsman for public 

administration, which in turn forwarded the complaint to the Ministry of Industry. ALI 

hired the services of a consultant agency, which delivered a report that boosted the 

conclusion that the impact for the salmon had not been thoroughly assessed. The Saami 

Reindeer Herder's Association in Norway protested on a general basis against incursions 

into Saami areas, and the National Association of Norwegian Saami sought a 

postponement until a full assessment of all hydroelectric power projects in Saami areas had 

been carried out (Bolsø et al., 1977; Dalland, 1994; Eikeset, 2003).  

Some months after the application had been sent to the hearing, a public committee 

investigating the possible consequences for reindeer herding published its final report. The 

committee had calculated that the plans could affect a minimum of 20,000 reindeer, but 

argued that it would be impossible to estimate the scope of the damage and the 

disadvantages before more experience had been gained. Different estimates were given for 

loss of pasture, but it was maintained that the biggest disadvantage would be disturbance 

and hindrance of migration routes. If was only to be the Alta River that was to be 

developed, this would result in relatively small effects on reindeer herding. The committee 

did, however, emphasize that this was also a principal question about Saami rights, and 

also that the consequences for secondary sources of income, like hunting, had to be 

investigated (as cited in Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, 1978). 

Importantly, the relatively newly founded (1972) Ministry of the Environment sided 

with the critics. The ministry argued that analysis of almost all other consequences, besides 

the technical-economic, were missing, and pointed out that the results of several ongoing 

investigations were still awaited. Furthermore, it was claimed that the parties involved had 

not been given enough information to give statements regarding the plan, and that the 

application did not meet the legal demands. One of the bureaucrats also wrote a 

memorandum to his minister, arguing that the NVE were inviting the politicians to 

sanction an “experiment” concerning the salmon and the environmental resources. In a 

letter to the NVE, the ministry recommended two years of investigations (Bolsø et al., 1977; 

Dalland, 1994; NRK, 1997a). 
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The NVE declined the suggestions from the Ministry of the Environment and replied 

that the treatment of the application had to be rushed in order to meet the power demand 

in 1980 and onwards. Only one summer could be spent on additional investigations. The 

suggestion that the investigations should have local representation was also turned down. 

Later, it was discovered that there existed an internal NVE report that concluded that the 

power from the Alta plant should not be introduced before 1983; it would therefore seem 

that the haste was unnecessary. In the NVE, however, it was felt that the consequences of 

having a power surplus were less disadvantageous for the community than those of having 

a power shortage (Stedje, 1980a; Dalland, 1994; NRK, 1997a). 

What the NVE did, however, was to leave out a large part of the river system, Lake 

Iesjávri, to accommodate the Finnish protest about the effects for the border river, River 

Tana (Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, 1978). The change also had the effect that the 

Minister of the Environment, Gro Harlem Brundtland, was put more at ease. She felt that 

it would be “unreasonable” for the ministry to cause long delays after this alteration of the 

plans (Gro Harlem Brundtland, interview, NRK, 1997a). The Ministry of the Environment 

thus yielded to the demands from the NVE, and it has been argued that this dealt a blow to 

the environmentalists’ cause (unpublished speech manuscript, Geir Hågvar, 1991). The 

proponents of a development certainly played up the support from the Ministry of the 

Environment later.  

 

The updated and revised application: “Strongly concentrated” 

The NVE forwarded a revised application for a building permit in March 1976 (i.e., NVE, 

1976). The technical, low-key language was in place again, but the ethos, or credibility, was 

also boosted by the emphasis on the planning process. Using the pentad (Burke, 

1945/1969), it could be said that the text was dominated by an agency/purpose ratio. The 

NVE described the Alta–Kautokeino River System (the scene), itself, indirectly (the actor), 

applying for a building permit (the act), the impact assessments (the agency), and 

development of the river system (the purpose). In repeatedly emphasizing how meticulous 

the investigations had been, the hoped-for conclusion was, of course, that the project 

should be realized. This ratio also fitted in with the notion of a pragmatic outlook where 

science and technology will find the answers to problems; an outlook which, one might 

assume, the NVE shared.  
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The plan now included a reservoir area of 3.5 km2 (1.4 sq. miles), reduced from 9 km2 

(3.5 sq. miles) in the first application, which had affected three lakes. The assessment given 

by the general board of the NVE was thus that the project now was “strongly concentrated 

and only affected the tundra of Finnmark peripherally.” The Directorate for Wildlife and 

Freshwater Fish (the forerunner of the Directorate of Nature Management) was cited as 

saying that the development would “hardly lead to damage to the salmon that was worth 

mentioning.” The existing reports on these matters were said to be “adequate for an overall 

evaluation.” It was also argued that the consequences for reindeer herding would be 

diminished, since Lake Iesjávri had been removed from the plans. As for the consequences 

for the area around Lake Joatkajávri, it was claimed that these had been “over-

accentuated” and that the damage during the construction period would be temporary (as 

cited in Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, 1978, pp. 128-129).  

The list of investigations relating to the development had now been updated, and 

amounted to 45 reports. The view of the NVE, or at least Erling Diesen, was ultimately:  

 

No other hydroelectric project has been so meticulously planned, and in no other project have 

there been placed so much emphasis on other aspects beside power production, salmon, 

reindeer, the environment, botany, everything. So every now and then I have, to put it bluntly, 

said that here one paid attention to everything besides power production [laughter]. That became 

the balancing item. (Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 2002) 

 

The application tried to give the impression that, as a trustworthy and professional planner, 

the NVE had paid attention to complaints, and scaled the project down, and that there 

would be few negative consequences. The potential persuasive power did not rest on vivid 

rhetoric or attempts at identification with the audience, but in ethos building, conveying an 

air of seriousness, presenting numbers and logical arguments. The overall strategy was a 

mixture of ethnocentric and anthropocentric rhetoric, which is typical of regulatory efforts 

of institutions and scientific discourse, respectively. In the first instance, nature is 

understood as being one among many different resources that have to be managed for the 

greater social welfare of the nation. The ethos of the rhetor is pivotal. In the second 

instance, it is the appeal to logos, “objective” facts, and reason that is emphasized (Herndl 

& Brown, 1996a). 

The charge from the opponents was, again, that the planners had not taken a broad 

perspective on the pros and cons of the development. For the NVE, this of course also had 

a practical side, as the need for progress in the development posed constraints (Bolsø et al., 
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1977; Parmann, 1980). Not surprisingly, the NVE claimed that sufficient investigations had 

been undertaken. Some read the counter-claim as a rhetorical strategy in its own right. Tor 

Inge Akselsen, who was later employed as public relations officer in the NVE, and today is 

Vice President for Communications in the state-owned transmission systems operator, 

Statnett, said:  

 

It is a very classic situation, talking about not being listened to, and that [several issues have 

been neglected], while, in reality, the issue is disagreement regarding the conclusion. … But I 

do not believe that the opponents would have become much wiser by [reading] new studies. 

(Tor Inge Akselsen, personal communication, May 31, 2002) 

 

The opponents, again, claimed that an old bargaining strategy was being employed by the 

NVE. At first, it was announced that a large area might be dammed; the plans were then 

reduced little by little, and it was possible to point to this as willingness to compromise and 

claim that the relevant stakeholders had been heard and sufficient concern shown. Time 

was also a paramount strategic element in this. It was charged that several parts of the river 

system that the NVE had given up had no importance from a hydroelectric power 

perspective. By seemingly being forced to abandon these parts of the project over a long 

period of time, it was possible to wear down the opposition, which, in the end, was simply 

content with avoiding the worst-case scenario. Just as importantly, the strategy drew 

attention away from the premise that a development would take place (Ketil Lund, as cited 

in Dalland, 1994). Tore Bongo, who was a central figure in the opposition in the later 

stages, said: 

 

At least people understood that it concerned really big things. But this is … a way of pacifying 

people. Scare [people] with such huge plans, and then withdraw them, and say, “This is really 

all we want.” … They are used to this. They know how to go about this. And we, of course, did 

not know about this. (Tore Bongo, personal communication, June 26, 2003) 

 

In the NVE, on the other side, it was noted that the opponents employed the scaling down 

of the plans for their own rhetorical purposes: 

 

And then [the project] became more and more reduced, and the opponents jumped on this 

possibility. First the objections were that this was so severe that a development had to be 

shelved. And in the end it was so small that it could not possibly be anything to care about. 

[laughter] (Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 2002) 
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As for the local and regional politicians in Finnmark, it has already been indicated, that 

they had divergent views on the Alta project. What is most interesting, particularly 

compared with the majority of other hydroelectric power projects, was that the affected 

municipalities were now against the plans. In the municipality boards of Kautokeino and 

Alta, clear majorities were voting “no” (respectively, 12 against 5, in January 1976, and 30 

against 15, in March 1976). In Alta, the pro-development Labour Party had lost its clear 

majority, something that also explains the turnaround from the previous positive 

resolution. The Alta conflict would also play a huge role when Labour later, in 1979, lost 

the mayoral position in Alta, which it had held since 1953. Nationally, as well as locally, 

Labour and the Conservatives were pro-development, whereas the Liberals, the Centre, 

the Christian Democrats, the Socialist Left Party, and the Communists opposed the project 

(Eikeset, 2003).  

Despite this resistance at the municipality level, the Labour-dominated Finnmark 

County Council voted “yes” to the development as soon as the second application was filed 

(24 to 11, in April 1976). As pointed out in the introductory chapter, Labour has 

traditionally been a driving force for hydroelectric power development, and in Finnmark it 

also received support for this stance from regional industrial and commercial organizations. 

Contrary to the opposition, however, throughout the conflict, these regional interests 

primarily used political channels instead of trying to mobilize public opinion in the county. 

The main arguments that were that Finnmark needed more power, that the county had to 

be self-sufficient, that a plant would increase the tax income and, not least, create new jobs 

(Parmann, 1980; Burns & Midttun, 1984; Eikeset, 2003). 

As for the voicing of Saami interests, this picture was also complex. As mentioned, 

the National Association of Norwegian Saami had recommended a postponement of the 

development, whereas the Saami Reindeer Herder's Association in Norway was against 

any development in the area. The Alta Saami Association sided with the latter group. 

However, the afore-mentioned public committee that had been set up concluded that a 

development would probably have little effect on reindeer herding in the area if it was only 

the Alta River that was developed. In addition, the official agronomist for reindeer herding, 

under the Ministry of Agriculture, also concluded that a development could be tolerated 

(Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, 1978; Dalland, 1994). 

The NVE, then, was able draw the conclusion that despite protests from several 

parties, the directorate did have support from other key constituencies representing the 
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environmental and economic interests of Norwegians and Saami. A recommendation was 

sent to the Ministry of Industry in December 1976, and was followed by a hearing round 

that took approximately one year. The predictable outcome was that both the Ministry of 

the Environment and the Ministry of Agriculture concluded that the advantages of a 

development at Alta would outweigh the damage, and that the plans could be accepted 

(Parmann, 1980; Dalland, 1994). Everything was now scheduled for the presentation of a 

White Paper on the development. The case left what would normally have been the “pure” 

administrative phase and entered the political phase, wherein the Storting makes a 

decision. This phase is analyzed in the next chapter.  
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7 Civil disobedience, hunger strike, and 

postponement, 1978–1979 

Despite increased protests and lobbying before the Storting’s deliberations in November 

1978, a large majority of the representatives voted for a development. One year later, 

however, the construction work was postponed. Civil disobedience had hindered the 

building of an access road, and the government was put under huge pressure when Saami 

activists started a hunger strike against the plans. Doubts were also raised about the legality 

of the project. This chapter contains analyses of the strategies that the NVE and FoEN 

used in this period, and also focuses on the ad hoc organization that was set up—the 

People’s Movement against the Development of the Alta–Kautokeino Watercourse  

 

First Alta White Paper 

In March 1978, the government presented a White Paper dealing with the Alta 

development (i.e., Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, 1978). The paper largely relied on 

arguments provided by the NVE. At the core was the claim that the power supply situation 

in Finnmark was “difficult.” Projections showed that Finnmark would need 1453 GWh in 

1985, and that the existing plants in Finnmark only provided 696 GWh. 

Moreover, it was said that there were no good alternatives to the Alta development. 

Coal- or oil-fired power plants, for instance, were too costly and damaging to the 

environment. Development of other river systems was met with objections, and imports 

from northern Sweden had to be compensated for by exports from southern Norway, 

draining the power supply there. The transfer of power from plants in southern Norway 

was not seen as a viable alternative either, since this would demand building “strong 

transmission lines over a stretch of almost 500 km [311 miles],” and would not be finished 

as soon (Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, 1978, p. 155). 

Nonetheless, some significant changes were made to the plans. Firstly, the power 

plant itself was relocated to “avoid draining of any part of the salmon section of the [Alta 

River].” Secondly, two new parts of the project were removed: 

 

The reindeer herding on [the tundra of Finnmark] today labors under difficult conditions. On 

this basis, the ministry cannot recommend the applied development … of [Joatkajávri] and 

Tverrelva. The Ministry of the Environment and the Ministry of Agriculture have also opposed 
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this part of the development. By removing of [these parts] of the development project, there 

will so to speak be no harmful effects for the reindeer herding as a consequence of the 

development if one excludes the potential problems the road construction might cause. 

(Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, 1978, p. 163)  

 

With this reduction, the project would affect “only” one lake, Virdnejávri, and the part of 

the Alta River that flowed from this lake to the sea. The dammed area would cover 2.8 km2 

(1.1 sq. miles). The ministry could then also use the argument that the project had been 

downsized again, and also hope to accommodate the reindeer herders. It was argued that 

only 21 reindeer would lose their pasture for 105 days each year (Ministry of Petroleum 

and Energy, 1978). 

However, this conclusion was disputed. An anthropologist later insisted that the most 

important consequence had been ignored—the road construction would cause disturbance. 

If this was taken into account, the affected number of reindeer would allegedly climb to 

25,000, as livestock from different areas would become merged and would have to fight for 

the same pasture (NRK, 1997b). 

Many of the other alleged consequences of a development were also contested. 

Regarding the salmon, there were different conclusions from the Directorate for Wildlife 

and Freshwater Fish on the one side and, on the other, salmon researchers at the 

University of Oslo and the researcher responsible for Scottish salmon research who had 

been hired to investigate the matter. The ministry chose to trust the former, and it was 

argued that measures could be taken to prevent damage to the salmon (NRK, 1997a). 

Some researchers claim that their criticism was ignored or suppressed. The 

Directorate for Wildlife and Freshwater Fish left out a chapter on the biological 

consequences from a critical report, allegedly after pressure from the NVE. The researcher 

responsible stated that an NVE representative reprimanded him for the initial critical 

comments. Another accusation was that a critical ornithological report had allegedly been 

placed in a drawer, and that the researcher was subsequently given no further tasks 

assessing the consequences of a development (NRK, 1997a). 

In the White Paper, Tromsø Museum was quoted as saying that it was impossible to 

give an assessment of the consequence for Saami cultural monuments in the area before 

the data from the pre-investigation had been analyzed. This, curiously enough, did not stop 

the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy from drawing the conclusion that the overall picture 
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would not be ruined. It seems that the sense of urgency was the overriding principle for the 

ministry. 

 

The People’s Movement is set up 

The Industry Committee of the Storting participated in a public meeting in Alta after the 

White Paper was presented, but this did not subdue the local grievance over the project. In 

July 1978, the People’s Movement against the Development of the Alta–Kautokeino 

Watercourse was set up. In the invitation to the inaugural meeting, it was argued that the 

power from the project would be “sent south,” that the environment was threatened, and 

that the development could wipe out the salmon, ruin farming areas, and force those who 

were dependent on salmon fishing to move away. Saami rights were not mentioned, but it 

was emphasized that a development created problems for reindeer herding (printed 

invitation, inaugural meeting, People’s Movement, July 1978). 

Tore Bongo, who was elected secretary at the meeting, claims that the politicians and 

NVE representatives were “arrogant” and “ignorant” about, for instance, the depth of the 

water they wanted to dam. Others accused the NVE of giving out misleading information 

and manipulating facts (Tore Bongo, personal communication, June 26, 2003; Dalland, 

1994).  

Members of the Alta Committee welcomed the new organization, since they felt they 

had more or less exhausted their own possibilities. Alfred Nilsen, who was among those 

who had initiated the committee, sought to establish cooperation between the two groups:  

 

We had to see if it was possible to do something with other contributions. … It had been [a 

deadlock for a while]. [The Alta Committee] was seen as something as, yes, an organization 

that [the authorities] could relate to, but that [they] did not need to accommodate. That was 

the feeling we had. But when the People’s Movement was started, pretty soon several of us that 

had been active in the Alta Committee became active [in the new organization]. (Alfred Nilsen, 

personal communication, June 26, 2003) 

 

A total of 80 people had participated in the inaugural meeting. By May 1979, however, the 

total membership number was 2,500, and five local chapters had been established. A year 

later, the People's Movement counted 50 local chapters, and at its peak in 1981, there were 

85 local chapters comprising a total of 20,000 members. The organization was 
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instrumental in transforming what was originally a regional issue into a national, and, to 

some extent, an international issue, with coverage in international news media. 

Back in the fall of 1978, however, the People’s Movement was still a rather small 

local initiative based on volunteer work. It was not until 1981 that the budget allowed for 

waged posts—NOK 165,400 (the equivalent of NOK 409,000 in 2003). Prior to this, wages 

were probably included under “administration costs”—NOK 190,900 in 1979/1980, and 

NOK 56,700 in 1981 (in 2003, this would have amounted to NOK 595,000 and NOK 

140,000, respectively). The first full-time staff member was Alfred Nilsen, who was 

employed as leader in September 1979. The second expansion to the staff was made in the 

spring of 1981, when the organization was able to employ both an office assistant and a 

public relations manager. The former secretary general of FoEN, Per Flatberg, was hired 

in the latter position. When Flatberg resigned, he was replaced by Jan Borring.  

Table 7.1 shows the income of the People’s Movement: 

 

Table 7.1 Economic capital of the People’s Movement 1978–1981 (NOK)10 

 1978 1979 1980 1981 

The People’s Movement 83,600 712,200 319,900 908,900 

(FoEN, NOK million) (2.1) (2.3) (2.8) (3.3) 

(NVE, NOK million) (66.7) (82) (100) (104.3) 

  

 

During the first budget period, most of the income was based on sales of promotional 

material like buttons and posters. From 1980, however, financial gifts became a larger part 

of the budget.  

Compared to FoEN, the membership numbers, the administration, and the financial 

muscle of the People’s Movement were still rather small. Moreover, in contrast to the 

NVE, the resources of the opposition were minuscule, as Table 7.1 clearly illustrates. Lack 

of money was a constant issue, at least in the start-up period. When a leaflet was produced 

in August 1978, the People’s Movement could not afford to get it distributed by the postal 

                                                
10 The first fiscal year ran from July 12, 1978 until April 30, 1979, the next from May 1, 1979 until 

March 1, 1980, and the third from March 16, 1980 until December 31, 1980. The unusual time periods 

involved goes some way to explaining why the 1980 budget was so much smaller than it had been in the 

previous year. In addition, however, it also illustrates how 1980 was a relatively calm period in the conflict.  
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system. Later, when full-page advertisements were to be taken out in Dagbladet, the 

organization was barely able to scrape together the necessary funds (Tore Bongo, personal 

communication, June 26, 2003). 

The activists were eager to acquire symbolic capital, increase the social standing of 

the group, in particular to be able to rally the community of Alta. Local people of good 

standing were chosen as leaders, so that it would not be possible to define them as 

extremists or southerners with no legitimate stake in the issue. At the outset, however, the 

56-year-old Alta born Ruth Rye Josefsen led the organization. Due to her membership of 

the Communist Party of Norway, she was later replaced by Alfred Nilsen, who was 

considered as a more unifying figure in the local community (Kjell Roger Eikeset, personal 

communication, November 2, 2003, Borring, Hveem, Lindal, & Sunde, 1981; Haagensen, 

1984). 

The movement soon established a “propaganda group” (sic), but few of the activists 

had any experience of campaign work or lobbying at the national level. Neverthless, several 

normal public relations and lobbying tools were used prior to the Storting’s deliberations 

on the Alta project: the People's Movement issued public statements, met with politicians, 

arranged press conferences, organized protest demonstrations, and collected signatures for 

a petition. In the first statement given after the inaugural meeting, it was argued that the 

NVE had not carried out sufficient investigations into the negative consequences of the 

development. It was said that the area of the river was very vulnerable, and that a 

development would “threaten our livelihood and the environment.” In conclusion, the 

movement demanded permanent protection of the river system (minutes, inaugural 

meeting, People’s Movement, July 12, 1978). 

The small Norwegian political system is quite open, and interest organizations and 

members of parliament have frequent contact. The People's Movement, therefore, 

experienced few access problems, and during October 1978, activists visited political 

parties, the president of the Storting, the Industry Committee, and the Ministry of the 

Environment.  

Two press conferences were also arranged in Oslo in October 1978, and when the 

Industry Committee gave its recommendation in the beginning of November (see later 

section), another public statement was issued. Four days before the deliberations in the 

Storting, protest demonstrations were arranged, in both Oslo and Alta, attracting 2,000 

and 500 people, respectively. The day after the protest demonstrations, a petition with 

15,000 signatures was delivered to the president of the Storting. A total of 5,700 of these 
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signatures stemmed from people in Alta and Kautokeino, accounting for 61 percent of the 

electorate and 85 percent of the actual voters (Storting Deliberations, 1978; Dalland, 1994; 

Eikeset, 2003). 

The People’s Movement was well aware of the need to build alliances, and at the 

local level the organization cooperated particularly closely with the Alta Committee. 

Representatives from the committee signed several of the mentioned statements, and 

participated in meetings with politicians and at the press conferences. At times, the 

cooperation was so close that the two groups had shared board meetings. ALI was another 

important local partner (see footnote 8), and in May 1981, this organization contributed 

NOK 50,000 to the People's Movement.  

The statement that was issued after the Industry Committee had given its 

recommendation was not only signed by the People's Movement and the Alta Committee, 

but also by Máze Regional Society, the Saami Society of Alta, and several regional 

chapters of FoEN. Furthermore, the opponents were also able to draw on international 

support. Both the World Conservation Union and the International Work Group for 

Indigenous Affairs contacted the Norwegian government, expressing their concern about 

the Alta project (Dalland, 1994).  

Nevertheless, a lesson to be learned from this early period is that the opponents 

should have started their work earlier, before the politicians had made up their minds. The 

White Paper was, after all, several months old when the People’s Movement was set up. 

Tore Bongo, nonetheless, says that the organization's lack of practical experience in public 

relations and lobbying was also a good thing, as it mobilized people from outside the 

community:  

 

It would have helped having people with more experience. … But not too experienced, because 

then it could have led in the wrong direction. I believe we were able to mobilize people a little 

with our helplessness. We did not have a something to mould our work after. Nothing like that. 

We were rather insecure when we were speaking. And that probably also helped to mobilize. 

(Tore Bongo, personal communication, June 26, 2003) 

 

One party that had mobilized, years earlier, was FoEN, as detailed in the previous chapter. 

This organization was the most important partner of the People's Movement outside the 

local community.  
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FoEN continues its campaign 

The secretary general of FoEN, Per Flatberg, had visited Alta in August 1978 and offered 

advice on “which specific issues should be emphasized before the Storting’s deliberations” 

(minutes, board meeting, People’s Movement, August 10, 1978). The cooperation also 

extended to practical matters: it was FoEN that organized the press conferences and the 

demonstrations in Oslo. When Alta activists went to Oslo, they often borrowed the office of 

FoEN, and/or stayed at Flatberg’s house (Per Flatberg, personal communication, April 23, 

2002).  

As the Alta conflict grew more intense, it occupied much of the time of the secretary 

general and others in FoEN. Flatberg, a pharmacist by profession, and two people with 

backgrounds in journalism, handled the public relations activity of the organization. 

Nevertheless, Flatberg felt that there was a huge gulf in resources between FoEN and the 

NVE. The latter profited, for instance, “tremendously” from its links to the Ministry of 

Petroleum and Energy and the Industry Committee (Per Flatberg, personal 

communication, April 23, 2002). 

The relationship between FoEN and the politicians was mixed. As the conflict 

escalated, some politicians took an active dislike to the organization. Flatberg claims that a 

representative at one point tried to throw him down some stairs in the Storting. FoEN, 

nonetheless, had good connections with other politicians, including members of the 

Industry Committee. Representatives from the Socialist Left Party, the Christian 

Democratic Party, the Liberal Party, and the Centre Party would later speak out in favor of 

the protesters’ cause. The broad ties to the political milieu are also illustrated by the fact 

that a conservative member of the Storting was on the board of FoEN, and that Flatberg 

led the Liberals’ committee on energy policy after he quit as secretary general in 1980. 

Thus, FoEN had a wide contact network, and spent quite some time lobbying in the 

Storting (Per Flatberg, personal communication, April 23, 2002). 

FoEN, and the People's Movement, also developed a qualitatively different contact 

network from that of the NVE, as witnessed by the many artists, writers, and academics 

who gave their support to the protest. At later stages, some journalists also functioned as 

media advisors, both for FoEN and the People’s Movement. Furthermore, FoEN enlisted 

support from experts in, for instance, the publicly owned Statistics Norway, and even 

within the NVE: 
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It was probably some people [in the NVE] that thought it would be too bad if the alternative 

thinking that existed, alternative projections, should not be known. They were aggressively 

putting forward high figure and the crisis. … So some people were providing us with 

information. (Per Flatberg, personal communication, April 23, 2002) 

 

Internal memos on projections for electricity needs and alternative sources were leaked 

from the NVE. Some of this information was also used in a new booklet, published prior to 

the Storting’s deliberations (i.e., brochure, FoEN, 1978). A rhetorical analysis of this 

publication is given in the next section. 

 

New FoEN booklet 

“Saying ‘yes’ to the Alta River System” 

The production of the 16-page, four-color, and heavily illustrated booklet The Alta River 

System Must Be Conserved! was an economic burden for FoEN, requiring it to seek support 

from “salmon interests,” including ALI (Per Flatberg, personal communication, April 23, 

2002). A total of 1,000 copies were printed in the first year, 20,000 the next. The aim was 

explicit: “We hope [this booklet] will give the Storting a better foundation to make its 

decision.”  

With the first booklet, FoEN had built its ethical appeals around a scientific form. 

Several facts and figures were presented, but this time they adopted a journalistic style. 

Advisors had pointed out that the brochure should be heavily illustrated, in order to look 

appealing and to emphasize the positive, aesthetic aspects of the river system (Per Flatberg, 

personal communication, April 23, 2002).  

The conventional public relations strategy of citing support was employed to a 

greater extent. It was, for example, emphasized that the Ministry of the Environment had 

criticized the first NVE application. This reference, however, seemed strange, since the 

ministry had now given its approval to the altered plans. However, FoEN quoted 

statements from nine actors condemning the project, under the headline “Who has said 

yes! [sic] to the Alta River System” (brochure, FoEN, 1978, pp. 14–15). Here, then, was an 

attempt at escaping the traditional “nay-saying role” of environmentalists, turning it 

around and focusing on what the opponents were actually saying “yes” to. It was also an 

effort to strengthen ethos, to seem more sympathetic, since the act of being negative is 

seldom held in high regard.  
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As with the first booklet, FoEN chipped away at the ethos of the NVE. FoEN 

claimed that the planning process had been rife with “inadequacies” and “gross mistakes.” 

The conclusion was left unstated but hung in the air: NVE advice should not be trusted. By 

implication, then, the party pointing out the “mistakes” and the “inadequacies” was taking 

the higher ground. 

Another similarity with the first booklet was that there was no attempt to create 

identification with the target group, something which Burke singled out as being a prime 

goal of rhetoric (Burke, 1950/1969). Instead, FoEN used a topic of contradiction, 

chastising the politicians: a previous White Paper had urged that hydroelectric power 

projects should be considered in connection with each other (Ministry of the Environment, 

1973). FoEN claimed that this had not been done in the proposition for the Alta-project, 

and hence that the politicians were contradicting themselves.  

 

“Uniqueness” and “importance” 

The first cluster of logos arguments was again centered on the qualities of the river system, 

and these were highlighted to a greater extent in this booklet. It was, for instance, stated 

that the Alta Canyon is the largest in Northern Europe. The arguments were based on a 

number of the different topics, which were mentioned in Chapter two of this dissertation 

(Corbett & Connors, 1999). A topic of comparison was used when the Alta River was 

compared to other salmon rivers, and a topic of testimony of statistics was invoked, stating 

the numbers of salmon caught during the previous four years. An implicit premise here 

related to what Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca would have called the preferable, and 

more specifically the loci of the preferable (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971): 

plenty of salmon are better than few. This obviously was meant to underscore the 

uniqueness of the river system in ways that would also resonate beyond the 

environmentalist circles that perhaps would be more inclined to value the aesthetics of the 

river system.  

A related attempt to raise the importance of what was at stake was to argue that 

communities beyond the area around the river would be affected by a development: 

 

It is obvious that the salmon fishing in the coastal communities of Western Finnmark is 

considerable, and it is just as obvious that the lion’s share of the salmon that is caught has been 

spawned in the Alta River. From professional sources—including the Directorate for Wildlife 

and Freshwater Fish, it is stated that the amount of salmon caught at sea is eight to ten times 
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what is caught in the river. In practice, this means that large numbers of Alta salmon each 

summer give the salmon fishermen at sea income each summer. … From the records of the 

[fishing authorities] in Hammerfest and Alta it is evident that between 600 and 1,000 fishermen 

take part in the salmon fishing. … This includes the municipalities of Alta, Loppa, Hasvik, 

Sørøysund, Kvalsund and Hammerfest. (brochure, FoEN, 1978, p. 7) 

 

Here, then, FoEN was able to build on the first type of premise distinguished by Perelman 

and Olbrechts-Tyteca, namely that of premises related to reality (Perelman & Olbrechts-

Tyteca, 1969/1971). Such premises, particularly if they are related to the first subtype, that 

of facts and truths, afford the rhetor an advantage in that little interference is needed on his 

or her behalf. The syllogism that could be reconstructed had the unstated premise that 

salmon reproduce in fresh water. As the second largest Norwegian unregulated river 

system, and as a renowned salmon river, it followed that any development affecting 

communities around the Alta River also would affect the coastal communities. Several 

public figures were cited in the quotation, and the reeling-off of all the municipality names 

functioned to underscore the scope of the project. Instead of using ecocentric appeals about 

the aesthetic value of the Alta River, FoEN weighed in with anthropocentric appeals about 

the economic importance for humans. Again, this rhetoric might be excepted to have a 

wider resonance than the typical environmental rhetoric that leans on ecocentric appeals 

(Herndl & Brown, 1996a; Waddell, 1998a).  

Mention of damage from a development formed a second cluster of logos arguments 

this time too, and was also closely linked to the above economic benefits of the river system. 

FoEN played upon the long-standing and “naturalized” political aim of securing the 

survival of rural communities in Norway. Although it was admitted that a dam would 

create new jobs, it was argued that such positive effects would be offset by damage to the 

fishery.  

A topic that usually appears in classical rhetoric is that of definition, and of 

establishing a genus by enumerating its parts (Corbett & Connors, 1999). Here, the 

presentation of the consequences could also be regarded as establishing a genus. FoEN laid 

out all of the consequences (“parts”) and stated that these together constituted destruction. 

Destruction was defined as flooding of an area, building of a huge structure, affecting 

fishing, affecting flora and fauna, disturbing reindeer, and threatening reindeer 

pastoralism. Thus, it was said, “NOBODY must believe that the proposed project leads to 

‘a gentle development’” (original emphasis) (brochure, FoEN, 1978, p. 4). 
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Again, using the pentad (Burke, 1945/1969), it could be said that FoEN described 

the uniqueness and importance of the scene: a pristine canyon with a river system of huge 

importance to the local communities and those along the coast. Not only were the 

communities relying on reindeer herding and salmon fishing, but the canyon was portrayed 

as an important recreational area, drawing tourists and increasing the quality of life, so that 

Alta did not have the same difficulties as other municipalities in attracting qualified 

personnel such as doctors. The river was also described as the life blood of the Saami 

communities. The possible damage to the scene was then described, that is, the 

consequences of voting “yes” to the construction. The most important ratio in use here, 

then, was, again, that of scene/act. There seemed to be only one way the members of the 

Storting could act: the obvious transcendence strategy was to say “no” to the proposed 

project. 

 

“Saami rights,” “the slippery slope,” and “no need” 

A premise related to the preferable was also employed in relation to Saami rights. The first 

syllogism that was possible to reconstruct was that Saami people should decide in Saami 

areas (major premise), the Alta River System is a Saami area (minor premise), and hence 

the Saami people should make the decision regarding the Alta River System (conclusion). 

This major premise was controversial in the local community, as already pointed out, and 

FoEN did not attempt to justify or qualify it. It is also possible to reconstruct a second 

syllogism that followed the above argumentation: decisions of the Saami people should be 

adhered to (major premise), the Saami people had made their decision regarding the Alta 

project (minor premise), and thus, the decision of the Saami people regarding the Alta 

project should be adhered to (conclusion). Continuing using logical terms, however, the 

latter syllogism could be challenged in regard to its form. This is an example of using a 

undistributed middle term (Corbett & Connors, 1999). It was not possible to state that all 

Saami had made a decision about the development. At this point, some of the organized 

Saami had joined the protest, but the view of the rest was not known. As pointed out, 

however, detecting such fallacies does not render the argumentation useless. It could be 

argued that a “sufficient” number of Saami had voiced their opinion, and that it would be 

a hopeless demand that everyone should have expressed their view before a conclusion was 

put forward. Later in the conflict, it would be a crucial issue what the Saami actually 

thought of the development.  
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Yet another cluster of arguments contained a version of “the slippery slope” 

contention. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca called this argument by direction, something 

that fitted with the technique of arguments based on the structure of reality (Perelman & 

Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). It is argued that a step in one direction will cause certain 

consequences: 

 

One also doubts that [Joatkajávri] will be given lasting conservation since the Ministry of 

Agriculture … just recommends 10 years of conservation. ... For understandable reasons NVE 

has not wanted to remove [Joatkajávri] from the plan: it is here the winter reservoir is located, 

and to some extent it is decisive for the earning potential of the power plant. The value of 

power production with only [Virdnejávri] as a reservoir is so uncertain that the Storting is later 

forced to take Joatka to get the estimated amount of power at a reasonable price. The 

additional cost will only be approx. 10 % of the total costs of the development. (brochure, 

FoEN, 1978, p. 10) 

 

The claim here is that other parts of the river system would inevitably be included in the 

project, since the plant would not be profitable without expansion. The basic presumption 

which FoEN here sought adherence to was that all plants must run at full capacity in order 

to be profitable. The Alta plant would only run at full capacity during the summer, and 

then it would not be able to utilize all the water. Thus, as FoEN saw it, the inclusion of 

other parts of the river system was a “natural” step in order to defend the viability of the 

investment. The Storting would be “forced” to open up other parts of the river system for 

development.  

However, at the same time, FoEN stated that there were other power plants that did 

not run to full capacity or that could not make full use of the water. FoEN called for the 

upgrading of these plants before realizing the Alta project. This, however, led to a 

contradiction in the argumentation, as it undermined the universality of the claim that 

plants were automatically expanded when they did not make full use of the water. 

At the heart of the last cluster of logos arguments was, again, the claim that there was 

no particular need for the electricity from Alta. This argument was, however, toned down 

compared to the first booklet. FoEN now said that the NVE projections were too high, but 

accepted that more electricity was needed. Interestingly enough, FoEN had previously 

relied on a dissociation (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971) of national/regional, 

whereby the latter was seen as the “real,” that is, electricity supply should be seen at a 

regional, rather than national level. A power plant should only be built in Finnmark if the 
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county needed more energy (which, it was argued, it did not). Now, however, an association 

was attempted between regional electricity production and national electricity production. 

To effect this, FoEN used inductive reasoning and argued from examples of how other 

communities imported electricity, rather than seeing electricity production at a narrow 

regional level. The logic was thus turned upside down compared to the previous booklet. 

Furthermore, it was argued, such import would be inevitable in any case, since the Alta 

plant would be unable to meet the year-round demand. It might, however, be asked why 

other regions should accept hydroelectric power plants to subsidize the use of electricity in 

Finnmark. This could only be qualified if other power plants had a surplus, and/or the 

communities were willing sacrifice their river systems. FoEN did not discuss this, and 

probably thought that the inductive examples would justify this arrangement.  

 

“Beyond comparison” 

FoEN also tried to use pathos again, defined as attempts to invoke emotions in the 

audience. However, the organization showed some constraint, probably as a strategy to 

strengthen ethos. When pathos was employed, it was first and foremost to strengthen the 

logos argument about the qualities of the river system and the consequences of the 

development, as was also done in the first booklet. Indeed, if no pathos had been present, 

the audience might question the ethos of the rhetor. Phrases like “without its like” and 

“beyond comparison” were employed. Another typical emotional appeal is use of vivid 

descriptions. FoEN attempted this too, as the possible damage caused by the project was 

described in detail: 

 

The road to the construction site … will cut brutally through the landscape. … The largest 

canyon in North Europe will be wholly or partly destroyed by the proposed construction. The 

110-meter high dam in the Alta River will be a dominating and strongly technical part of the 

landscape. The flora and fauna that are particularly valuable become affected. The Alta 

canyon is a particularly important area for several endangered birds of prey. Regarded on a 

European scale, Norway has a particular responsibility when it comes to securing these species 

against extinction. (brochure, FoEN, 1978, p. 5) 

 

As referred to, it was argued that the consequences would go beyond environmental 

concerns. Here, too, pathos was used. Several Saami had agreed to the project under the 

impression that this would save other river systems. The allegation was that the Saami were 
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“conned” and “their way of life threatened,” since it was “obvious” that other parts of the 

river system would be regulated to make the plant profitable.  

 

The Storting supports the Alta project 

The opponents allegedly gained the support of public opinion in this period (Eikeset, 2003). 

However, the protests and the rhetoric of FoEN and the People’s Movement apparently 

did not impress the Labour Party and the Conservatives. In November 1978, Aftenposten 

reported that the Industry Committee members from these parties secured a majority for a 

development by 14 votes to four. FoEN responded that “all environmental considerations 

[were] swept aside,” and that it was a “violation against the population in the district and 

against the Saami minority” (Anonymous author, 1978).  

A minority in the committee had wanted to stop the project or at least postpone a 

decision until a White Paper on energy had been completed. The majority, however, 

repeated arguments from the proposition: 

 

The dammed era … represents a loss of pasture [that] covers the spring and fall pasture need 

in a total of 105 days for 21 reindeer. The majority is of the opinion that the effects on the 

environment, fauna, and cultural relics, are of such a character that a development might take 

place. The majority also believes that as for the Canyon itself, only a small part of this will be 

affected by the development. (Standing Committee on Industry, 1978, pp. 3-5) 

 

When the plenary deliberations started on November 30, the Center Party, the Liberals, 

and the Socialist Left Party opposed the project. The Christian Democratic Party opted for 

a third choice—postponement—whereas Labour and the Conservatives supported the 

project (Storting Deliberations, 1978). The latter majority thought that the projections 

from NVE were more important than the arguments from FoEN, as there could be “no 

doubt” about the need for power, and that the situation was “difficult,” “already insecure,” 

“very uncertain,” “grave,” and “pressing.” One representative asked if people in Finnmark 

should “be prepared to let the lights go out” during winter (Finn Kristensen [Labour], p. 

1305). 

The later Chief Executive Officer of the NVE, Erling Diesen, thought that some 

politicians exaggerated their defense of the project: 

 

You could not find professional foundation for saying that there existed a danger for rationing 

of power or lack of power. You had transmission lines from [the county of] Nordland. [But] the 
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supply in Finnmark would be more secure with the Alta power plant. Because without this, one 

was depending on transfers through quite long lines in a rather tough terrain and tough 

climate. This would result in more disruptions”. … But Finnmark would not be left in the dark. 

(Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 2002) 

 

A crucial part of the rhetoric of the opposition groups had at first been that Finnmark did 

not need more power. FoEN had, however, dropped this argument, and the opponents in 

the Storting also accepted the basic premise about the need for power, but questioned how 

much power was needed. One representative claimed that “not one job was planned that 

could justify a doubling of electricity production in Finnmark” (Hanna Kvanmo [Socialist 

Left], pp. 1301–1302). The arguments from FoEN regarding the projections were picked 

up, as the opponents called them “wrong,” “unrealistic,” lacking “solid evidence,” and one 

representative even labeled them “rubbish.” Several members referred to arguments from 

FoEN and one representative even thanked the organization for its efforts to shed a critical 

light on “issues that could have remained in half-dark” (Stein Ørnhøi [Socialist Left], p. 

1280). 

On the whole, however, the harsh criticism of the NVE backfired, as several 

proponents eagerly defended the NVE and turned the tables, asking whether one should 

trust FoEN or the professionals in the NVE. Moreover, they claimed that FoEN’s 

projections were wrong, and that the organization should be more “just in its 

argumentation” in order to be taken seriously; the NVE, however, should definitely be 

trusted: 

 

The numbers from NVE are based … on considerable and yearlong experience and are the 

most reliable calculations that we have. It is, however, not new that we have many know-it-alls 

in our country who without risk of being held responsible for their projections, who without 

second thoughts drop data and ideas that create a worrying and apparently willed confusion. 

We should to a far greater extent trust the projections of NVE that without a doubt build on 

the most solid experience. … The developers of today have a completely different 

understanding for and attitude towards [environmental protection]. (Claus Egil Feyling 

[Conservative], Storting Deliberations, 1978, p. 1291) 

 

FoEN and the People’s Movement could not compete with the persona or ethos of the 

NVE regarding technical matters like projections, even with the arguments and 

information supplied by NVE dissidents. The status as a professional body and the close 

connections between several Storting members and the NVE favored the latter. One 
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member referred explicitly to the fine NVE people he had met over the years, and another 

called the protests against hydroelectric power a “new people’s disease” (Claus Egil Feyling 

[Conservative], p. 1290). A third said that he was puzzled by the “unjust campaign FoEN 

had directed towards” the NVE (Valter Gabrielsen [Labour], p. 1268). It was also asked 

how FoEN could gain sympathy by always “trying to stop the development of society” 

(Rolf Furuseth [Labour], p. 1275).  

NVE arguments were also reflected when alternatives to the Alta development were 

brought up, and the Minister of Petroleum and Energy, Bjartmar Gjerde (Labour) claimed 

to have “searched high and low” (p. 1281). Other alternatives were called unrealistic and 

environmentally damaging. Although it was “fully possible” to transfer electricity from the 

south, electricity should, as a matter of principle, be produced within the county in order to 

create secure delivery.  

Using FoEN’s argument, the opponents pointed out how several other counties were 

in the position where they did not produce their own power. It was also claimed that an 

exchange between Norway and Sweden had not been properly considered. The 

proponents, however, repeated the point that this arrangement presupposed a surplus that 

did not exist. 

The debate was heated regarding the size of the development and also the damage it 

would cause. Almost all the proponents took care to stress that the proposed development 

would be “small” and “moderate,” since it had been scaled down. The proposed dammed 

area had been reduced from 75 km2 (29 sq. miles) in the outline scheme, to 9 km2 (3.5 sq. 

miles) in the first application, and further down to 3,5 km2 (1.4 sq. miles) in the revised 

application. Now, one reservoir was being suggested, covering 2.8 km2 (1.1 sq. miles). This 

was an indisputable fact that the opponents could not challenge and something that gave 

the proponents an edge. The opponents, however, attacked this as a bargaining technique:  

 

It is … no reason for the majority to portray itself as Santa Claus because they have given up 

the first … more mindlessly formulated development proposal. (Stein Ørnhøi [Socialist Left], 

Storting Deliberations, 1978, p. 1303) 

 

The speaker of the committee first emphasized how the decision had been very difficult 

and that it was “perhaps dangerous and easily misinterpreted” if the phrase “gentle 

development” was used (Oddbjørn Langlo [Conservative], p. 1255). Just as the NVE had 

said, the development would “of course” create damage, and the possible effects on the 
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salmon were uncertain. But the NVE issued the following assurances: precautions had been 

taken, and the development would not cause great disturbance or ruin the reindeer 

herding. Later, the speaker abandoned his ambivalent stance, and called for a more 

“realistic” view: 

 

I believe we have to think twice here. All we are doing is to construct a dam in a valley where 

no-one have access—a 110 meter high concrete dam. The river will be changing at a 

maximum interval of 10 % during summers. (Oddbjørn Langlo [Conservative], Storting 

Deliberations, 1978, p. 1259) 

 

The most often employed support arguments were that neither the fishermen nor the 

reindeer herders would suffer. In regard to the latter, it was repeated from the proposition 

that only 21 reindeer would be affected, for 105 days each year.  

The opponents, however, followed FoEN and insisted that the development would 

cause great disadvantages because of loss of pasture and disturbances because of the road 

to the construction site. Furthermore, the salmon stock could be ruined and the value of an 

untouched environment could not be regarded in a perspective of only four to six years. 

Several members also picked up the argument about the strong local resistance. For the 

proponents, however, it was crucial that the Finnmark County Council voted for a 

development, and that Finnmark would also have to make sacrifices in order to receive an 

electricity supply.  

Following FoEN and other opponents, several opponents said that a development 

constituted a violation of Saami rights and would hurt the “heart and soul” of the Saami 

population. Some also hit an oratorical nerve:  

 

We are dealing with a whole culture that throughout recent decades has led a steadfast struggle 

against extinction. … Here is the [area of the Saami, and their] rivers and fishing ponds, their 

mountains and valleys, their moors and scrubs, their reindeer moos and reindeer. 

Economically, it does not mean a lot, but culturally and historically, it will be a criminal act if 

Finnmark loses its distinction. (Per Aas [Christian Democrat], Storting Deliberations, 1978, p. 

1288) 

 

On the other side, a crucial claim of the proponents was that the rest of Finnmarksvidda 

would now be given protection. This development was not the first step of many, as argued 

in the FoEN booklet. One representative urged the reindeer herders to adopt a positive 
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outlook, and instead think of the decision as an important “measure for protection” (Per A. 

Utsi [Labour], p. 1287). With this and other arguments from the NVE, the government, 

and the Industry Committee, the Storting passed the development with a clear majority of 

90 to 36 votes. 

 

The People’s Movement signals strategy change: civil disobedience 

Rather than giving up after the vote in the Storting, the opponents actually increased their 

activity. Many people in Alta were incensed and felt that local democracy had been 

overrun, and this was to be a strong driving force throughout the rest of the conflict (Kjell 

Roger Eikeset, personal communication, November 2, 2003). A big shift in strategy was 

introduced in January 1979. A letter was sent to the Storting and the government, 

announcing that the organization would engage in civil disobedience: 

 

The elected representatives in the Storting [have] completely ignored the opinions of those 

living … and working in the area where the development will take place. We are not accepting this. 

[original emphasis] … We will, if necessary, do what other people elsewhere in the country do 

when the will of the people is ignored. We will use different forms of civil disobedience. … We, 

however, draw attention to [the fact] that we will not participate or defend militant actions. 

(letter, People’s Movement, January 16, 1979) 

 

As the NVE was expected to start working on a road to the construction site during the 

summer of 1979, the People’s Movement announced plans for a summer camp to block 

this work. The threat of physical action attracted media attention, which previously had 

been scant. Aftenposten stated that 10,000 protesters were expected in Alta, and interviewed 

Ruth Rye Josefsen, the leader of the People’s Movement, “Stoic leader in Alta: we do not 

tolerate troublemakers!” (Parmann, 1979a, 1979d). 

Before the camp was set up, however, the organization started publishing a 

newsletter, and directed a postcard campaign at the Storting. The efforts paid off, as the 

membership numbers grew, new protest marches were arranged, and fundraising concerts 

were held in Alta, Tromsø, and Oslo. The Oslo Chamber Orchestra and well-known poets 

were among the entertainers, illustrating the broad spectrum of social capital of the 

opponents (Dalland, 1994).  

In June 1979, the Storting also discussed a suggestion from four Storting members 

(from the Christian Democratic Party, the Centre Party, the Liberal Party, and the 
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Socialist Left Party) that the project should be again. The formal justification was that new 

national projections from the NVE showed a smaller growth in electricity consumption. It 

was claimed that the projections employed to reach the decision in 1978 were imprecise, 

and, with explicit reference to FoEN as a source, the possibilities for transfer of power from 

Sweden had not been properly discussed. 

The proposal was, however, turned down, by 108 votes to 36. The proponents 

repeated that the Alta development would be “gentle,” that only 21 reindeer would be 

affected, the power supply situation in Finnmark would be unaltered, and that all 

alternatives had been considered thoroughly (Storting Deliberations, 1979). 

 

First civil disobedience actions 

In the beginning of July 1979, the NVE took the People’s Movement by surprise by starting 

work on the construction road from Stilla to Sautso, where the actual plant was to be built. 

A human roadblock of 32 people was soon set up (Eikeset, 2003). Aftenposten wrote that “the 

first test of strength in Alta” had taken place (Parmann, 1979c). Dagbladet, for its part, 

reported on dramatic scenes, as heavy equipment was driven towards the protesters, in an 

attempt to scare them off. The road builders eventually decided to back down (Dørum, 

1979). Later, there were several skirmishes with a local “vigilante” group, and shots were 

fired against the tents of the protesters, but nobody was harmed during these incidents 

(Eikeset, 2003).  

The protesters established a main camp in Detsika, 12 km (7.5 miles) away from the 

construction site in Stilla. Soon, 200 people joined, and turned the Detsika camp into a 

small community with its own shop and cultural events. For the counter-culture, it seemed 

that the camp was the place to be in the summer of 1979. It has been estimated that 5,000–

8,000 people from ten different countries visited during the summer (Tore Bongo, personal 

communication, June 26, 2003, Parmann, 1980; Borring et al., 1981; Dalland, 1994; 

Eikeset, 2003). 

At the beginning of September, the Detsika camp was dissolved, but the camp in 

Stilla was reinforced. On September 17, 1979, the first police action took place to clear this 

camp. In this period, however, the atmosphere was quite convivial, with shared coffee 

breaks between protesters and police. Nevertheless, 91 protesters were arrested and carried 

away, but many returned and were joined by others. The following day, the police gave up 
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and requested backup. The protesters had been able to stall the construction by their sheer 

weight of numbers (Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, 1980; Borring et al., 1981).  

The activists’ use of civil disobedience in Stilla was hotly debated. In the local 

community, counter-protesters collected 4,000 signatures for a petition that disapproved of 

the actions. The protesters were also condemned in editorials in Aftenposten, and the 

President of the Storting implored them to give up. A letter from the latter had the front-

page title “Actions threaten our democracy” (Aftenposten editorial, 1979; Hansen, 1979; 

Parmann, 1980; Dalland, 1994).  

Alfred Nilsen, who started as daily leader of the People's Movement, in September 

1979, argues that the civil disobedience eventually meant that the Alta project was changed 

for the better. However, the protests also afforded the proponents a new rhetorical strategy 

by establishing a new issue to be discussed, that of legal versus illegal actions.  

 

The tactical maneuver they made then was really to stop to talk [about] negative consequences 

of the development and start talking legality. … And after this I felt we were losing footing. 

Because as long as we could argue along lines of, let’s say, professional knowledge about 

kilowatt hours and so forth, then we had so much knowledge and we felt on safe ground, and 

they did not feel on safe ground. … [After the protest actions in Stilla we were] called, if not 

terrorists, at least law breakers. … What was repeated all the time was that we had to 

implement legally binding decisions, and then I felt we really were fighting with our backs 

against the wall. (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, June 26, 2003) 

 

The issue of “law and order” would indeed be crucial throughout the conflict, and leaders 

of the People’s Movement were later indicted for the Stilla protest. The events of the 

summer of 1979 certainly marked a watershed in the conflict. That the civil disobedience 

was illegal was also a premise relating to reality, as Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca would 

have designated it (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). It created a rhetorical 

challenge for the activists who had to defend such actions, while at the same time it 

represented a rhetorical advantage for the proponents of the development, who could point 

to the unquestionable illegality of the actions. That is, the proponents could rely on a topic 

of definition, unfolding what is wrapped up in the defined subject and suggests a line of 

action (Corbett & Connors, 1999). 
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The public relations of the NVE 

Some say that it was a tactical blunder of the NVE that it asked the police to intervene in 

Stilla, thus giving the protesters free publicity from the police actions (e.g., Parmann, 1980). 

For the NVE, however, there was not much time to lose, particularly as it had stressed this 

aspect publicly to get the project pushed through. In addition, it seems that public relations 

thinking was still not considered to be particularly important. After the vote in the Storting 

in November 1978, the NVE had actually decided on a hiatus. The public relations 

manager, Øystein Skarheim, unsuccessfully pressed for an early initiative: 

 

I went to [the director of the State Power System] and said that now we had to release some 

information about [the development plans]. “No, not now,” he said. “Indeed [we have to],” I 

said, “problems could arise later if we don’t do it now.” … “No, [the protests] will dwindle 

away. … It is nothing to worry about.” (Øystein Skarheim, personal communication, May 8, 

2002) 

 

The later Chief Executive Officer, Erling Diesen, claims that the NVE relied on a reactive 

communication policy, and that few attempts were made to anticipate reactions or 

arguments. This was despite the experience from Mardøla in 1970, where environmental 

civil disobedience had been introduced. In short, Diesen maintains that the NVE was an 

“amateur” in regard to public relations (Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 

2002). 

Tor Inge Akselsen, who was hired as a public relations officer in late 1979, also 

shares the latter opinion:  

 

[NVE] was a horrible bureaucracy. Very much left behind compared to the rest of the society 

at the time. … And one had very little competence regarding … relationships to the 

environment. … I would simply say that the handling of relations to the rest of society by NVE, 

including the dialogue with the local communities up north and the society at large, in that 

period was as good as non-existent. (Tor Inge Akselsen, personal communication, May 31, 

2002) 

 

The dialogue which Akselsen called for would include not just the supporters of the project, 

but also those with different views. The public relations function should be qualified and 

anchored in the organization so that signals from outside the organization could be picked 

up and the course adjusted. The NVE did not take on the challenges created by the new 
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situation it faced. The directorate lacked a thorough public relations strategy, the public 

relations office had small budgets, and it was not given a central role. Later, Akselsen 

traveled to Alta and met with local media, something which he claims no-one in the NVE 

had previously made (Tor Inge Akselsen, personal communication, May 31, 2002). 

In keeping with its declared hiatus before the start of construction, the NVE also kept 

a low media profile. The directorate was more or less invisible in the media coverage 

during the summer of 1979, and only one interview stands out with substantial quotes. 

Here, however, the then Chief Executive Officer, Sigmund Larsen, emphasized the ethos 

of the NVE with a reference to the structure of reality: “we that have been given the task 

by the Storting” (Anonymous author, 1979a). The NVE portrayed itself as a disinterested 

public servant, although it would see the project through with an (admiringly) “firm, but 

gentle hand.” It was pointed out explicitly, that “protests like these do not affect NVE,” so 

it was first and foremost the needs of the society and the inhabitants of Finnmark that the 

directorate had in mind.  

In Burke’s terms (Burke, 1945/1969), the arguments that the manager used built on 

an act/scene ratio: it was the acts of the protesters, giving out misinformation and blocking 

the construction, that had caused problems. The protest acts were illegal by definition, 

since the Storting had voted for the construction. The protesters could thus be reported to 

the police and the NVE might seek economic compensation from them. Furthermore, the 

delay would be costly for society, and for Finnmark especially, as electricity shortages 

would lead to increased prices and even rationing: 

 

It is the county of Finnmark and its inhabitants that will be affected by a delay of the project. 

Finnmark finances 40 percent of the Alta project. For every [NOK] million that a possible 

delay adds to the expense of the plant, Finnmark will have to pay [NOK] 400,000. One cannot 

make up for this in any other way than to raise the electricity price in a county that already 

lacks electricity. (Anonymous author, 1979a) 

 

The last claim, however, unequivocally begged the question—a typical fallacy (Corbett & 

Connors, 1999): was it really not possible to make up for the project costs in any other way? 

Could one not see the authorities footing the bill through other budgetary measures, 

allocating funds from other budget posts?  

The NVE also used an enthymeme indicating that the Alta project had stricter 

regulations than other hydroelectric projects, something that made concerns about the 

consequences for the salmon obsolete. The unstated major premise here was that (all) strict 
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rules make such worries obsolete, but the middle term here, “strict rules,” cannot be 

distributed. In other words, it was not shown that all strict rules would lead to satisfactory 

outcomes, and thus that the argument could be deemed faulty (Corbett & Connors, 1999). 

Again, however, it could be argued that such a logical analysis cannot offset the rhetorical 

function of, in this instance, the topic of comparison. It is relevant for the case that the 

regulations for the Alta project are stricter than for other projects, although it does not prove 

that the outcome will be good.  

The NVE also relied on premises related to what is preferable, that is, the directorate 

hinted at a hierarchy of values (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). The NVE tried 

to establish money and adherence to legal principles as ultimate goods. The same hierarchy 

was played out begging the question “How long [will] the society … put up with such 

protest actions in a country that is based on principles of justice?” (Anonymous author, 

1979a). This pointed to the preferred course of action and a strategy of transcendence: to 

stop tolerating the actions of people who did not follow the rules. Pathos was, of course, 

also involved in this statement; it was an outright attack on the protesters, rather than an 

invitation to dialogue. The threat of rationing and the mentioning of the specific sums of 

money could also be called a fear appeal, and thus a quintessential emotional appeal 

(Aristotle, trans. 1991).  

Another important part of the rhetoric in the latter newspaper article was the attack 

on the media. The media’s coverage had “saddened” the employees of the NVE. The 

media should not “sensationalize” the protests too much, as this would only make them 

grow. The media needed to start focusing on the legal aspects that they had ignored. 

The NVE leadership might have been surprised by the coverage, having spent 

several years trying to cultivate a good relationship with the media. Since the beginning of 

the 1970s, 180 journalists had attended all-expenses-paid seminars lasting up to four days 

(NVE, 1978). In 1979, a contact meeting with chief editors of major media outlets was also 

arranged. The ensuing coverage throughout the conflict, nonetheless, did not please the 

directorate: 

 

[One] thought that those that did not support [the Alta development misunderstood] and had 

wrong information. … There was obviously some wrong information around, but the 

opposition … was of course rooted in different value foundations. … If one is working with 

public relations one has to accept that one does not possess the absolute truth and that the task 

is to convince everyone else [that they too] should have the same view. … [It is my impression] 

that this was the way the world looked from NVE. … Journalists were critical towards NVE, 



 

   178 

and inside NVE one thought that journalists were inadequate [because of this]. And the same 

went for other critics. (Tor Inge Akselsen, personal communication, May 31, 2002) 

 

In the NVE newsletter, it was later claimed that the strong reactions and the 

demonstrations surprised people in the directorate. It was maintained that the NVE had a 

good dialogue and was in agreement with the municipalities and the reindeer interests 

(Anonymous author, 1980a).  

 

NVE brochure: “Fair and straightforward” 

People in the directorate were frightened and angry, and the public relations manager, 

Øystein Skarheim, now says that the management “panicked:” 

 

[As the conflict erupted, management] panicked and a brochure had to be produced. We made 

a brochure and we talked about distribution, [and I was asked to] examine how much it would 

cost to … distribute it to all Norwegian households. At that time [management] was really 

panicking. It turned out to be enormously costly, so that was dropped. But a brochure was 

made and distributed, and it was very fair and straightforward. (Øystein Skarheim, personal 

communication, May 8, 2002) 

 

The brochure was entitled The Alta Development, and 40,000 copies were printed in August 

1979 and sent to all households in Alta and Kautokeino, high schools in the northern 

counties, and employees of the NVE (i.e., brochure, NVE, 1979).  

This was obviously a different genre than the applications for permits, but just as with 

the latter, ethos building was attempted primarily through form. The brochure contained 

lots of technical data, a map, and three color photographs of different parts of the area. It 

was a question of producing a text which had an appropriate style, coming from a public 

body. There was no pathos, and no vivid descriptions, and the text was devoid of explicit 

arguments for the construction. The directorate “wanted the public to draw its own 

conclusions” based on a presentation of pros and cons: 

 

The State Power System accounted for both pros and cons of the different projects in all the 

studies and documents that … was presented for treatment in the general board of NVE. In the 

[public relations material we] also mentioned the different consequences of a development so 

that the readers themselves could judge what would be the negative side and the positive side of 

a development. We neither bragged nor painted everything black. This was not our duty. 

(Øystein Skarheim, personal communication, January 27, 2004) 
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That the directorate did not want to give a bleak picture of the consequences of the 

development was also evident in the brochure. One short section was entitled “Effects:” 

 

A huge number of studies have been conducted in order to examine the potential effects for, for 

instance, fishery, reindeer herding, and recreational interests. Presumed damage that has 

surfaced in this way, has been a contributing factor for the altering of the plans in anticipation 

of the Storting decision in 1978. It might be mentioned that [Lake Joatkajávri] and [Lake 

Iesjávri] have been removed from the plan, the power plant outlet has been moved, decisions 

on the water level in [Lake Virdnejávri have been made]. (brochure, NVE, 1979, p. 9)  

 

The choice of the word “effect” over “damage,” as the title of the section is telling. When 

the word “damage” was actually used, it was hedged by putting “presumed” in front. It is 

also noteworthy, that the “potential effects for fishery, reindeer herding, and outdoor-

activities” remained unspecified. Instead, the many changes to the project were detailed, 

and six impact studies were mentioned as having had a “decisive influence” on the project. 

The reports that were mentioned concerned erosion, reindeer herding, fishery, climate 

change, water temperature, and ice condition, as well as water conditions in general.  

Thus, the logos argumentation took on the form of arguing from relationship: the 

outcome would have to be good, because several studies had been done and the plans had 

been downscaled. Using the Burkeian pentad, it could be argued that the text was 

dominated by an agency/scene ratio, the agency being the impact assessments, and the 

scene being the outcome (Burke, 1945/1969). However, adversaries could still point to 

studies that had not been conducted and important points that had been neglected. What 

probably also functioned to irritate the opponents of the project was the lack of details 

about negative consequences. In another section of the brochure, it was said that “if” 

damage occurred to fish and wildlife in the area, the NVE would finance measures to 

remedy this. The former Chief Executive Officer of the NVE, Erling Diesen commented: 

 

Naturally, our opponents said that [we were downplaying the effects]. That is not surprising. In 

the same way as we say that the opponents were overstating [the effects]. Maybe both were a 

little correct? In particular concerning the salmon, there the effects had to be uncertain. … 

[And] in every fight about public opinion, either it is political struggle or specific issues, one 

uses [or] look for words with a positive value. (Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 

2002) 
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Legislation and Saami protests  

FoEN and the People’s Movement had, of course, radically different opportunities to the 

NVE for conducting aggressive public relations campaigns. Whereas the latter had the 

resources, it was restrained by its role as a public servant. The two former organizations 

lacked the resources, but were free to pursue a more hard-hitting line. Nevertheless, due to 

its organizational policy, FoEN could not officially condone the civil disobedience of the 

People’s Movement. For the remainder of the conflict, the strategy of FoEN was to use the 

judicial apparatus. In July 1979, Dagbladet were able to report that FoEN had sued the 

government for “having grossly neglected” mandatory investigations and rules for 

hydroelectric power projects (Sællæg, 1979). FoEN demanded that the decision to develop 

the Alta–Kautokeino River System be declared invalid, and that the construction should 

stop immediately. 

Saami parties also took to the legal arena. The lawyer representing the reindeer 

keepers in the area claimed that the construction work had started illegally, since 

compensation had not been settled. A further complaint was that the reindeer keepers had 

only been given two weeks to pass their comments when the NVE sent its application.  

It was precisely the rights of the Saami that were brought into the debate with full 

weight in the fall of 1979. This would ultimately contribute to the way in which the conflict 

grew beyond previously known proportions. The former Chief Executive Officer of the 

NVE, Erling Diesen, thinks that the alliance which environmentalists and Saami activists 

were able to forge was a “stroke of genius:” 

 

What made this a huge and difficult issue, was the ingenious combination the opponents made 

when river saviors and [those engaged in Saami politics] joined forces. That was pure genius. 

And this made the battle so fierce as well. For … isolated as a hydroelectric power project, it 

was not much. But those that wanted to highlight some Saami policy issues, latched on. (Erling 

Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 2002) 

 

Some have argued that, since the Saami issue became more important towards the end, it 

served as a substitute argument (e.g., Hansen, 1981). As shown, however, the issue had 

already been a part in the argumentation of both the People‘s Movement and FoEN. At 

times, some activists, nonetheless, argued that these aspects should be emphasized more. 

Tore Bongo, himself Saami, vetoed such suggestions: 
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If one wanted to unite the community of Alta one had to be careful pushing the Saami issue 

during that time. It was more difficult being Saami at that time. Let’s put it this way, some 

persons have told me “we were racists previously.” … But then the Saami [aspects] became 

very dominating. Because one noted that in certain periods, this had the largest effect 

[nationally and internationally]. (Tore Bongo, personal communication, June 26, 2003) 

 

The link between Saami rights, the Alta project and civil disobedience also became 

contested.11 The National Association of Norwegian Saami lent its support to the People’s 

Movement, but the Labour-friendly Saami National Union condemned the civil 

disobedience (Parmann, 1979b; Dalland, 1994). Several politicians supporting a 

development used references to the latter to undermine the protesters’ attempt to 

monopolize the issue. Tore Bongo, however, claims that it is a misconception to talk about 

a split within the Saami ranks:  

 

Obviously there had to be differences in meaning among the Saami as well. … [The 

establishment of the Saami National Union] might have been a problem for others. [But] we 

knew what kind of people these were. We called them “the tie-wearing Saami.” … For us, this 

was not problematic at all. (Tore Bongo, personal communication, June 26, 2003)  

 

Those Saami who did feel that their rights had been infringed took action on October 9, 

1979. An ad hoc group of about 30 pitched their tents before the Storting building, and 

started a hunger strike to halt the Alta project until the court case initiated by the reindeer 

keepers had finished. Aftenposten and Dagbladet wrote that the hunger strikers were “prepared 

to die” (Anonymous author, 1979c; Tande-Petersen, 1979). The conflict had suddenly 

become visible from the windows of the Storting. 

The media coverage was massive, as exemplified by the fact that Alta was the front-

page story of Dagbladet every day from October 11 until October 17. When the police 

attempted to remove the tents in front of the Storting, they also had to deal with 250 

                                                
11 The Saami culture is strongly individualistic and this often makes it difficult to rally people for 

political causes, particularly for protest demonstrations. It has been more common to retreat and to avoid 

conflicts (Tore Bongo, personal communication, June 26, 2003). Historically, the nomadic culture has been 

able to adapt and survive quite successfully by moving on. Things might have changed when, for instance, 

the reindeer herder returned to a grassing area in the following spring. Furthermore, in the Alta conflict, the 

difference in material interest also played an important part, and not “enough” Saami felt encroached by the 

project to cause really massive protests (Myrdene Anderson, anthropologist Purdue University, IN; personal 

communication, December 12, 2002). 
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protesters who supported the hunger strikers. Among those arrested were two members of 

the Storting. Three Norwegian bishops and 3,000 protest telegrams asked for a halt to the 

project. Aftenposten also brought news that additional groups of Saami were expected to 

come to Oslo (Brudevold, 1979). In short, the government was under huge pressure.  

On October 15, 1979, the construction work was indeed halted. The government 

cited doubts concerning the legality of the start of the construction and the legal rights of 

the Saami as the reason. It also promised that White Paper would be produced (Ministry of 

Petroleum and Energy, 1980). 

In the immediate wake of the halt, the hunger strike was called off, and the Stilla 

blockade was broken. Dagbladet praised the government, and the protesters declared 

themselves to be happy with the “clear retreat.” It was announced that this was the biggest 

victory that the environmental movement had experienced (Anonymous author, 1979b; 

Dagbladet editorial, 1979b; Eikeset, 2003). The feeling of victory would be short-lived, 

however, as detailed in the next chapter.  



 

   183 

8 Climax and aftermath, 1980–1982 

At the start of 1980, the government seriously discussed shelving the Alta project. When it, 

nonetheless, was decided that the construction should continue, this resulted in new, large 

protest actions and a new hunger strike. A second halt to the construction process was 

made in February 1981, but the road works were taken up again in the fall of that year. 

Towards the end of 1981, fatigue set in among the activists, and the People's Movement 

was disbanded. This chapter contains analysis of the period, and the findings in the case 

study are drawn together in a discussion towards the end.  

 

Preparations before the new White Paper  

In 1980, the Chief Executive Officer of the NVE, Sigmund Larsen, promised that the 

directorate would play a more active role. He admitted that public relations previously had 

not been up to par. Now, however, a full-time editor of the newsletter was hired, and 

Erling Diesen was appointed as special secretary to deal with the Alta issue (Skara, 1979). 

Nonetheless, when the public relations staff pressed for an aggressive stance, management 

again decided to pursue a careful line: 

 

[We said that if] the conclusion [of the forthcoming White Paper] was … to develop Alta, then 

[we] should present it more aggressively. … But … the feedback was that … it would be better 

to promote the issue gently and hope it would not cause [too] much commotion. It was like 

setting off a bomb and hoping that nobody would notice. (Tor Inge Akselsen, personal 

communication, May 31, 2002) 

 

The People’s Movement, on their side, signaled that it was keeping on its guard by setting 

up a camp at the construction site for two days in January. Later the same month, 

representatives traveled to Oslo to lobby Labour and the Conservatives. The activists 

promised that a considerable police force would be needed if the construction was to be 

finished. The government signaled that it was prepared for this, although it was thought 

that the activists would “lose steam” after a while (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, 

June 26, 2003). 

In late January and early February, it was rumored that many of the ministers 

wanted to postpone the project until the legal matters had been settled. Within the People's 

Movement, they felt that victory never had been closer, but then the regional proponents 
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intervened (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, June 26, 2003, Finborud, 1981; 

Dalland, 1994). The Finnmark County Council and the Labour chapters in Finnmark 

argued that more power was needed in order to keep up employment and to create new 

jobs. In the end, the Labour Party stated that “no new arguments“ had emerged (Dalland, 

1994). When the new White Paper arrived in March 1980, the Saami issue was declared 

irrelevant: “Under any circumstances, the development is not of such size that it can be 

said to represent a threat to Saami rights and means of living” (Ministry of Petroleum and 

Energy, 1980, p. 46). Furthermore, it was said, new projections from Finnmark County 

and an inter-departmental committee agreed that the power demand would actually be a 

little higher than the Storting had been told in 1978. Two alternatives existed—building a 

coal power plant and developing another river—but the Alta project was still the most 

economical, would provide the best security, and could also be finished “in time.”  

Dagbladet lamented the decision by the government, and said that the situation now 

seemed deadlocked (Finborud, 1980c). Aftenposten's editorial, however, applauded the 

conclusion, but the paper also printed a statement from the FoEN leader saying that the 

government continued its “old and prestige-ridden line” (Anonymous author, 1980b). To 

back up this stance, FoEN presented a 60 page counter-paper, in which it maintained that 

issues of damage, law, and Saami rights had not been dealt with properly (FoEN, 1980).  

The People’s Movement issued a press release saying that the government decision 

had been based on “technocratic and power political judgments that are in conflict with 

fundamental values among the Norwegian people” (press release, People’s Movement, 

April 27, 1980). The movement arranged open meetings, street theater performances, and 

concerts, and published a free newspaper with a circulation of 60,000. A demonstration 

with 2,000 participants was also held in Oslo, the day before the Storting’s deliberations on 

the White Paper. In Dagbladet, it was declared that “our goal is to make the politicians 

aware that a development of Alta is politically and physically impossible” (Bratholm, 1980). 

The organization also took out advertisements in Dagbladet. On May 10, the first of 

seven advertisements was printed, all with the lead “Alta facts: Important and new 

elements in the Alta–Kautokeino case” as a comment on the government’s White Paper. A 

rhetorical analysis is given below. 
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Advertisement series 

“A local initiative” versus “distant violators”  

As pointed out earlier, a crucial activity of the rhetor is to establish that he or she is 

trustworthy. The rhetor has to build ethos, for instance by showing virtue (Aristotle, trans. 

1991). One entire advertisement was devoted to ethos building by using two ratios (Burke, 

1945/1969); the first was the previously mentioned scene/act ratio, which argued that the 

character of the future scene, the expected damage, was such that the movement had to be 

formed. The second ratio was one of agent/act, where qualities of the agents were 

described and explained the act:  

 

It is claimed that the [protest] action “started as a pure conservation issue”—and that “the 

pressure group behind it is one of the most powerful in our society.” … We believe that we 

have better knowledge about how it started and who was pushing [the issue] and why we had 

to do it. The action started in [Máze]. … Mikkel Hætta (Labour), teacher in [Máze], Trygve 

Lund Guttormsen (Conservative), deputy mayor, Hans Øvregård, janitor, chairman in 

Kautokeino Labour, Kristine Kemi Hætta, small farmer, [Máze] and others led the action 

committee in [Máze]. Strong groups in our country? Yes. Behind them they had the 

population of [Máze] and the [Máze] Saami Union. (People’s Movement, 1980e) 

 

The advertisement thus tracked the roots of the opposition back to the protests in Máze 

against the outline scheme that the NVE had presented in 1968. A version of the 

dissociation appearance/reality was employed (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971): 

it was alleged that strong, powerful national groups were behind the protests in order to 

conserve nature, but in reality this was a local initiative that looked beyond environmental 

damage to fishing, farming, and Saami rights. At the same time, the listing of names, party 

affiliations, and occupations indicated that the “usual suspects” were missing, and also that 

the local initiative was powerful in its own right. 

The attacks on the NVE were stronger than in the publications from FoEN. Using an 

agent/act ratio, it was emphasized that the NVE (the agent) and the movement (the 

counter-agent) were driven, respectively, by “prestige” and “common sense.” Calculations 

from the NVE had been proved wrong, good alternative sources existed, and the Alta plant 

would produce little winter electricity. According to “common sense,” the plant should not 

be built. The NVE, however, defended its prestige (act). In making this association, it was 

claimed that “creative” book-keeping was employed to make the plant look cheaper 
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(People’s Movement, 1980d). It was also alleged that the NVE only used consultation with 

the locals as window-dressing:  

 

NVE wants people in [Máze] and Alta to “report” about the problems they might have after a 

development. A [living community] on 70 degrees north is not and must never be a guinea pig 

for NVE in Middlethunsgt., Oslo. Potential damage has to be examined in advance and not be 

swept under the carpet if it is likely. (People’s Movement, 1980c)  

 

In this quote, the great distance between the bureaucrats, those conducting the 

“experiment,” and those affected by the latter was emphasized by naming the street and 

the city where the NVE has its headquarters. By implication, here and elsewhere, it was 

argued that more emphasis should be placed on local opinion (People’s Movement, 1980c).  

The style mixed journalism and special pleading, and each advertisement ended with 

a slogan demanding permanent protection of the river system. Catchphrases and 

commanding language were also employed, for instance, “Prestige must concede to 

common sense” and “Listen to us!” In the typical environmental jeremiad, the rhetor 

chastises the addressee, but at same time projects hope if the course of action is changed 

and previous actions are repented (Opie & Elliot, 1996). In the series of advertisement it 

was stated that “for our elected representatives there is still time” (People’s Movement, 

1980b). The transcendence strategy would be to stop the Alta project. However, there is a 

difference between chastising and condemning, and the People’s Movement did the latter. 

The development was characterized as a “violation” and the politicians were told off for 

breaking promises this time too:  

 

I guess it illustrates desperation. You can just look at other conflicts, both softer and harder. 

When there are no options left, one starts to feel that one loses footing. … But what was 

[published and said] was a compromise of several viewpoints and groups. We were quite 

different people in the People’s Movement. … [During that stage] it was [, nonetheless,] little 

hope for a parliamentary solution. (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, June 26, 2003) 

 

The advertisements failed to create identification with a larger public too. There was a 

clear inconsistency in the use of pronouns. The protesters were sometimes referred to in the 

third person, but words like “us,” “our,” and “we” were also frequently employed. It was, 

however, the local inhabitants who were referred to by the “us” in the title of the 

advertisement “No to new violations against us” (People’s Movement, 1980c). The 
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advertisements created identification with the local activists, and were a rallying cry for this 

group, rather than other potential target groups like national activists. Alfred Nilsen also 

acknowledged that one of the most important functions of the advertisements was precisely 

as “inner medication” (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, June 26, 2003). In this 

sense, it might be argued that the advertisements functioned as intended. The People’s 

Movement did increase its membership numbers during 1980, which should be singled out 

as a significant result of the general mobilizing efforts.  

 

 “Destroying present industries,” ”ignoring local protests” 

The actual and potential damage that a development could create were pointed out once 

again. Examples were also given of impacts that the NVE had “ignored” and the scope of 

the dam structure was emphasized. The figure “110–120 m. high” functioned as “proof” 

that should remind the reader of how severe the effect of the development would be 

(People’s Movement, 1980c). Once more, it was indicated that all potential damage should 

be considered. Given this major premise relating to the preferable (Perelman & Olbrechts-

Tyteca, 1969/1971), and the minor premise that this had not been done, the conclusion 

was that the development should be halted. Again, the difficulty of collecting all 

information, regarding all consequences, involves a question of degree, of discussion of 

what constitutes enough information.  

An anthropocentric rhetoric seemed to take precedence in several of the 

advertisements, probably as an attempt to reach beyond just than environmentalists. While 

the FoEN booklets had previously admitted that some new jobs would be created, the 

advertisements were more specific: it was said that the development would create 50 jobs 

during the construction period and 15 afterwards. This, however, was nothing compared to 

the number of current jobs that were “threatened or [would] get lost:”  

 

Within reindeer herding: approx. 50 reindeer herding families will be more or less affected. … 

Displacements, confusion, and disruption will spread. … The 21 reindeer [that were mentioned 

in the White Paper] in an outdated report is used as a measure for the pasture value in the 

steep shoreline by [Virdnejávri]. It is the total incursions that are pivotal. Within farming: 

approx. 40 sustainable farms in [Máze] and the Alta valley are today the most important dairy- 

and potato producers in Finnmark. Approx. 300 larger and smaller farms have user rights for 

river fishing as a secondary source of income. … Within sea fishing … : 80–90 % of the Alta 

salmon is caught at sea and along the coast. For the coastal communities in Western Finnmark 

and considerably further away these values are crucial. … The slate industry in Alta is one of 
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the most important in Northern Europe with approx. 250 employees. It might lose its stock of 

labor, tradition, and market because of a short-lived construction period. When so little power 

production will disturb so many industries that we depend upon, other alternatives must be 

chosen. (People’s Movement, 1980f)  

 

Another cluster of logos arguments referred to the local protests mentioned above. Here, 

the People’s Movement tried the argumentation technique, which creates an association by 

establishing the structure of reality (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). The 

People’s Movement gave examples that should show that the case was special. It was 

pointed out that there was repeated voting in the municipality board, which bore witness to 

“thorough debate” and “convincing arguments” (People’s Movement, 1980c). It was also 

alleged that dubious procedures had been followed and protests ignored in the decision-

making process at the county level.  

The democratic perspective must also be regarded in connection with the next 

important cluster of logos arguments, the one dealing with the value of local knowledge. 

The everyday expertise of laymen was celebrated in the advertisements, in contrast to the 

distant technical expertise of the NVE, as already mentioned. The movement “demanded” 

that the knowledge and experience of the local inhabitants be taken seriously (People’s 

Movement, 1980b). Such a local perspective is a defining characteristic of the Norwegian 

environmental movement (Bortne et al., 2002). The major premise is that local people have 

the best knowledge about local matters, and the conclusion is that they therefore should be 

included in decision-making processes regarding local matters. This could also been seen as 

a protest against NVE autocracy and expert knowledge that had the potential to sideline 

ordinary citizens in matters that would severely affect their lives.  

The rights of the Saami were also mentioned: 

 

The Alta–Kautokeino River System is situated in an area where the Saami has lived and 

exploited [environmental resources] since time immemorial. The area, like many other areas, 

has been the basis for the Saami industries and cultural life. If the authorities continue to take 

the land from the Saami piece by piece, the possibilities for the Saami to continue to be Saami 

will be considerably reduced. The Alta–Kautokeino issue is therefore also a question of the 

undeniable rights of an indigenous people to land and natural resources. (People’s Movement, 

1980a) 

 

The threat to the foundation for Saami culture and livelihood was “proved” partly by 

quasi-logical argumentation which concluded that this was “a matter of fact.” This was 
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thus a typical example of argument by identity, in terms of how the defining expression was 

equated with the term to be defined. Such arguments try to borrow the form from formal 

reasoning, and the resemblance yields them their rhetorical power (Perelman & Olbrechts-

Tyteca, 1969/1971). Nevertheless, it is a form of quasi-logical reasoning, since it does not 

constitute a correct demonstration or something that has imperative power. Instead, it was 

sought to be backed up by the fact, rooted in reality, that the Saami had lived in the area 

for a long time, and that many Saami would be affected by a development. That the 

development would threaten Saami culture and livelihood had to be linked to continued 

development of the rest of the tundra. This hedging tactic obviously stole some of the 

rhetorical power, but might have been necessary in order to come across as a rational and 

trustworthy rhetor.  

Yet again, it was also emphasized how the Alta plant was “unnecessary.” This 

argument was closely linked to the assertion that the plant would be “unprofitable” and 

that only a minor part of the electricity would be produced during the wintertime, when 

electricity would be most needed. Instead of building a plant in Alta, it was claimed that it 

made more sense to import electricity from other Norwegian counties or from Sweden. 

Import would be a necessity in any case (People’s Movement, 1980d). This, however, did 

not remove the fact that the Alta plant would also produce some power during the 

wintertime.  

A problem with much of the argumentation was the absence of premises rooted in 

what the readers might think of as facts and truths, premises that would hold with a 

universal audience, that is, “everyone” (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). 

Instead, there was a reliance on arguments based on what was preferable: Thorough local 

debate should have a decisive influence on matters of local interest; local knowledge must 

be taken into account; power plants should produce most electricity during the wintertime. 

Arguing with such premises is only rhetorically effective if the audience already agrees to 

what is preferable. Again, it seemed that the rhetorical strategy was geared more towards 

those who had already been converted. 

 

“Possibly catastrophic consequences” 

Pathos was employed to strengthen the ethos by, for instance, giving a positive spin to the 

actions, taking on a crusader role, and using the label “river saviors.” This also transcended 
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the negative image of “trying to stop progress in society,” as one Storting representative 

had phrased it (Storting Deliberations, 1978, p. 1275).  

As already indicated, pathos was used in the attacks on the NVE and also on the 

Storting. The development was called a “violation” and an “experiment.” A rhetorical 

figure of repetition was created in one advertisement, which started seven sentences with 

the formulation “they promised,” followed by an example of how the promise had allegedly 

been broken. Both the title of the advertisement—“We are tired of broken promises!”—

and the ending indicated the anger that was felt: “A further development of the river is 

likely, if NVE now is let on the case. We have learnt from broken promises. They will not 

fool us! Lasting conservation of the Alta–Kautokeino River System!” (People’s Movement, 

1980g). The use of “they” functioned to polarize the movement and the authorities further.  

The logos arguments about the damage that would be caused were also given new 

life when the Alta project was labeled as “backward” and “hazardous,” since the 

consequences could be “catastrophic.” It was alleged that the damming would lead to 

“considerable decimation, if not total wipeout” of the salmon in the river. The hedging 

with “if not” illustrates a classic problem of striking a balance between pathos and ethos. 

Nonetheless, the People’s Movement tried to make the different forms of appeal interact, 

and the advertisements were designed to address the politicians, the members of the 

movement, and potential new recruits. Use of pathos seemed pertinent to reach all these 

target groups.  

 

The Storting supports the second White Paper 

In the middle of May, Dagbladet reported that the Labour members of the Industry 

Committee would, unsurprisingly, vote in favor of the development (Finborud, 1980b). The 

day that the deliberation started, Aftenposten deviated from traditional journalistic discourse 

and printed a pro-development news report. The journalist claimed that all arguments 

against the development were futile, since “one here stands before an extraordinarily well-

prepared case,” and the “development is as gentle as could be” (Hovland, 1980).  

Both the majority and the minority fractions in the Storting mostly repeated their 

previous arguments. The majority was, however, more focused in its argumentation; a 

commentator in Dagbladet used the word “monotonous” (Finborud, 1980a). It was 

repeatedly insisted that the development was “considerate,” “moderate,” and “gentle,” that 

the original plans had been downsized, and that “enormous care” had been paid to the 
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population in the area. It was argued that this would be “one of the most moderate 

developments in Norwegian hydropower history” (Storting Deliberations, 1980, p. 3313). 

The opponents again argued that critical scientific reports had been ignored, and 

emphasized how special and worthy of protection Alta was.  

The proponents were apparently tired of hearing how special Alta was. Several 

members insisted that Alta was an ordinary hydroelectric power project. The Minister of the 

Environment phrased it like this: 

 

[I am, even] with my best will—and I dare say a strongly felt responsibility for conservation of 

the environment and for environmental politics in this country—not able to see the particular 

issues in connection with the Alta River System, which should mean that the Alta River is so 

infinitely more of value from [an environmental point of view] than a long, long list of other 

river systems. (Rolf Hansen [Labour], Storting Deliberations, 1980, p. 3313)  

 

This invited the counter-argument that the proponents had ignored the Saami issue which 

had been the reason for the White Paper and the halt in the construction work. The 

speaker of the committee also later apologized, and admitted that Alta was a special issue. 

An argument that was maintained, however, was that the opponents were exaggerating the 

possible damage. The opponents “would have benefited from sounder arguments.” A 

stance against pathos was expressed, that the opponents should use “less ostentatious and 

emotional slogans, including well-organized tent drama” in front of the Storting (Rolf 

Hellem [Labour], p. 3322). 

 

With significant help from the mass media, affluent pressure groups have tried to create a 

picture of a small development of Alta that will wipe out the Saami culture, and tear away the 

basis of existence from a … discriminated and resource poor minority. This is a picture that is 

far from reality. … It is … in fact misleading. (Anne-Lise Steinbach [Labour], Storting 

Deliberations, 1980, p. 3334)  

 

The protesters were cautioned that they were endangering societal development, and that 

they should be careful not to squander their own futures and public goodwill towards 

environmental protection. It was said that the Storting could not focus solely on 

environmental interests in the same way that the protesters could. It was also lamented that 

the opponents were exploiting the judicial system to delay the building process.  

A major pro-argument was still that Finnmark needed jobs, and therefore depended 

on more energy. The Minister of the Environment sought to turn around the protesters’ 
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slogan “let the river live”, by saying that the river would become “even more alive” after a 

development, since it would “satisfy even more interest groups and existing needs” (Rolf 

Hansen [Labour], p. 3342). 

The opponents, however, claimed that no plans for new jobs existed, and that there 

was no expanding local industry. Erling Diesen, at this time special secretary in the NVE, 

comments: 

 

There were too many categorical statements from leading politicians that were talking about 

how several jobs would be created in Finnmark. There would be several [new] jobs during the 

construction years. But after this there were not going to be any jobs. That was something 

everyone knew. A modern power plant does not need jobs, it runs on its own. Only a few 

[workers are needed]. (Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 2002) 

 

The opponents insisted that there were viable alternatives and pointed out how the White 

Paper “admitted” that the transmission lines would be improved anyway. With reference to 

FoEN and the People’s Movement, it was argued that the electricity production of Norway 

and Sweden could be coordinated in order to avoid developing Alta. Furthermore, the Alta 

project did not make much sense, since the plant would mostly produce power during the 

summer and be sent out of the county. The proponents answered that this only meant that 

plants with larger reservoirs could save their water for production during the winter, and 

that it thus made sense on a national level. 

Dagbladet made a direct impact on the debate on the day that it claimed that the 

Minister of Petroleum and Energy, Bjartmar Gjerde, had failed to supply the Storting with 

updated projections in 1978, at the time when the Alta development was being discussed 

for the first time. These updated projections apparently showed a total electricity 

consumption that would be approximately “ten Alta Rivers” below the projections that the 

Storting had discussed in 1978 (Holm, 1980). In other words, it was argued that the 

updated projections would have shown that the Alta development was unnecessary. In the 

debate now, words such as “projection swindle” were employed and it was claimed that the 

projections that had actually been presented were “pure guesswork.” Gjerde, however, 

pointed out that the projections had been steadily revised and that, back in 1978, he had 

provided the best-founded projections of the time. It was also important to keep in mind, 

he said, that not every calculation made by the NVE had been given the label 

“projections.”  



 

   193 

The debate could probably be summed up by the fact that the speaker said that the 

Industry Committee had “not found reason to comment” on the counter-paper from 

FoEN, since the recommendation was a result of “very thorough discussions” (Oddbjørn 

Langlo [Conservative], p. 3285). The opponents, however, echoed the argument from 

FoEN and the People’s Movement, saying “prestige and power” would result in “a crime 

towards coming generations.” In the end, then, the Storting voted “yes” to the 

construction, with a clear majority of 95 to 32.  

 

Protest march, court decisions, and projections debate 

Despite the defeat in the Storting, the People's Movement signaled its willingness to 

continue the fight by arranging a march, to allow more activists to actually see the area that 

would be affected by the development. Between 600 and 800 people walked from Alta to 

Máze in July 1980 (Borring et al., 1981; Berntsen, 1994).  

However, after the Storting decision, the most important events that happened in 

1980 took place in the legal arena. In September, the Alta District Court acquitted Alfred 

Nilsen, Tore Bongo, and Ruth Rye Josefsen for their involvement in the Stilla protest in 

1979. The court deemed their actions to be a case of self-defense. A month later, however, 

Oslo District Court, ruled that those who had been involved in the protests in front of the 

Storting in 1979, had to pay fines of NOK 500.  

In addition to the criminal cases, the Alta District Court also heard the case brought 

by the landowners in 1979, to seek compensation for the land that would be expropriated 

as a result of the development. FoEN had helped out with legal advice in this case. In 

December, the court decided by four votes to three that the development was not unlawful, 

although mistakes had been made in the preparation of the project.  

The landowners, ALI, the Saami Reindeer Herder's Association, and FoEN, decided 

to appeal the case to a jury court, but after an application from the State, the appeal was to 

be treated by the Supreme Court directly, as the case involved issues of principle and the 

government needed a quick decision. The opponents were dissatisfied, as the Supreme 

Court does not hear the testimony of witnesses or conduct on-site inspections.  

Another issue that made waves in 1980 was a series of articles in the regional 

newspaper Bergens Tidende of Western Norway. These articles focused on the role of the 

NVE in the conflict. They elaborated, for instance, on the accusations that the projections 

for electricity consumption presented to the Storting were outdated when it made its 
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decision on the Alta project in 1978. The accusation, again, was that the need for 

electricity was over-emphasized in order to secure support for the development. Bergens 

Tidende documented that the NVE had made internal calculations based on a revised 

national budget which predicted a lower economic growth than had previously been the 

case, and hence lower electricity consumption (Stedje, 1980b). Later, a former employee in 

Statistics Norway claimed that he wrote a memorandum about the need to reduce the 

projections as a result of the changed expectations for economic growth, but that this was 

shelved. The NVE was, allegedly, “not interested in acquiring new information” (Arild 

Hervik, interview, NRK, 1997a).  

The NVE Chief Executive Officer, Sigmund Larsen, responded that he was 

disappointed with the journalism of Bergens Tidende. Larsen wrote that internal reports could 

often differ from what the NVE finally recommended. The May–July figures of 1978 did 

not merit the title “projections.” Larsen thought that there was too much uncertainty 

surrounding the nation's economy and electricity demand, and with an ethical appeal he 

expressed his caution, “acquired through 30 years of work in public bodies.” New statistics 

showed that the economic growth seemed to be stronger than had been calculated by the 

new long-term budget, and that the oil price “was set too low.” The NVE thus wanted to 

“collect more information” from the ministries involved.  

Larsen also used a technique of dissociation that was similar to the typical 

individual/group dissociation used by organizations for scapegoating and absolving 

themselves from blame (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971; Hearit, 1995). Due to 

“circumstances outside” the control of the NVE, the new projections could not be 

presented before February 1979, that is, until the Storting had made its decision. The 

dissociation was, however, not explicitly pointing to other individuals or other groups, but 

remained unspecified. It might be speculated that the naming of a scapegoat would have 

crossed the line in terms of the lengths to which a bureaucrat could allow him- or herself to 

go.  

Larsen, furthermore, stated that the NVE did not feel any pressure to finish the 

projections in the fall of 1978. It was “not common practice” to speed up the national 

projections work as a result of discussions on a single development (Larsen, 1980b, 1980a). 

The issue died out, but it still illustrated the reactive character of the public relations 

activity of the NVE. The former public relations consultant in the NVE, Tor Inge 

Akselsen, says that he was unhappy trying to “put out fires” in this period. He would have 

preferred it if a more proactive stance and a conciliatory tone had been chosen, and if it 



 

   195 

had been accepted that the opponents also had some adequate arguments (Tor Inge 

Akselsen, personal communication, May 30, 2002). Instead, a manager in the NVE 

tellingly responded to Bergens Tidende that “economic planning must be based on how the 

world is, not on how certain people think it is, or wish it was” (Tveit, 1980). 

 

The big confrontation 

Late in 1980, it was rumored that the NVE would start the construction work early the 

following year. Thus, at the beginning of January 1981, as the temperature crept towards 

36˚ Celsius below zero (minus 33˚ Fahrenheit), the People’s Movement set up a new camp 

in Stilla, and a “rest camp” in the woods nearby. Approximately 150 people attended 

during the early days, and blocked the construction road. At later sit-down actions, the 

number of protesters would sometimes be as high as 800. Some of the protesters had 

actually quit their jobs to attend, and further commotion was created when several 

bureaucrats sought leave of absence to participate. The biggest confrontations took place 

during the first half of January, and the police also expelled protesters from Sweden and 

Finland. Afterwards, the police built an “iron ring” around the area, but small groups of 

protesters on cross-country skis slipped through and disturbed the construction work 

(Dalland, 1994; Eikeset, 2003). 

A total of 600 police officers had been dispatched to clear the road, which is the 

largest number ever assembled in Norway. The authorities did, however, also receive local 

support. The Committee for Order and Employment was set up, and delivered flowers to 

the Police Chief. Up to 1,000 people attended protest meetings arranged by this ad hoc 

initiative. At the extreme end of the spectrum of events, the Alta office of the People's 

Movement received a bomb warning, and Alfred Nilsen received death threats on several 

occasions (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, July 26, 2003; Dalland, 1994). 

There was contact between the government and the People’s Movement during the 

early part of January. The suggestion was that the protest actions should stop and, in 

return, the government would not build the dam before the Supreme Court had passed its 

judgment in the case on compensation. Later, in February, a petition signed by 660 lawyers 

argued the same point. However, there was a catch to the suggestion from the government: 

the work on the construction road should continue. Alfred Nilsen comments: 

 

And it was obvious that this was rubbish. They could not start [work on] the dam until the 

Supreme Court had made a decision, because that was how long it would take to build [the 
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construction road]. … They thought that we were so tired that we would accept it just to have 

a [feeling] we had not lost big time. (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, June 26, 2003).  

 

Several Saami activists participated in the sit-down actions in Stilla, but some also went 

further. An ad hoc group that called itself the Saami Movement started a second hunger 

strike and put up another tent in front of the Storting. Furthermore, in early February, a 

group of 13 Saami women occupied the office of the new Prime Minister, Gro Harlem 

Brundtland, for 19 hours, before they were removed. The women claimed that a 

development would ruin the lives of their children (Aalen, 1981; Eikeset, 2003).  

The NVE figured little in the news during the period when the conflict was at its 

most intense. The directorate did, however, make an attempt to “put things in 

perspective.” The director of the State Power System, Sigurd Aalefjær, sent a letter to 

Dagbladet containing a technical description of the development, saying: 

 

The claims about the consequences [of the plant] are so incredible that we in the State Power 

System of NVE can’t believe that it is “our plant” the uproar is all about. … However, with 40 

years experience from hydroelectric development I would claim that we seldom or never have 

done as little damage compared to the benefits as with the Alta power plant. (Aalefjær, 1981) 

 

On February 19, however, the conflict took a new turn, as Tromsø Museum said that 

Saami relics had not been registered as proscribed by the Culture Monuments Act. In 

Aftenposten, a representative from the NVE labeled this as a “tactical maneuver” 

(Anonymous author, 1981). Four days later, nonetheless, a decision was made for a hiatus, 

and that no new stretches of the construction road would be built until the museum had 

made its investigations. Again, the government had used the law to get out of a difficult 

situation and buy more time. The fact that the afore-mentioned Cultural Monuments Act 

affected the development was something a former Chief Executive Officer of Tromsø 

Museum had pointed out when the court case about compensation started in 1980 

(Dalland, 1994). 

 

Time out and restart  

The People’s Movement stopped its direct actions, but stepped up the public relations 

activity once the government had made it clear that the construction would continue later 

on. At the beginning of April 1981, Per Flatberg, previously of FoEN, was hired as public 
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relations manager. At a board meeting, one member asked rhetorically if the People’s 

Movement could afford not to hire someone (minutes, board meeting, People’s Movement, 

February 24, 1981). An “information committee“ was set up, with Flatberg, Alfred Nilsen, 

and Jan Borring among the members. As mentioned, ALI contributed NOK 50,000, and 

the committee produced a slide series, a film, and several brochures (Dalland, 1994). 

The movement continued to arrange meetings and demonstrations, and also decided 

to try to link the conflict with the general elections that were to be held in September. It 

was, however, pointed out that strong criticism of the politicians should be avoided, since 

they were particularly sensitive and hostile “at the moment.” The NVE, however, was 

considered to be a good target that should be hit hard in order to get a public investigation 

of the directorate under way (minutes, national meeting, People’s Movement, May 30–31, 

1981). 

When Tromsø Museum finished its investigations, it only recommended some minor 

adjustments to the construction road, and the work started again after the September 

election. The People’s Movement set up a new camp close by. Many of the board members 

now acknowledged that this would be a final test of strength, and that it would probably be 

impossible to block the construction in the long run. In October, 300–400 police arrived in 

Alta and 500 demonstrators participated in actions. Seventeen “pin-prick” actions took 

place between October and December (Dalland, 1994).  

Fatigue set in among the activists, and the authorities showed no sign of yielding. The 

board thought that continued civil disobedience would only be symbolic and cause 

economic problems. Some of the activists had been hit by fines of up to NOK 25,000 

(equivalent to NOK 62,000 in 2003). In addition, it was argued that some politicians saw 

the existence of the People's Movement itself as an argument for a development. At the 

same time, it was said that one should not risk ruining the reputation of the organization by 

continuing with protests, while other groups used “more drastic measures,” as seen in 

October 1981, when attempts were made to blow up a construction bridge. Thus, in 

January 1982, the People’s Movement decided to disband.  

The following month, the NVE were able to celebrate that a united Supreme Court 

ruled that no mistakes had been made in the preparation of the Alta project which could 

have influenced the decision made by the Storting. FoEN declared that the environmental 

cause was set back by ten years. Alfred Nilsen feared that militant groups would now try to 

make their mark, and, indeed, in March yet another attempt was made to blow up a 

construction bridge, but it “only” resulted in damaged eyesight and the loss of a hand of 
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one of the people involved (Dalland, 1994).  

The Alta activists also lost out in the criminal court cases. In January 1981, the 

Supreme Court had set aside the acquittal of the leaders of the People's Movement. The 

protest actions in 1979 were not cases of self-defense, and the police had thus pressed 

charges against Alfred Nilsen and Tore Bongo again, and added the names of Per Flatberg 

and Svein Suhr to the list. In March 1983, these leaders were sentenced to between 60 and 

90 days in jail and to pay fines of NOK 10,000–20,000 (equivalent to NOK 20,000–41,000 

in 2003). The defeat of the opponents thus seemed complete, and no further attempts were 

made to stop the construction. The Alta power plant started operating in May 1987. 

 

The aftermath 

What probably has meant most to the legacy of the Alta project was when Prime Minister 

Gro Harlem Brundtland, in 1990, said that the development had been unnecessary and 

that the projections from the NVE had been wrong (e.g., Myklevoll, 1990). This provoked 

the then Chief Executive Officer of the NVE, Erling Diesen, to write a letter to the Prime 

Minister, in which he said that the projections had, on the contrary, been quite accurate. In 

1979, the NVE had predicted a national consumption of 61 TWh in 1985, and the actual 

use turned out to be 64 TWh. The projection for 1990 had been 71 TWh, and the actual 

consumption ended up being 70.5 TWh (Erling Diesen, personal letter, dated September 

10, 1990).  

In 1978, when the Storting decided to develop Alta, the national projections from the 

NVE were, nonetheless, consistently too high, indicating use of 68 and 80 TWh in 1985 

and 1990, respectively. As mentioned, the internal calculation and process in the NVE 

became an issue, but in the Storting the majority was content with discussing the 

projections at the county level. Here, it was stated that Finnmark would need 1453 GWh in 

1985, and the registered consumption that year turned out to be 1386 GWh. The Alta 

plant itself produces an average of 625 GWh per year (brochure: The Alta Plants, Statkraft, 

1989).  

The question is still whether Alta could have been spared if a national perspective 

and transmission lines had been chosen instead. The proponents of the project still point to 

security as a paramount concern.  

 

[That this was an unnecessary development] you might say about every power plant because a 

power plant in Norway is such a small part of the total production that we would not have 
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noticed anything at all, except perhaps a [tiny increase] of the electricity price. So to say 

Norway would have been able to cope without Alta is entirely true and totally banal. … If you 

accord this [argument] weight, you might be able to stop everything. But if you use it all the 

way, some problems might occur. (Erling Diesen, personal communication, May 2, 2002) 

 

Various conclusions have been drawn about the consequences of the development. It has 

been argued that the dam itself has ruined a particularly valuable biological area, the 

salmon stock has been reduced, and large birds of prey have left the area. In addition, it 

has been said that the building of the road to the dam site created a disturbance that was 

felt in the reindeer herding through much of the 1980s, and allegedly caused several Saami 

to give up (e.g., NRK, 1997a, 1997b; Ugedal et al., 2002). 

Others have concluded that the worst pessimists were mistaken about the 

consequences, and that the river is still a good salmon river overall, although one part has 

been damaged. The plant has given Alta municipality some income and new jobs, although 

power-intensive industry has yet to see the light of day (Eikeset et al., 2001). 

A further assessment of such aspects is, however, beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. Instead, the rest of this chapter will be spent on a discussion of the influence of 

rhetoric and resources in this case, and what the organizational actors could have done 

differently. 

 

Summary and discussion 

The field and the capital forms of the actors 

The preceding analysis has shown that a struggle over a particular issue took place within 

the field of energy and the environment. Rather than mapping out the whole field 

following the recommendations of Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), focus has been 

restricted to a selected number of actors and their resources and strategies, namely the 

NVE, FoEN, and the People’s Movement. The positions of, and relationships between, 

these organizational actors were seen as being anchored in their different levels of 

resources, or what has been called capital, in keeping with Bourdieu’s terms. The 

organizational actors could be described as struggling for positions of power within the field 

by attempts to acquire, hold on to, or convert types of capital. The power positions within 

the field could help directly or indirectly in the organizations’ efforts to secure support for 

or against the Alta development. By holding certain positions in the field, the actors could 

influence public policy on this issue to the best of their own interests.  
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A typology of capital forms was developed taking cues from Bourdieu, as well as 

media sociology on source strategies (e.g., Bourdieu, 1986; Schlesinger, 1990; Schlesinger 

& Tumber, 1994; Davis, 2002). The suggested typology focused on institutionalization, 

economic capital, knowledge capital, social capital, as well as symbolic capital. The latter 

could encompass the other capital forms when they are recognized as such in the field. The 

typology was then used to analyze the different positions that the NVE, FoEN, and the 

People’s Movement occupied in the field. 

It was shown how the afore-mentioned actors had vastly different amounts and types 

of capital. The NVE scored highly in all categories, with the exception of knowledge capital 

in the form of public relations expertise. Knowledge capital was defined as formal 

education or skills acquired through experience. The knowledge capital which the 

directorate did have took the form of highly developed expertise, education, and 

professional experience regarding hydroelectric power. The NVE was the nation’s 

foremost expert on developing projections for electricity consumption, as well as building 

and running power plants. The monopoly situation also guaranteed this position, and the 

knowledge and the decision making was to a certain degree kept “in house,” as the 

directorate was responsible for applying for building permits and recommending the 

permits to the Storting, as well as building and running the plants when the Storting agreed 

to development.  

The NVE was also highly institutionalized, with over 750 people working in the 

directorate during the most intense period of the Alta conflict. It was also shown that the 

directorate had huge economic capital at its disposal. The 2003 equivalent of the budget in 

1970 was NOK 138.6 million, and the corresponding figure for 1981 was NOK 258 

million. Interestingly enough, however, it seems that little of this went towards public 

relations. The budgets posts that were specifically related to public relations in 1970 

amounted to something that was the rough equivalent of NOK 321,000 in 2003. In 

addition, there was a salary for the public relations consultant. The latter position was 

upgraded to management level in 1972, but this, effectively, was not much more than a 

change of name, as the manager had little input at the strategic level.  

The budgets of the NVE, nonetheless, dwarfed those of FoEN, and the People’s 

Movement in particular. In 1978, the year that the Storting discussed the project for the 

first time, the NVE had a budget of NOK 66.7 million; FoEN had a budget of NOK 2.1 

million, while the People’s Movement had NOK 83,600 at its disposal. The numbers 

would later climb substantially, but, even at its highest in 1981, the NVE would have a 
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budget a hundred times the size of that of the People’s Movement (see Table 7.1). As 

mentioned, however, little of the NVE funds were geared toward public relations, but it still 

illustrates the vast differences between the positions of the organizations. Activists from 

both FoEN and the People’s Movement also complained that the economy was a 

constraint, for instance in terms of the ability to produce public relations material. With 

more economic capital at its disposal, it would also have been easier to hire people and 

improve the institutionalization of the organizations. Many of those working in the People’s 

Movement had to devote their spare time to the organization, and/or work for low wages. 

As mentioned previously, it was considered as a big step forward when the People’s 

Movement hired an office assistant and a public relations manager in 1981, in addition to 

the daily leader that had been employed since the fall of 1979. FoEN was a little better off 

in this respect, but also had a relatively small secretariat compared to NVE’s huge 

organization. In 1981, FoEN had 15 full-time employees, while the similar number for the 

NVE was 764. Again, however, it was obviously the case that not all of these were 

preoccupied with the Alta development.  

Although FoEN and the People’s Movement were disadvantaged regarding 

institutionalization and economic capital, they were, to a certain extent, able to balance 

this by improving their social capital. Social capital was earlier defined as membership in a 

network, the credentials and credits stemming from this, as well as the volume of capital 

that could be assessed through the network (Bourdieu, 1986; Lin, 2002). The People's 

Movement was greatly helped out by the cooperation with FoEN. The latter organization 

could, for instance, share its insight on lobbying, and thus the knowledge capital of the 

People’s Movement was enhanced. Although the economic situation in FoEN was often 

described as being difficult in the annual reports, the organization was clearly more 

institutionalized and could provide stability and consistency in the lobbying efforts. FoEN 

also had good contacts in political circles and at the Storting. This was probably also 

invaluable for the opposition against the project, since the activists in Alta were 

geographically distant from the capital. Current flying time between Alta and Oslo is two 

hours, assuming a direct flight. As previously mentioned, the local activists went to the 

capital several times to plead their cause, but it was obviously an advantage to have a 

bridgehead for the opposition here. However, it is also likely that it was an advantage for 

FoEN to be able to forge an alliance with a local initiative, so that the opposition work 

would not come off as uninformed resistance from people living far away from the area and 

having no real stake in the issue. The alliance thus benefited both parties.  
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The cooperation between FoEN and the People’s Movement later also gave the 

opposition two complementary strategies: FoEN pursued the legal strategy of suing the 

State, without being compromised by the civil disobedience of the People's Movement. The 

latter, for its part, did not need to be bound up in the legal procedures (aside from when 

activists were indicted themselves). 

Other alliances were also forged, firstly with the owners of the fishing rights in the 

Alta River, organized in ALI. This showed the breadth of the opposition and that it was 

not purely down to environmental reasons. People were against the development for 

economic reasons too. The ties with ALI and other people looking out for the salmon in 

the Alta River secured some economic support for the People’s Movement, as well as 

FoEN. This support seemed to be crucial for the publishing of the booklet prior to the 

Storting deliberation in 1978.  

Another very important collaboration for FoEN and the People’s Movement was 

when they joined forces with the Saami activists. This helped the cause by turning it into a 

symbolic issue regarding the rights of an indigenous people. The issue reached beyond 

environmental concerns and economic interests. In other words, the social capital was also 

an important rhetorical resource that could be utilized.  

Apart from working with other organizations that had a direct interest in the issue, 

FoEN and the People's Movement were also able to get artists, writers, researchers, and 

lawyers behind their cause. The two organizations cultivated their relationships with the 

media to the extent that some journalists ended up tipping them off about police actions 

and/or giving advice regarding, for instance, media relations. To this very day, the former 

leader of the People's Movement receives Christmas gifts from the largest Norwegian 

newspaper, VG, as a token for the cooperative attitude vis à vis their journalists (Alfred 

Nilsen, personal communication, June 26, 2003).  

The NVE, however, developed a hostile attitude towards the media and felt that the 

directorate was treated unfairly. Despite several years spent trying to “educate” journalists 

by arranging annual seminars, it was the opponents who believed that they had the media 

on their side. Important exceptions existed, however, as the media were not speaking with 

one voice. The research data presented here were limited to the two newspapers Aftenposten 

and Dagbladet, of which the former supported the development, and the latter opposed it, 

thus there was little opportunity to verify the impressions conveyed by the interviewees. 

Nevertheless, it does seem that the overall picture supports the argument that the 

environmentalists might be able to overcome some of the institutional disadvantages with 
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the help of media relations (Davis, 2002). If activists are able to take advantage of the modus 

operandi of the media and obtain meaningful coverage, this could be a counterbalance to 

their better institutionalized and politically embedded counterparts. Furthermore, the 

NVE, for its part, had certain constraints as a public servant regarding the use of the 

pathos-filled rhetoric that the media enjoys. However, news from institutionalized official 

sources tends to be valued in itself, and the NVE was privileged in this respect. 

Nonetheless, “winning” in the media arena is not sufficient. The media coverage of 

the issue was first intensified when the activists engaged in civil disobedience, and by that 

time, the majority in the Storting consisting of Labour and Conservatives had supported 

the development. As pointed out, most media researchers argue that the media are 

important for influencing public attitudes, policy makers, and the public policy process, 

although these effects are considered complex and are not necessarily direct (Waldahl, 

1999; McLeod et al., 2002). Media coverage was probably one important factor, but it 

could not be expected that the politicians that had publicly supported the development 

would give up their positions easily. By supporting the development they had invested 

political, and perhaps personal, prestige in this decision.  

On two occasions, the government stopped the construction, and on both times legal 

issues were used as a pretext. It was, however, particularly the first shut-down, the Saami 

hunger strike, that had a large impact. With the huge national and international attention, 

it would simply not look good for the government to have dead members of the nation's 

indigenous people in front of the Storting. Here, then, the media coverage seemed to play a 

pivotal role. The fact that the Saami activists pitched traditional tents outside the Storting, 

and wore their colorful traditional costumes, provided the media with exciting and unusual 

pictures. Huge media coverage also resulted from the fact that bishops in the Norwegian 

Church supported the protesters. The Alta conflict dominated the media agenda during an 

intense phase, as exemplified by it being the front-page story in Dagbladet every day for a 

period in October 1979. Without such massive media coverage and international attention, 

it could be speculated that the development had continued unfazed in 1979. 

The NVE did, however, have a type of social capital that arguably turned out to be 

very consequential for the outcome of the conflict. As part of the political administration, 

the NVE had an advantage from the outset by having strong links to politicians and other 

parts of the administration. In addition, the directorate was a central actor in a political 

power complex. It was mentioned earlier that a range of national, regional, and local actors 

in political circles and in the administration, in public and private businesses, as well as 
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research institutions, trade organizations, and unions, belonged to this complex. Regional 

and economic interests, administration, and politics, were fused, and a growth ideology was 

promoted, with expansion of the energy sector as the vehicle (Albrechtsen & Moum, 1984; 

Midttun, 1987, 1988; Thue, 1996). In short, the NVE had a crucial position as a bearer of 

the welfare state in a period when Norway was described as corporatist and technocratic 

(Hernes, 1978; Olsen, 1983; Østerud et al., 2003). An environmental organization like 

FoEN was nowhere near this position in the field.  

The knowledge capital, the social capital, and the role of the NVE also fed into its 

symbolic capital. The latter was defined as the organization’s reputation or social standing 

as being competent and respectable (Bourdieu, 1984). During the rebuilding phase after the 

Second World War, the directorate was regarded as consisting of “heroes” and “builders of 

the nation.” The NVE was a hugely prestigious organization. Starting in the late 1960s, 

however, it seemed that this symbolic capital started to erode as the environmental issue 

was placed on the public agenda. Among environmentalists, the NVE became enemy 

number one (Gundersen, 1991; Berntsen, 1994; Thue, 1996; Knutsen, 1997; Benum, 

1998; Furre, 2000). The NVE was not prepared for the new situation, as witnessed by the 

meager attention given to public relations, and this caused some turbulence. The 

directorate could, however, seek comfort in the fact that the organization was still revered 

in the growth parties, Labour and the Conservatives. An indicator of this was the praise 

heaped upon the directorate during the Storting deliberations over Alta, and the fact that 

several representatives were angered by the environmentalists’ attacks on the directorate. 

This symbolic capital of the NVE is likely to have strengthened the directorate’s rhetorical 

position too, as long as Labour and the Conservatives had a majority in the Storting.  

The People’s Movement was able to obtain a certain amount of symbolic capital as 

“river saviors” that were sacrificing time and money to conserve environmental values and 

help an indigenous people—the Saami. A representative from the Socialist Left explicitly 

thanked FoEN during the Storting deliberations. Among the Socialist Left, the Liberals, the 

Christian Democrats, and the Centre Party, it might seem that the environmentalists were 

well respected. As for their standing in the eyes of the general public, this capital form 

probably deteriorated as the conflict dragged on. A watershed might have been when civil 

disobedience was used for the first time, but the repeated voting in the Storting is also likely 

to have contributed to this. It was argued that the activists had to yield to the decisions by 

the democratically elected Storting, and the issue was turned into one of “law and order.” 

Although the activists achieved “martyrdom” in some circles, it is not impossible that 
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people in general, as well as the media, grew weary of the conflict. It has been argued that 

all protest actions must take place within the framework of the political culture in order to 

win public sympathy (Burns & Midttun, 1984). After a while, the repeated illegal actions 

might have been damaging to the symbolic capital of the protesters.  

The latter points to a crucial dilemma for the opposition: in order to gain attention 

and keep up the political pressure and media coverage, protest actions seemed necessary. It 

has been pointed out that the media in general consider stories according to how 

“newsworthy” they are, that is, if the events are recent, dramatic, conflict oriented, 

tangible, possible to illustrate, and/or tied to an action-oriented political agenda 

(Hannigan, 1995; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996; Ihlen, 1999). A problem is, nevertheless, that 

the media have a tendency to become absorbed with action-filled events at the expense of 

discussions of the more fundamental issues at stake. At least, this was a complaint made by 

the activists themselves. 

All in all, the knowledge capital, social capital, and, not least, symbolic capital of the 

NVE made the directorate a formidable counterpart for the environmentalists. The Labour 

Party and the Conservatives that made up the majority in the Storting put more trust in the 

experts from the well-known and revered directorate than they did in the 

environmentalists. It is likely that the above combination made the largest contribution to 

the outcome of the conflict as regards resources—the NVE occupied a privileged position 

in the field. Nevertheless, as indicated, this position was in part created and defended 

rhetorically, and as for the issue of the Alta development, the directorate had to engage in 

argumentation. The rhetorical strategies are discussed below. 

 

The rhetorical strategies 

The actors in the field not only pursued their interests with the help of different capital 

forms, but also with rhetorical strategies. The directorate had to craft a rhetorical strategy 

for its recommendation that the river system should be developed; having a privileged 

position did not remove a need for making the suggestion seem rational and legitimate.  

The analytical framework of the dissertation has included a range of different 

rhetorical tools, from ancient and modern rhetorical theory. From classical theory was used 

the three types of rhetorical proofs, along with the topics from which the rhetors would 

start their arguments (Corbett & Connors, 1999; Crowley & Hawhee, 1999; Aristotle, 

trans. 1991). From the corpus of Burke, the concept of identification strategies was 
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borrowed, along with the pentad as a way of analyzing the motive of the rhetors (Burke, 

1945/1969, 1950/1969). From the new rhetoric of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca was 

used the typology of premises and techniques of argumentation (Perelman & Olbrechts-

Tyteca, 1969/1971). There were several points in the unfolding of the conflict where it 

could be argued that rhetoric had an influence, and where these rhetorical tools helped in 

the analysis.  

Firstly, it seems that the rhetorical strategy of the NVE paid off during the first Alta 

deliberation in the Storting in 1978, and in relation to the White Paper that preceded this 

(Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, 1978; Storting Deliberations, 1978). At least, the 

government, and the Storting representatives from Labour and the Conservatives, largely 

reproduced the arguments of the NVE. The most important contention was that Finnmark 

needed energy, and, importantly, the environmentalists also conceded to this before the 

issue was discussed in 1978. The NVE, furthermore, argued that the development of Alta 

would be the best way to meet this demand. There was, however, very little in the permit 

applications from the NVE itself that argued for this. In the White Paper, however, several 

other alternatives were discussed, but it was concluded that the Alta project was the most 

viable one. Here, then, it seems that the government relied on additional sources of 

information from the NVE. The Alta project was compared with other energy sources, like 

coal- and oil-fired power plants, which were deemed to be too polluting. The Alta project 

was compared with development of other river systems in the area, and it was argued that 

this too would be met with objections. Finally, transfer of power from the south would 

require new, long-distance transfer lines, and this construction would not be finished “in 

time.” That time was of the essence was something that the NVE had stressed during the 

hearing round on the second application. Given the monopoly that the NVE had on 

electricity projections, this was hard to challenge, although the environmentalists did their 

best. In the Storting, the majority, nonetheless, repeated that no good alternatives existed, 

and pathos was used to emphasize that the supply situation in Finnmark was “grave” and 

“pressing.” A later Chief Executive Officer of the NVE said that several politicians had 

exaggerated, and that the main argument from the NVE had been that the supply security 

would be better in Finnmark if Alta was developed (Erling Diesen, personal 

communication, May 2, 2002).  

The NVE also argued that the original plans had been scaled down, and this was a 

premise that related to what the audience necessarily would perceive as reality. In the 

words of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, this was a fact, and thus would be expected to 
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appeal to a universal audience, that is, “everyone” (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 

1969/1971). The rhetor that can point to an indisputable fact has an advantage, and does 

not have to spend time, space, or energy on extensive argumentation for this. As a result, 

the downsizing of the project gave the NVE the upper hand, and a majority in the Storting 

repeatedly pointed out how the project had been downscaled. The opponents were left 

with challenging the size of the original plans, and that the NVE had used a bargaining 

technique. Nevertheless, the reduction went some way to indicate willingness to 

compromise—often considered an endearing quality in Norwegian society. 

The NVE also argued that “meticulous” planning had taken place to mitigate the 

negative impact. Interested parties had been heard, and important constituencies like the 

Ministry of the Environment and the Ministry of Agriculture gave support. In other words, 

the directorate used a topic of relationship; it pointed to an antecedent and hoped to get 

the audience to agree to a particular consequence that was pointed out (Corbett & 

Connors, 1999). Using the vocabulary of Burke, it could be said that the motive of the 

NVE was seen in the emphasis on agency, that is, the impact assessments and the planning 

process (Burke, 1945/1969). The pentadic analysis helped to focus on how the developer’s 

emphasis on planning was given such priority that both the purpose (the development) and 

the act of voting “yes” to the project “automatically” followed as a consequence. A 

majority in the Storting agreed that the development had been meticulous, something that 

was stressed repeatedly during the deliberations.  

The persona of the NVE, its symbolic capital, most likely also played a role, along 

with ethical appeals that primarily were made through form. This was something that 

ancient rhetorical theory advised on as well, in order to come across as credible (Crowley & 

Hawhee, 1999). It was necessary for the applications for building permits to fit the 

demands of the genre, to contain technical discourse, and to avoid the use of pathos. The 

latter was, as mentioned, also something that was expected of civil servants like those in the 

NVE. The fact that the NVE seemed to show restraint and conveyed a serious, 

knowledgeable image probably strengthened the persona and the symbolic capital of the 

directorate. As a result, the majority in the Storting chose to trust the arguments of the 

NVE, rather than the arguments of the environmentalists. The NVE fulfilled its role as a 

public servant by not arguing aggressively for a development in its applications and public 

relations material. The decision on whether to develop the river system was to be taken by 

the politicians, and the NVE relied on a technical, pathos-free rhetoric, except in some 

statements made to the media after the first civil disobedience actions. In the media, the 
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protesters were also attacked and a certain fear appeal was put to use—the price of 

electricity could increase, and the worst-case scenario was rationing. Politicians in the 

Storting picked up on this and turned it into a question of employment and keeping 

communities in Finnmark alive. 

The rhetoric of the NVE had the distinct advantage of speaking to a political 

majority. In the introductory chapter, both the Labour Party and the Conservatives were 

described as “growth parties” that have welcomed hydroelectric power development as an 

engine for economic growth. As mentioned, after the Second World War, the Labour Party 

instigated what has been called “power socialism.” With the help of hydroelectric power, 

new industrial jobs were established (Aardal, 1993; Berntsen, 1994; Knutsen, 1997; Arter, 

1999; Nerbøvik, 1999). For many years, large parts of Labour could be relied upon to 

prioritize jobs and economic growth over protection of the environment. In 1980, when the 

Labour government contemplated shelving the Alta project to avoid further conflict, the 

Finnmark chapter apparently played upon this tradition. How would it appear to the voters 

if the Labour Party, of all the parties, stood in the way of creating new jobs? As shown in 

Table 1.1, the Labour Party was close to having a pure majority in the Storting, with 49 

percent of the seats in the period 1977–1981. Support for the development could be 

secured with the help of the Conservative Party, which had 26 percent of the seats and also 

favored economic growth. The NVE could take advantage of this constellation (Aardal, 

1993; Knutsen, 1997).  

Turning to the rhetorical strategies used by the environmentalists, it was shown that 

FoEN, and arguably the People’s Movement, succeeded in getting a minority in the 

Storting to use its arguments. This must also be regarded as a result, or success criterion of 

a second order, as it was called in the introductory chapter. While the Labour Party and 

the Conservatives embraced the rhetoric of the NVE, FoEN and the People’s Movement 

were more likely to find support among the Liberals, the Socialist Left, the Centre Party, 

and perhaps the Christian Democrats. Arguments from FoEN were indeed referred to on 

repeated occasions, and as such it is clear that the organization enjoyed some success with 

its rhetoric. As mentioned, it was, nonetheless, not contested that more power would be 

needed in Finnmark. The NVE had been successful in establishing this as a basic premise. 

The size of the directorate’s projections was, nonetheless, questioned, and it was stated that 

electricity should be transferred to Finnmark from elsewhere. The environmentalists had 

argued inductively, using examples of how other counties imported power, and several 

Storting representatives picked up on this. To a certain extent, then, an argument that tried 
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to establish the structure of reality succeeded (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). 

The existence of examples had some rhetorical power, at least vis à vis some Storting 

representatives.  

The minority in the Storting also stressed the qualities of the river system as a reason 

for not developing it. In other words, the environmentalists had been partly successful in 

describing a scene in such a way that the act that followed was dominated by it—a 

scene/act ratio made some impression (Burke, 1945/1969). FoEN succeeded in describing 

the scene in such a way that a minority of Storting members felt that the act that was called 

upon—the political vetoing of the project—seemed “natural.” 

In what was probably an effort to broaden the appeal of the rhetoric, the 

environmentalists did not rely on ecocentric arguments alone; it was not only sublime 

environmental values that were eulogized. Instead, the strategy was also built on the use of 

anthropocentric appeals about the importance of the river system for humans. It has been 

pointed out that such arguments might have a wider resonance than the typical 

environmental rhetoric (Herndl & Brown, 1996a; Waddell, 1998a). The topic of 

comparison was employed to extol the economic significance of the river system, and the 

potential damage inflicted by a hydroelectric power plant. Salmon fishing, in particular, 

was mentioned, as this was an area in which the river system excelled in comparison with 

others. Such arguments were also repeated in the Storting deliberations. In addition, it was 

emphasized that Saami rights had been ignored, just as had been claimed by FoEN and the 

People’s Movement. Both logos and pathos arguments were put to use here, the latter 

exemplified in arguments concerning how the area was the “life blood” of the Saami 

culture.  

Later protest actions from Saami activists fuelled the impression that FoEN and the 

People's Movement tried to create about the grave consequences that the development 

would have for the Saami. Although it was contested how representative the Saami activists 

were, it could not be denied that they felt strongly about the issue, as underscored by the 

hunger strikes. However, the fact that other Saami turned against the activists and 

supported a development, at least after the decision had been reached by the Storting, stole 

some of the rhetorical force. When the second White Paper on Alta was discussed, several 

Storting representatives were eager to point out the Saami support for the project.  

As mentioned, “lack of time” had been a main argument from the proponents of the 

project against spending more time on investigations of the consequences of a 

development. Time was important for the opposite side too. It was argued that the impact 



 

   210 

assessments were insufficient, and that more time had to be spent on investigations. Many 

Storting representatives also used this argument. In the NVE, the call for more 

investigations was read as a rhetorical technique to stall the project, and, admittedly, it is 

easy to make the accusation that there is not yet enough information to reach a decision. 

The directorate could again start with a premise rooted in reality: as mentioned, a string of 

inquiries had been made, and expert bodies like the Ministry of the Environment, the 

Directorate for Wildlife and Freshwater Fish Management, and the Ministry of Agriculture 

had agreed to the development. Although the processes that led to these conclusions would 

be fervently disputed later, the proponents of the project could use the topic of testimony. 

Furthermore, as pointed out in the introductory chapter, there is room in Norwegian 

political administration for a certain voicing of discontent from the public bodies, which is 

something that perhaps could be used to brush aside criticisms of the decision-making 

process in the administrative phase.  

Also, regarding issues such as, for instance, the effect on the salmon, there was 

disagreement among the experts. For the politicians that could not be expected to have 

expert knowledge on such issues, it then came down to a question of which experts should 

be trusted, and how the conclusions fitted into their own perspectives.  

Following Burke, it was argued that a prime task of rhetoric is to create identification 

in order to achieve persuasion, and a crucial strategy is to play up an antithesis. This was 

what Burke called congregation by segregation (Burke, 1950/1969). The environmentalists’ 

accusations and attacks on the NVE could be seen as such an attempt. To some extent, this 

was also successful, in that at least some politicians picked up on the criticism, and used 

words like “rubbish” to characterize the electricity projections from the NVE. In addition, 

however, these attacks also had a negative effect by backfiring on the accusers. Politicians 

from Labour and the Conservatives chastised FoEN for its “foul” attacks on the NVE, as 

the projections from the directorate “without a doubt” rested on the most solid experience. 

A full-out attack on the “hero organization” was provocative, and could, furthermore, be 

read as an attack on the ruling Labour Party that was so closely related to the NVE. As 

pointed out, Labour had used the NVE as a crucial policy instrument, and therefore, the 

frontal attacks seemed a little awkward if the purpose was to sway the Labour Party.  

This rhetoric could instead have another function, namely to strengthen 

identification with parties that had not made up their minds or were already convinced that 

developing Alta was not a good idea. This seemed to take on importance in particular after 

the Storting had reached its first decision. After 1978, it would be more realistic to sway 
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public opinion against the development and secure media coverage to keep the issue on the 

political agenda. As it was declared in 1980: “our goal is to make the politicians aware that 

a development of Alta is politically and physically impossible” (Bratholm, 1980). However, 

there is a difference between not attempting to create identification and opting for more 

“realistic” goals, and that of attacking the party that one seeks to influence. The 

environmentalists could have leaned on a typical jeremiad, whereby the rhetor chastises the 

addressee, but at same time projects hope if the course of action is changed and previous 

actions are repented (Opie & Elliot, 1996). More often, however, the politicians were 

condemned. The development was characterized as a “violation” and the politicians were 

told off for breaking promises. This hardly puts a rhetor in good favor with his or her 

audience.  

The People’s Movement did succeed in transforming itself from a small local initiative 

into a large organization with over 20,000 members and 85 local chapters. However, 

FoEN had approximately 33,000 members during the same period, and thus it might be 

argued that the People’s Movement should have been able to rally these, and even more, 

for their cause, since it also involved the issue of Saami rights and local economic interests. 

Yet, it should be noted that the members of the People’s Movement in principle also gave 

their support to civil disobedience, and that the development concerned a river system in 

the far north of Norway that requires hours of air travel to reach from the more populated 

areas of the country.  

Given the above, it could be concluded that the rhetoric of the People’s Movement 

had a mobilizing effect. The conflict was placed on the national agenda and turned into a 

symbolic issue. Use of pathos, that is, attempts to stir the emotions among the audience, 

was indispensible here. One typical emotional appeal was use of the afore-mentioned 

honorific phrase “river saviors” to designate the activists fighting against the development. 

Furthermore, by uniting economic and environmental interests with the Saami issue, it was 

possible to polarize and paint the other side as being “evil.” For the purposes of mobilizing 

public opinion against the development, the strategy of identification through antithesis 

seemed crucial. “Good people” would not identify with the “big industrial society” that was 

ruining precious and fragile environmental values, infringing on the rights of an indigenous 

people, as well as ignoring local democracy. This scene meant that several people felt 

compelled to speak up. Such was the power of this symbolism that people braved extreme 

weather conditions, and some quit their jobs to attend the protests.  
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The rhetoric of the People's Movement had to fulfill another function as well, that is, 

to preserve the local roots of the initiative, the identification strategies had to target people 

living in Alta. It is particularly interesting that, after a while, the issue of Saami rights was 

increasingly brought to the fore, whereas it had originally been considered as a downright 

non-strategic move to gain support in the local community that had anti-Saami 

undercurrents. Initially, the organization sought to invite participation from others by 

portraying itself as a weak link in need of help from the outside. During the later stages, 

however, it seemed that the rhetoric became more self-referential and closed around the 

local activists to keep up spirits in its ranks. In the advertisements that were taken out 

before the deliberation of the second White Paper on Alta, the People’s Movement 

celebrated local needs, local knowledge, local democracy, and its own local roots. It did 

seem that this rhetoric had its effect too, if the participation in the blockade of the 

construction road in 1981 is anything to go by. As for swaying Storting representatives, 

however, this seemed futile during the later stages.  

Political prestige must also be counted as an important factor after it was decided to 

develop the river system in 1978. It then became “natural” for the majority of the 

politicians to defend the decision and to see it through. The politicians wanted to appear to 

behave fairly predictably, sticking to a well-thought-out decision, and not to give up when 

they met resistance. A related issue was the Storting's status and the role of democracy. 

Should groups in society be allowed to overrule the decisions of the democratically elected 

Storting? Would this not go against the principle of democracy? Such a view was important 

for several politicians, and, as shown, the President of the Storting chastised the protesters 

for jeopardizing the democracy (Hansen, 1979, 1981). Such notions obviously also fueled 

the intent to see the project through. As pointed out, the NVE played up the legality of the 

project when the first civil disobedience protest took place in 1979. The situation afforded 

the directorate some rhetorical possibilities. The general director of the NVE begged the 

question “How long [will] the society … put up with such protest actions in a country that 

is based on principles of justice?” (Anonymous author, 1979a). 

As mentioned, the activists faced a dilemma when the Storting had decided that Alta 

should be developed: civil disobedience could help to keep the issue on the agenda, but it 

also afforded the proponents an advantage, as the latter could argue, with a premise based 

on reality, that it was a fact that the People's Movement had engaged in illegal actions. To 

a certain extent, then, the NVE and the proponents of the development were able to shift 

the focus away from the future scene, the potential damage, and instead place the legal 
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aspect and the actions of the protesters at the center of the discussion. The NVE was only 

trying to fulfill the wishes of the Storting, whereas the activists were trying to overturn a 

decision that had been reached through a democratic process. The opponents were forced 

to “prove” why they could put themselves above the law, a much more complicated task 

than pointing out a clear-cut violation.  

All in all, the rhetorical strategies of the NVE functioned to support its previously 

established persona or symbolic capital. The directorate could use premises that were hard 

to challenge, namely that the project had been scaled down, that several impact 

assessments had been conducted, and that public expert bodies had sanctioned the project. 

The environmentalists were able to establish a sizable opposition, but by this time other 

political factors were probably more consequential.  

 

What could and should the actors have done? 

At the outset, it seems like a simple case: the NVE could be declared as “victor” in the 

conflict, since a hydroelectric power plant was built. The directorate persuaded a majority 

of the politicians that a development was a good idea, and the verdict by the Supreme 

Court also supported the NVE. FoEN and the People's Movement failed to reach their 

ultimate goal of stopping the development.  

The picture, however, contains some nuances. The “winning side” had to spend 

considerable resources in order to get the project through, and the plant that was finally 

built was not optimal, either from an economic or a power supply perspective. The “losing 

side” had been able to alter the original plans considerably, and was successful in building a 

large-scale popular opposition and getting several political parties behind them. Looking 

beyond this particular conflict, it can be noted that fewer plants were built, and 

environmental issues were given more attention. Towards the end of the 1990s, it was in 

fact claimed that the era of hydroelectric power was over (Thue, 1996). It has, therefore, at 

various times been claimed that the environmentalists lost the battle over Alta but won the 

war on hydroelectric power. In the long term, the environmental movement profited from 

the conflict. The Alta conflict soon gained status as a key event in Norwegian history in 

general and the key environmental conflict. The development decision was regretted by 

“everyone,” and it was to form a backdrop for all subsequent environmental conflicts, 

something that will also be reflected in the next part of the dissertation.  

A second important result of the Alta conflict was that Saami rights were put on the 
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national agenda. A public committee was appointed to look into the issue, an own council 

for Saami matters was established, and in 1989, a representative assembly, the Sámediggi 

plenary, opened. The Saami activists could at least claim a partial victory, although it 

might be said that these results were long overdue. The significance of the Alta conflict in 

this respect can hardly be emphasized sufficiently, as pointed out by historians (e.g., Furre, 

2000). 

Although the NVE got its power plant in the end, there was a price to pay. The big 

question is, could this price have been reduced? It seems unlikely that the NVE could have 

avoided some kind of conflict when developing the Alta–Kautokeino River System. Many 

opponents would not accept any kind of development. Unlike many of the projects that the 

NVE were undertaking, the opposition also had strong local roots and included both 

economic and environmental interests. Most importantly, the issue of Saami rights was 

invoked. However, one significant task of a properly functioning public relations 

department is to identify potential problems that could arise because of projects of this 

nature. Of course, it would not have been possible to foresee fully how symbolically 

important the issue would become. A better dialogue with the affected groups could, 

nonetheless, have helped to identify some of the pressing issues. The fact that opponents 

claim to have been met with arrogance did not help to improve the situation. Many 

community members and environmentalists certainly expressed frustration and anger 

towards the directorate. It must also be considered a blunder that the “purely technical 

plan” that included Máze was presented, as this created a backdrop for the remainder of 

the conflict. Here, the NVE apparently did not consider the political and social 

consequences or situation. Releasing the plan also created the impression that the NVE 

was using a bargaining technique and trying to wear down the opposition. 

It would also have been helpful for the NVE if it had been acknowledged that 

rational arguments do not always go to full lengths to persuade. In a retort to Bergens 

Tidende, an NVE manager wrote that “economic planning must be based on how the world 

is, not on how certain people think it is, or wish it was” (Tveit, 1980). This revealed a 

rationalistic and positivistic perspective that is certainly not helpful in a dialogue. Man’s 

relationship with the environment is not solely a matter of scientific knowledge, and the 

environmentalists were able to make use of powerful and emotionally charged images of 

the sublime, untouched, and unique environment.  

The NVE would have been able to take some refuge in the fact that it is the 

politicians who are ultimately responsible for making these unpopular decisions. Thus, the 
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role as a public servant provides both constraints and opportunities for public relations 

activity. The NVE could not conduct aggressive public relations campaigns to advocate the 

building of the plant. However, the directorate could have used the Storting actively to 

diffuse blame. A problem was, nonetheless, that the directorate was perceived as an actor 

that had a strong interest in developing the river system. The NVE could have “robbed” 

the opposition of an important argument if it had proposed that the issue of Saami rights 

should be settled before the irreversible development was effected, although this solution 

should in fact have been proposed by the politicians themselves.  

The NVE did position itself as an easy target for criticism for the way it handled the 

projections for electricity consumption before the Storting considered the Alta project in 

1978. The directorate seemingly ignored reports indicating that the consumption would 

not be as high as expected, and thus that the Alta development might not be needed. 

Management argued that “precaution” had led the NVE to suggest a higher consumption 

than had been shown by internal, “preliminary” calculations. When down-adjusted 

projections were finally presented, this was too late for the Storting deliberations on Alta. 

The NVE claimed that this was due to “circumstances outside the directorate.” An 

increased openness about the decision-making process and the calculations in 1978 could 

possibly have preempted the criticism. The picture drawn in the media, however, indicated 

an actor with a clear political agenda to get the Alta project sanctioned. Another reading 

could be that the NVE chose to neglect the fact that new projections would be welcomed in 

the Alta debate. The directorate did not speed up its work or make sure that the revised 

figures reached the Storing in time for their deliberations. This reading does not, however, 

absolve the NVE of criticism.  

What could FoEN and the People's Movement have done differently? It seems likely 

that the People's Movement in particular could have benefited if it had been more 

institutionalized and had more funds available. Public relations knowledge was also scant, 

although a range of different tools were used, including direct lobbying, media relations, 

demonstrations, and petitions. The timing was, however, not always optimal and the 

opposition work should have been intensified at an earlier stage, when the government had 

not supported the project. However, it seems that many of the local opponents put their 

faith in the resolutions from the local municipalities, and thought that these would carry 

more weight than they actually did (Kjell Roger Eikeset, personal communication, 

November 2, 2003). 

Another important unfulfilled task was to provide a possibility of retreat, and the 
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environmentalists could have toned down their aggressive stance towards the target group. 

The opponents should instead have devised a rhetorical strategy that included 

identification strategies with the politicians, and also those beyond the local community who 

could have put pressure on the politicians. Some of this was later acknowledged on the 

opposition side too: 

 

It is vital to do something before a decision is made and to establish an opposition that gives the 

impression that there will be much social unrest around a decision. This might be the argument 

that has the strongest effect towards the authorities before a decision is made. After the decision 

is made, the situation is turned upside down. Then a turnaround is so costly, that I believe that 

a conservation movement should make it as easy as possible to make this turnaround. In the 

Alta case the authorities were getting the impression that they consistently made mistakes. 

Everything was bad. This has made the cost of achieving a turnaround much higher. (FoEN-

lawyer Ketil Lund, as cited in Dalland, 1994, pp. 240–241) 

 

Some have argued that there was too little emphasis on public relations, and too much on 

protest actions. Some activists allegedly thought that the construction work could be 

stopped physically, and did not see the protest actions as a means to increase the political 

pressure. An additional problem was that many heard about the actions, but did not know 

enough about the issue (speech manuscript, Terje Olsen, national meeting, People’s 

Movement, May 1982). 

The former leader of the People’s Movement, Alfred Nilsen, does not agree with this 

and points to the way in which public relations and lobbying activities had been conducted 

from the very start, in 1973. He argues that the protest actions were necessary to keep up 

the pressure and to gain media attention (Alfred Nilsen, personal communication, June 26, 

2003). The last public relations manager of the People’s Movement, Jan Borring, agrees 

that the media focus in certain periods was more on dramatic protests than on the issue 

itself. Still, he insists, “lack of prioritization of [public relations] from the opponents cannot 

be used as an explanatory [factor] in the case at all,” since public relations had been 

important all along (Jan Borring, personal communication, December 17, 2003).  

One conclusion that can be reached is that the threat of civil disobedience is probably 

a more effective public relations tool than the actions themselves. Activists are probably 

bound to lose a confrontation with authorities that feel that the democratic system depends 

on the implementation of “legally and democratically decided” decisions, which must not 

be jeopardized or derailed by protesters. If a threat can be made to appear credible and 
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shown to be of large enough scale, it seems to carry more weight, as will be shown in the 

next part of the dissertation. Alta was also to become a reference point for the debate on 

gas-fired power plants. 
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PART IV — Case: The gas-

fired power plants of 

Naturkraft 
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9 Carving out positions, 1994–1996 

The second case study centers on the conflict that was spurred when the company 

Naturkraft signaled that it wanted to build gas-fired power plants (GPPs). 

Environmentalists were angered and argued that the plants would contribute to the 

problem of global warming through emission of carbon dioxide. Naturkraft, for its part, 

argued the opposite, namely that the GPPs would contribute to fewer emissions. The 

argument went that power from these plants would replace power generated from more 

polluting energy sources such as, for instance, coal-fired power plants. This chapter details 

how Naturkraft worked to establish its position, as well as how the environmental 

movement, with Nature and Youth in the forefront, campaigned against the plans. It is will 

also be shown how the environmental foundation Bellona started promoting a 

technological alternative for handling the problem of carbon dioxide emissions. The focus 

in this chapter is on the period before the Storting discussed a White Paper on GPPs. First, 

however, an outline will be presented of the political context that foreshadowed the debate.  

 

Political context and background 

The issue of global warming was first raised in the late 1980s (e.g., World Commission on 

the Environment and Development & Brundtland, 1987). This coincided with several other 

environmental key events, which made the media paint a bleak environmental picture and 

gave environmental movements a boost. Politicians in Western Europe competed to appear 

as “green” as possible. In Norway, it was decided that the country should be a leader in the 

attempt to establish an international climate agreement. Although no formal decision was 

made, it was understood that by year 2000, the emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2) should 

be stabilized at the 1989 level. This was to be known as the stabilization goal (Furre, 1991; 

Aardal, 1993; Benum, 1998). 

Norwegian climate policy and debates on how to implement the stabilization goal 

have been the focus of several studies (e.g., Tenfjord, 1995; Sydnes, 1996; Reitan, 1998; 

Andresen & Butenschøn, 2001; Kasa et al., 2001; Nilsen, 2001). Briefly, the process might 

be summed up in this way: from 1990, the “enthusiastic target setting phase” described 

above was replaced by a phase in which new actors entered the arena and the 

environmental policy was subordinated to economic and regional policy goals. The 

petroleum industry and the energy-intensive export industry rallied against carbon dioxide 
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taxes, and were supported by economists and sector-loyal ministries like the Ministry of 

Petroleum and Energy/the Ministry of Trade and Energy, which handled energy issues in 

the period 1993–1996. 

Together, these actors succeeded in advocating a new perspective, stating that 

Norway occupied a “special position,” since its costs of reducing emissions would be 

relatively high compared to other Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) countries. Norway largely bases its energy supply on hydroelectric 

power, which does not emit carbon dioxide. The domestic approach was put aside for an 

international one, advocating so-called flexible solutions. It was argued that it would be 

more cost effective if Norway financed measures in countries where it would yield “more 

environment for the same amount of money.” The discussion would later turn to trading 

systems for emissions quotas—implying that countries that cannot reach their targets can 

buy quotas from others that have made larger cuts than they have committed to. In 1995, 

the stabilization goal was officially relinquished (Ministry of the Environment, 1995).12 

During the same period, Norwegian petroleum companies continued their attempts 

to diversify and transform themselves into energy companies. The first applications for 

permits to build GPPs were filed in 1987, and several other projects were also discussed 

afterwards, but no permits were given. In 1990, the liberalization of the Nordic energy 

market fueled new initiatives. There were few remaining river systems which could be 

profitably developed, and which would not cause controversy. In the deregulated market, 

hydroelectric projects were also considered as a higher economic risk, since obtaining 

building permits for them was a long process. GPPs, however, promised a quicker return 

on investments. 

In 1990, the two biggest Norwegian petroleum actors joined together to build a GPP 

in conjunction with a new methanol factory. The proposal from the publicly owned (at that 

time) Statoil and the semi-public Norwegian Hydro caused an uproar and gave rise to the 

so-called Heidrun conflict. This was a classic environmental dispute: “new jobs” were 

pitted against environmental concerns—the “need to stabilize carbon dioxide emissions.” 

The supporters of this project included Hydro, Statoil, the Norwegian Confederation of 

Trade Unions, the Confederation of Norwegian Business and Industry, local politicians, 

                                                
12 The introduction of the terms and perspective mentioned show the significant influence of an 

economic discourse which, undoubtedly, was also important in the GPP conflict. This profession aspect has 

been discussed elsewhere, and will not be pursued further in this dissertation (see instead, Asdal, 1998; 

Nyhagen, 1998; Nilsen, 2001).  
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the majority in the Labour Party, the Conservative Party, the Progressive Party, and the 

Ministry of Petroleum and Energy. The environmentalists threatened to create a “new 

Alta,” referring to the conflict analyzed in the first case study. Their protest was supported 

by the Center Party, the Christian Democratic Party, the Socialist Left Party, the 

environmental opposition in the Labour Party, almost all the political youth organizations, 

and the Ministry of the Environment (Nilsen, 2001; Haukeland, 2002).  

In the end, however, the different interests of Hydro and Statoil were played out 

against each other. Statoil argued for the methanol factory, whereas Hydro wanted a GPP 

for its own industrial purposes. A political compromise was reached, whereby the latter was 

scrapped (Nilsen, 2001). Nonetheless, four years later, Hydro and Statoil joined together 

with a third energy company—the publicly owned Statkraft—and established Naturkraft. 

The business plan this time was to build GPPs and to export the electricity to the other 

Nordic countries.  

 

Naturkraft: Resources 

Naturkraft (www.naturkraft.no) was set up in August 1994, and started to plan for one, or 

alternatively two, GPPs. The first president, Auke Lont, hand-picked staff members who 

could deal with “the four important dimensions of the project: technology, economy, 

politics, and the environment” (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003). At 

the end of 1995, the company had nine employees, and in 1997, 19. After this, however, 

the number dwindled, and in 2000, the workforce comprised eight people. These numbers 

reflect the turbulence that the company experienced over the years, and this will be 

analyzed further here.  

As for the handling of public relations, it was the president himself who assumed this 

role during the start-up period. Lont was an economist without public relations experience 

at the time, but he had extensive knowledge of issues related to natural gas from his ten 

years in the gas division of Statoil. Apparently, it did not take much effort to place the issue 

and the company on the political agenda either. Lont talked about a “snowball effect:” 

 

We did spend some time to make ourselves noted as a company and [to get attention for] the 

business idea we had. And obviously there was lots of writing about this because it was a new 

debate that started to build up. But after this [the contact went the other way]. … The more 

you made yourself available the more you were in demand. … I guess it was a huge need for 

information in order to be able to participate in the debate. Because everybody knew it was a 
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hot issue because it had [that status] previously. (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 

2003) 

 

Lont felt that the company could not afford to employ a public relations manager during 

the start-up period. Nevertheless, when the first press conference was to be arranged, he 

felt a need for technical assistance, since he had no prior experience of making such 

arrangements. The public relations agency Geelmuyden.Kiese was trusted with the task, 

and the agency also produced a brochure for Naturkraft. Later, this connection caused 

some controversy.  

During the late 1990s, Norwegian public relations agencies were under scrutiny for 

manipulating journalists and the public, and their role in the democratic political processes 

was questioned (Allern, 1997). Journalists and environmentalists used Naturkraft’s 

connection to the public relations agency as an indication of dubious dealings. 

Furthermore, one environmentalist exemplified how he used to say in debates that, “the 

arguments of Naturkraft are so weak that they need a public relations agency to beef them 

up” (Einar Håndlykken, personal communication, April 3, 2003). 

The fact that Naturkraft had used an agency was also a main focus in a television 

documentary criticizing the expanding agency business. In the program, a former 

employee of the agency said that it had given strategy advice to Naturkraft and it was 

indicated that this had had a pivotal influence: Naturkraft should argue that the power of 

the GPPs would replace energy from more polluting sources in the Nordic countries, and 

that the company should apply for a permit to build two plants, rather than one large 

plant, in order to mobilize broader support for new jobs and economic development in 

local communities (Matz Sandeman, interview, NRK, 1997c). 

Lont, however, argues that the agency’s claims of influencing strategy are 

“ridiculous.” He says that the agency merely gave technical assistance and to a certain 

extent was used as a sparring partner, and that Naturkraft was well equipped with 

strategies in advance. The “substitution argument” (see later discussion) was something that 

Naturkraft had constructed prior to the involvement of the agency (Auke Lont, personal 

communication, June 25, 2003).  

In 1996, the public relations side was strengthened and a position as “public affairs 

manager” was set up. Lont recruited the engineer Gro Mjellem, whom he knew from 

previous business dealings with her former employer, Shell. Without any previous public 
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relations experience, Mjellem handled the public relations of Naturkraft from September 

1996 until May 2001.  

As for the financial muscle of the company, it is evident that it was not able to earn 

much money without an operating GPP. In Figure 9.1 and Table 9.1, the net loss each year 

is presented. 

 

Figure 9.1 Economic capital of Naturkraft 1995–2001 

0
5
10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
year

N
O

K
 m

il
li

on

 

Table 9.1 Economic capital of Naturkraft 1995–2001 (NOK million) 

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

16.1* 31.7 42 42.9 22.8 13.5 27 

* Includes the net loss from the start-up period in 1994. 

 

The economic activity of the company more than doubled between 1995 and 1998. After 

1998, it was drastically reduced, but still showed an increase from 2000 to 2001. These 

fluctuations will be explained by the events described in detail in the following chapters. 

Only “small parts” of the budgets were spent on public relations, according to 

Mjellem. However, she says that there were no particular measures that she felt were 

needed or that she could not implement because of lack of money. Like Lont, she 

emphasizes how the company was in demand and that the issue was high on the media 

agenda (Gro Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 2003). 

Like Mjellem, most of the staff was recruited from the petroleum sector and many 

were engineers. This afforded the company what has previously been defined as high 

knowledge capital, that is, expert knowledge in a field, acquired through formal education 

or practical experience. It could probably be presumed that this type of knowledge capital 
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was also converted to some symbolic capital, in the form of enhanced social status, since 

engineers enjoy a certain professional reputation in Norway. This was certainly the case 

with the Norwegian Water Resources and Energy Directorate (NVE), which was discussed 

in the previous case study, although, of course, Naturkraft did not hold a position as a 

“bearer of the welfare state.”  

The ownership ties also enhanced the symbolic capital of Naturkraft. As mentioned 

in the Introduction, the Norwegian State owns Statkraft, controls Statoil, and has large 

ownership interests in Hydro. These companies have been crucial in nation building and 

are cornerstones in many local communities, something that certainly gave Naturkraft an 

edge compared to potential initiatives from investors without a previous history in Norway.  

The social embedding of the owners also strengthened the social capital of 

Naturkraft; social capital was earlier defined as group membership, and the credentials and 

credit that follow from this (Bourdieu, 1986). Of related interest is the amount of capital 

that might be assessed through the other parties in the network. The owners of Naturkraft 

are all companies at an intersection between public administration and business, and there 

is also a long tradition of there being a revolving door between the Ministry of Petroleum 

and Energy/Ministry of Trade and Energy and the petroleum sector. People from both 

Hydro and Statoil have, in fact, led the ministry at various times. The close ties were also 

exemplified in September 1995, when a State Secretary from the ministry was employed as 

a director in Statoil, in part to develop Naturkraft. Later, the same person became 

chairman of the board of Naturkraft (Ellingsen & Eriksen, 1996b). 

While the opponents of the GPPs were often eager to emphasize how Naturkraft had 

powerful owners, Auke Lont wants to downplay this relationship. He says that the owners 

wanted to keep their distance, since the GPP issue was controversial: 

 

It was a controversial issue so [the owners] did not want to front it in any way. And I thought 

this was fair. We were at arms’ length [distance]. And thus the owners were able to operate in 

peace with their thing, and we dealt with the controversial issue. … This was the reason why 

the owners had organized it like they did. (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003) 

 

Given the public ownership in Statkraft, Hydro, and Statoil, it was frequently pointed out 

that there was a conflict of interests. Not only was the energy minister on the “indirect” and 

“ultimate” board of directors for Naturkraft, the ministry was also responsible for the NVE, 

and this directorate would handle an application for a building permit, as well as the 
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potential appeals on this decision. Just as in the Alta case, this would also be an issue that 

was brought up later in the conflict.  

What the structure definitely ensured was that the energy minister was informed at 

an early stage about the plans for, and of, Naturkraft. The structure also gave the company 

good access to political circles, as exemplified in April 1995, when a representative from 

Naturkraft accompanied energy minister Jens Stoltenberg (Labour) on a visit to the UK. 

Stoltenberg had arranged the trip “on his own initiative” to study a GPP there (Pedersen, 

1995). Interestingly enough, Stoltenberg had previously opposed GPPs. Now, however, he 

had come around, and his change in attitude could probably, in part, be attributed to the 

rhetoric of Naturkraft. Below are rhetorical analyses of four important texts that Naturkraft 

published. 

 

Naturkraft: Rhetoric 

Naturkraft can be translated “Nature Power,” a clear attempt to promote an 

environmental ethos. Ethos was previously defined as a person’s character (Aristotle, trans. 

1991), and Naturkraft wanted to be perceived as being an environmentally friendly project. 

The main rhetorical strategy, however, can be traced to four documents produced during 

the first phase: a press release (September 14, 1994) and a brochure announcing the plans 

(1995), a so-called advance notice of the planning (April, 1995), and an impact assessment 

report (February, 1996). The latter accompanied the application for a building permit. 

An important way of establishing ethos was to emphasize the qualities of the owners 

of the company. The press release of September 1994 elaborated on the background of the 

owners and the president: 

 

The three companies that are behind Naturkraft … have leading competence in Norway on 

power and energy markets, production of hydroelectric power and natural gas, including 

transport. Auke Lont has been hired as president of the company. He [was recruited] from the 

position of leader of business development on natural gas in Statoil. (press release, Naturkraft, 

September 14, 1994) 

 

The advance notice and the impact assessment added a different strategy in accordance 

with their genre: in these texts, Naturkraft adopted a scientific ethos. The advance notice 

contained, for instance, 62 pages, including a wealth of tables, graphs, maps, and other 
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illustrations. The number of chapters and subsections ran to three digits and the report 

included a reference list and ten pages of appendices.  

 

Relationship: Growth in energy demand  

In the brochure of 1995, What Do We Do With the Gas That is Extracted in the North Sea After 

Closing Time, it was acknowledged that the best environmental alternative would be to curb 

energy use. However, both here, in the advance notice, and in impact assessment, this was 

contrasted with a description of how the need for electricity had grown and was expected 

to increase even more. In the advance notice, public figures were used to support this topic 

of relationship of cause and effect (Corbett & Connors, 1999): 

 

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

supply approx. 3–7 billion kilowatt hours (TWh) of new electric energy in the Nordic power 

system (5–10 Alta power plants [!]). Thus, during the next decade new production capacity has 

to be introduced. (Naturkraft, 1995, p. 9)  

 

In Burkeian terms (Burke, 1945/1969), this scene explained the act—that of trying to build 

GPPs. The increase in demand would happen anyway, and thus it would be best if a 

“clean” alternative existed.  

Ultimately, Naturkraft argued that, “there is a power need in the Nordic region,” 

and “thus there is a need to build new plants.” This, then, was what the ancient 

rhetoricians would have called an enthymeme, a “shortened” syllogism, that is a deductive 

logos argument in which a premise has been suppressed (Corbett & Connors, 1999; 

Aristotle, trans. 1991). For the analyst, the task is to identify and evaluate the missing 

premise. In this case, a fully reconstructed syllogism could have been as follows: all power 

need should be met with more power production (major premise), there is a power need in 

the Nordic region (minor premise), and therefore more power production should be 

effected in the Nordic region (conclusion). The major premise could be challenged, 

however, as a preference could be aired for energy conservation, measures for energy 

efficiency, and a commitment to renewable energy sources. This was indeed the line taken 

by the environmentalists, as shown in a later section.  

Another possible strategy for the environmentalists could have been to charge 

Naturkraft with presenting a false dilemma, that is, of introducing a two-valued, rather 

than a multi-valued, system (Corbett & Connors, 1999). The choice was not only between 
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GPPs and coal-fired power plants; there were also other possible solutions, as pointed out 

above. One argument that would come to figure prominently was that it would be better to 

export the natural gas to the areas that needed the power. This would create increased 

flexibility, as customers could decide to use the natural gas directly or to convert it to 

electricity. In addition, “spillover heat” is created during such conversion processes. The 

utilization factor for the natural gas would be increased if this “spillover heat” could be 

used for house warming or industrial purposes. It was argued that this meant that the 

power plant had to be built closer to population centers than the areas where Naturkraft 

proposed to build.  

When environmentalists used the latter argument, the energy minister argued that no 

gas pipes existed, and, furthermore, he claimed that it would make no difference for the 

environment whether the GPPs were built in Norway, Sweden, or Finland. As for the 

arguments about energy efficiency and conservation, it was said that all of these efforts 

would be necessary to meet the increased demand in addition to building GPPs (Storting 

Deliberations, 1996). As for energy conservation, Lont said:  

 

If you believe that you can live with the amount of power that you have, this is obviously an 

argument. [But] we just have to look at the numbers, to see who was correct. It has been a 

formidable growth. [On the other side, to get a reduction of consumption] was in a way not our 

business either. I was a business actor that had a project [even though everyone] is pro energy 

conservation. … when it does not affect us ourselves. (Auke Lont, personal communication, 

June 25, 2003) 

 

Comparison: “The environmentally friendly alternative” 

In all the publications, it was emphasized that GPPs would be environmentally friendly 

alternatives, in particular since they would also be linked to the sale of hydroelectric power. 

Here, then, the company tried to effect an association through arguments based on the 

structure of reality and succession (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). Since 

hydroelectric power does not create any emissions, any “product” including hydroelectric 

power would thus have certain environmental qualities. The function here was to have the 

environmental qualities of hydroelectric power rub off on the power from the GPPs. 

Furthermore: 

 

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 
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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 atomic power if a decision is made for a gradual phasing out of nuclear power in 

the Nordic countries. (press release, Naturkraft, September 14, 1994)  

 

The first environmental argument thus rested on the topic of comparison, and the 

subtopics of difference and degree (Corbett & Connors, 1999): Naturkraft played up the 

controversy surrounding the safety of nuclear power plants and mentioned that Naturkraft 

would offer “safe” energy. As for coal and oil, such sources emit more carbon dioxide 

(CO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), and sulphur dioxide (SO2) than GPPs. This premise is 

related to the structure of reality; it could be expected that a “universal” and rational 

audience would agree. Such premises do not need much justification, and thus gives the 

argumentation an edge (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). An illustration was, 

nonetheless, presented, stating that the emissions of carbon dioxide could be “reduced by 

almost 60 %” (Naturkraft, 1995, p. 11). 

The description “environmentally correct” was used in the brochure to describe 

GPPs (brochure, Naturkraft, 1995, p. 7). However, this could be contested, since it is 

relative—it rests on a comparison with a certain selection. Instead of positioning GPPs 

against renewable sources like solar power, they were compared to other fossil fuels. 

Hydroelectric power, however, was “neutralized,” since it was included in the “product” of 

Naturkraft. Environmentalists could, nonetheless, question the comparison category and 

the conclusion that the GPPs were “environmentally correct.”  

 

Relationship: The substitution argument 

As shown in one of the previous quotations, Naturkraft was based on a more aggressive 

business plan than “just” offering an “environmentally correct” alternative. “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]" by 

export to other Nordic countries (press release, Naturkraft, September 14, 1994). Here, a 

topic of relationship was used in the form of the substitution argument, mentioned above. 

Variations of this argument have a long history in the petroleum sector. Reconstructing the 

deduction that Naturkraft tried to effect would read something like this, allowing for an 

enthymeme with more than two premises and a conclusion: all environmentally friendly 

power plants will replace more polluting power plants (major premise) because carbon 
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taxes which benefit environmentally friendly power plants will be introduced (reason); 

Naturkraft has an environmentally friendly power plant (minor premise) because is will 

emit little carbon dioxide (reason); Naturkraft’s power plants will replace the more 

polluting power plants (conclusion).  

This reasoning was problematic in several instances. As for the environmental 

dimension, one would have to presuppose that all customers were looking for ways to 

reduce their emissions, particularly when given a financial incentive. This might be well 

and true, but it is not certain that it holds in all situations. In logical terms, it is not possible 

to distribute the middle term “environmentally friendly power plants.” The motives for 

choosing energy carriers are not necessarily rational or precise, and can be rooted in 

perceived security needs, and psychological or economic motives (Eldegard, 1995). A 

country with coal supplies might, for instance, prioritize keeping up employment and 

subsidizing or exempting plants in the coal regions from carbon taxes. Naturkraft would, 

however, go to great lengths to use a relationship topic of cause and effect to prove its point 

(Corbett & Connors, 1999): The month after the impact assessment was released, the 

company published a commissioned report claiming that two GPPs would lead to a 

reduction in carbon emissions of 2.1 million tons in the Nordic region (Pedersen, 1996). 

There is no definitive economic law that could prove that the substitution argument is 

correct, although international agreements to curb emissions could strengthen the case for 

GPPs by introducing carbon taxes. If a carbon tax was made applicable to all carbon 

emissions, this could favor the GPPs in competition with coal-fired power plants.  

 

If you are credited for the environmental benefits, … then it becomes cheaper to produce 

power using natural gas instead of coal. If you are not credited, and … there are no restriction 

on emissions, then it is impossible to compete against [power plants using] coal. … But the 

moment it is posed restrictions on the emissions, then the costs of removing these emissions 

from coal[-fired power plants] will be so high that a [GPP] can compete. At the beginning of 

the 1990s, we realized that stronger restrictions would be introduced [and that GPPS might 

become economically viable]. (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003) 

 

The problem for Naturkraft was, however, that no binding international agreements 

existed during this first period, and certainly not any system that would give the producer 

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

own emissions, gain financially on export, and could only hope that this would contribute 
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to fewer emissions in the neighboring countries. In the published brochure from 

Naturkraft, it was phrased as follows: 

 

Building of 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. (brochure, Naturkraft, 1995, p. 9) 

 

Here, then, Naturkraft not only used identification strategies in the form of the 

transcendent “we” (Burke, 1950/1969), but also borrowed the environmental rhetoric that 

puts emphasis on “our common environmental challenges,” and how every country has to 

cooperate in order to meet these. In a sense then, this was an example of appropriated 

environmental rhetoric, something that angered the environmentalists. 

The basic contention of the environmentalists in relation to the substitution argument 

was the question of what the power from the GPPs would replace. Would they help to curb 

the emissions stemming from current production and consumption, or would they “only” 

reduce the growth that new oil- or coal-fired power plants would otherwise introduce? The 

environmentalists would argue that the former should be the aim. Naturkraft was accused 

of contributing to an increased total consumption and thus of contributing to more 

emissions. 

 

Initially it was the growth [of emissions] we talked about [being able to reduce]. … But we 

believe that it could be documented [that we would contribute to cuts in existing emissions as 

well], but it was not up to us to close down existing coal-fired power plants. But in our opinion, 

because of the market that we operate in and the increasing environmental demands that were 

introduced around us, this would be the consequence. … And you can just go and look at what 

happened in Denmark. That is what has actually happened. Although it is not a one-to-one 

relationship. (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003) 

 

New jobs  

What was not mentioned in the brochure and in the press release was the economic side of 

the project, presumably since these two texts had wider target groups than the more 

technical advance notice and the impact assessment, which were primarily addressed to the 
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administration and the politicians. The latter both emphasized the positive impact for 

employment and the economy, and also put some figures forward as a “matter of fact:”  

 

Norwegian industry might be used as considerable subcontractors. … The construction period 

on the construction site is estimated to be approx. 24 months. In this period the labor force at 

the construction site might reach 350–400 persons. … The investments … are estimated to be 

[NOK] 3.0–3.5 billion (1995 prices). [Given a reduced development it will be] [NOK] 1.5–2.0 

billion [1995 prices]. … The Norwegian part of the deliveries might reach 50 % of the 

investments. The regional share of this might amount to 20–30 %. … The [GPP] needs 

approx. 40 man years for operations and maintenance in a normal operating year. Larger 

maintenance operations that have to be conducted every now and then will demand 

considerably larger manning over shorter periods. (Naturkraft, 1995, p. 18) 

 

It was also emphasized that the local communities at the proposed sites seemed eager to 

have the plants. It was described how present petroleum installations yielded “considerable 

tax income,” and how they were “cornerstone industries” in the regions. Local and 

regional businesses were “well prepared” for new investment periods. Naturkraft’s project 

thus seemed not only to make good sense from an environmental point of view, but also 

brought traditional industrial benefits. The latter would obviously be well received, not 

least among Labour, the Conservatives, and the Progressive Party.  

When the impact assessment was published in February 1996, these benefits were 

emphasized, as Naturkraft estimated an employment effect which would bring about 3,000 

new jobs during the construction period. The most crucial difference, however, was that 

Naturkraft had scrapped the idea of one big plant and now planned to apply to build two 

plants instead. As mentioned, this was allegedly in line with a suggestion from the public 

relations agency which Naturkraft had hired. As mentioned previously, one aim of this 

change of plan was supposedly that it would mobilize even more pro-development 

“communities in Western Norway, more county governors, more mayors, people from 

unions and employer’s associations and the whole lot” (Matz Sandeman, interview, NRK, 

1997c). 

Naturkraft officially cited security reasons and argued that that the power supply lines 

at the locations were not strong enough for one big plant. But Naturkraft was also “happy 

that local interests … [could] get a part each” (Dahl, 1996). 
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Nevertheless, as already stated, the project was controversial. In the following 

sections, the position and strategies of Nature and Youth and its allies are analyzed, 

followed by a similar examination of Bellona.  

 

The leading protest organization—Nature and Youth  

Nature and Youth (www.nu.no) is the youth wing of Friends of the Earth Norway (FoEN), 

but enjoys considerable autonomy from the mother organization. Over the years, Nature 

and Youth has evolved into a dissident political youth organization that focuses on 

fundamental political issues at the system level rather than the individual approach 

advocated by many of the other environmental organizations (Gundersen, 1996; Berre 

Persen & Ranum, 1997; Strømsnes, 2001).  

The popularity of the organization has varied greatly over the years. Figure 9.2 and 

Table 9.2 present the membership numbers during the research period.  

 

Figure 9.2 Members of Nature and Youth 1994–2001 

 

Table 9.2 Members of Nature and Youth 1994–2001 

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

6300 5500 5300 6146 6000 4565 4459 4051 

 

As a whole, the Figure and the Table illustrate an organization with a declining 

membership. This impression would have been strengthened if previous periods had been 

included. In 1990, Nature and Youth had 10,500 members, whereas this number had 
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halved six years later. Two years stand out significantly from this negative picture: 1997 

and 1998, presumably as a direct consequence of the strong focus on the GPP issue. The 

numbers, nonetheless, dwindled in 2000 and 2001. By this time, the most intense years of 

the GPP conflict and the direct involvement of Nature and Youth had decreased. 

As for the institutionalization of the organization, the trend went in the opposite 

direction to the membership numbers. From 1994 until 2001, the number of positions at 

the central and the regional offices went from approximately eight to 20, and the number 

of people engaged on short-term projects increased from 11 to 20. The increase in 

institutionalization was, by and large, linked to the fact that the organization was able to 

organize seminars and projects, as some of the public support is tied to activity level. In 

Figure 9.3 and Table 9.3, the increased income is illustrated. 

 

Figure 9.3 Economic capital of Nature and Youth 1994–2001 

 

 

Table 9.3 Economic capital of Nature and Youth 1994–2001 (NOK million) 

 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

Nature and Youth 4.5 4.1 4.9 5.9 5.3 4.9 5.6 6.5 

(Naturkraft, net loss) – (16.1) (31.7) (42) (42.9) (22.8) (13.5) (27) 

 

From 1994 until 2001, the income of Nature and Youth increased from NOK 4.5 million 

to NOK 6.5 million, but with certain variations in between. The shifts were nowhere near 

as dramatic as for Naturkraft, and might for the most part be accounted for by shifts in 

either direct public economic support and/or the ability to attract funding for different 

projects and campaigns. This was also reflected in the increase in the number of people on 
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short-term contracts. Normally, approximately 60 percent of the income of Nature and 

Youth has been through public support. The organization is funded not only by the 

Ministry of the Environment, but has also received support from the Ministry of Church 

Affairs, Education, and Research (later the Ministry of Children and Family Affairs). As 

mentioned in the introductory chapter, there is a Norwegian political culture and tradition 

whereby non-governmental organizations are able to criticize the State, and at the same 

time receive public support. The opposition does not have to be an alternative on the 

outside, but is invited to be a part of the larger system of cooperation (Bortne et al., 2001; 

Bortne et al., 2002; Christensen et al., 2002; Eriksen et al., 2003). 

Naturkraft dwarfed Nature and Youth in terms of economic capital, as shown in 

Table 9.3. However, the environmental organization has an advantage in the youth and 

enthusiasm of its membership base, which conducts much voluntary work and/or work for 

low wages. Since the age limit of the organization is 25 years, the work and family situation 

of the members often afford them flexibility and more spare time to devote to the 

organization. However, one disadvantage of the age limit is the high turnover, which 

makes continuity more difficult. The age limit also creates a drawback for amassing 

knowledge and symbolic capital, as the members seldom have much of a professional 

background. At the start of the 1990s, the organization tried to strengthen such capital by 

hiring experts to write reports, but its prime aim has been to engage the members.  

As for public relations, Nature and Youth has steadily acquired experience in this 

field and has also tried to school its members. Drilling in media relations has been 

common, and local chapters have competed to generate coverage. Starting in the middle of 

the 1980s, the organization adopted an action-oriented line, whereby it also embraced use 

of civil disobedience. The organization deliberately sought to increase conflict levels to gain 

media access: activists climbed factory chimneys and dug up barrels of toxic waste 

(Gundersen, 1996; Haltbrekken, 1996; Berre Persen & Ranum, 1997; Bortne et al., 2001; 

Strømsnes, 2001).  

In short, more and more of the activity of Nature and Youth turned out to be public 

relations work. Thus, those with long organizational experience often have skills in this 

area which belie their young age. At one stage during the GPP conflict, the activists met 

with a public relations advisor who later worked in a well-known agency. Afterwards, they 

claimed that this advisor did not tell them anything that they did not already know. When 

the conflict started, Nature and Youth was also able to draw on experience and the social 

capital acquired from engaging in the main campaign against Norwegian membership of 
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the European Union in connection with the referendum in 1994. Here, Nature and Youth 

worked alongside, for instance, many of the political youth organizations. This work also 

strengthened the notion that alliance building is a pivotal strategy (Alfred Fidjestøl, 

personal communication, April 14, 2003; Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, 

April 22, 2003).  

At the outset of the GPP conflict, in 1995 and 1996, Nature and Youth was led by 

Lars Haltbrekken, a “professional activist” who had also been active during the Heidrun 

conflict. His experience was that the conflict lines had been somewhat blurred since that 

period: 

 

If you discussed gas exports in 1989, [people] would have said “OK, this increases emissions, so 

what? The industry is more important.” … During the 1990s [you got] what I would call 

“greenwashing” of products. … [Businesses] did the same as previously, but now they tried to 

say that it was environmentally friendly. … You got a “green” excuse for everything, also on 

gas exports. (Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 22, 2003) 

 

In Nature and Youth, Naturkraft was seen as attempting to “greenwash” an industrial 

project. At the same time, the plans offered a strategic possibility for a movement that 

needed to come to grips with environmental policy once again. In the 1980s, the activists 

dug up barrels of toxic waste, whereas the climate problem that was discussed in the middle 

of the 1990s was not as concrete an issue. With the plans for GPPs, however, the national 

stabilization goal was actively challenged, and this was something that could be focused on. 

A former president/vice president of the organization admits that the issue was convenient 

in some respects: 

 

It was an issue it was easier to create much ado about. … Just the fact that it is easier to arrange 

a protest against a [GPP] onshore, rather than offshore. There are several such tacit physical 

[aspects]. It is obviously not a coincidence that it was gas power that kind of became the big 

issue in the 1990s. (Einar Håndlykken, personal communication, April 3, 2003) 

 



 

   238 

The anti-GPP strategy of Nature and Youth: The Climate Alliance  

In May 1995, as a response to the advance notice of Naturkraft, FoEN, Greenpeace,13 and 

Nature and Youth wrote a joint petition. The environmentalists also used a topic of 

comparison: the carbon dioxide emissions from a GPP were likened with emissions from 

670,000 cars, or 40 percent of the total Norwegian car population. It was argued that 

energy efficiency measures would be a sounder economic option, and this claim was 

backed up with a report from the Norwegian Institute of Technology. In other words, a 

topic of testimony was also used (Bragli Alstadheim, 1995a, 1995d; Østgårdsgjelten, 1995). 

A second alliance was formed in the late summer of 1995; several of the political 

youth organizations, including the Young Conservatives, protested against the plans. The 

latter broke ranks with the mother party after lobbying from Nature and Youth over the 

economy of the Naturkraft project (Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 22, 

2003). In a statement, it was declared: ”We cannot accept an undermining of the goals for 

emission reduction,” and it was argued that GPPs should be taxed for carbon emissions 

(Bragli Alstadheim, 1995e).  

At the start of 1996, Nature and Youth hoisted the GPP issue to the top of its agenda. 

In the media, it was said that this was “the most important environmental issue of the 

1990s,” and that to build GPPs would be “the biggest environmental blunder since the Alta 

development” (Bø, 1996). Later, it was admitted that such characteristics were strategic 

attempts to get attention in the media (Nilsen, 2001).  

Nature and Youth took the initiative to set up a network with FoEN, Greenpeace, 

and the Future in Our Hands14 in an attempt to coordinate hearing statements and 

initiatives towards media and politicians (Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 

22, 2003). The network was soon called the Climate Comrades, originally a name given to 

them by a newspaper (Hasselmeier, 1999). The network was not against the use of natural 

                                                
13 Greenpeace has not found much of a foothold in Norway, and has been at odds with the prevailing 

Norwegian perspective, where whaling and seal hunting are seen as legitimate nature management. In 

addition, other groups had “stolen” the action-oriented approach when a Greenpeace office opened in 

Norway in 1988. The activity is now coordinated from Stockholm (www.greenpeace.org, Sæverud, 1996; 

Strømsnes, 2001; Bortne et al., 2002). 

14 The Future in Our Hands (www.fivh.no) sets itself apart from the other environmental organizations 

with a theory-based criticism of the current social system and lifestyle (Selle & Strømsnes, 1996; Klausen & 

Rommetvedt, 1997; Strømsnes, 2001). Throughout the GPP conflict, the organization published reports and 

lobbied, but still took a back seat compared to Nature and Youth. 
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gas and did, for instance, issue a statement urging that natural gas should be used 

domestically in ferries, ships, buses, and taxis (Anonymous author, 1996). 

An effort was also made to undermine the substitution argument, or “the Nordic 

argument,” as it also was known, by enlisting support from Nordic environmentalists. 

Aftenposten had previously reported that Finnish organizations supported GPPs, but, along 

with Greenpeace Sweden and Friends of the Earth Sweden, Greenpeace Finland now cried 

out against the GPP plans (Bragli Alstadheim, 1995b; Harbo, 1996b). 

The Socialist Left Party asked if the Climate Comrades would initiate a larger 

alliance between political parties and environmental organizations. In May 1996, then, the 

Climate Alliance was launched as a broader parallel network that would front the 

opposition work, with the Climate Comrades as a “secretariat.” Lars Haltbrekken was 

made spokesperson. 

A budget of NOK 180,000 (NOK 70,000 went towards a secretary from Nature and 

Youth) was suggested (minutes, meeting, People’s Movement, May 31, 1996). The Climate 

Alliance counted 25 member organizations: the Center Party and the Center Youth, the 

Liberals and Liberal Youth, the Christian Democrats and the Christian Democratic Youth, 

the Socialist Left and Socialist Youth, the Red Electoral Alliance and Red Youth, the 

Green Party, the Young Conservatives, Labour Youth, Norwegian Mountain Touring 

Association, FoEN, Greenpeace, the Future in Our Hands, Nature and Youth, the Social 

Democratic Student Union, the youth wing of National Association of Norwegian Saami, 

the Church of Norway Council on Ecumenical and International Relations, the Norwegian 

Farmer’s Union, the Norwegian Farmers and Small Holders Union, the Norwegian Rural 

Youth Organization, and the Norwegian Society of Rural Women.  

In the minutes of the first meeting of the alliance, it was stated that celebrities should 

spearhead the campaign, but that they should not be “typical ‘no’-persons” (minutes, 

meeting, Climate Alliance, May 2, 1996). The alliance collected signatures for a petition 

against the GPPs, but it was determined that no mass mobilization should take place before 

the Storting’s deliberations on the announced White Paper on GPPs. It was emphasized 

that it was important not to give the impression that the Storting deliberations would be 

“the final battle,” and thus that the collection of signatures would continue afterwards too. 

The second key step taken by the alliance was to publish a counter-paper bringing 

“recognized” counter-expertise to the front (i.e., Climate Alliance, 1996). This text was 

meant as a direct input to the Storting members. 
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Rhetoric of the counter-paper 

The counter-paper was 73 pages long and was made up of 18 chapters written by 

researchers from well-known institutions like the University of Science and Technology, 

and by representatives from the Directorate for Nature Management, Labour Youth, and 

the Young Conservatives, in addition to Nature and Youth, FoEN, Greenpeace, the 

Nordic World Watch Institute, and the Norwegian Mountain Touring Association.  

Naturkraft had proposed to build one of the GPPs in Øygarden, and a small, 

informal local protest group had formed here in February 1996, spearheaded by Aud 

Karin Oen. The group arranged open meetings in Øygarden and collected 900 signatures 

against the building of a GPP; the community had 2,400 eligible voters (internal working 

document, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, March 8, 1997). In her contribution to 

the counter-paper, Oen used the comparison argument linking GPPs and emission from 

cars, but also pointed to local problems of noise and the fact that the income of the local 

community was already lopsided towards non-renewable petroleum resources.  

 

“Dangerous climate change” and energy conservation 

The arguments of the counter-paper were best summarized in the preface, and the 

title suggested the main conclusion: “No to GPPs—save energy.” This attacked the basic 

major premise for the plans of Naturkraft, as pointed out earlier, namely that energy 

demand should be met with energy production.  

Beyond declaring opposition and hinting at alternatives, it was also necessary for the 

opponents to point out exactly why they were hostile to the GPP plans: “Construction of 

[GPPs] in Norway can 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).  

In the preface, it was argued from cause and effect with the enthymeme stating, 

“Building GPPs increases the likelihood of dangerous climate change.” Unstated premises 

here are that “all emissions of climate gases increase the likelihood of climate change” and 

“GPPs emit climate gases.” The latter was definitely a premise related to reality, and 

scientists are also leaning towards the former conclusion. A pathos effect was added with 

the adjective “dangerous,” which was used along with “threat.” As pointed out previously, 

use of pejorative words constitutes a typical emotional appeal (Aristotle, trans. 1991). 
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Attention was then directed towards the issue of energy use in general and the use of 

fossil fuels in particular, and it took the form of a rhetorical question. It was first introduced 

in the lead, and when it was repeated further down in the text, the rhetor also used an 

appeal to authority, another usual topic (Corbett & Connors, 1999). It was argued that the 

energy use should not just be curbed, but be halved in order to solve the environmental 

problems and create a just distribution of resources between the nations of the world. The 

report Our Common Future from the United Nation’s commission, led by the Norwegian 

Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, was cited (World Commission on the 

Environment and Development & Brundtland, 1987). This was the only ethical appeal in 

the preface, and it also functioned as a paradox: the government was supporting increased 

energy use, something that its own leader had previously argued against.  

The GPP opposition was not content with a reduction in the growth of carbon 

dioxide emissions, but argued for a reduction of the current emissions. It was claimed that 

there was no guarantee that the GPPs would replace new coal-fired power plants or the 

continued development of nuclear power. It was admitted that the GPPs might reduce the 

growth of emissions in Finland, although this was characterized as a best-case scenario. 

Moreover, most importantly: it did not reduce the current emissions.  

In Burkeian terms, the environmentalists used a scene/act ratio (Burke, 1945/1969), 

whereby the reader was invited to take a stand after surveying the scene. The rhetor 

indicated that the threat of climate change (the scene) should have consequences for what 

would be done (act); more specifically, energy would have to be saved and we should not 

contribute to growth in the use of fossil fuels. This motive of the rhetor, and the emphasis 

on scenic features, do direct attention away from the chosen activity of the protagonist—

that is, a different course of action than the one indicated here seemed “impossible.”  

 

Environmental project without environmental support? 

A second paradox was also pointed out in the preface of the counter-paper, to make the 

reader wonder: 

 

Naturkraft portrays the [GPPs] as the best “environmental power plants” in the Nordic region. 

It is a paradox that this environmental power plant does not have support in any of the Nordic 

environmental organizations. The Norwegian government does not believe that [GPPs] are 

environmental projects either. (Climate Alliance, 1996, p. 7) 
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From an analytical viewpoint, this could be described as an attempt to establish an index 

function: it is not possible to have environmentally friendly power plants without the 

support of the environmental movement. The reader was invited to supply this premise 

her- or himself, as the enthymematic operation typically requires (Corbett & Connors, 

1999). If one attempted to reconstruct this as a syllogism, it would read: the environmental 

movement supports all environmentally friendly energy sources (major premise), the 

environmental movement does not support GPPs (minor premise), and therefore GPPs are 

not environmentally friendly (conclusion). This was actually a valid logical operation, 

which also points out that the logical rules do have their limits, and cannot be expected to 

have imperative rhetorical power (Jørgensen et al., 1994; Kock, 2004). The possibility that 

the environmental movement might make a wrong judgment cannot be ruled out, and the 

movement cannot grant a universal guarantee for what is, and is not, environmentally 

friendly. Naturkraft and its allies could have challenged the implied two-value system—the 

either/or operation—in this argument, which is a typical fallacy (Corbett & Connors, 

1999). Nevertheless, on a rhetorical level, it might be said that using the phrase 

“environmentally friendly GPPs” is an oxymoron—two incompatible elements put 

together.  

The second problematic point was the fact that the rhetor turned to authority—the 

government—in an attempt to bolster the argument. It was argued that the Norwegian 

government did not consider the GPPs as environmental projects. However, this was 

probably due to a twisting of the wording of official statements pointing out that the 

Naturkraft project should, first and foremost, be economically sound. There was, however, 

no reference as to the source of this government statement. 

The counter-paper was addressed to the politicians at the Storting, and the 

transcendent “we” was most likely a typical attempt to create identification with the target 

group (Burke, 1950/1969). “We” were invited to take a stand, “We” had no guarantee, 

“we” had to encourage the Swedes and the Finns. In addition, “our own” Prime Minister 

had declared X and “our” emissions would increase. This was an attempt by the rhetor to 

bond with the target audience, implicitly indicating that they shared goals, or had common 

ground, which represents yet another typical identification strategy.  

In short, the preface avoided an all-out attack on Naturkraft and its allies, and 

expressed its criticism by hinting at “paradoxes.” The rhetor also suggested an alternative, 

a strategy of transcendence: Norway should “encourage [Sweden and Finland to] start 

using other and environmentally friendly energy sources. The potential for energy 
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efficiency and renewable energy sources is huge in the Nordic region.” Here, then, were 

the solutions that the politicians should grasp in order to overcome the problem of the 

“threat of dangerous climate change.” 

At the same time as Nature and Youth and its allies gathered forces before the 

Storting’s deliberations, a “loose cannon” in the environmental movement, Bellona, 

worked on the GPP issue. Before dwelling on this, the position of the foundation is detailed.  

 

Bellona—the pragmatic “outsider” working on the “inside” 

Activists from Nature and Youth started Bellona (www.bellona.no) in 1986, when they 

were approaching the upper age limit of the youth organization. A specific aim was to be 

more “flexible,” “solution-oriented,” and “scientifically based” without the “ideological 

pretensions” of other environmental organizations (Nilsen, 1996). Bellona is the first and 

foremost example of how small, non-democratically organized, issue- and action-oriented 

environmental groups established themselves in Norway. The foundation has separated 

itself from the other environmental organizations by being business oriented, pragmatic, 

and technologically optimistic. Bellona has, for instance, emphasized how it has been 

against the pollution stemming from use of fossil fuels, not the use in itself (Strømsnes & 

Selle, 1996; Hasselmeier, 1999; Bortne et al., 2002). 

To establish itself in the minds of journalists and the public, Bellona relied on 

spectacular protest actions during the first years of its existence. After a technical 

bankruptcy in 1990, the foundation was reorganized and adopted a new policy. The 

phrases of the 1980s like “the environmental talk from the politicians makes me want to 

puke,” were replaced by “dialogue” and “real-politik” (Søgård, 1997, p. 102). Contributions 

from businesses became the most important way of financing the organization, and Figure 

9.4 and Table 9.4 show the income of Bellona during the research period. 
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Figure 9.4 Economic capital of Bellona and Naturkraft 1994–2001 

 

Table 9.4 Economic capital of Bellona and Naturkraft 1994–2001 (NOK million) 

 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

Bellona 15.1 16.3 21.3 20.8 26.1 23.1 24.1 26 

Naturkraft net loss  16.1* 31.7 42 42.9 22.8 13.5 27 

* Includes the net loss from 1994. 

 

The Figure and the Table show that Bellona increased its income during most of the 

research period. In 2000, Bellona actually generated more income than the capital spent by 

Naturkraft. Nonetheless, it is necessary to emphasize that Bellona was engaged with several 

other projects and did not devote itself entirely to the GPP issue. Bellona has offices in 

Brussels, Murmansk, St. Petersburg, and Washington D.C, in addition to its headquarters 

in Oslo.  

Although the income of Bellona more or less increased throughout the whole 

research period, the number of employees fluctuated. At the start of the research period, 

the staff numbered approximately 22 persons, but this shrank to 17 and 15, respectively, 

over the following two years. Thereafter it increased, and reached a high of 28 in 2001. 

However, this was not necessarily related to the GPP conflict. 

After the reorientation of Bellona, the representatives of the organization started to 

talk to the companies directly, instead of indirectly through the mass media. Traditional 

tools for media relations, like press releases, were not much used and the organization 
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wrote very few letters to newspaper editors. Bellona was able to establish itself as a source 

that was sought out by the media (Søgård, 1997; Aanes, 2000).  

Through several years of activism, the staff of Bellona had built up considerable 

experience in media and government relations. Most of the public relations were handled 

by the high-profile president himself—Frederic Hauge. The organization thus had a 

certain type of knowledge capital, although the hardcore of the organization lacked formal 

education. This changed, however, when the “new Bellona” started to hire professional 

experts, to supplement the staff who had gained their main experience from the 

environmental movement. The “pressure group Bellona” was trying to reinvent itself as 

“Bellona—the premise supplier.” An engineer was, for instance, hired in 1993, and in 1995 

she fronted the newly established Program for Cleaner Energy. This was a group of four 

people who were given considerable freedom in formulating goals and tasks, and the 

debate surrounding Naturkraft was singled out as important in order to be able to work 

with other issues of energy and cleansing technology (Hasselmeier, 1999). The program 

would later grow to involve up to eight people, and was led by Thomas Palm until 2001.  

Bellona also enhanced its social capital, and through this also its knowledge capital, 

by establishing a reference group for the latter program. This group included nine people 

from the energy sector, among them the head of environment and security in Norwegian 

Shell, and a senior researcher at the Department for Petroleum Research at the 

Foundation for Scientific and Industrial Research. The latter engineer had acted as an 

“alternative expert advisor” for the environmental movement for several years already 

(Thomas Palm, personal communication, April 3, 2003).  

Bellona had a high degree of symbolic capital from early on, and was supported by 

celebrities and cultural workers alike, exemplified, for instance, by the fact that a well-

known (in Norway) author wrote a book about the foundation (i.e., Ambjørnsen, 1988). It 

also appeared that Bellona was able to maintain its high social standing, despite the 

turbulence during the bankruptcy (Johnsen, 1996).  

The employees of Bellona themselves were highly self-important boasting about 

knowing “everyone,” having contacts “everywhere,” being able to change “everything,” 

and stating that “losing is not an option” (Thomas Palm, personal communication, April 3, 

2003; Hasselmeier, 1999). Bellona would at a later stage revel in being portrayed as “a 

spider in the web,” cleverly lobbying for its cause and enjoying close, personal contacts 

with the Prime Minister and other figures of power (e.g., Ellingsen, 1997b). Shrouding itself 

in such “mystique” and claiming victories are of course strategic ways to enhance influence 
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and symbolic capital. Kenneth Burke phrased it as follows: “an ounce of ’Mystery’ is worth 

a ton of ‘argument’” (Burke, 1957, p. 105). If Bellona was on the outside of the 

environmental movement, it certainly claimed to be inside the decision-making arenas.  

 

The GPP-strategy of Bellona 

True to its persona, Bellona “declined” to sign the petition that FoEN, Greenpeace, and 

Nature and Youth published in May 1995. At this stage, Bellona was investigating 

technological alternatives, which they did not want to compromise by joining a general 

protest against GPPs. Bellona suggested electrifying oil platforms by building GPPs on 

them, and that the carbon dioxide could be deposited in empty oil reservoirs. This would 

create “carbon dioxide-free electrical energy” and solve the problem of the nearly 300 

small offshore GPPs that existed, which Bellona labeled “Norway’s coal power plants” 

(Hasselmeier, 1999).  

The foundation launched this suggestion in June 1995, and Bellona President 

Frederic Hauge stated: 

 

Our starting point has been the wish to engage in a dialogue with the government. The vision 

is that we shall make use of the gas resources better than we do today, and that the CO2 

emissions shall be reduced. (Bragli Alstadheim, 1995c)  

 

Bellona charged that the technology of Naturkraft was “traditional.” Naturkraft, on its side, 

commented that cleaning the carbon emissions would increase the costs so much that it 

would not be financially viable to build GPPs (Naturkraft, 1996). The economics of projects 

based on alternative technology would later be a crucial issue too, in addition to the 

technical feasibility of such alternatives. Bellona commissioned researchers from the 

Foundation for Scientific and Industrial Research to look into the latter aspect, and 

published supportive findings just days before the Storting discussed the White Paper on 

GPPs (Holt & Lindeberg, 1996). 

Despite some attempts to advocate an alternative to the plans of Naturkraft, Bellona 

deliberately kept a rather low profile before the Storting debate. Thomas Palm, who was 

responsible for the foundation’s energy program, gave the following rationale: 

 

The Climate Alliance did a good job prior to the [debate in the Storting] so we kept a distance. 

… It was crucial not to mess up too much. … Our strategy was to conduct solid professional 
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work, [and] get respect and credibility as a consequence of this. (Thomas Palm, personal 

communication, April 3, 2003) 

 

In an additional comment concerning the phrase “messing up,” Palm, says that the two 

main arguments against the plans of Naturkraft was that they would weaken commitment 

to renewable energy sources and energy efficiency measures. Thus, it would have been a 

tactical blunder to introduce “a third way,” that is, plans for the handling of carbon 

dioxide, too early (Thomas Palm, personal communication, January 29, 2004). 

 

The debate in the political arena 

The political GPP fronts were established early on in the conflict and largely replicated the 

lines that had existed during the Heidrun conflict. It was only within the Labour Party that 

there was considerable tension over the issue, but Naturkraft had an ally in the energy 

minister, Jens Stoltenberg. Stoltenberg had opposed GPPs during the Heidrun conflict, but 

now he faced the problem of not being able to meet the national stabilization goal for 

carbon emissions without alienating important voter blocs and harming the Norwegian 

economy. The solution adopted had been to substitute a national approach with an 

international approach, and this was what Naturkraft offered. The business plan and 

rhetorical strategy of Naturkraft thus fitted the needs of the minister and his allies.  

When “the secret plans” for Naturkraft was mentioned in the media for the first time 

in August 1994, Stoltenberg gave his support to the substitution argument. He stated that 

GPPs would “reduce polluting emissions in our neighboring countries by replacing coal 

and oil” and also result in “a reduction of [use of] atomic power” (Olkvam, 1994). 

Later that year, the ministry hired a consultancy to look into the substitution 

argument. When the first report came in November 1994, it was touted as supportive, 

despite the fact that the consultants admitted to having “important methodological 

problems in supporting the conclusion” (Andresen & Butenschøn, 2001, p. 348; Nilsen, 

2001). The argument was, nonetheless, now seen as having backing from “independent 

experts,” and was widely used by Stoltenberg.15 

                                                
15 In 1997, it became known that conclusions from another commissioned report had been ignored. 

The authors had voluntarily added a chapter that concluded against the substitution argument. In his 

defense, Stoltenberg used a dissociation between “proper” research and consultant work. Paradoxically, 

however, the consultant work that supported the substitution argument was treated as “proper” research 

(Nilsen, 2001). 
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The government also sent out positive signals to Naturkraft in the White Paper on 

the use of natural gas, which preceded the White Paper on GPPs and was delivered to the 

Storting in June 1995. Here, it was stated that in the future Norway was going to be a “Gas 

Nation,” and had the potential to establish a considerable gas industry (Ministry of Trade 

and Energy, 1995).  

The GPP debate intensified in February 1996, when it became known that the 

Storting would discuss the White Paper on GPPs before the hearing round on the 

application for a building permit had been completed (Henriksen, 1996). This procedure 

would remain an issue for the rest of the conflict. 

The official reason given by the government was that the NVE should give a “reality 

treatment” of the application it received. The Storting, it was said, had “enough 

information” to decide whether or not it believed in the substitution argument (Bragli 

Alstadheim, 1996a). The GPP opponents were incensed. In Dagbladet, a political 

commentator claimed that he had never seen any parallels throughout his 30 years of 

“closely observing” Norwegian political life, and predicted that the government would let 

concern for the industry, jobs, and national income prevail over environmental interests 

(Vassbotn, 1996).  

In summing up, in the spring of 1996, the actors had adopted their positions before 

the Storting started deliberating on GPPs. Naturkraft relied on rhetoric that combined 

concern for the environment with the wish to create jobs. Nature and Youth had allied 

itself with other actors to show a broad opposition to the plans, involved counter expertise, 

and argued for energy saving. Bellona advocated a technological alternative, but still kept a 

relatively low profile. The GPP White Paper and the deliberations in the Storting are 

discussed in the next chapter. 
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10 Permits and postponement, 1996–1997 

A clear majority in the Storting supported the plans of Naturkraft in June 1996, and the 

company was granted two building permits in October of that year. However, a mere six 

months later, the Prime Minister urged Naturkraft to postpone the start of building. In this 

chapter, the deliberations in the Storting are analyzed first. Secondly, it is investigated how 

Nature and Youth, with its offshoot the Action Group Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 

were able to turn a surefire defeat to a tie within the space of just a few months. The 

important role of Bellona is also highlighted. 

 

The White Paper on GPPs 

In April 1996, the government published its White Paper on GPPs (i.e., Ministry of Trade 

and Energy, 1996). Not surprisingly, the most important arguments from Naturkraft were 

sanctioned. The government declared its positive attitude, giving two reasons:  

 

1) Gas power will generate income and jobs and ensures that Norwegian natural resources are 

processed; 

2) Norwegian gas power is an alternative to coal, oil, and nuclear power in the Nordic region 

and can thus help to improve the environment. (Ministry of Trade and Energy, 1996, p. 2)  

 

The GPP plans were thus supported for economic reasons and for a “weak” version of the 

substitution argument, using can, rather than will. Furthermore, the topic of circumstance, 

the depiction that Naturkraft had given of the scene in the Burkeian sense (Burke, 

1945/1969), was also agreed to: “Even with heavy commitment to developing bio-energy 

and energy efficiency, it will be necessary to increase the power production based on more 

traditional energy carriers to meet the increased demand for power” (p. 1). 

Aftenposten drew a parallel with the Alta conflict, when a statement from a local 

authority in the municipality of Øygarden declared that a GPP was unwelcome. Energy 

minister Stoltenberg, however, said that he was “confident” that this would not turn into a 

new Alta conflict: 

 

The development [in Alta] implied large physical incursions in the environment, the [GPP] is 

just a relatively small building in an already established industrial area. [The GPP] does not 
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result in larger local pollution problems either. For people in Øygarden it does not matter if 

CO2 is emitted locally or in China. (Harbo, 1996a) 

 

The minister declared that local resistance was “one of many issues” that were important, 

but that this was ultimately a national issue. It would be “a pity if local resistance forced us 

to live with greater emissions” (Harbo, 1996a). Some months later, the municipalities and 

counties involved did, in fact, give their support. 

When the Standing Committee on Energy and Environment sent its 

recommendation to the Storting, it too followed the rhetoric of Naturkraft. The text started 

with the topic of circumstance: a description of how power demand was increased and had 

to be met. The arguments about income and jobs were repeated, as well as the claim that 

the total Nordic emissions could be reduced. A minority disputed the latter, and argued 

that the treatment of the White Paper should be postponed until the hearing round on the 

report on the consequences of building GPPs had ended (Standing Committee on Energy 

and the Environment, 1996). 

 

The Storting’s deliberations 

In the plenary debate in the Storting on June 14, the latter proposal was discussed first, but 

turned down with a clear majority vote of 74 against 44 (i.e., Storting Deliberations, 1996). 

The GPP opponents argued that the Storting was reduced to an ordinary body in the 

hearing round for the handling of the permit application from Naturkraft. The 

spokesperson for the case, Ranveig Frøiland (Labour), claimed, nonetheless, that “the 

Storting has received all relevant information in order to make a principled decision” (p. 

4245). In addition, she also argued that the view of the opponents would not be altered by 

a postponement, since they had already made up their minds.  

One of the opponents agreed that their views might remain unaltered after a 

postponement, but said that this was beside the point: “All involved parties in a conflict 

should have the same possibility to present their views and arguments [to the Storting] 

before a final decision is taken” (Paul Chaffey [Socialist Left], p. 4246).  

When the deliberations continued on the content of the White Paper, the 

spokesperson for the case first turned to the crucial point of “exploiting the natural 

resources to the benefit of the welfare of people through jobs and through increased 

creation of value” (Ranveig Frøiland [Labour], pp. 4248–9). She cited Naturkraft, saying 

that 6,000 jobs would be created during the construction period, and was supported by 
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several other speakers. Another proponent framed the issue as a question: “What are we 

going to do to live off in this country? Shall we be satisfied with being a deliverer of raw 

materials regarding natural gas too?” (Gunnar Fatland [Conservative], p. 4254). Another 

representative saw the project as a means to securing “nursing homes and pensions” 

(Oddbjørg Ausdal Starrfelt [Labour], p. 4270). 

The opponents, however, tried to belittle the energy contribution by claiming that 

this would be nothing “compared to the increased emphasis on measures for energy 

efficiency and alternative energy sources” (Ragnhild Queseth Haarstad [Center Party], p. 

4251). Another representative said that the spokesperson had “been honest enough” to 

state that the GPPs could not be called environmental projects, and that she wanted the 

Minister of the Environment to admit this as well. This would spare the representatives 

from hearing “job arguments with a green glaze” (Hilde Frafjord Johnson [Christian 

Democrat], p. 4274).  

The proponents of the project also used the topic of circumstance, relating to the 

increased energy demand, as well as the topic of relationship in the form of the substitution 

argument. The energy minister stated that the use of electricity was increasing, that most of 

this increase was currently met by coal-fired power plants, and that “Norway no longer had 

a surplus of hydroelectric power that could be exported” (Jens Stoltenberg [Labour], p. 

4265). One of his crucial arguments was that coal-fired power plants are started in periods 

when there is a lack of power. The GPPs would produce power on a year round basis, with 

low variable costs, using long-term contracts. This would create an economic incentive to 

prefer GPPs to coal-fired power plants. In addition, the minister appealed to “common 

sense:” 

 

In addition, you can use common sense. No one buys power for fun. The more gas power you 

can buy, the less need you have for coal and nuclear power. (Jens Stoltenberg [Labour], 

Storting Deliberations, 1996, p. 4269)  

 

The opponents, however, labeled the substitution argument “wishful thinking,” since no 

common Nordic goal for emission reduction existed, and there was no common goal to 

reduce the energy use either (Ragnhild Queseth Haarstad [Center Party], p. 4251).  

The opponents used the topic of testimony; in particular, they cited statements made 

by the Pollution Control Authority and the Directorate for Nature Management. The 

hearing statements from these directorates regarding Naturkraft’s application for a building 
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permit had been published two days before the deliberations. The main arguments from 

the former were that the substitution argument had not been proven, and that the 

emissions from the GPPs were being compared with emissions from old coal-fired plants, 

rather than those based on new technology (e.g., Bragli Alstadheim, 1996b).  

The reactions from the GPP proponents in the Storting were strong, and the 

Pollution Control Authority was condemned:  

 

And then one throws oneself around the neck of [the Pollution Control Authority] … that … 

has shown … that it does not comprehend the dynamics of the energy markets in the Nordic 

region. (Gunnar Fatland [Conservative], Storting Deliberations, 1996, p. 4259)  

 

The alternatives launched by the opponents related primarily to either energy efficiency 

measures or export of gas. It was argued that the potential for the former was not being 

used, and that the latter would lead to a better utilization factor for the natural gas. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, the “spillover heat” from conversion to electricity could 

be used if the conversion took place closer to populated areas. The Directorate for Nature 

Management said that 40 percent of the energy would be lost from the GPPs, something 

that did not count in their favor. The conclusion was that energy efficiency measures 

should be realized first, something that the opponents in the Storting also emphasized. 

The opponents also took issue with the “replacement versus addition” question, just 

as the Climate Alliance had done: 

 

The reason for building [GPPs] is that one shall produce energy on top of [the energy] that 

stems from both existing and new coal-fired power plants and nuclear power plants. What will 

be displaced are measures for energy efficiency and alternative energy sources that are more 

expensive than existing coal-fired power plants and nuclear power plants. (Paul Chaffey 

[Socialist Left], Storting Deliberations, 1996, p. 4267)  

 

The proponents repeated the stance of the White Paper. They agreed that energy 

efficiency measures would be useful, but that such measures could not make up for the 

whole power demand. As for the export of gas in pipelines, it was pointed out that a 

considerable level of gas export already existed, and that attempts had been made to strike 

new deals for several years, without success. Energy minister Stoltenberg also emphasized 

that the carbon emissions would be the same, nonetheless, and that the important thing 

was that coal would be replaced. He also stressed that he was doing what the United 
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Nation’s Climate Panel and Worldwatch Institute had recommended, that is, he was trying 

to use more natural gas, and saw this as a “bridge from the old, traditional energy carriers 

to the new, renewable ones” (Jens Stoltenberg [Labour], p. 4267).  

The opponents also invoked the conflict of the Alta development. One of them 

claimed that a vote for GPPs would be a similar “monument over a failed environmental 

policy” (Ragnhild Queseth Haarstad [Center Party], p. 4251). This was also a comparison 

played up by Nature and Youth when the organization had decided to place the GPP issue 

on the top of its agenda in early 1996.  

The environmentalists also succeeded in getting a couple of Storting representatives 

to use the comparison argument. A dissenting Labour member asked rhetorically what 

could happen after the forthcoming international climate negotiations in Kyoto, Japan, 

that might result in a binding agreement on emission cuts:  

 

What are we going to do at that point in time if two brand new [GPPs] are finished and 

contribute to an increase in the emissions of 6 percent? What do we do when Norway has to 

reduce, despite the increase from the GPPs? Do we abstain from lightening up and burning the 

gas in these two plants, or do we alternatively choose to let half of the Norwegian car park take 

the rap? (Gunn Karin Gjul [Labour], Storting Deliberations, 1996, p. 4278) 

 

It is likely that the Storting representatives thought that statements from the Pollution 

Control Authority and the Directorate for Nature Management carried more weight in the 

debate. The Climate Alliance and its counter-paper were, nonetheless, mentioned on a 

couple of occasions. It was, for instance, argued that a united environmental movement 

was against the GPPs, and that the Climate Alliance also included Labour Youth and the 

Young Conservatives (Anne Enger Lahnstein [the Centre Party], p. 4270). Furthermore, it 

was pointed out that the leader of the Young Conservatives had made a contribution to the 

counter-paper, saying that the GPPs would ruin the national stabilization goal for carbon 

emissions, and implying that there would be NOK 4 million in public subsidies per job 

created by the GPPs (p. 4256). 

A Conservative member ignored this, but instead warned against using the counter-

paper, since it contained “a row of factual and concrete mistakes… that are presented as 

truths” (Gunnar Fatland [Conservative], p. 4256). Naturkraft had sent a letter to the 

Storting insisting, for instance, that a couple of the contributions to the counter-paper had 

been written by the researchers as private individuals, and had not been “subject to quality 

control in these institutions.” Furthermore, it was said, the conclusions from the 
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Directorate for Nature Management were disputed by the NVE (letter, Naturkraft, dated 

June 7, 1996).  

The latter representative and others also used the topic of contradiction, and said 

that environmentalists in previous debates had argued for GPPs as alternatives to 

hydroelectric development. However, the initiative by Bellona was also mentioned in this 

connection, and there was a call for both more research and funding to follow up this 

alternative (e.g., Storting Deliberations, 1996, p. 4280). Bellona thus seemed to enjoy 

relative success, although their suggestions only played a minor part in the debate. The 

Climate Alliance was able to impress its perspective on several of the representatives, but all 

in all it was Naturkraft that “won” the day when the votes were taken: 71 representatives 

recommended that the application for a building permit should be considered, whereas 42 

opposed the suggestion. Labour, the Conservatives, and the Progressive Party secured this 

support. 

 

The environmentalists continue their work  

After the extensive lobbying failed, the alliance had to draw the conclusion that it is difficult 

to change the opinions of politicians who have already made up their minds (Hasselmeier, 

1999). This is much in line with conventional knowledge on lobbying. In hindsight, the 

environmentalists lamented that they had concentrated too much on lobbying, and thought 

that the key to success would have been to get public opinion on side. This, in turn, could 

have put pressure on the politicians (internal evaluation report, Action Against Gas-Fired 

Power Plants, 1998).  

 

Obviously you have a hope that … it is arguments that will decide. And not prestige. 

Sometimes arguments count. But I believe we understood quite quickly that in this case … the 

arguments would not be the [deciding factor]. It was the counter power that one was able to 

build, the opposition that one was able to build, that would stop the project. (Lars Haltbrekken, 

personal communication, April 22, 2003) 

 

Far from giving up, the environmentalists geared up their efforts after the defeat in the 

Storting. It was now argued that the international climate negotiations would make it 

impossible to build the GPPs. At one stage during spring, it had been promised that 

100,000 names would be collected for the petition against GPPs, but by the middle of the 

summer it had only been signed by 5,000 people. The board of Nature and Youth decided 
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to visit the local chapters and urged them to put up stands in the squares in their 

communities. In this way, the organization was able to keep the issue alive. 

The goal of 100,000 signatures was reached in December 1996, but two months 

earlier, in October, the NVE had granted Naturkraft two building permits. 16  The 

environmentalists lodged an appeal, but Dagbladet commented that the appeal process 

would just be “window dressing.” The newspaper claimed that the government had now 

attached prestige to the building of the GPPs, and that it could put pressure on the NVE to 

reconfirm the decision on the permits (Dagbladet editorial, 1996).  

In hindsight, it was said that the Climate Alliance “did not have a good strategy for 

how to win the case” (Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 22, 3003). After 

discussions with a couple of other activists, Lars Haltbrekken wrote a memorandum 

arguing that the threat of large-scale civil disobedience was the only measure that could 

stop the GPPs. It was particularly emphasized that the necessary means would be pressure 

and threats, and not physical force. It was also said that an “action list” should be launched 

and the names of people willing to participate should be collected. The challenge would be 

to get “people to understand that fighting against GPPs is synonymous with the fight 

against dangerous climate change” (internal memorandum, Action Against Gas-Fired 

Power Plants, 1996).  

A handwritten addition to the memorandum read, “We have to have an 

understanding of what shall happen. Alta⎯what do we say?” This was referring to the fact 

that the Alta conflict had been discussed at an early stage and had provided an important 

frame of understanding for the activists. Later, the activists would read evaluations made 

by the People’s Movement which confirmed the belief that a physical confrontation itself 

would be lost (internal evaluation report, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 1998).  

Discussions in Nature and Youth centered on how the organization now stood at a 

crossroads where it had to decide whether to pursue the GPP issue or not. The 

management felt that it could risk its neck by singling this out as the main campaign issue 

for 1997. Would it be possible to provide the local chapters with enough tasks to conduct a 

year-long campaign at the local level? It was a challenge to ensure that the members felt 

                                                
16 The protests did not stop the company Industrikraft Midt-Norge from setting up to build a GPP. 

The classical argument of preserving and creating jobs was the most important. The company later obtained 

the necessary permits, but at the time of the writing, the plant has not yet been built due to “high prices on 

gas” (www.industrikraft.no). Nature and Youth fought against these plans too, but this will not be analyzed 

here. 
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that “something is happening” and that they were “not only foot soldiers implementing a 

strategy set at the national, central level” (Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, April 

14, 2003).  

The management in Nature and Youth received support for their line at the 

organization’s national meeting early in January 1997. Among the arguments used were 

that the protest actions would be helped by the fact that this was an election year, and also 

that the Kyoto negotiations would start in the fall (Lars Haltbrekken, personal 

communication, April 22, 2003). 

 

The resources of Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants 

In February 1997, central activists from Oslo and Bergen met at Geilo with the aim of 

formulating a new strategy based around civil disobedience. The meeting laid the 

foundation for what was to be called Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants. It was 

emphasized that “threat of [civil disobedience] actions [equals] victory.” By mobilizing a 

wide range of people, the aim was for the activists to make it politically impossible to build 

the GPPs (private minutes, Lars Haltbrekken, February 13, 1997). It was also mentioned 

that Naturkraft’s use of a public relations agency could be played up, as this debate had 

been raised in the previous month by a critical television documentary (also referred to in 

the previous chapter) (NRK, 1997c). 

 

Institutionalization and financial resources 

The organizational structure for the new initiative turned out to be an issue that caused 

debate at the meeting. It was argued that there should be secrecy around the committee 

that was to organize the civil disobedience, as this would make sabotage and surveillance 

more difficult for the Police Security Service. Later, however, the totally opposite approach 

was chosen: Everyone should know as much as possible, so that the organization was less 

vulnerable if “one chain was taken out.” It was reasoned that the organization had to be 

inclusive, and that secrecy would have earned the activists a bad image and made it 

difficult to mobilize people (Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, April 14, 2003; Lars 

Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 22, 2003).  

An office was acquired in Oslo for holding weekly meetings, which had up to 30 

people in attendance. At the constituting meeting of the action group in February, a board 

and a leader group were elected. The latter was made responsible for the daily work and 
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for media relations, and included Lars Haltbrekken and Aud Karin Oen, the latter from 

Øygarden, where it was expected that the first GPP would be built. Alfred Fidjestøl was 

responsible for managing the finances and also traveled around to help to set up, and keep 

in touch with, local chapters. At most, the action group had approximately 20–25 local 

chapters, some of which, in reality, were Nature and Youth chapters which had changed 

their name (Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, April 14, 2003). 

The income of Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants is shown in Table 10.1, with 

bracketed figures of the net loss of Naturkraft in NOK million beneath. 

 

Table 10.1 Economic capital of Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants 1997–2001 (NOK) 

 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants 611,294 56,318 700  25,951 1,241 

(Naturkraft, net loss in NOK million) (42) (42.9) (22.8) (13.5) (27) 

 
 
Compared to the financial resources of the other organizations, and Naturkraft in 

particular, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants was obviously a poor organization. The 

most active period of the organization was the start-up year, 1997, but the income was still 

only a little above NOK 0.6 million. Over 40 % of this comprised contributions from 

individuals, but the prime organizational benefactor was Nature and Youth. The latter not 

only contributed hard cash, but also footed some of the administrative bills, and, in 

addition, the board and the administration of the organization made up a pool of 

volunteers.  

Cash flow was stated as a huge problem in the campaign plan’s section on finances. It 

was feared that lack of ready money would hamper the activity level, since much of the 

collected money would have to cover the production of public relations material and the 

operating expenses for hiring and running an office (undated internal document, Action 

Against Gas-Fired Power Plants). Table 10.1 also illustrates that the organization was more 

or less in a hiatus in 1999 and 2001, which will be discussed later.  

 

Knowledge capital 

In Chapter four, knowledge capital was defined as having formal education or practical 

experience in an area. As for the action group’s knowledge about public relations, this 
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consisted mostly of practical skills acquired through activism. The activists did, however, 

also attempt to draw on the experience of others in this regard, and contacted people who 

had participated in the Alta conflict, including the old FoEN leader Per Flatberg: 

  

Late fall 96/early spring 97 we used a lot of the experience that they had from Alta. The Alta 

protest was also monitored by the Police Security Service. And we collected a lot of the 

experiences they had. And we read lots of the documents that they had left about how they had 

gone about [organizing the protests]. … We used Per Flatberg actively [and] consulted with 

[him] about organizational thinking and openness, among other things. … The main 

conclusion they drew was that they had focused too much on technicalities under the actions, 

and less on political pressure. We wanted to do the opposite. We wanted to use less technical 

equipment like iron chains, and focus more on political pressure. (Lars Haltbrekken, personal 

communication, April 22, 2003; January 16, 2004). 

 

The informal knowledge of public relations was also demonstrated in the reasoning around 

organizational matters, the rhetoric and the handling of the media. A wide set of available 

public relations tools was used: fact sheets, leaflets, newsletters, stands, public meetings, and 

protest rallies. One of the goals was also to show up each and every place visited by the 

ministers to be a physical reminder for the cabinet and the journalists that tagged along.  

As for media relations, the activists knew that they had to provide events and photo 

opportunities and roll out the campaign in such a fashion that the issue would remain 

interesting. A few newspapers were chosen as “allies” and were given exclusives. The 

tabloids VG and Dagbladet were not among these, since the activists thought that they were 

too unpredictable, both regarding angles they would choose and whether or not they would 

use the material (internal evaluation report, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 1998). 

Neither Aftenposten nor Dagbladet covered the press conference in March, where the 

initiative was launched. In April, however, coverage was secured when three activists 

climbed the government building and draped it with a large banner (Anonymous author, 

1997b). However, the turning point came in early May, when a protest march was 

arranged in Øygarden. The march drew 250 people and demonstrated that the activists 

were able to follow up on their threats and that they were seriously committed to stopping 

the GPPs (Kapstad, 2001). The newspapers could now show something other than mug 

shots of activists or archival photos from other protests.  

The point was made that the preparations should be conducted in openness to gain 

media coverage. The fact that the organization offered schooling in civil disobedience, for 
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instance, did receive media attention (e.g., Berg Bentzrød, 1997). Further coverage was 

secured by arranging a summer camp in Øygarden with a range of activities to keep both 

the media and the participants happy. As with the march in Øygarden, the camp too was 

first and foremost important symbolically, as it manifested how the opponents were alert 

and willing to take action. A later stunt included the launching of “Grannies Against 

GPPs,” a group that knitted warm clothing for the protesters, which also received some 

media attention. 

 

Social capital 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants could also make use of the social capital built up 

through the Climate Alliance. This afforded the group good media contacts and well-

established connections with the GPP opposition in the political milieu. When the 

organization could, at one stage, boast having a list containing the names of 1,000 persons 

willing to participate in civil disobedience, this also included two prominent Storting 

representatives from the Socialist Left Party. The role of the latter party was highlighted in 

the evaluation which the activists later wrote. The two mentioned representatives also 

suggested to the Storting that the appeals on the GPP permits should not be treated before 

the Kyoto conference had finished. The suggestion was unsurprisingly turned down on 

May 12 (internal evaluation report, Action Against GPPs, 1998, Andersen, 1997a; Chaffey 

& Solheim, 1997; Storting Deliberations, 1997). 

As mentioned, it now seemed that it was in Øygarden that Naturkraft would start 

building first, and this was also the place where local opposition had been strongest. Now, 

the Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants wanted to expand its relationship with this 

group, since a local connection was seen as pivotal in order to succeed. The activists were, 

however, “scared to death” that they would not be able to bond with the locals. In an effort 

to create identification with this group, a delegation with specific characteristics was sent to 

the first meeting: 

 

[The Action Committee in Øygarden was comprised of] solid locals whom we did not have a 

relationship with. So we had a meeting shortly after [the meeting at Geilo] where we were 

going to befriend them. And my mother was sent [to that meeting], because she [was nearly] 

70 years old … and [could talk about] joining in civil disobedience. [laughter] We were dead 

scared that we would be perceived as kind of young, organizational rats from Oslo. … My 

mother and Jenny who speaks [dialect was at the meeting]. We needed that. And [my mother] 
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was cynical enough to understand [what was] her role. [laughter] (Alfred Fidjestøl, personal 

communication, April 14, 2003) 

 

It was previously pointed out that Bellona was regarded as something of a “loose cannon” 

in the environmental movement. The pragmatic and tactical orientation of Bellona made 

the behavior and initiatives of the foundation difficult to predict. It was therefore seen as 

important that the action group maintained good relations with Bellona, and meetings 

were arranged to discuss strategies against the Naturkraft plants. The two organizations put 

aside any competition and carved up the issue between them. The basic agreement was 

that Bellona would advocate its technological alternative, whereas Action Against Gas-

Fired Power Plants would keep quiet and have “no opinion” about this (Lars Haltbrekken, 

personal communication, April 22, 2003; Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, April 

14, 2003).  

 

Symbolic capital 

As for symbolic capital, or social standing and respectability as Bourdieu defined it 

(Bourdieu, 1984), attempts were also made to get respected and well-known people to 

support the organization. The plan was to prepare a top-ten list that could be presented in 

the media, but a journalist in Dagbladet beat them to the idea. Nevertheless, the activists 

were able to give some input as to who should be contacted (internal evaluation report, 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 1998). 

A turning point came in late April and early May, which would enhance the 

symbolic capital of Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants significantly. First, a bishop in 

the Church of Norway declared his aversion towards GPPs, and later the Council on 

Ecumenical and International Relations sent out a statement arguing that a decision on 

GPPs should be postponed until the international climate negotiations had been 

completed. Congregations were urged to pray against GPPs and “destructive 

consumption” (e.g., Anonymous author, 1997a; Østrem & Furuly, 1997).  

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, Naturkraft, and media commentators alike 

were surprised by the move from the church, and several believe that this was critical for 

the turn of the conflict. The environmentalists thought that their GPP opposition gained 

legitimacy through this unexpected support (Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, 

April 14, 2003, Lars Haltbrekken, April 22, 2003, Vassbotn, 1997). 

 



 

   261 

The rhetoric of Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants 

The activists might have seen their campaigning against the GPPs as dictated by the scene, 

that is, the possibilities for climate change. What is certain is that they also relied on this 

topic of circumstance when dealing with something they recognized as a pressing task, 

namely defending the threat of civil disobedience (internal campaign plan, Action Against 

Gas-Fired Power Plants, 1997).  

 

Relationship: Threat of civil disobedience 

The activists tried to point to certain antecedents that would have specific consequences, 

that is, to argue that the circumstances demanded that they use civil disobedience to stop 

construction of the plants. In the leaflet that was printed, with a distribution of in 80,000 

copies, three reasons were given: the lives of our descendents would be threatened since the 

GPPs increase pollution, international agreements and national decisions would be violated 

by building GPPS, and undemocratic methods had been used in the decision-making 

process (leaflet, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 1997; Lars Haltbrekken, personal 

communication, April 22, 2003). None of these premises could be characterized as 

unqualified facts according to the scheme of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (Perelman & 

Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971), but were mostly built on what environmentalists 

considered to be preferable. Most of the premises would require several qualifiers. The first 

argument, for instance, rested on thinking that could be reconstructed as the following 

syllogism: all GPPs increase pollution (major premise), pollution affects the lives of our 

descendents (minor premise), and therefore, GPPs affect the lives of our descendents 

(conclusion). The major premise here was, of course, the most contested one. It was an 

undisputable fact that the GPPs would emit carbon dioxide; however, if the substitution 

argument of Naturkraft was correct, the total global emissions would decrease.  

Furthermore, another preference expressed was that we have responsibility for not 

harming the lives of our descendents (major premise), pollution will harm the lives of our 

descendents (minor premise), and therefore, we have a responsibility not to pollute 

(conclusion). Agreement could perhaps be reached on these premises, but, again, some 

qualifiers would be needed, this time in relation to the conclusion. Would it, for instance, 

imply that all use of fossil fuels should be stopped? 

A second argument meant to justify the use of civil disobedience was that an increase 

in national carbon dioxide emissions would go against international agreements and 
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decisions by the Storting (leaflet, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 1997). The 

premise that the activists sought adherence to here, was that everyone has an obligation to 

honor agreements that have been made. This is also a value in need of qualifiers. The 

springing point, however, was that no binding international agreements existed at this 

point, and, furthermore, the Storting had not formally adopted the stabilization goal for 

carbon dioxide emissions. If something was violated, it was expressed intentions. 

It was also argued that the GPP process had been undemocratic. The argument went 

that the government controlled the companies involved, and was both judge and jury in the 

treatment of the application from Naturkraft: “In reality, the government had decided on 

the matter before anyone else had chance to make statements” (leaflet, Action Against Gas-

Fired Power Plants, 1997). In the debate, it was also pointed out that the hearing round on 

the GPP impact assessment had finished after the Storting had debated the GPP White 

Paper. Again, more qualifiers would be needed in order to make the “democracy 

argument” stick logically. The peculiar sequence of the deliberation and the deadline for 

the hearing round did, however, strengthen the environmentalists’ case rhetorically.  

Attempts were also made to make civil disobedience seem “common and non-

dramatic:” 

 

[We pointed out that] the right to vote came through [use of] civil disobedience. Workers’ 

rights came through [use of civil disobedience]. When people see that the founding father Einar 

Gerhardsen … used civil disobedience, then this is perhaps not such a dangerous instrument 

after all. In a way it will not bring down society. (Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, 

April 22, 2003) 

 

The activists thus attempted to tie their choice of action to a “glorious tradition,” which 

thus also might be read as an emotional appeal. The activists also focused on internal 

schooling and theorizing around the use of civil disobedience. A memorandum called 

“Civil disobedience, democracy, and gas-fired power plants” was written, and later a book 

was published discussing the history of civil disobedience (i.e., Berre Persen & Johansen, 

1998). Interestingly enough, no public debate was raised around civil disobedience, as had 

been done in the Alta conflict.  
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The Alta connection and use of “grown ups” 

Another important rhetorical strategy was to play up the connection to the Alta conflict. 

This functioned as an emotional appeal and an important symbolic resource in at least two 

respects. It was a powerful metaphor for “something that ‘everyone’ regretted afterwards,” 

and it invoked memories of massive popular protest actions that totally dominated the 

public, political, and media agenda for a long period. The activists used the media to stress 

the point: 

 

The first [thing the prime minister] promised was a commitment to the environment. He is still 

going to build [GPPs]. He should learn a lesson from the Alta development. If he forces 

through construction, he will regret it in ten years’ time. (Andersen, 1997a, p. 10) 17 

 

To create photograph opportunities and to prepare for the afore-mentioned summer camp, 

the activists also pitched a Saami tent in Øygarden. This symbolic action was not lost on 

the journalists, who played up the Alta link in the coverage (e.g., Furuly, 1997a). 

Nevertheless, some ambivalence could be discerned towards the Alta connection 

among the activists. Behind closed doors, they referred to the “Saami cord” that they 

wanted to pull, alluding to the emotions and activism that the Alta conflict had stirred. 

However, an important discussion was whether the GPP issue was one that people were 

willing to “sacrifice” something for. There was also a fear of being associated with a lost 

cause, and some felt that it was the media that were most eager to establish a comparison 

(Einar Håndlykken, personal communication, April 3, 2003; Kapstad, 2001).  

To make the threat of large-scale actions credible, it was acknowledged by the activists 

that they had to reach beyond environmentalist circles. Efforts were made to recruit board 

members “that were unlike us.” In particular, it was important to show that the initiative 

was not a front for Nature and Youth. It was felt that the media profile of people with this 

connection should be toned down, and that the local “grown-ups” from Øygarden should 

represent the organization. As pointed out previously, the activists eagerly tried to forge 

connections with the latter locals. The activists themselves believe that this was a deciding 

                                                
17 Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants also contacted the four Alta activists who had been 

convicted in the Supreme Court in 1983, and urged them to write a letter to the government. During the Alta 

conflict, the then leader of Labour Youth, Thorbjørn Jagland, had implored the government to set aside 

prestige considerations and stop the development. In 1996, Jagland was Prime Minister and the Alta veterans 

more or less duplicated the phrases he had used during the Alta conflict (Nilsen, 2001). 
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factor for the success of the campaign (Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 

22, 2003). It certainly helped to create a different persona for the organization, as it did not 

come across as only being built around young environmentalists. 

 

Comparison: Pollution, not substitution 

Several strategy documents mention that the activists felt that the discussion so far had 

been proceeding on Naturkraft’s terms, and that they were “forced” to argue against the 

substitution argument. There was a shared conviction that to counter this direction, and to 

get people to “discuss GPPs during lunch breaks,” the issue had to be simplified. In one 

later memorandum, it was said 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” (undated strategy document). 

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, emphasizing different aspects 

first. 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. To a 

certain extent, the substitution argument was also “old hat” for the journalists, and it was 

certainly complex to argue against, as it soon turned into technical discussions. The 

activists maintained the need for a national stabilization target and were skeptical towards 

so-called flexible mechanisms. Some of them, nonetheless, felt that their arguments were 

perceived as a bit old-fashioned, and that it was a rhetorical challenge to be against 

something “flexible,” since the latter has such positive connotations (Einar Håndlykken, 

personal communication, April 3, 2003; Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, April 

14, 2003; Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 22, 2003). 

During the inaugural meeting, it had been emphasized that it should be established 

that the GPP issue concerned pollution and the consequences of this: 

 

We wanted to focus on what trouble the pollution caused and simplify the debate. 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. During [the course of the events] some of us also 

spent time before interviews and debates to train in the arguments and [focus on] what was 

going to be the message. (internal evaluation report, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 

1998, p. 19) 
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It was thought that the pathos-laden phrase “dangerous climate change” should be used 

more frequently than it had previously. This, the activists felt, would broaden the 

opportunity to mobilize, and they also expected the climate issue to dominate the agenda 

in connection with the then upcoming climate negotiations in Kyoto, Japan (internal 

evaluation report, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 1998). The afore-mentioned 

leaflet had the following lead: 

 

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

this pollution. Climate change cause greater extremes of weather, such as hurricanes, increased 

sea levels, and the spread of deserts. (leaflet, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 1997) 

 

In a side bar, it was argued against the substitution argument. It was claimed that the GPPs 

would lead to increased electricity consumption, and would compete against more 

environmentally friendly alternatives. The argument about energy conservation was 

restated, and the topic of authority was used, as it was mentioned how “the State Pollution 

Control Authority, the Directorate for Nature Management, and all the environmental 

organizations are critical towards the GPPs” (leaflet, Action Against Gas-Fired Power 

Plants, 1997).  

As mentioned, the leaflet presented arguments for civil disobedience, and the 

comparison topic was used again with a picture of a car spewing out exhaust, and the 

accompanying text read “Pollutes like 600,000 cars.” The latter argument was now 

repeated with such a frequency that it irritated Naturkraft and almost bored the 

environmentalists themselves.  

 

That was what was learnt in childhood. … This is stuff that we learnt in seminars [arranged by] 

Nature and Youth. 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. 

(Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 22, 2003) 

 

The activists 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, and the activists lamented that they had not chosen this 

strategy earlier. A poll in one of the main daily newspapers showed that 44 % of 

respondents were against GPPs and that only 28 % supported such plants. In Hordaland 

County, which includes Øygarden, polls taken in March and November 1996 and 
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November 1997 showed a sharp increase in people against GPPs. The numbers had 

climbed from 27 % to 32 %, and, finally, to 44 %. The number of GPP supporters had 

declined to 31 % in November 1997. As mentioned, the opposition had also increased 

“qualitatively”—the Church of Norway had involved itself on the side of the protesters. 

Now, it was no longer only the “idealistic fringe” elements that opposed GPPs, and the 

pressure was mounting on the government (internal evaluation report, Action Against 

GPPs, 1998, Furuly, 1997d; Garvik & Pedersen, 1997; Vassbotn, 1997; Hasselmeier, 1999; 

Nilsen, 2001). 

 

The “lonely and abandoned” Naturkraft counters  

In the offices of Naturkraft, a feeling of being surrounded by enemies, and of having been 

forsaken by former partners and owners, started to spread. President Lont put it this way: 

 

There were not many that stood up and said that they thought this was a good idea any more. 

That is for sure. So in a way, we were lonely and abandoned. … And the owners did not 

[intervene] either. They did not stand up at all. They were totally absent. (Auke Lont, personal 

communication, June 25, 2003)  

 

The public affairs manager Gro Mjellem was stunned by two developments in particular. 

The first was when the threat of civil disobedience was leveled. Mjellem says that it sent 

shivers down her spine. She did not feel that Naturkraft was a large enough organization to 

handle something this big, and established contact with a public relations agency, which 

subsequently helped out with a crisis plan (Gro Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 

2003). 

When she also heard that a bishop in the Church of Norway had condemned the 

plans, she felt that “the world had gone awry:” 

 

I felt that now it was growing beyond all reasonable proportions. Now it had become a kind of 

religion. It was quite intense. … Yes, to be honest, I thought that now [the bishop] talked about 

something that he did not have a clue about. [laughter] I thought that the church was meddling 

in business they should stay away from. … It became religion, it became politics, it became 

commerce, industry and industrial development, it became everything at once. (Gro Mjellem, 

personal communication, May 27, 2003) 
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As for the rhetoric of the opponents, Naturkraft employees characterized this as “populist” 

and “slogan-oriented.” Lont thought that the focus on pollution could be likened to a 

rhetorical question, that is, the answer would be obvious if the issue was phrased in the 

following way: “Are you for or against increased pollution that amounts to the equivalent 

of 600,000 cars” (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003)? 

Lont and Mjellem both thought that the comparison argument was irrelevant, 

although the latter admitted that the environmentalists had “constructed a distinct 

picture.” Their main grievance was that cars could not be compared with electricity 

production. Yet, the most typical retort against comparison arguments is precisely to point 

out differences between the two entities that are compared (Corbett & Connors, 1999). 

Naturkraft, however, did not want to engage in a dialogue over the issue, nor attack civil 

disobedience as the NVE had done in the Alta conflict. Instead, it was decided that they 

should “stick to their guns:”  

 

The way we met [their rhetoric] was … simply to cling onto our story and our arguments. And 

not let us be engaged in a dialogue, or a polemic on another level or on another area. We were 

quite scrupulous in this, and tried to make it visible that it was a certain logical pattern in our 

argumentation. … No matter what the counterpart had [to say], we told our story. And as I 

remember it several journalists said that we were very consistent in our argumentation and did 

not yield in this. (Gro Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 2003) 

 

Issues of decision making, market, economy, technology  

In an attempt to keep the initiative, Naturkraft also published five fact sheets which were 

distributed to all households in Øygarden municipality, to journalists, and to other 

interested parties. One of the fact sheets focused on the “formal hearing of the case,” 

stressing that the Storting had said “yes” to GPPs. The process was described as “thorough 

and democratic,” since it had included two hearing rounds and regional and local 

authorities supported the building. A summary of what had happened was given, in order 

to underscore the legitimacy of the permits (fact sheet: Formal Hearing of the Case—The Storting 

has Said “Yes” to GPPs, Naturkraft, 1997). This was obviously an answer to the charges from 

the environmentalists that the process had been undemocratic.  

A second theme was the “Nordic perspective,” and an entire fact sheet was devoted 

to this. Here, Naturkraft wanted to direct the focus away from the national perspective and 

the national stabilization goal for carbon dioxide emissions. The energy situation in 
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Norway had changed since Naturkraft had been set up, and the power from the GPPs 

would not necessarily go towards export but be used domestically. The substitution 

argument, however, was still vigorous. Naturkraft was able to draw on premises based on 

reality, namely that when there is lack of power in Norway this will be made up for by 

import from other Nordic countries with surpluses—that is, the Nordic region has a 

common electricity market. This importation, it was argued, would mainly be based on 

what Finnish and Danish coal-fired power plants could offer. In Burkeian terms (Burke, 

1945/1969), Naturkraft described a particular scene that would have a bearing on the act: 

the description of a growing electricity demand was repeated, and it was argued that 

measures for energy efficiency would not make up for this growth (fact sheet: Nordic 

Perspective — The Nordic Region is a Single Power Market, Naturkraft, 1997).  

The fact sheet on economy had the title Gas-Fired Power is Profitable, and a lead with 

three bullet points: 

 

• Norway has considerable natural gas resources. 

• By [converting] the gas to electricity we contribute to increased creation of value in 

Norway.  

• [The GPPs] mean considerable increase of income for the local communities. (fact sheet: 

Economy—Gas-Fired Power is Profitable, Naturkraft, 1997) 

 

The first paragraph was a premise based on reality, or a fact that no one would contest. 

The next paragraph played along with a central political wish expressed in the Storting 

debate, that Norway shall not only be an exporter of raw material. That the GPPs would 

yield income to the local communities was also something that had been emphasized in the 

White Paper on GPPs. An important signal to the politicians was that these widely 

supported goals could be endangered: a unilateral tax on carbon emissions would stop the 

GPPs and in turn lead to increased emissions in the Nordic region. Again, in Burkeian 

terms (Burke, 1945/1969): this perspective implied that the scene and the purpose should 

dominate the potential act. The “objective” conditions in the Nordic market, and the 

overall purpose of increased “value creation” and reduction of carbon emissions, dictated 

that the politicians dropped the idea of a unilateral tax (fact sheet: Economy—Gas-Fired Power 

is Profitable, Naturkraft, 1997) 

A fourth fact sheet theme was technology. Naturkraft used emotional appeals 

concerning the company’s plants and argued that they would be “among the best and most 

efficient in the world.” One of the figures in the illustration was equipped with a quote: 
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“Why doesn’t all gas become electricity?” The answer that environmentalists would have 

wanted to shout back was “because gas is a fossil fuel that contributes to global warming, 

and thus it cannot be labeled as ‘ideal’ for production of electricity.” Nevertheless, the 

question echoed the slogan presented in the same fact sheet, “Gas is ideal for production of 

electricity,” and might be dubbed the leitmotif of the company (fact sheet: Environment—

GPPs are Environmentally Friendly, Naturkraft, 1997).  

An important function of the latter fact sheet was also to differentiate between 

available technology and technology under development, in order to fend off the suggestion 

from Bellona: “The technology for cleaning [carbon dioxide] is far from being at the 

finishing stage. Today’s technology is very costly and demands a lot of energy” (fact sheet: 

Environment—GPPs are Environmentally Friendly, Naturkraft, 1997). 

Similarly, it was argued that the degree of utilization would not be higher if the gas 

was exported, something that had been argued by the environmentalists and the opponents 

in the Storting. Here, an example was used from the Danish thermal power plant system, 

which had a 59 % energy efficiency. Naturkraft’s plants would have an energy efficiency of 

58 % and over 60 %respectively. 

 

“The GPPs will replace power from coal-fired plants”  

The fifth and most important theme was the environmental side of the project, and one 

fact sheet was devoted to this. The first interesting aspect was that now the substitution 

argument was postulated in stronger terms than had previously been the case: “As long as 

coal-fired power is a considerable part of Nordic energy production, a introduction of gas 

power will replace coal power [since it is less polluting]” (fact sheet: Environment—GPPs are 

Environmentally Friendly, Naturkraft, 1997). 

In its written material, Naturkraft had previously only said that gas power could 

replace power from coal-fired plants, and promoted the GPPs as an environmentally 

friendly alternative. Now, however, the topic of relationship, and cause and effect, was 

used. Curiously enough, however, Naturkraft did not make any attempt to qualify this 

stronger version of the substitution argument.18  

                                                
18 In its public relations material, Naturkraft only made an attempt to give the substitution argument 

proper support in 1998. In a another published booklet, it was argued, “all new power plants with low 

marginal production costs would contribute to replace production from older and more expensive power 

plants. A GPP in Norway will contribute to a necessary renewal of the power plants and therefore replaces 
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The “old” comparison with coal-fired power plants was repeated. Since the power 

from the GPPs would create fewer emissions of carbon dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, and 

sulphur, Naturkraft also tried to create a particular association with the help of a loose 

argument of coexistence (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971): “Gas power, wind 

power and hydroelectric power are, together with energy production based on biomass, 

important contributions to be able to stabilize the global emissions of [carbon dioxide]” 

(fact sheet: Environment—GPPs are Environmentally Friendly, Naturkraft, 1997). One of the 

members of the fossil fuel family now seemed to belong to a whole new category altogether, 

namely the category of energy carriers that can help to solve the world’s greatest 

environmental problem. “Normally” it is renewable energy sources that are trusted with 

this task. To justify the creation of this new category, Naturkraft also tried to weaken the 

position of the alternative sources, and addressed the calls for increased commitment in this 

direction. The first energy alternative that Naturkraft attacked was that of building 

windmills. Using the topic of comparison, it was indirectly suggested that this option was 

unrealistic: 

 

It will take 2,130 windmills with a height and wing span of 60 meters along the whole coastline 

of Norway to produce as much electricity as two [GPPs]. … This amounts to one windmill per 

kilometer along the coastline from Halden to Grense Jakobselv. (fact sheet: Environment—GPPs 

are Environmentally Friendly, Naturkraft, 1997) 

 

The use of the three numbers indicated the disparity between the two alternatives, and how 

enormous the task would be if one opted for building windmills instead of GPPs. The 

mentioning of the wingspan and the needed locations illustrated how huge each windmill 

would be, and how the entire population on the Norwegian coast would be affected by the 

constructions. In comparison, building “merely” two GPPs would be a more moderate 

effort to meet the electricity need.  

Hydroelectric power and biomass energy were two other alternatives that Naturkraft 

sought to undermine. The reserve of the former was “only” 15 %, and production of the 

latter would demand 70 % of the lumber that is felled each year to provide the same 

amount of energy as the two planned GPPs. “Naturally” there were no mention of 

                                                                                                                                              
old coal- and oil-fired power plants” (booklet, Naturkraft, 1998, p. 5). Here then, the competitiveness was 

made the main premise and issue. The opponents could, nonetheless, still point to the fact that new and more 

cost-effective coal-fired power plants existed. 
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possibilities for upgrading existing hydroelectric plants, or for energy conservation for that 

matter. Again, a selection of what is perceived as reality also function as a deflection 

(Burke, 1966).  

Another eye-catching strategy was the typical fallacy to argue ad populum (Corbett & 

Connors, 1999): it was stated, “in our neighboring countries and the rest of Europe, gas is 

recognized as an environmentally friendly energy source.” Here, it was indicated that since 

“everyone” else held power from GPPs in high regard, this should be the position of 

Norwegians too. In isolation, this is a poor argument, but it also pointed to a paradox 

which functioned in this rhetorical context. 

However, as will be shown, the rhetoric of Naturkraft at this stage could not outweigh 

the importance of some particular political considerations.  

 

Prime Minister urges Naturkraft to postpone 

An important reshuffling of the government had taken place in the Storting session after 

the White Paper on GPPs had been debated. The Ministry of Trade and Energy had been 

split into the Ministry of Trade and Industry and the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy. 

Jens Stoltenberg had been made Minister of Finance, and Ranveig Frøiland, who had been 

spokesperson for the GPP proponents in the Storting, was made Minister of Petroleum and 

Energy. Even more important for the GPP issue was the fact that Thorbjørn Jagland had 

taken over the reins from Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland. Both proponents and 

opponents of the GPPs agree that this had a huge impact on the development of the issue 

(Nilsen, 2001).  

Brundtland had enjoyed a very strong position, exemplified by the fact that leading 

political journalists were even labeled as “Groupies for Gro.” Under the leadership of 

Jagland, however, the government soon ran into trouble and several of the ministers had to 

resign (Allern, 2001). With the threat of large-scale civil disobedience, Jagland received 

another important challenge. As the pressure intensified against the government in the 

beginning of May 1997, Jagland gave out what was labeled as “unclear signals” by the 

media. At one point, for instance, it was said that Naturkraft ought not to start construction 

until the Pollution Control Authority had granted an emission permit. The management of 

Naturkraft first chose to view the latter argument as “a misunderstanding.” The company 

was waiting for the appeal over the building permit to be processed, and hoped to start 

construction in June. Formally, the company did not have to wait for an emission permit, 
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and it was “normal procedure” that such permits were granted close to the start-up of 

plants (Furuly, 1997c).  

 

We just had to keep the pressure up, … because we understood that the longer this would take, 

the less likely it was that [the GPPs would be built]. [We said] that ”we are going to get this 

emission permit.” The emissions had been treated by NVE, and the whole analysis of [carbon 

dioxide] was an issue that had been fed into the treatment of the permit [application], so NVE 

had treated the problems of emissions and concluded that it was likely that it would contribute 

to a reduction in the expected [carbon dioxide] emissions. (Auke Lont, personal 

communication, June 25, 2003) 

 

However, this strategy of Naturkraft did not pay off. On May 9, 1997, it was said from the 

Prime Minister’s office: 

 

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 is acquired. That is why we wish to wait until the emission permit is 

treated. (Nygaard, 1997) 

 

On the same day, Auke Lont declared to the media: “We get the political signals, and just 

have to wait” (Anonymous author, 1997c).  

Jagland declared that he hoped that new technology would solve the emission 

problems (see next section). He stated that the fight over the plant in Øygarden was the 

fight over “yesterday’s problems,” and urged everyone to look ahead and “stand together.” 

He further stated that Naturkraft should wait some months so that it could start building 

“on the best possible foundation” and so that the “extreme elements” would not dominate 

the debate. The building of the plants would not need to await new technology, and, 

furthermore, the Kyoto negotiations would not affect the attitude of the government 

(Magnus, 1997; Magnus & Østgårdsgjelten, 1997). 

In the Storting some days later, Jagland argued that the appeals on the permits given 

to Naturkraft had to be treated properly, and furthermore: 

 

A final application for emission permit has to be developed in dialogue between Naturkraft and 

the Pollution Control Authority. Such an application will probably exist in December, and then 

the conditions around the emissions will be clarified. The government believes that building 

start should wait until this has happened. … I have to say that it would have been irresponsible 
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of me not to try to avoid confrontations and civil disobedience that would hurt Norway as a gas 

nation. (Storting Deliberations, 1997, p. 3245) 

 

Neither Naturkraft nor its owners would benefit by going to war against the government, 

and the owners also had other operations to think about. In addition, the economic 

conditions now seemed insecure. 

 

[An element of uncertainty was introduced] when the prime minister started ”rattling sabers.” 

And then we might be formalistic [and say,] ”we will get an emission permit, because it has 

always been like that.” But this is of little help when you have a Prime Minister that shows so 

little… In retrospect you could call this a watershed. If the Prime Minister at that time had said 

that this is basic and standard routine, this will … be dealt with the same way as we always 

have. Then it would have been a whole different situation. (Auke Lont, personal 

communication, June 25, 2003) 

 

The postponement of course delighted the environmentalists, but they were also incensed 

that Jagland had used the phrase “extreme elements.” In the end, however, they decided 

that it would be better to avoid a polemic, so that the Prime Minister could make his 

retreat without losing face. The importance of leaving a retreat alternative open for the 

counterpart was something that had been discussed with Alta veterans and other activists 

(Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 22, 2003).  

 

Reasons for urging postponement 

Several reasons have been given for why the Prime Minister urged Naturkraft to wait. 

However, the actors on both sides in the conflict and commentators in the media largely 

agreed on one thing: the decision was related to the coming Storting election. Jagland and 

the Labour Party did not want to conduct an election campaign at the same time as police 

and protesters clashed over GPPs (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003, 

Lars Haltbrekken, personal communication, April 22, 2003, Bonde, 1997; Vassbotn, 1997). 

It was also reasoned that the size of the opposition against the GPPs played a major 

role. As mentioned, polls showed how a clear majority was against building GPPs, and the 

Church of Norway had also become involved (Furuly, 1997d; Garvik & Pedersen, 1997; 

Vassbotn, 1997). The protests could not be written off as stemming only from the “usual 

suspects.” 



 

   274 

Much has also been made of the role of Bellona. Previously, Bellona had suggested 

that carbon dioxide from GPPs could be injected into empty oil reservoirs. Now, they 

exploited the strategic opportunity and promoted this solution again. This time around, the 

government found the suggestion more interesting. Soon after Naturkraft was urged to 

postpone, the company was also requested to examine the possibility for sequestering 

carbon dioxide. Furthermore, the government announced that it would set up a fast-

working committee to look into different cleaning methods (Ellingsen, 1997b, 1997a; 

Jacobsen, 1997). 

This turn of events was used in the media to portray Bellona as the main and 

mystical actor (e.g., Ellingsen, 1997b). It is certainly an example of how Bellona enjoyed 

good relations with the political elite, and how this social capital was also converted into 

symbolic capital. The Prime Minister did obtain advice from Bellona, but also had a 

meeting where “all” the environmental organizations were welcomed. Afterwards, 

however, Bellona created an impression of having been the only participant at this 

particular meeting. This, it is claimed, points to how the importance of the foundation was 

hyped in the conflict. It also shows that the foundation itself sought to strengthen its 

reputation (Einar Håndlykken, personal communication, April 3, 2003, Alfred Fidjestøl, 

personal communication April 14, 2003).  

In summing up, Naturkraft was given support in the Storting in 1996, but the GPP 

opponents were able to create such huge pressure that the government forced the company 

to postpone its plans in 1997. A main objective of the government was probably to avoid 

civil disobedience actions during the then upcoming election period. A second obstacle to 

the plans of Naturkraft was introduced more or less immediately afterwards, and this and 

the subsequent events are analyzed in the next chapter.  
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11 International negotiations, new technology, 

and standstill, 1997–2001 

In this chapter, it is demonstrated how the environmentalists were able to raise further 

barriers for the GPP plans, but also how Naturkraft managed to roll back the stricter 

regulations that were imposed and how a government left office over the issue. Finally, the 

findings from the case study are drawn together in a discussion of the influence that the 

rhetoric and resources of the actors have had on the outcome of the conflict to date.  

 

Bellona insists Naturkraft needs emission permit for carbon dioxide 

Soon after the initial postponement, Bellona, by strengthening its knowledge capital and 

using the law, created a second obstacle for Naturkraft. Previously, the main strategy of 

Bellona had been to advocate technological alternatives, but the staff had also toyed with 

the idea of using the Pollution Control Act. From the outset, it had been clear that 

Naturkraft would need emission permits according to this act, but it had not been 

established that this also had to include carbon dioxide emissions. Thomas Palm, who 

worked on energy issues in Bellona, was instrumental in launching this idea. Palm lacked 

formal legal qualifications, but had some practical experience from previous environmental 

conflicts of using what was affectionately called “the P-Act:” 

 

It is a measure that you should not use too much. You must have done all off of your 

homework [first]. … But it is often the case in Norway that we do not lack laws and rules. We 

have the Constitution and we have the P-Act and we have X possible conventions that we have 

signed, but the problem is that it is too seldom enforced. Pollution is forbidden, you know. 

(Thomas Palm, personal communication, April 3, 2003) 

 

Palm asked Jon Gauslaa for help. Gauslaa is an attorney at law, who had served time as a 

consciousness objector in Bellona in 1994. Afterwards, he had continued as an advisor on 

an hourly basis in his spare time from his job in the Ministry of Justice. Bellona hired 

Gauslaa on a full-time basis in July 1997, but during the previous month he had already 

helped to draft a letter to the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, hinting that Naturkraft 

needed an emission permit for carbon dioxide according to the Pollution Control Act. 
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NVE had discussed the importance of these [carbon dioxide] emissions in the Nordic region in 

particular. But they do not have authority to grant an emission permit for those kinds of 

emissions, and we kind of raised this as a question. … And got the answers that surfaced, in the 

media in particular that this was not necessary. Emission permits were not needed for [carbon 

dioxide] emissions. In this case [the authorities] had taxes and other measures [that could be 

used]. (Jon Gauslaa, personal communication, April 15, 2003) 

 

The government also replied that carbon dioxide emissions represented a ”climate 

problem, not a pollution problem,” and hence, the Pollution Control Act did not apply 

(Andersen & Ellingsen, 1997). In response, Gauslaa wrote a legal report in which he argued 

the opposite, since carbon dioxide emissions affect the environment. He also pointed to 

some precedents: the Pollution Control Authority had previously treated carbon emissions 

as pollution. However, no emission permits had been granted since the technology to 

handle such emissions was relatively new. In other words, there had previously been no 

yardstick or demands that the Pollution Control Authority could impose. The report was 

circulated in the Storting and sent to the Ministry of Justice and the Norwegian Attorney 

General. The latter apparently drew the conclusion that the government would lose a court 

case. The Legislation Department in the Ministry of Justice had supposedly supported the 

perspective of Bellona for a long time already (Jon Gauslaa, personal communication, April 

15, 2003). 

Bellona was still the catalyst for involving the Pollution Control Act in relation to 

carbon dioxide, and Gauslaa was able to give the argument the legal backing that the 

“ordinary” environmentalists were not able to come up with. Palm expressed it in this way:  

 

It is kind of funny with these lawyer guys that they are able to grasp things that are really 

something we as environmentalists believe that “this is right and this is wrong.” And they are 

able to put it into context. And they know all the law that gives it the necessary weight. … On 

the other hand, we thought that if this law is not applicable against [GPPs], it is not worth 

anything anyhow. (Thomas Palm, personal communication, April 3, 2003) 

 

In June 1997, the NVE finished processing the appeal against the building permits that had 

been granted to Naturkraft. Although the appeal was turned down, the environmentalists 

could celebrate the fact that the original restrictions were tightened. The plants had to be 

prepared for new technology and to make better use of the waste heat. Even more 

importantly, Naturkraft would have to apply for an emission permit for carbon dioxide 
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according to the Pollution Control Act, thus bringing the Pollution Control Authority and 

the Ministry of the Environment closer into the decision-making process. 

Bellona declared it “a tie at the end of the playing time.” The president of the 

foundation, Frederic Hauge, added that “several interesting things can happen in the 

added round” (Tjønn & Berg Bentzrød, 1997). The entry of “new” actors delighted the 

GPP opponents, since these actors did not have the same ties or sector loyalty as the NVE 

and the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy. Although the environmentalists had often 

accused the Pollution Control Authority and the Ministry of the Environment for “not 

doing their job properly,” these bureaucrats have traditionally had sympathy for 

environmental concerns (e.g., Reitan & Stigen, 2000).  

An even more important reason for the environmentalists to be happy was that the 

project would be delayed for several months and also lose momentum. Officially, 

Naturkraft was still “very satisfied” with the decision of the NVE (Harbo, 1997b). 

Internally, however, the mood was different, as the public affairs manager, Gro Mjellem, 

explains: 

 

The opposition gained a new dimension in a way. Because it was now elevated to the highest 

political level, and you have two ministries that do not agree. … Then it is no longer industry 

development. Then it is politics. It becomes a different type of game. But it was no surprise that 

[the Pollution Control Authority] was against us. Or did not like the thought of building 

[GPPs] in Norway. (Gro Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 2003) 

 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants maintains threat with summer 

camp 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants continued to have “good contact with Bellona and 

discussed strategy” with the foundation in connection with the above work. In the 

evaluation, it was stated that this “cooperation functioned very well” and their strategies 

complemented each other (internal evaluation report, Action Against Gas-Fired Power 

Plants, 1998). While Bellona stressed the legal and technological issues, Action Against 

Gas-Fired Power Plants could maintain the threat of civil disobedience. As mentioned in 

the previous chapter, the government had signaled that more information was needed, but 

that the GPPs would be built anyway. Thus, among the activists it was emphasized that 

they should repeat that the planned GPPs were an environmental threat, and that nothing 
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the Prime Minister had said had given them reason to change their plans (internal 

memorandum, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, May 12, 1997).  

The announced protest camp was opened in Øygarden on June 21, 1997 as planned, 

and lasted until the beginning of August. By going ahead with the camp, the activists also 

showed their media savvy. This was media food in the “silly season,” when it would be 

easier to gain access. Test maneuvers were held which were mostly meant as photograph 

opportunities so that the issue would not vanish from the media agenda.  

From early on, it had been emphasized that working against the GPPs should be fun, 

and that cultural events would be important to show that the activists were not only “die 

hard idealists” (campaign plan, undated). Thus, both concerts and stand-up comedy 

performances’ were arranged, and the final meeting in the camp saw a debate between 

several central politicians (Aalborg, 1997b, 1997a).19  

The protesters again worked actively to establish and develop relationships with the 

local community, and proposed to give the locals a helping hand during the summer, 

restore stone fences, help in farm work, and clean the beaches:  

 

We behaved very nicely at all the coffee parties we got invited to and painted the local 

congregation’s community building. … “This is just too silly,” [I thought]. “[The tabloid] VG 

must do something on this.” But even the local paper [in Øygarden], which was very critical 

towards us wrote an editorial about how “these were nice young people.” … There are loads of 

stereotypical images of protesters. There are several prejudices that you can easily disprove. 

Several [of the locals] imagined that a bunch of hooligans were coming. … [But] we went quite 

far in our attempts to court [the locals]. [For instance, we had] a very strict non-alcohol line. 

(Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, April 14, 2003) 

 

The non-confrontational line was carried through with meetings with Hydro, which had a 

large gas terminal next to the GPP building site, and actions here could be potentially 

dangerous. The activists were given a tour of the facilities, and wanted to signal to the 

                                                
19 At one of the meetings in the camp, the Norwegian Union of Municipal Employees gave its support 

to the protesters (Aalborg, 1997b). This was quite a significant event, since the municipal employee union was 

affiliated with the Norwegian Confederation of Trade Unions, which could be counted upon to support 

GPPs. Later the same month, twelve other unions established the ad hoc organization the Power Alliance 

“Yes” to Gas-Fired Power Plants. The organization was, nonetheless, not particularly active; it gained little 

media coverage and three of the unions pulled out later the same year (NTB, 1997a, 1997b). Nevertheless, 

the initiative illustrates the union discourse on jobs, which is an important aspect in the debate and definitely 

deserves more consideration that what will be given in this dissertation.  
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management that they had nothing to hide and would not sabotage the plant. The same 

strategy was used towards the local police, who were allegedly given access to all of the 

activists’ plans. The openness was also an important element in the attempt to reach 

beyond the ordinary activist circle. “Old people” should not be afraid of participating 

(Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, April 14, 2003).  

In June, 2,000 people had signed the list, saying that they were willing to participate 

in civil disobedience (Larsen, 1997). The number later climbed towards 3,500.  

 

New government and Kyoto negotiations 

At the elections in September 1997, the Norwegian electorate helped the 

environmentalists. A coalition made up of the Christian Democratic Party, the Center 

Party, and the Liberal Party took office. All of these parties were against GPPs, and this 

created a new situation for the environmentalists, who had “always” been against the 

government. Now they had lost their main enemy, and decided to turn on Naturkraft, 

rather than on the politicians that they had prioritized earlier (Lars Haltbrekken, personal 

communication, April 22, 2003).  

It also became important to argue that the issue should be dealt with at the 

administrative level. Previously, it had been argued that the government had pushed the 

issue through, and that the Storting had not had a chance to treat it properly. Now, the 

Storting should have as little as possible to do with the issue, and it should be left to the 

proper professional authorities to make their decisions. Allegedly, a “close working 

relationship” was formed with the new government (Lars Haltbrekken, personal 

communication, April 22, 2003: Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, April 14, 2003).  

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants continued its work, and several detailed 

memoranda were written, predicting what would happen and what the activists should do, 

down to the technicalities of what types of mobile telephone had to be acquired and how 

the media should be handled. Several seminars were arranged in Oslo, Trondheim, and 

Bergen, and the activists collected camp equipment to signal that the threat was still “very 

real.” On the same day that the Kyoto conference opened, a petition against the GPPs was 

delivered to the Storting, signed by 50 “leading members of Norwegian society,” including 

professors, retired politicians, and union leaders (Anonymous author, 1997d). Again, this 

must be seen as an attempt to strengthen the symbolic capital through demonstrating 

symbolic capital. 
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The Kyoto conference ended with a protocol that allowed Norway to increase its 

carbon dioxide emissions by 1 % compared to the 1990 level. However, emission 

projections showed that this meant that Norway would have to reduce its emissions by 17 

% by 2008–2012. Norway did, nonetheless, get a much “better” result than the other 

OECD countries, as it was recognized that Norway was hugely economically dependent on 

petroleum (Furuly, 1997b; Andresen & Butenschøn, 1999; Kasa et al., 2001). 

Interestingly, both proponents and opponents of the GPPs claimed that the 

negotiation result benefited their perspective. Naturkraft declared that the protocol was 

“the final breakthrough for the international perspective” on curbing emissions of climate 

gases:  

 

The minute that the Kyoto agreement waslaid [on the table], you had kind of a non-border 

emission society. Then the borders play no role, and you agree that it is going to cost to emit 

[carbon dioxide], and you agree that the measures are going to be undertaken as cost-

effectively as possible. … Then the whole argument about how this is a national issue is gone. 

The Kyoto agreement was in a way the final victory for our project. But on the other side it was 

portrayed as being a nail in the coffin. And I don’t believe they understand this. Or don’t want 

to understand. It is tragic. (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003) 

 

A major argument against the position of Naturkraft was that there was no quota-trading 

regime in place. If Norway was to meet the requirements of the Kyoto agreement and also 

build GPPs, emissions had to be cut in other sectors. The opponents therefore held on to a 

national perspective: 

 

The most important thing for us [afterwards] was to use the Kyoto agreement for what it was 

worth. … And you could just look at the projections for the Norwegian emissions. And look at 

what we were committed to in [the Kyoto agreement]. And look at how large a cut [of the 

emissions] that the [GPPs] had. (Lars Haltbrekken, April 22, 2003) 

 

Again, the comparison argument was used, and this time in combination with an either—

or strategy. The basic environmentalist argument was used in a more pointed version by 

the new Prime Minister, Kjell Magne Bondevik: if the GPPs were built, the car traffic in 

Norway would almost have to stop (Johansen, 1997). 

The government promised to prepare a White Paper on how Norway should meet 

the Kyoto requirements. In response to what was called the “implementation problem,” 

Lont insisted that “you can always find an excuse for not doing anything” (Auke Lont, 
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personal communication, June 25, 2003). The board of Naturkraft, nonetheless, decided 

that it would put the investment decision on hold, until the White Paper could clarify the 

economic conditions for the GPPs (Aabø & Ellingsen, 1997; Harbo, 1997a). Some months 

later, however, the GPP issue was given a new spin that would alter the outcome of the 

conflict significantly.  

 

Hydro launches “pollution free” technology 

One of the owners of Naturkraft—Hydro had secretly developed a competing GPP project, 

which it revealed in April 1998. The new technology of the project was presented as 

leading to virtually no emissions of carbon dioxide. Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants 

seized this as a strategic opportunity. Although they had qualms that this project could 

derail measures for energy efficiency and development of renewable energy sources, the 

activists stated that Naturkraft’s arguments for the GPPs had now been removed. However, 

they would not dissolve the organization before the plans of Naturkraft were officially given 

up (minutes, general meeting, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, May 8, 1998). 

Again, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants relied heavily on the topic of 

comparison. The Hydro project afforded the opponents the ability to compare two entities 

belonging to the same category, and name one of them “old” and the other “new.” 

Something that is old might invoke positive connotations to tradition, and something that is 

well established. Here, however, the emphasis was on how it was out of date, and it was 

contrasted with the word “new,” and became something univocally negative, something 

opposed to progress.  

In addition, the two projects were respectively tagged with the words “pollution free” 

and “heavily polluting,” thus making the preferred reading even more obvious, as few 

people would support pollution. The nuance that the Hydro plants would not be totally free 

of emissions was deliberately ignored. There are no such things as GPPs that do not 

produce carbon dioxide. What is usually meant by the phrase “pollution free” or “carbon 

dioxide free” is that the carbon dioxide is separated, transported, injected, stored, or bound 

(Bendiksen, 2002). The standard phrases now were, nonetheless, that the Hydro project 

promised “pollution-free” GPPs, whereas Naturkraft proposed to build “old fashioned and 

heavily polluting” GPPs. Again, repetition was heavily used to establish this frame of 

understanding. The power of language was certainly acknowledged by the activists:  
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It was a struggle over language, Naturkraft and “natural gas” [at first]. [Naturkraft] had been 

skillful in that respect. … It was a huge victory when [the Hydro project] was launched. And 

the newspapers started to differentiate between “polluting” and “[carbon dioxide]-free 

[GPPs].” This was something [our adversaries] tried to avoid, but we nailed it home. … It must 

have been terribly irritating for Naturkraft. (Alfred Fidjestøl, personal communication, April 

14, 2003) 

 

Naturkraft claims: “An unrealistic project” 

The management of Naturkraft had been totally surprised by the news of the Hydro 

project. The public affairs manager, Gro Mjellem, felt that it was difficult to stage a 

counter-offensive, when the phrase “old-fashioned, polluting GPPs” was tagged to 

Naturkraft’s project in “every op-ed, every article” and one of the owners were involved 

(Gro Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 2003). From the government, it was 

declared that “common sense dictates that the owners [of Naturkraft] don’t give the green 

light to build a plant that in one year will be using old-fashioned technology” (Kaarbø, 

1998a). The leadership of the Labour Party also called for a hiatus, and proclaimed that it 

would be “irresponsible” to build plants that would be “old fashioned before they were 

finished” (Olaussen, 1998b, 1998a).  

Naturkraft utilized a three-pronged rhetorical strategy to meet this: first, it was 

pointed out that Hydro itself said that it would need at least a year to solve the technical 

and economic challenges, and the dissociation current/future technology was used 

(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971): “Hydro has presented a research project. 

Naturkraft is planning two GPPs with a technology that can be picked off the shelf” 

(Kaarbø, 1998a). This charge functioned in at least two ways: it focused on the time 

dimension, and indirectly questioned the realism of the new project, something that later 

proved to be very appropriate: 

 

[When the Hydro project was launched I said] that this was a project in a totally different 

division than the one where we operated. And I believe that is quite correct. It has since been 

demonstrated [that the Hydro project] is nowhere close to becoming a reality. Not a test 

project even. (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003)  

 

The second part of the strategy was to question the economic viability of the new project. A 

booklet was produced and it started with a topic of testimony, referring to the Kyoto 

agreement, which had manifested cost-effectiveness as a crucial principle. It then moved on 
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to a relationship topic of cause and effect: “The most expensive cleaning measures are not 

necessarily the best. … With the cost level that has been estimated today for the different 

cleaning alternatives, … building of cleaning facilities in Norway does not seem to be a cost 

effective measure” (booklet, Naturkraft, 1998, pp. 12–14). In other words, it was argued 

that the Hydro project was not good business.  

The third element of the strategy was to argue that Naturkraft could implement the 

new technology when this became “a commercial alternative.” The plants of Naturkraft 

could be prepared so that it would be possible to latch on to the new technology later. This, 

then, proved that Naturkraft was not negative towards “progress” or the new technology 

per se. The point also functioned to strengthen the dissociation already made between 

“now” and “the future.” Naturkraft also created a dilemma, drawing on the substitution 

argument combined with the topic of comparison. It was stated that one could build GPPs 

now that would replace power from coal-fired plants relatively soon, or one could let the 

coal-fired power plants continue their current pollution until the new technology was ready 

some time in the future (Gro Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 2003).  

Despite this offensive from Naturkraft, its president acknowledged that the company 

had lost important terrain: 

 

When I heard [the news for the first time] I said that all we could do was to fold. Not one 

politician would raise a finger for us as long as one of the owners believed there was technology 

around the corner that would make this free of [carbon dioxide emissions]. … Now we might 

as well stop. … Because this was the last resort that everyone was waiting for. (Auke Lont, 

personal communication, June 25, 2003) 

 

A few days after the Hydro launch, the owners did decide on a building hiatus for 

Naturkraft (Bø, 1998). In hindsight, Lont says that he believes that Hydro never was 

interested in building a GPP together with Statoil. Back in 1994, Hydro had been invited 

to join because the issue was considered to be politically challenging, and it would be better 

to have Hydro as a partner, rather than as an outside actor/competitor. Hydro did, 

however, need a lot of time to consider the offer. Lont guesses that they finally agreed to 

join because they did not want to be “left at the station when the train left.” However, he 

argues that they did not commit themselves “from the heart,” and that this affected 

Naturkraft throughout the conflict. In the fall of 1998, Lont resigned, with the sense of 

having been deceived (Auke Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003).  
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As mentioned, the realism of the Hydro project was an issue that Naturkraft tried to 

raise, and others were critical too. “Energy experts,” among them a professor at the 

Norwegian University of Science and Technology, claimed that the Hydro plans were not 

only unrealistic, but also not as environmentally friendly as the public was led to believe. It 

was argued that the new project was used as a ploy in the political game, and the GPP 

opponents were accused of having neglected to pose critical questions (Kaarbø, 1998b).  

The critical voices might have felt vindicated in the spring of 1999, when Hydro put 

its project on ice, citing economic difficulties within the corporation and low prices on 

electricity as the main reasons (Gjerstad, 1999). Lont notes that the environmentalists have 

not been held accountable for embracing the failed project (Auke Lont, personal 

communication, June 25, 2003). The activists in Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 

however, emphasized that they did not have the technical expertise to judge the Hydro 

project, and that they trusted Bellona and Hydro in this matter. The most important point 

was, admittedly, that the new project “removed” the arguments for Naturkraft’s plans, as 

the Storting had said that the best available technology should be used (Lars Haltbrekken, 

personal communication, April 22, 2003).  

One of the former employees of Bellona claims that they had second thoughts about 

the economic viability of the project when it was launched, but they still believed that if 

both Hydro and the politicians agreed, it would be possible to get it off the ground. An 

additional factor was obviously that they considered it important that the project made 

central Labour politicians turn against Naturkraft (Thomas Palm, personal 

communication, April 3, 2003; January 29, 2004). In January 1999, the president of 

Bellona, Frederic Hauge, embraced the Hydro project and called for building 20–25 such 

plants over a period of 15–20 years (Anonymous author, 1999a). For the remaining part of 

the conflict, the GPP opponents would argue that new technology was “just around the 

corner” (e.g., internal newsletter, Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 2000, no. 1). 

This argument was reinforced in February 1999, when Aker Maritime presented another 

GPP concept and claimed to have solved “more or less all problems of emissions.” Action 

Against Gas-Fired Power Plants again declared that “this removes all arguments for old-

fashioned, polluting [GPPs]” (Bjørgaas, 1999).20 

 
                                                
20 Currently, however, Aker Maritime has not considered the market to be ripe for commercial 

introduction of the technology, and research is continuing with other concepts (Department Manager, O. 

Graff, personal communication, September 11, 2003). 
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Government change and regulation roll back  

The launch of the Hydro project also had another important consequence: at the 

beginning of 1999, the Pollution Control Authority demanded that Naturkraft cut its 

carbon dioxide emissions by 90 %. The directorate did, however, open up for quota 

trading, since Naturkraft did not have the necessary technology to enforce the cuts that 

were demanded. Naturkraft appealed against the decision, saying that the project was in 

effect blocked, since neither the technology needed nor a quota trading system existed 

(Anonymous author, 1999b; Kaarbø, 1999a, 1999b).  

In April 1999, the board of Naturkraft decided to put the project on hold for two 

years. However, the decision was not only related to the conditions of the emission permit, 

but was also made because of the low prices for electricity, the Nordic over-capacity for 

power (in contrast to the scene depicted by Naturkraft previously), and uncertainty about 

how the Kyoto agreement would be implemented (Gjerstad, 1999). 

The decision of the board prompted three Conservative politicians to suggest to the 

Storting that the GPPs should get a “temporary permit” for emissions of carbon dioxide. 

Furthermore, it was maintained that the Pollution Control Act should not include such 

emissions (i.e., Johnsen, Petersen, & Sanner, 1999).  

When the Storting considered the suggestion in early 2000, both proponents and 

opponents alike stepped up their activities. Gro Mjellem in Naturkraft says the company’s 

employees lobbied intensively, in particular against the Conservatives. Nevertheless, she 

believes that the organizational actors like Naturkraft and Action Against Gas-Fired Power 

Plants took a back seat in this political process.  

 

The snowball continued its motion on its own. Because [gas power was] picked up as a crucial 

issue [of central politicians]. … So we basically just provided facts for decision-making as the 

political question was already decided upon. (Gro Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 

2003) 

 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants had been in a hiatus for an extended period, but 

now had a strategy meeting where it decided to reissue the threat of civil disobedience. The 

organization again focused on how the Storting majority wanted to build “old fashioned, 

polluting GPPs.” Lars Haltbrekken declared his optimism: 
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We believe that protest actions will yield results. We stopped the [GPPs] two years ago. Now 

the arguments are stronger than they were at that time. The technology is better, and it is 

possible to build emission free [GPPs]. (Anonymous author, 2000) 

 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants had several meetings with representatives of the 

government, and were able to notice that they were often in alignment rhetorically. Both 

parties insisted that it would be unusual for the Storting to instruct the Pollution Control 

Authority.  

The GPP proponents, however, declared that the government acted against the will 

of the Storting, since no GPPs had been built (Ellingsen, 2000; Saure, 2000). Thus, in late 

February, the Labour Party, the Conservatives, and the Progressive Party instructed the 

coalition government to change the decision by the Pollution Control Authority (Standing 

Committee on Energy and the Environment, 2000). The government decided on taking a 

hard line, and in the beginning of March it suggested voting over the proposal “the 

Storting presuppose that the Pollution Control Act is not weakened as an environmental 

political mechanism.” Prime Minister Bondevik announced that if this proposal would “not 

be sanctioned, then the government will not longer take responsibility on this foundation, 

and if this is the case, I will take the consequences” (Storting Deliberations, 2000, p. 2464). 

The proposal was turned down by 81 votes to 71, and the government left office. 

A new Labour government was formed, with the old Naturkraft ally, Jens Stoltenberg 

in charge. Bellona declared that the new Prime Minister would “stink of natural gas in 30 

years,” and that the plants were “nowhere” close to being built. The emission permit had 

to be changed, it would be appealed, and there would be new rounds and discussions over 

the understanding of the law (Kaarbø, 2000). Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants also 

condemned the new government, saying that it was “madness” to take power on this issue. 

It was pledged that the environmental movement would never forget what had happened, 

that “trouble” laid ahead, and that the “battle was not lost” (Kaarbø, 2000). 

In October 2000, the Pollution Control Authority, nonetheless, granted Naturkraft a 

new permit with less strict conditions. Naturkraft had succeeded in rolling back the 

regulations. 

 

Bleak market stops GPPs  

The intervention of the Storting majority could not, however, alter the economic situation 

that caused the owners of Naturkraft to hesitate. This hesitation was probably also 
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strengthened when Labour lost power in the 2001 election and Kjell Magne Bondevik was 

brought back to power. Since Bondevik had left office over this issue in 2000, he 

presumably still had some prestige vested in it. An important difference was that Bondevik 

now led a government consisting of both opponents and proponents of GPPs. The coalition 

of the Christian Democratic Party, the Liberals, and the Conservative Party, nonetheless, 

found a compromise that stated that the building permits already given could be acted 

upon, but that no new building permits would be given to projects without techniques for 

handling carbon dioxide. 

Bellona again came to the “rescue” and was able to sell the idea that the government 

needed to strengthen its expertise on GPP technology, and Thomas Palm was hired as an 

advisor for the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy (Kaarbø, 2001). This was an altogether 

new strategy for the environmental movement and was implemented to avoid the 

bureaucrats “shooting down” the good intentions of the politicians. Palm would represent a 

countervailing expertise in a ministry which the environmentalists thought was “not too 

keen” on new GPP technology (Einar Håndlykken, personal communication, April 3, 

2003). Palm himself emphasized the necessity of trying new strategies:  

 

We are able to turn everything around. We are able to do nearly everything. And we are able 

to get things authorized, but if the bureaucracy is not able to ground this, it is very difficult to 

do anything at all. … This is something that [we] have learnt over the years, that you must try 

everything. And “now, god damn it, we are going to try the ministry.” “Do what it takes” to get 

things done. (Thomas Palm, personal communication, April 3, 2003)  

 

However, the opportunities for GPPs with new technology seemed to be limited. A so-

called Gas Technology Commission declared that ”pollution free GPPs” were not a 

realistic option before 2013. Furthermore, the leader of this committee charged that 

Bellona and others “almost systematically [had] given out wrong information that created 

the impression that carbon dioxide free GPPs are both possible and that they are around 

the corner. [However, such plants] have never been around the corner” (Bendiksen, 2002, 

p. 14). At the same time, it was advocated that the phrase “GPPs with carbon dioxide 

handling” should replace the misleading phrase “carbon dioxide free GPPs.”  

At the time of writing, the status of the GPP conflict is that Naturkraft has succeeded 

in getting its building permits renewed, and might choose to build if the economic viability 

of the project satisfies the owners. Bellona, however, indicates that the foundation is willing 

to go to court over the “unlawful” alteration of the emission permit if Naturkraft starts 
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building. Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, for its part, has signaled that the 

organization will mobilize again if necessary. In other words, this conflict is not necessarily 

over yet. 

 

Summary and discussion 

The field and the capital forms of the actors 

As with the preceding case study, here too, taking a cue from Bourdieu (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992), it was the positions and strategies of a couple of organizational actors 

within the field of energy and the environment that was focused on: Naturkraft; Nature and 

Youth and the alliances it initiated with the Climate Alliance and the Action Against Gas-

Fired Power Plants; and the environmental foundation Bellona. These organizations 

occupied different positions in the field, anchored in the different amounts and types of 

capital they possessed. In the struggle over the GPPs, the organizations were helped, both 

directly and indirectly, by their positions. Again, the capital typology that was constructed 

in Chapter four was used, drawing on Bourdieu directely, as well as media sociology on 

source strategies (e.g., Bourdieu, 1986; Schlesinger, 1990; Schlesinger & Tumber, 1994; 

Davis, 2002). To re-emphasize the point, it was focused on the organizations’ 

institutionalization, economic capital, knowledge capital, social capital, as well as symbolic 

capital.  

In parallel with the developer in the Alta case, it could be said that Naturkraft scored 

high in all of the categories, with the exception of public relations knowledge. An important 

difference is that Naturkraft did not have the unique, privileged position of the NVE in 

relation to symbolic capital, since it was a newly established company without the 

“glorious” nation-building history of the NVE. The symbolic capital that Naturkraft did 

have was probably the recognition of the knowledge capital of having a staff of experienced 

engineers and economists, but it was in all probability also tied to having powerful and 

well-known owners that, in turn, were wholly or partly publicly owned. Hydro, Statoil, and 

Statkraft are giants in Norwegian business and industry, and their ownership of Naturkraft 

also functioned as a reminder that the latter was a serious contender. Some unaffiliated 

small-time inventor did not dream up Naturkraft, nor was it a business idea proposed by 

unknown foreign investors. In other words, it is not unlikely that the symbolic capital of 

Naturkraft made some politicians look favorably on its plans, and that the company came 

across as a credible and trustworthy actor.  
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The ownership structure of Naturkraft also secured the company important social 

capital: contacts resulting in credentials, credit, and access to other types of capital 

(Bourdieu, 1986; Lin, 2002). Although Naturkraft could not be considered as a part of the 

political administration like the NVE, the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy was indirectly 

involved through its management of the public ownership interests in the afore-mentioned 

companies behind Naturkraft. It has also been mentioned how there is a revolving door 

between the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy and the owners of Naturkraft. In the fall of 

1995, a state secretary left the ministry to work on the GPP issue for Statoil. Later, the 

same person became chairman of the board of Naturkraft (Ellingsen & Eriksen, 1996a). A 

representative from Naturkraft, and the Energy Minister, Jens Stoltenberg, visited the UK 

together in the spring of 1995, in order to study a GPP there (Pedersen, 1995). As pointed 

out, the same Stoltenberg took office as Prime Minister in 2000 on the basis of the GPP 

issue. Naturkraft certainly had good contacts in political circles, and the Energy Minister 

was informed and positive towards the plans at an early stage. Stoltenberg expressed trust 

in the substitution argument in August 1994, when the first news about the “secret plans” 

for a GPP surfaced in the media (Olkvam, 1994). In addition, consultants were hired by the 

ministry to look into the substitution argument, and positive conclusions were chosen over 

negative ones (Nilsen, 2001). For Naturkraft, it thus seemed to be easy to win over parts of 

the Labour Party, and this would, of course, be a prime goal, since this party was in office 

and had 41 % of the seats in the Storting (see Table 1.1).  

In the start-up phase in 1994, Naturkraft was not very institutionalized, as illustrated 

by the fact that a public relations manager was not recruited before 1996. The employees 

felt that they belonged to a small company. In 1997, there were, at most, nineteen people 

working for Naturkraft. The latter number dwindled afterwards, and the budgets also 

fluctuated similarly. At most, in 1998, the budget was NOK 42.9 million (see Table 9.1). It 

was claimed that only “small parts” of this went towards public relations, but Naturkraft 

was at least able to pay a public relations manager, and hire assistance from public 

relations agencies. Economic resources were not cited as a problem in this respect, and 

Naturkraft management felt that the issue was high on the agenda anyway. It could 

probably be argued that the good contacts in the political circles described above were 

more consequential than the institutionalization and economic capital. However, it was 

essential for Naturkraft to have sufficient finances to develop the business idea and have 

time to communicate about it. Economic assets were obviously necessary for hiring a 
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professional staff, and were also helpful in producing case papers, and not least to hire a 

consultant agency to bolster the substitution argument (Pedersen, 1996).  

In contrast to the previous case study, one of the environmental actors in the GPP 

conflict was actually able to match the financial muscle of the developer at several stages: 

the income of Bellona was higher than the budgets of Naturkraft in 1995, 1991, and 2000 

(see Table 9.4). Then again, Bellona was also occupied with issues other than just GPPs. 

Directing the focus towards Nature and Youth and Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, 

however, the “traditional” differences emerge again. Nature and Youth had a mean 

income of NOK 5.2 million during 1994–2001; a budget of NOK 180,000 was suggested 

for the Climate Alliance, while, in 1997, the Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants had, at 

most, an income of NOK 611,000 (see Table 10.1). As for the budgets of the latter, 

however, it must be remarked that Nature and Youth “subsidized” the ad hoc organization 

directly and indirectly as well. Nevertheless, the fact remains that there were huge 

differences in economic capital between the actors, and that the environmental activists 

thought that this was a restraint in this case too. Another repeated pattern is that the 

environmentalists tried to make up for this by volunteer work. In 1997, when the conflict 

was at its most heated, the staff overview in the annual report of Nature and Youth 

mentioned 34 names, including short-term employees and temporary staff. Many of these 

could devote themselves to helping out in Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants.  

In this case study too, the environmentalists were, to some degree, able to offset the 

importance of economic capital by use of public relations. This potential was also discussed 

in Chapter four, and has been pointed out in the literature (e.g., Davis, 2002). Use and 

strengthening of social capital was again an essential strategy to compensate for the lack of 

economic capital and institutionalization. Nature and Youth engaged actively in alliance 

building, first with other environmental organizations to issue joint statements against the 

GPPs, second with political youth parties, third with Nordic environmental organizations, 

and finally with the local interest group working against a GPP in Øygarden, as well as a 

whole range of political parties and other interest organizations like the Farmer’s Union. 

The cooperation was particularly close with the Socialist Left Party, which had also urged 

that the initial cooperation between the environmental organizations should be broadened 

into what became the Climate Alliance. From participating in the campaign against 

Norwegian membership in the European Union, the activists in Nature and Youth had 

experienced the fact that it was necessary to build coalitions. The participation in the latter 

campaign also afforded them contacts that were useful in building the Climate Alliance. 
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When activists from Nature and Youth established the Action Against Gas-Fired 

Power Plants in 1997, they opened up for individual membership, and continued the 

efforts to strengthen the social capital. Now, it was judged to be particularly important to 

establish a local bridgehead in Øygarden, the area where the first GPP was to be built. The 

elderly mother of one of the activists from Nature and Youth was sent to the first face-to-

face contact meeting with the local opposition group, and care was also taken to avoid the 

delegation consisting of “young office rats from Oslo.” During the summer camp that was 

held, the participants assisted local farmers, painted the local congregation’s community 

building, and kept a ban on alcohol. The ability to show that several locals in Øygarden 

supported the protest actions probably also helped to enhance the social standing of Action 

Against Gas-Fired Power Plants. By broadening the opposition towards the GPPs, the 

environmentalists were able to convert social capital into symbolic capital, as it was not 

only the “usual suspects” that were involved. The symbolic capital was further enhanced 

when the Church of Norway gave its support. Commentators speculated that the support 

of the church was consequential for the Prime Minister’s decision to urge postponement 

(Vassbotn, 1997). It thus seems that the findings from this case study support the 

conventional insight that broad alliances, consisting of untypical partners, are a good 

indirect way of strengthening symbolic capital. 

Apart from cooperating with environmental organizations like Greenpeace and the 

Future in Our Hands, Nature and Youth also had close contact with the environmental 

foundation, Bellona. Ex-members of Nature and Youth started Bellona, and the two 

organizations had worked together since its inception, particularly during the first phase, 

when Bellona was a more activist-orientated organization. In the GPP conflict, Bellona 

decided to pursue technological solutions, and advocated that the carbon dioxide from 

GPPs could be stored in empty oil reservoirs. However, Bellona too preferred commitment 

to renewable energy sources and energy efficiency measures over the plants of Naturkraft, 

and kept a low profile during the early period of the conflict. Having Bellona pursuing the 

technological alternative, nonetheless, afforded the GPP opposition two complementary 

strategies in the conflict (Hasselmeier, 1999). Later, the opposition would also turn to the 

law, as had been done in the Alta conflict, but this time over emission permits. The 

coordination of the work between Nature and Youth/Action Against Gas-Fired Power 

Plants and Bellona was probably most effective during the spring of 1997, when Bellona re-

launched its plans for sequestering carbon emissions from GPPs, while the former activists 

put pressure on the government with the threat of civil disobedience. The suggestion from 
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Bellona then became a retreat option for Prime Minister Jagland from Labour, who was 

able to request Naturkraft to postpone building the plants without too much loss of face. 

The government were able to back away without backing down on the GPP issue by 

pointing to a possible technological solution. Although it is difficult to assess how carefully 

the coordination between the environmentalists had been, the end result was due, 

nonetheless, to the existence of the two different main strategies. 

As for Bellona, the social capital of this organization was demonstrated, for instance, 

by the fact that the Prime Minister sought contact and advice during the intense period of 

1997. Later, in 2001, the person responsible for the foundation’s energy program was also 

hired as an advisor for the collation government of the Christian Democratic Party, the 

Liberals, and the Conservative Party. At the same time, as both of these events might have 

been tactical ploys from politicians eager to acquire a “green” image, it must also be seen 

as a function of the way in which Bellona had been able to cultivate its symbolic capital, 

primarily through building up its knowledge capital. During the early years of its existence, 

Bellona had established itself as an important environmental pressure group. In 1990, 

however, the foundation reinvented itself after a bankruptcy and resurfaced with a new 

policy, putting emphasis on dialogue and consultancy work (Søgård, 1997). With the help 

of business contributions that made it possible to hire, for instance, engineers and let them 

concentrate on selected environmental issues. Bellona attempted to establish itself as a 

“premise supplier.” While the new staff also consisted of professionals, it was people 

without much of a formal educational background, but with considerable activist 

experience, who led much of the work. In order for the new knowledge capital of the 

organization to be acknowledged, and thereby turned into symbolic capital, it was 

necessary to use public relations expertise. As pointed out, Bellona excelled in playing up its 

own role during several points in the conflict. The fact that the foundation enjoyed some 

success was also evident in the Storting deliberations on the GPPs, when it was argued that 

the initiative from the foundation should receive financial support (e.g., Storting 

Deliberations, 1996, p. 4280). Media coverage was also playing up the importance of the 

foundation (e.g., Ellingsen, 1997b), and such coverage could again enhance its symbolic 

capital. Shrouding oneself in ”mystery” might be a forceful resource for persuasion (Burke 

& Hopper, 1957). 

A clear result of Bellona’s economic capital and knowledge capital was seen when the 

foundation was able to hire an attorney-at-law who could back up the idea that Naturkraft 

would need an emission permit for carbon dioxide, in addition to the building permits that 
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the company had already obtained. Employees in the foundation claim that they had 

thought about this previously, but it was not before the attorney-at-law was hired that this 

argument attained significance. The arguments from Bellona were agreed to, and this 

meant that the Pollution Control Authority was given a crucial role, and that the building 

process would be further delayed. This was an important victory for the environmentalists.  

The knowledge capital of Nature and Youth also seemed consequential. Above, the 

attempts to strengthen social capital through alliance building were singled out, and some 

of the strategies that were pursued were mentioned. Although Nature and Youth does not 

have much knowledge capital in the formal sense, many of its members have acquired a lot 

of practical communication experience concerning campaign organization and media 

relations. When some of the activists met with a professional public relations advisor, they 

claimed that they were not introduced to any new ideas. The activists had identified the 

GPP issue as being important in itself, but also as an issue which it was strategically 

convenient to “create ado about” (Einar Håndlykken, personal communication, April 3, 

2003). It was also telling that the activists, through the Climate Alliance, tried to bring 

“recognized” counter-expertise to the fore in its counter-paper. 

In late 1996, when the first ideas for organizing Action Against Gas-Fired Power 

Plants were born, knowledge from old Alta activists was obtained and systematic work 

conducted to form a platform based on the threat of civil disobedience. It was clearly 

understood that the activists would lose a physical confrontation. Therefore, it was argued, 

less time should be used on technical preparations, and more on building political pressure. 

It was also recognized that Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants could connect the GPP 

issue to the forthcoming election, as well as to the upcoming international climate 

negotiations in Kyoto, Japan. A crucial building block in the attempts to make the threat 

seem real and to keep the pressure up was to use the media. This seems to have been done 

in a more strategic and systematic way than in the Alta conflict, perhaps pointing to 

improved public relations sophistication among the environmentalists. A turning point in 

the media coverage probably came when the first protest march was arranged in Øygarden 

in May 1997. The activists crafted a simplified and repetitive rhetoric which they thought 

would steal back the initiative (see next subsection). In addition, the media was provided 

with events and photograph opportunities to keep the issue topical, also after Naturkraft 

was forced to postpone. In other words, the environmental activists demonstrated an 

understanding of the way the media works by creating events which they knew the 

journalists would consider newsworthy, or presenting events in such a way. These are also 
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typical general source strategies (Palmer, 2000). The activists set up a Saami tent, held 

debate meetings, and practiced maneuvers in the summer camp, and also secured coverage 

of the stunt “Grannies Against GPPs.” A list was circulated among the Nature and Youth 

chapters with ideas for how to obtain coverage locally as well.  

All in all, it seems as though the social capital of Naturkraft helped the company to 

obtain building permits, while the social capital and knowledge capital of Nature and 

Youth contributed to the initial postponement of the plants. The economic capital and 

knowledge capital of Bellona then helped to establish a second obstacle for Naturkraft, with 

the demands for an emission permit. The different positions that the organization occupied 

in the field thus helped in understanding the outcome of the conflict. Nevertheless, as 

indicated, rhetoric seemed crucial in this conflict too, something that is discussed in the 

following subsection.  

 

The rhetorical strategies 

Besides having dissimilar positions within the field as a result of the different amounts and 

types of capital, the actors also crafted different rhetorical strategies that seemed to have an 

influence on the outcome of the conflict. To recapitulate, the strategies of the actors were 

analyzed with the help of rhetorical tools from classical, as well as so-called new, rhetoric. 

This included a focus on appeal forms and topics (Corbett & Connors, 1999; Crowley & 

Hawhee, 1999; Aristotle, trans. 1991), identification strategies, and the rhetor’s motives 

(Burke, 1945/1969, 1950/1969), as well as premises and techniques that rhetors use in 

argumentation (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). 

First of all, focus should be on the fact that Naturkraft reached the important goal of 

obtaining building permits for the GPPs. As was discussed, it seemed decisive that the 

business plan of Naturkraft fitted the needs of the Labour Party, and thus were supported 

by this party. Naturkraft was welcomed as an element in a setting where an international 

approach to the problem of climate change was advocated and the national stabilization 

goal for carbon dioxide emissions had been scrapped. Labour was in government and did 

not want to alienate important voter blocs or hurt the Norwegian economy. At the same 

time, Naturkraft seemed to offer a way of bridging the old conflict between jobs and the 

environment. This had also been a central issue in the perspective advocated by the World 

Commission on the Environment and Development led by the Norwegian Prime Minister, 

Gro Harlem Brundtland, and also of the Labour Party. The rhetorical strategy of 
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Naturkraft was essential in its attempt to establish itself as being environmentally friendly in 

this regard. 

Naturkraft argued first from a topic of relationship, to establish that there was a 

growing power demand, and that this necessitated building of new power plants. In 

Burkeian terms, conditions in the scene necessitated this act. The White Paper on GPPs, 

the majority in the Standing Committee on Energy and Environment, as well as the 

majority in the Storting agreed to the description of the scene: more energy was needed in 

the Nordic region (Ministry of Trade and Energy, 1996; Standing Committee on Energy 

and the Environment, 1996; Storting Deliberations, 1996). The basic claim from 

Naturkraft was perceived as trustworthy, and could be backed up with public statistics over 

the growth in electricity consumption (Naturkraft, 1995).  

The major suppressed premise was that all power should be met with more power 

production, something that the environmentalists challenged. The Climate Alliance 

published its counter-paper, in which the main point was that energy conservation should 

be preferred instead (Climate Alliance, 1996); this was also repeated by the opposition in 

the Storting (e.g., Storting Deliberations, 1996, p. 4257). It is, however, difficult to make 

strong inferences about the influence of the rhetoric of the Climate Alliance in this respect, 

since the politicians could have reached this conclusion without the environmentalists’ 

advocacy. It has, for instance, been pointed out that the Socialist Left Party, and the 

Liberals in particular, have “green” political platforms (Knutsen, 1997; Arter, 1999). The 

energy conservation position is also well known, and has previously been much used in 

environmental rhetoric. The GPP proponents in the Storting were also prepared for such 

arguments, and made the case that such measures would also be needed, but that they 

alone could not make up for the energy demand.  

Having established a need for power, Naturkraft went on to argue that the power 

demand should be met with environmentally friendly energy production, and that the 

GPPs were exactly what were needed. First, the company tried to effect an association, a 

uniting of two separate elements, through arguments based on the structure of reality and 

succession (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). The company argued that its 

“product” would consist of gas power and hydroelectric power, as the initial business idea 

was to export power from both types of plants. The function here was to have the 

environmental qualities of hydroelectric power rub off on the power from the GPPs.  

Naturkraft also used a topic of comparison whereby the GPPs were compared to 

nuclear power regarding safety, and to coal-fired power plants regarding emissions. In both 
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comparisons, the company could rely on premises rooted in what the audience would 

perceive as reality—as facts, for instance, that use of coal will create sulphur dioxide (SO2), 

while natural gas does not. Naturkraft concluded that the GPPs offered “environmentally 

correct” energy. Again, this premise could be challenged, here in relation to the source that 

Naturkraft chose to compare natural gas with. It was not a given that natural gas only 

should be put side by side with other fossil fuels. Nevertheless, a majority of the politicians 

in the Storting picked up on this and called the GPPs environmentally friendly.  

The third and most significant rhetorical operation of Naturkraft was then to 

establish that the power from the GPPs would replace power from more polluting sources. 

Naturkraft used a topic of relationship to argue for the so-called substitution argument. 

The enthymeme around which Naturkraft constructed the substitution argument was that 

they would offer power that was both competitive and environmentally friendly, and would 

thus be preferable to other, more polluting sources. As pointed out, this argument would 

presuppose either idealistic environmental reasons for choosing energy sources, and/or the 

existence of carbon taxes that would disadvantage the coal-fired power plants and favor 

GPPs. In the mid-1990s, the latter premise was still not a fact, since there was neither a 

binding international climate agreement nor any common Nordic agreement on carbon 

taxes. This was also argued by the environmentalists and discussed in the Storting (e.g., 

Storting Deliberations, 1996, p. 4251).  

Just as importantly for the environmentalists, they argued that the energy from the 

GPPs would represent an addition to, rather than a replacement of, existing polluting 

sources. The coal-fired power plants would continue running, and the GPPs would not 

help with the basic problem of reducing current energy use based on fossil fuels. Again, this 

was something that was mentioned by the GPP opponents in the Storting (e.g., Storting 

Deliberations, 1996, p. 4267).  

The government had, strangely enough, found that it could reach a conclusion 

regarding the GPP issue and that the Storting should discuss it too, before the hearing 

round on the impact assessment report had ended. Although the Pollution Control 

Authority and the Directorate for Nature Management rushed their statements, these 

arrived after the Standing Committee on Energy and Environment had made its 

recommendation. Thus, political prestige had already been vested in the decision on the 

issue, and, if the arguments of the Pollution Control Authority and the Directorate for 

Nature Management were to be treated seriously by the committee, their statements 

arrived too late. The spokesperson for the proponents did identify a crucial point when she 
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argued that the GPP opponents would have been against the GPPs, “no matter what 

documentation was presented” (Storting Deliberations, 1996, p. 4245). Nevertheless, it was 

a matter of principle, and, furthermore, the speaker’s point could be turned against the 

proponents too—it did not seem to matter what the Pollution Control Authority and the 

Directorate for Nature Management had to say about the GPP issue. The government and 

the Storting majority had decided that they believed in the substitution argument anyway. 

In the Storting debate, the opponents also used the topic of testimony and relied on 

statements from the two directorates, as well as from the Climate Alliance, to argue against 

the GPPs, and the substitution argument in particular. The GPP proponents in the 

Storting, for their part, countered that the Pollution Control Authority did not 

“comprehend the dynamics of the energy markets in the Nordic region” (Storting 

Deliberations, 1996, p. 4259).  

One important arm of the rhetorical strategy of Naturkraft was the attempt to 

establish itself as an environmentally friendly project, and the company succeeded in 

getting the majority of the politicians to agree to this. It is impossible to assess how much of 

this success should be attributed to the rhetorical power of the arguments alone and how 

much should be ascribed to political needs and wishes. What is certain is that it did not 

hurt Naturkraft that the company also could point to the fact that the building of GPPs 

would create jobs. In the texts that were primarily directed at the administration and the 

politicians, Naturkraft pointed to the positive effects for the local communities where the 

GPPs would be located. It has been argued that Naturkraft, for strategic reasons, applied 

for two GPPs in two different locations, rather than one big plant in one location, in order 

to get broader local backing. A preoccupation in Norwegian politics has been the issue of 

what happens to the Norwegian economy when the oil reservoirs are empty, and 

exploitation of natural gas has been heralded as a solution. Furthermore, it has also been a 

popular notion among politicians that “values should be created in Norway,” as witnessed 

in the Storting debate on GPPs and the preceding White Paper. As one politician phrased 

it, “What are we going to live off in this country? Shall we be satisfied with being a 

deliverer of raw materials regarding natural gas too?” (Storting Deliberations, 1996, p. 

4254). With the Naturkraft project, jobs and values would be created in Norway, while the 

environment, allegedly, would also benefit. With the adoption of this win-win perspective, 

the Storting majority conceded to the wishes of Naturkraft.  

Rhetorical strategies were also important when the environmentalists decided to form 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants, and turned this initiative into a force to be 
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reckoned with. The main strategy was that the threat of civil disobedience would put 

pressure on the government and make it impossible to build the GPPs. It was figured that 

the government would not want such actions to disrupt the election campaign later that 

year, and that the protesters would also benefit by the fact that the international climate 

negotiations would start again in the fall of 1997.  

Rhetoric was also crucial in rallying people for the cause beyond the environmentalist 

circle, and to get media coverage that portrayed the threat as real and broad based. The 

activists played up the experience from the Alta conflict in order to invoke memories of 

large-scale conflicts, and something “everyone” regretted. Apart from emotional appeals in 

this direction, there were three basic strategic building blocks that were particularly 

interesting; first, the strategies that were mentioned in connection with social capital which 

the activists sought to turn into symbolic capital. In rhetorical terms, the activists sought to 

strengthen their ethos or, rather, persona. Having “grown ups” from the local community 

of Øygarden front the organization was one such strategic attempt to enhance credibility 

and social standing. 

In order to broaden the opposition in the latter direction, it was also imperative that 

the civil disobedience actions could be called legitimate. Here, the environmentalists also 

relied on the topic of relationship, where a scene demands particular actions. The premises 

which the environmentalists sought adherence to mostly related to values, for instance that 

we have a responsibility for not harming the lives of our descendents. This also involved a 

play on emotions, as the audience was being asked to take a broader perspective. It has 

been pointed out that the threat of civil disobedience did not trigger a debate about such 

actions. This could be read as being a success for the environmentalists’ rhetorical efforts to 

make such actions legitimate, but it is more likely that this debate would have surfaced if an 

actual clash with the police had taken place. 

The “no harm” value in connection with GPPs relied on another premise, namely 

that all GPPs increase pollution. This was an example of a third building block in the 

strategy: a simplified and repetitive rhetoric that would help the activists to redirect the 

focus of the debate and circumvent the complex substitution argument. The topic of 

comparison that asked the emission from the GPPs to be seen in relation to emissions from 

the Norwegian cars was used heavily to make the issue tangible. The emissions from the 

GPPs amounted to the emissions of 600,000 (later 670,000) cars. This comparison had 

been used earlier on, and also in the Storting debate, but it was now repeated more 

frequently and given top priority in the argument sequence. It was also coupled with 
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emotional appeals regarding “dangerous climate change.” It is an interesting point that, 

whereas much environmental rhetoric is based on ecocentric appeals praising 

environmental values (Herndl & Brown, 1996a; Waddell, 1998a), the problem of climate 

change is often on a grander scale, which allows for dramatic rhetoric based on 

anthropocentric appeals. As consistently pointed out, anthropocentric appeals are thought 

to have resonance in wider circles than ecocentric appeals.  

No precise measures of the effect of this rhetoric were presented, but the comparison 

with emission from cars did become a staple of the rhetoric of the politicians who opposed 

the GPPs too (e.g., Harbo, 1997c; Johansen, 1997). The environmentalists felt that their 

rhetoric succeeded, and national and regional polls showed that a majority was against the 

GPPs (Furuly, 1997d; Garvik & Pedersen, 1997).  

Naturkraft, for its part, decided to stick to its initial strategy, and did not engage in a 

debate over the validity of the comparison, or the false dilemma of either taking over half of 

Norwegian cars off the road or building GPPs. 

It is beyond doubt that it was the activities of the environmentalists that made the 

government put pressure on Naturkraft to postpone building GPPs in May 1997, but, just 

as the needs and interests of the politicians had secured support for Naturkraft in the 

Storting for building permits, it is likely that it was the needs of the Labour Party and its 

election campaign that weighed in here. The fact that Bellona re-launched the idea for 

storing carbon dioxide from GPPs probably made the retreat easier for the government. 

Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants and Bellona worked along different lines to stop the 

Naturkraft’s plans. The former had chosen a confrontational strategy, whereas the latter 

had opted for the pragmatic line, whereby new technology was advocated instead. The two 

strategies complemented each other. The environmentalists had learnt that it is important 

that the counterpart is not painted into a corner. Although many of the activists in Action 

Against Gas-Fired Power Plants might prefer renewable energy sources and energy 

efficiency measures instead of use of fossil fuels, it was decided that the action group should 

not comment on the plans that Bellona had launched. 

Another example of the importance of rhetoric was when Hydro in 1998 launched its 

GPP project with carbon dioxide handling. This surprising move from Hydro must be 

understood in the context of a traditional rivalry between Hydro and Statoil, and the 

different interests which these two companies have. Naturkraft wanted to create a 

dissociation between “now” and the “future” (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971) 

when it was talking about the competing Hydro project. This had also been the strategy in 
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relation to the initial suggestion from Bellona for storing carbon dioxide. Although all the 

technology belonged to the GPP category, it was important to differentiate between 

research projects and projects that used technology “off the shelf.” The environmentalists, 

however, strategically used a topic of comparison: Naturkraft’s project was isolated as “old-

fashioned” and “polluting,” whereas the Hydro project was embraced as “pollution free.” 

Since issues of technology seem to have taken on an increased importance regarding 

energy and the environment, both of these techniques of the different actors seem crucial in 

the struggle to impose one’s own description on the social reality. 

The economics of the Hydro project was also questionable according to Naturkraft. 

Despite these attempts, the notion of “pollution-free GPPs” was such a powerful frame of 

understanding that Naturkraft lost an important foothold. In addition, the launch also 

provided relief for the government, which still feared large-scale civil disobedience. When 

yet another project (Aker Maritime) was launched the following year, the above strategy 

was repeated and strengthened by the environmentalists. Naturkraft’s project now seemed 

to be something from another era, despite the assurances that the company’s plants could 

use the new technology as soon as it became commercially available. 

The following events in the conflict, whereby the Pollution Control Authority 

decided on strict emission cuts, regulations which were later were rolled back, probably 

had more to do with the struggle for power within the political field itself. The 

organizational actors did not occupy center stage, but provided “background information.” 

In early 2000, Naturkraft might have served as a tool in the play for power, both for the 

opposition and the government. The needs of Naturkraft and the Labour Party coincided 

again, as the latter was eager to get back into power, and the Conservatives provided 

backing as the party has traditionally been eager to support business in general. Of course, 

in addition, both parties might have been convinced that Naturkraft offered a good way of 

combining environmental interests with exploitation of natural resources.  

The collation government, for its part, had a troubled situation, whereby the absence 

of a supporting majority in the Storting made it difficult to implement the cabinet’s politics. 

During the GPP conflict, the importance of the Storting increased, and the government 

might have found that the Storting had grown too “unruly.” It could be argued that the 

GPP conflict provided this government with a convenient way of resigning with the moral 

flag flying. The government was able to put its foot down towards being overruled by the 

Storting, and won respect among environmentalists and others. 
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All in all, the rhetoric of Naturkraft, in particular the substitution argument, was 

pivotal in securing the company its building permits. The environmentalists were, however, 

successful in getting the building of the plants postponed, in the first instance due to a 

threat of large-scale civil disobedience actions. A simplified rhetoric seemed crucial to rally 

people, to establish the threat as real, and gain media coverage to increase the pressure on 

the government. Rhetoric was, then, pivotal for underscoring the difference between the 

GPPs of Naturkraft and the GPPs that Hydro proposed. Again, however, the rhetoric had 

to work in concert with the interests and needs of the politicians.  

 

What could and should the actors have done? 

The best metaphor to describe the current situation in the GPP conflict is probably to say 

that it is a tie between the different actors and interests. Unlike the other case study in this 

dissertation, the developer has not yet realized its projects. The total economic capital spent 

on the project at the end of 2001 was NOK 196 million. Naturkraft did, however, 

accomplish two important goals: first, that of obtaining building permits and, second, that 

of altering the emission permit that the company was handed initially. In theory, 

Naturkraft might start building its GPPs any day, and the company has solid political 

backing in the Storting. For the owners, the goal might now be to hold on to the building 

permits and hope for a change in the economic situation that will make building the plants 

more profitable.  

The environmentalists must be prepared to go another round on the GPP issue. 

Nonetheless, they proclaim themselves to be the winners of the conflict, since there are no 

GPPs up and running. A majority in the Storting had given its support, but the 

environmentalists still succeeded in getting the project postponed. Naturkraft’s plans were 

further delayed as new alternative technology was introduced; and the market conditions 

and the political context changed. The government has also made it clear that there will be 

no further building permits for GPPs without some kind of system for handling the carbon 

dioxide emissions, at least not until a quota trading system has been implemented.  

For the environmentalists, the conflict with Naturkraft was, of course, important in 

itself, in that they opposed the project for environmental reasons. In addition, the issue was 

turned into a symbol for an environmental movement that had experienced a decline in 

membership numbers, and had also been more or less sidelined from climate politics since 

the early 1990s. The conflict with Naturkraft helped to move the closed political process 
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out into the open and made it visible to a wider audience. In 1997, for the first time in 

seven years, Nature and Youth experienced an increase in membership, although the 

organization had kept a low profile. Bellona also seemed to strengthen its position. 

The remaining speculative question is whether the outcome of the conflict so far 

could have been altered with another form of public relations, improved rhetoric, or more 

resources? The former president of Naturkraft, Auke Lont, first makes the point that 

Naturkraft lacked “alignment” between its owners; their visions and perspectives for 

Naturkraft differed too much. This was seen most clearly when Hydro launched a 

competing project that altered the course of events for Naturkraft.  

As for public relations efforts, Lont says that he is unsure whether the policy of 

openness was a wise choice, although he says that, in principle, he still supports this.  

 

I [am] not sure regarding lines of communication, if it’s smart to always be available and put 

everything on the table when you have adversaries that never are going to give up, that always 

present something new. … When you saw how things were twisted and distorted. … When this 

is the opposition … then it is perhaps … better just to work quietly and then present [the 

project]. Then you might have a better possibility to get a controversial project through. (Auke 

Lont, personal communication, June 25, 2003) 

 

This last alternative that Lont mentions does not seem to be a viable route, since the 

project plans would have to go through hearing rounds, as is customary in the Norwegian 

political system (Christensen et al., 2002). It is also worth re-emphasizing that Naturkraft 

did get the support of the Storting after following what Lont calls an openness policy. 

Naturkraft “won the first round,” and was also able to affect a rollback of regulations. 

Naturkraft did make attempts to win over the environmentalists for the project idea, 

but the latter balked at the plans. It seems that the only way to have persuaded the 

environmentalists of the merits of the project would have been to establish that measures 

for energy conservation and efficiency and increased commitment to renewable energy 

sources had been exhausted, that the energy consumption would increase no matter what, 

and that the only other alternatives to GPPs were to use more polluting energy sources. This 

was not possible for Naturkraft to state with certainty. As long as the environmentalists had 

their goals set on reduction of consumption of fossil fuels, Naturkraft would fall short and 

be considered as a part of the problem, since the company would be introducing new fossil 

fuel onto the market. Moreover, as the environmentalists would insist that their “idealistic” 

demands for energy conservation, energy efficiency, and commitment to renewable sources 
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were indeed realistic, the two perspectives seemed incompatible. Naturkraft’s business plan 

was not to push the politicians in this direction.  

Compared to Naturkraft, the opponents had scant resources. Nevertheless, 

Naturkraft had a self-image of being a small company surrounded by opponents during the 

later stages of the conflict. The same underdog figure is also projected when the former 

public affairs manager says that they were “amateurs” regarding public relations (Gro 

Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 2003). It seems that the company’s public 

relations efforts were concentrated on lobbying and media relations, at the expense of 

developing relationships with the local communities where the plants were proposed. In 

fact, Naturkraft did not bother to hire a local contact person in Øygarden before 1998, 

whereas Nature and Youth at an early stage cultivated a relationship with the community 

and saw this as a pivotal element of their strategy. If Naturkraft had gained stronger local 

support, this could perhaps have ruined the bridgehead that Action Against Gas-Fired 

Power Plants had actively worked to establish and valued so much. Without local support, 

the environmentalists might have been harder pressed to make their threat of civil 

disobedience seem broad-based, and it could have been easier for the government to ignore 

it. As it turned out, the local arena seemed to be dominated by the opposition group that 

cooperated with Action Against Gas-Fired Power Plants. Although Naturkraft had held 

meetings and distributed public relations material locally, it was acknowledged that the 

local community was not very familiar with the company.  

 

Obviously, it will always be that way if a company sits in Oslo. … This [creates an impression 

of] arrogance towards the districts [in the eyes of many people], no matter if it is … a [well-

founded] foundation for [this impression] or not. When the opposition first appeared, I agree 

that this [distance] could work negatively. [It was a problem] that they did not know us better, 

that it was not the locals that were working with this, but … “the big company in Oslo.” (Gro 

Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 2003) 

 

From the activist side, it has also been argued that Naturkraft could have secured stronger 

local support if the company had put more emphasis on the positive effects for employment 

and the local economy. Although such arguments were used, Gro Mjellem points out that 

Naturkraft decided not to put “too much” emphasis on them, since a GPP in itself is not 

such a huge work place (Gro Mjellem, personal communication, May 27, 2003). In many 

other areas, the developer could have created enthusiasm and received solid backup from 

local politicians and communities (this was, for instance, the case for Industrikraft; see 
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footnote 16). The economics of the GPPs of Naturkraft were, however, based on building 

the plants in locations where natural gas was already being brought ashore. Hence, 

industry already existed and had made the communities relatively affluent.  

As for the environmentalists, it could, of course, be argued that the activists should 

have worked differently in order to get a Storting majority against the GPPs in 1996. The 

activists themselves regretted that they had focused on lobbying, rather than building a 

broad popular front against the GPPs. In this situation, they could perhaps have benefited 

from segmenting their target groups, and crafted more specific strategies towards those 

with a vested political interest in the issue and those without such an interest. To reach the 

former target group, which would perhaps be inclined to believe in the substitution 

argument, it would have been necessary to undermine the substitution and comparison 

arguments more consistently at an early stage before political prestige had been established. 

The activists did identify and question the basic premise, that of producing more power 

because there is a demand. What they did not do consistently, however, was to focus on 

how the environmental merits of the GPPs rested on a specific selection of sources that it 

was compared with. This, and the many other qualifiers that Naturkraft needed, could 

have been exposed in less aggressive ways during this period. Here, use of credible third 

parties would have been pivotal, as was attempted with the counter-paper from the 

Climate Alliance. Nevertheless, the researchers that contributed here were also too easily 

isolated as expressing “private opinions.” More concentrated efforts to get the research 

institutions behind them might have strengthened the case.  

Obviously, the basic conflict of interest and political perspectives could have made 

the challenge too hard for the environmentalists and then the strategy would need to be the 

one that they chose in the later stages—namely to mobilize as many people as possible in 

order to make the political costs of realizing the project too high.  
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PART V — Epilogue 
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12 Conclusion 

Throughout this dissertation, certain points have been raised concerning two conflicts on 

energy and the environment in which it was likely that organizational public relations had 

an influence on the policy outcome through rhetoric and resources. The contributions to 

public relations as an academic discipline lay in the call for a combined perspective on 

rhetoric and resources in order to understand the influence of public relations, as well as 

the specific analytical framework that has been suggested for this purpose. It is argued that 

the framework has relevance for other fields of politics, besides just the one concerning 

energy and the environment. This concluding chapter seeks to substantiate these claims, 

and connections are made with the theory dealt with in Chapters two to four. Important 

limitations, as well as possibilities for improvement and further work, are discussed towards 

the end.  

 

Influence of rhetoric and resources 

The research question was: What importance does rhetoric and resources have for the success of public 

relations strategies on a public policy issue like energy and the environment? The short answer is that 

rhetoric and resources are important, but that a range of other factors also influences the 

outcome, in particular the needs, wishes, and traditions of the politicians, as well as media 

coverage. Then again, these are factors that the organizational actors might make use of, as 

elaborated on in the next section.  

With the help of two case studies, instances have been pointed to in which it was 

likely that rhetoric and resources were important, directly and indirectly, in conflicts over 

energy and the environment. A key word here is influence, defined as a capacity to affect 

the thoughts or actions of others, not by threats or material inducement, but by means of 

persuasion. This builds on the other’s agreement, that is, that the other has an interest in 

complying. He or she might be persuaded or convinced, the latter implying a more rational 

process than the former (Fafner, 1977/1989; Kennedy, 1991; Mayhew, 1997; Corbett & 

Connors, 1999). 

In order to assess influence, the rhetoric of the organizational actors was compared to 

the rhetoric found in parliamentary documents, and conclusions were drawn about how 

the actions of politicians were influenced by the use of particular rhetorical devices. It was 

also pointed out that resources can function rhetorically, as well as provide the ground for 
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an organization’s ability to conduct public relations and devise rhetorical strategies. 

Inferences were also made about organizational strategies and the politicians’ actions. As 

mentioned, other important factors for the outcomes seemed to be the wishes, needs, and 

traditions of the politicians. The pre-established conflict between the “growth parties” and 

the “green parties” is a case in point. Media coverage appeared to be another significant 

factor, as the media were both important arenas and central actors.  

Looking at the individual case studies, it is argued that the result of the Alta conflict 

was influenced by what Bourdieu would have called the symbolic and social capital of the 

developer, the NVE (Bourdieu, 1986). In addition, however, the rhetorical analysis showed 

that these capital forms were linked with logos arguments about how much power was 

needed, how soon, how no good alternatives existed, how the initial project had been 

scaled down, and how measures had been taken to mitigate negative consequences. It was 

shown that Storting representatives from the Labour and Conservative Parties reproduced 

these arguments and praised the directorate. The environmentalists could not match the 

symbolic capital of the “nation builders” in the NVE, and the central position that the 

directorate had in a crucial political and industrial power segment. Arguments from 

“experienced engineers” had to be weighed against arguments from “idealistic laypersons.” 

This is also what a “pure” rhetorical analysis would have called the ethos or persona of the 

actors.  

The rhetoric of the NVE often had the distinct advantage of having premises rooted 

in “facts and truths,” as Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca would phrase it, rather than 

premises related to presumptions or the preferable, which the environmentalists had to rely 

on (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). It was, for instance, a fact that the 

development had been scaled down, whereas opponents argued about the possible 

consequences and the value of local knowledge. When a conclusion was reached in the 

Storting, the dynamic of the case changed. The decision “had to” be defended, and the 

legal argument—again, a “fact”—about how the democratic rules were violated by the 

environmentalists undermined the position of the latter.  

A minority of the Storting politicians, primarily from the “green parties”—the 

Liberals and the Socialist Left—but also the Christian Democrats, used arguments 

produced by FoEN. However, the attempts to undermine the ethos and symbolic capital of 

the NVE backfired, at least in regard to the Storting majority in the “growth parties.” The 

rhetoric seemed to be largely geared towards those who were already convinced, as it was 
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difficult to find any of the afore-mentioned identification strategies of Burke, or the 

adaptation for organizations suggested by Cheney (Burke, 1950/1969; Cheney, 1983). 

The People’s Movement was successful in elevating itself from a small local initiative 

to a large national protest organization through both logos and pathos arguments. The 

Alta case turned into a symbolic issue, representing industrial society’s stranglehold on the 

environment and the continued violation of Saami rights. In Burkeian terminology: the 

scene was described in such a way that several people felt compelled to protest. The 

rhetoric definitely had a mobilizing function, although it lacked the potential to identify 

with the Storting majority, and, in the later stages, was also primarily geared towards the 

local activists. Given the normative function of rhetoric, such matters might be criticized as 

being counterproductive if the main goal was to stop the development. At the same time, 

however, this rhetoric did have an important function as “inner medication.” 

Rhetoric and resources might also be said to have influenced the outcome of the GPP 

conflict so far. It has, for example, been shown that Naturkraft secured a building permit 

and rolled back regulations affecting its emission permit, through a combination of social 

and symbolic capital, but it was primarily logos argumentation that made it possible for the 

industrial actor to portray itself as not only offering new jobs, but as being environmentally 

friendly. Topics of comparison and relationship, as identified by ancient rhetorical theory 

(Corbett & Connors, 1999), were crucial in the latter endeavor. The company had 

powerful, well-known owners, had good political contacts, and consisted of experienced 

economists and engineers. It was also illustrated how a majority in the Storting consisting 

of the “growth parties” reproduced arguments from Naturkraft. 

However, the GPP opponents were able to use their knowledge and social capital to 

delay the project by raising several obstacles. The first of these came when the Prime 

Minister asked that the project be postponed. The prime motive of the government seemed 

to be to avoid large-scale civil disobedience protests during the forthcoming election 

campaign. When offered a retreat alternative, the technological option launched by 

Bellona, this was grabbed. It was, however, crucial that the threat of civil disobedience was 

perceived as real, and the environmentalists’ use of rhetoric and resources appeared 

consequential in this respect. By refocusing the debate and stealing back the initiative from 

Naturkraft, the opponents seemed to gain public support beyond the usual 

environmentalist circle. The rhetoric stressed repetition and leaned on a topic of 

comparison in order to make the issue tangible. It was also coupled with pathos arguments 

related to the threat of “dangerous” climate change. Furthermore, a link was established to 
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the Alta conflict, and the environmentalists made efforts to make civil disobedience come 

across as a legitimate action in this situation. The symbolic capital of the activists was 

increased when the Norwegian Church chimed in with statements against GPPs, and the 

activists also avoided debate over civil disobedience.  

A second obstacle for Naturkraft was when it was established that the company 

would need an emission permit for carbon dioxide. This would probably not have been 

decided if Bellona had not increased its knowledge capital by hiring an attorney-at-law who 

could back up the claim. A third obstacle was the introduction of the Hydro project. 

Rhetoric was crucial here in order to emphasize the difference between this project and the 

plants of Naturkraft. The former was quickly labeled “pollution free,” whereas the latter 

were deemed “old-fashioned and polluting.” This, obviously, increased the rhetorical 

challenge for Naturkraft, and in turn led the Pollution Control Authority to demand a 90 

% reduction in carbon emissions. 

These were but a few of the most important examples of how rhetoric and resources 

could be said to have influenced the studied conflicts. Then again, as pointed out, the 

outcomes of the conflicts were also intimately linked to other factors as well. 

 

Adaptation to other actors and important factors 

The most usual and effective route to persuade or convince someone is to “give” 

something. In Burke’s words, the rhetor and his or her audience have to “die” and be 

“reborn” a little in order to change opinions (Burke, 1937/1984, 1950/1969). Perelman 

and Olbrechts-Tyteca similarly stressed the need to adapt to the audience in order to 

convince or persuade (Perelman, 1953/1954; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971; 

Perelman, 1982). The rhetor that has a project that from the outset fits those in power has 

obviously got a rhetorical advantage. Another possibility is to identify and exploit the 

political possibilities by adjusting the project or the counter-strategy accordingly. In the 

cases cited here, it seemed like a prerequisite that the organizational actors were able to tap 

into existing political wishes, needs, and traditions.  

In both cases, the developers had advantages in that the Labour Party and the 

Conservatives are considered as “growth parties” that support power development, use of 

natural resources in Norway, and projects that create employment. This was even more 

true for the Progressive Party, and this party weighed in during the GPP conflict. The 

opponents, for their part, could ally themselves with the Socialist Left Party and the Liberal 
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Party, which have both been singled out as having “green” profiles (Aardal, 1993; Knutsen, 

1997; Arter, 1999). One interpretation could then be that the organizational actors struck 

political cords that already existed in these parties, rather than wielded influence in a 

matter where the politicians were undecided. It also seems important that both cases were 

preceded by similar conflicts—the hydropower conflict in Mardøla and the GPP conflict in 

relation to the Heidrun field. Perhaps, then, the advocacy of the organizational actors in 

the studied cases is best perceived as helping to reinforce and shape existing attitudes on 

environmental issues. This, however, must also be considered as influence. 

In both cases, certain political needs seemed influential and the power projects 

themselves became ploys. In the Alta case, this pertained, for instance, to how the regional 

Labour chapter got its way, despite the fact that the government had seriously discussed 

shelving the project early in 1980 (Finborud, 1981; Dalland, 1994). It could be speculated 

that the tradition for supporting industrial development, and the need to satisfy Labour 

constituencies, were decisive factors here. In the GPP case, it was argued that Naturkraft’s 

project fitted a larger perspective, where an international approach to the climate issue was 

preferred. The government had to defend increased domestic emissions, or challenge the 

petroleum industry and other actors in order to bring the emissions down. It has been 

argued that this was considered too costly, and that Naturkraft’s solution thus seemed 

compelling (Nilsen, 2001). It is also argued that in the later stages of the GPP conflict, the 

play for office added to the dynamic. It was pointed out, for instance, that Labour was 

eager to get back in office. 

The organizational rhetors in the field evidently have to identify such wishes, needs, 

and traditions in order to exploit them rhetorically. An additional prerequisite is the ability 

to identify the right moment to introduce a text in a context. This is what was called kairós 

in ancient rhetoric (Sipiora & Baumlin, 2002). An example of the importance of timing in 

the cases discussed here was, for instance, the launch of Naturkraft during a period when 

the government would be likely to appreciate projects that implemented and exemplified 

an international approach to climate change. Other examples of good timing include the 

threat of civil disobedience being issued during a period before an election, and the fact 

that Bellona re-introduced a technological solution as a retreat alternative when the latter 

threat had made its impression. The activists claim that they had discussed the importance 

of not cornering the opponent. Again, however, it is methodologically difficult to tell 

whether these instances were all carefully planned, spur of the moment strategic moves, or 

something that happened by accident.  
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The circumstances above all point to the importance for rhetors of being able to read 

and know the political game. Similarly, the analyst who wants to research the influence of 

public relations strategies must also understand the political context, and also provide 

ample background material for the readers, as has been attempted here. 

Looking at the media coverage, it seems likely that it could have played an 

independent role on the outcome of the conflicts. The different ways of seeing an issue that 

are introduced into the media arena, as well as mounting critical coverage, could be 

important factors. The best example from the Alta conflict was probably when a media 

storm was whipped up during the first Saami hunger strike. As mentioned, this received 

huge national and international attention and was a burden for the government. In the 

end, the Prime Minister postponed the development using a legal pretext as justification. 

This incident was clearly constructed by the Saami activists, and the media were an arena 

and an actor in the sense of giving this coverage. There were, however, also examples of 

how the media generated their own stories, such as when Dagbladet and Bergens Tidende 

covered the NVE’s projections about electricity consumption. This coverage was explicitly 

mentioned in the Storting. 

Media coverage was also central to manifest the threat of civil disobedience in the 

GPP case and to underline the connection to the Alta conflict. The latter link was, for 

instance, achieved by using pictures of a Saami tent, whereas pictures of marching people 

in Øygarden “proved” the former point. Again, however, the purpose of this dissertation 

was not to analyze the impact of the media coverage as such. The points above, 

nonetheless, illustrate how other factors also might have influenced the outcome, both in 

concert with the strategies of the organizational actors and as independent factors.  

 

Contributions to public relations theory 

In the introductory chapter, it was lamented that too little research effort has gone into 

investigating the influence that organizations might have on vital public policies through 

their rhetoric and resources. Political scientists have approached the influence question 

with other theories and methodologies, focusing on lobbying activities. As mentioned, some 

have also written about what they have called indirect communication or “outside 

lobbying” (e.g., Kollman, 1998). However, it was argued that a focus on the broader 

activities of the organizations and their public profiles are best researched starting within 

the theory of public relations, where lobbying is considered a sub-activity. This literature 
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offers better approaches for analyzing the way in which organizations in general work to 

sway public opinion.  

The public relations literature has, nonetheless, primarily been normative and 

instrumental, as well as burdened with a managerial slant and a simplified view of 

communication. A complaint was also aired about the way in which prominent scholars 

insist that public relations research should set out to improve practice (e.g., Grunig, 2001). 

In the Introduction, therefore, a definition of public relations was presented which was 

devoid of these limitations and which was more suited to the critical and analytical purpose 

of this dissertation. It was thus suggested that public relations could be thought of as all of 

the communication efforts of an organization to negotiate its relationships with actors in 

the field(s) where the organization itself is an actor. In Chapter four, a field was defined as a 

network of relationships between positions that actors occupy (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992). The concept was invoked in order to introduce the notion of a social space in which 

the organizations are active and hold positions anchored in their amounts and types of 

capital. 

Given the influence that the public relations profession wields, a call for critical 

studies seems reasonable. Within organizational communication, a so-called dissensus 

approach has been advocated, as already mentioned (Deetz, 2001). Such a pluralistic 

perspective attempts to disrupt the prevailing discourse and address issues of partiality and 

power, instead of being linked to the social institution it studies through a conflation of 

normative and descriptive perspectives. As argued by others, the discipline should liberate 

itself from the practice (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000). The practice of public relations should be 

seen in a larger cultural, economic, and political context. As a secondary goal, however, 

critical research might provide the foundation for suggestions for a more ethical practice. 

Nonetheless, it cannot be the other way around. Apologists of public relations cannot point 

to the normative theories of the field in order to legitimize the practice as a whole, as often 

seems to be the case. There is a clear gap between the suggested ideal and the practice of 

public relations which has to be acknowledged, and issues of power and conflict must be 

dealt with. 

With the concept of field, it is precisely the power struggle of the actors that is focused 

on, and can be analyzed, by investigating the attempts to acquire, hold on to, or convert 

types of capital that are appreciated within a field. With this perspective, organizations are 

seen as struggling and competing to position themselves, and to get their issues discussed, 

defined, and, if possible, settled (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Public relations should be 
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thought of as assisting organizations in this struggle. The concept of field thus runs counter 

to the perspective that seems to prevail in much public relations research building on 

models of liberal pluralism with possibilities for harmony and consensus (e.g., Heath, 

1997b; Grunig et al., 2002). Using the perspective of Bourdieu is much more in line with 

the call for public relations researchers to adopt a view of society as based around conflict 

(e.g., Pieczka, 1996). The cases that have been focused on here are clearly examples of 

battles fought in society.  

In this dissertation, it was the field of energy and the environment, located within a 

larger political field, which was focused on. A specific typology of capital forms was 

presented and it was argued that they were all useful for the actors in their attempts to 

influence public policies. In both media sociology and public relations research, it has 

correctly been pointed out that economic capital is not necessarily a decisive factor (Condit 

& Condit, 1992; Heath, 1992a; Davis, 2002). In the case study of the GPP conflict, it was 

illustrated that the activists in Nature and Youth, the Climate Alliance, and Action Against 

Gas-Fired Power Plants were dwarfed by the economic capital and institutionalization of 

their adversaries, but still managed to get the project postponed. By clever use of public 

relations, it seems to be possible to “neutralize” the importance of money. 

However, the literature is divided into (a) authors who seem to argue that economic 

resources are unimportant, that the “marketplace of ideas” is open to everyone, and that 

self-interested ideas will not survive public scrutiny (Heath, 1992b, 1992a); (b) authors who 

point to the fact that a minimum of resources is required to provide institutionalization and 

presence over time (Kolbenstvedt et al., 1978; Condit & Condit, 1992; Uhrwing, 2001; 

Davis, 2002). Every organization needs someone to work with public relations, and 

economic capital might also be the key to increase knowledge capital. This was, for 

instance, illustrated in the GPP conflict, when Bellona could hire an attorney-at-law to 

argue that Naturkraft needed an emission permit. Without the economic capital, Bellona 

could probably not have established itself as a premise supplier and as a milieu of counter-

experts.  

The findings in this dissertation then illustrate, again, that this is not a black or white 

matter. It is indicated that there is no reason for pessimistic conclusions about those with 

the most economic capital always getting their way, although economic capital does play a 

role in providing institutionalization and acquiring knowledge capital. In several respects, 

the significance of resources could therefore, first and foremost, be their indirect influence. 
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Another important point illustrated in the dissertation is that resources should not be 

equated with economic capital only. Symbolic and social capital, for instance, were shown 

to be influential in both of the case studies. One example from the case study of the Alta 

conflict is how the NVE was part of a particular power segment and enjoyed status as 

“builders of the nation.” An example from the GPP conflict is how Naturkraft had 

powerful and well-known owners, consisting of economists and engineers with backgrounds 

in the petroleum sector, and how the company also had good connections with the 

Ministry of Trade and Energy, later the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy.  

Public relations theorists need to take a broader look at the context of the 

organizations and identify other types or resources that organizations utilize. Here, a 

particular typology has been suggested that, apart from economic capital and 

institutionalization, also focuses on knowledge, social, and symbolic capital. The resources 

of an organization might obviously be conceptualized in other ways too. The most 

important point is that current public relations theory often offers no good ontology; 

material existence has no role, as it has been pointed out (Cheney & Christensen, 2001). 

With the concept of field and a typology of resources or capital, this concern is addressed. 

The typology suggested here is so general that it could probably be used within other fields, 

beyond that which deals just with energy and the environment (this generality could, 

however, also be seen as a weakness, as discussed in a later section). Coupled with the 

concept of field, this typology is suggested to be a contribution to public relations theory. 

It is argued that the outcome of the conflicts that have been studied could not be 

understood properly without taking both rhetoric and resources into consideration. Drawing 

on the mentioned sociological theory does offer a necessary critical framework in which to 

study public relations. It is, however, not so helpful in analyzing textual strategies; here, 

rhetorical theory seems more appropriate. Most studies of public relations, however, 

remain sketchy about general rhetorical theory that could be used in analysis of public 

relations in, for instance, attempts to influence public policies. Here, a collection of 

rhetorical tools was suggested to be central for such endeavors. It could be argued that the 

ancient concepts of ethos, logos, and pathos are still relevant (e.g., Aristotle, trans. 1991). A 

basic requisite for all public relations practitioners is to help their organizations to come 

across as credible. In accordance with this, the rhetor has to try to use ethical appeals in the 

texts aimed at being perceived as trustworthy, intelligent, and knowledgeable (Aristotle, 

trans. 1991). In the case studies it was, for example, pointed out that the NVE used a 

scientific style in its publications.  
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Furthermore, it would have been unthinkable if the actors had not used logical 

appeals, as this is a hallmark of the rationality required from legitimate actors in 

Norwegian politics. Conducting an analysis of the enthymemes and examples of the actors 

also helped in assessing the relative strengths and weaknesses of their arguments.  

In addition, use of emotional appeals seems to be indispensable, at least for 

environmentalists who want to rally people with a broad range of opinions for their cause. 

Nevertheless, it is necessary to strike a balance in order not to be out-defined as irrational 

actors. For the analyst, it is interesting to assess how this balance is effected, how 

constrained the organizational actors are by their roles, as well as what function the 

emotional appeal is meant to have in a particular context.  

The analyses were also helped by classifying the basic topics that the rhetors relied on 

(Corbett & Connors, 1999). These, again, are examples of how rhetorical knowledge might 

be tacit, and how topics represent general ways of thinking. However, through looking at 

how a rhetor relies on such operations, it is easier to structure the analysis and see what the 

rhetor has tried to effect, and the rhetorical maneuvers that have been used.  

Apart from the classical types of proofs and topics, the framework used in this 

dissertation also contained modern tools: Burke’s concept of identification and the pentad 

that focuses human motivation (Burke, 1945/1969, 1950/1969), as well as parts of 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s framework for analyzing argumentation: types of 

premises, and techniques of argumentation (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971; 

Perelman, 1982). Burke, Perelman, and Olbrechts-Tyteca, singled out the necessity of 

adapting to the audience. This insight should be valuable for all rhetorical analysis, as it 

forms the basis for all effective rhetoric. Burke pointed to identification strategies, and 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca to different types of premises that the rhetor would have 

to share with the audience to effect his or her goal. By being able to point to premises 

relating to what the audience perceives to be reality, rather than relating to what is 

preferable, the rhetor has an advantage. Adherence to the latter is more limited.  

The three afore-named scholars also suggested tools that are effective for analyzing 

and understanding the rhetorical power of certain operations. Burke’s pentad functions for 

understanding the motive of a rhetor, and the way in which something is understood in a 

particular light as the scene/act ratio is a prime example of the. The pentad helps to 

analyze how rhetoric has its power in selecting and thereby deflecting attention (Burke, 

1966). The basic argumentation techniques pointed out by Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca similarly show how rhetoric might be used to join or separate elements, how such 
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operations work, and why they often seem compelling by operating, for instance, with 

quasi-logical precision or from established facts or examples.  

Apart from adding interesting tools that allowed a deeper probing into the rhetoric of 

the actors, this addition also implied the adoption of a particular epistemology. The new 

rhetoric of Burke, Perelman, and Olbrechts-Tyteca does not presuppose the existence of 

grand truths. Instead, both approaches call for a focus on what is seen as reasonable or 

likely. Facts are based on social agreement, and thus rhetoric is needed. In modern 

rhetorical theory in general, a similar perspective has been that of social epistemic rhetoric, 

which has a parallel in social constructionism. In the most radical form of this modern 

rhetorical theory, it is argued that it is not possible to know that environmental problems 

exist. All of the three afore-mentioned scholars agreed on one form of epistemology 

different from this, whereby the relationship to the ontological instead is seen as dialectic: 

material structures do exist, but it is not possible to communicate about them without 

rhetoric. Environmental problems do exist, but is also a social construction made by use of 

rhetoric. This view has been supported here, although theoretical ontological elements 

have been fetched from sociological theory in describing capital and struggles within a 

field. The latter operation seemed necessary, since rhetoric often concentrates on human 

ontology or the ontology of rhetorical discourse when dealing with ontological issues. The 

ontology of Burke is, for instance, preoccupied with how humans are symbol-using animals 

(Burke, 1950/1969). If one wishes to analyze organizations and the importance of material 

issues beyond their capacity to function rhetorically, it seems necessary to go elsewhere.  

In several respects, public relations research could be seen as lagging behind, using 

positivistic theory that uncritically assumes that if enough boundary spanning is conducted, 

the world will be revealed, “as it is.” Here, it was pointed out that the discipline could 

probably learn something from organizational communication that have incorporated the 

more radical epistemological perspectives mentioned above. Simplified epistemological 

perspectives are, nonetheless, not the sole domain of public relations theorists, but might 

also be found among practitioners. In both of the cases that were analyzed here, engineer 

cultures stood against activist cultures, and both had radically different worldviews. A 

previous public relations officer in the NVE claimed that the prevailing perspective in the 

directorate was that the directorate possessed the truth and had to convince everyone else 

about this (Tor Inge Akselsen, personal communication, May 31, 2002). It was also pointed 

out that an NVE manager wrote to a newspaper, saying that “economic planning must be 

based on how the world is, not on how certain people think it is, or wish it was” (Tveit, 
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1980). The insight that the world is also, to some extent, a social construction could 

probably have helped the practitioners in these cases too. To help to convey such a 

perspective could in fact be a secondary goal for critical approaches to public relations.  

Although the collection of ancient and modern rhetorical tools might provide 

researchers with a starting point for the analysis of public relations, it is, admittedly, not the 

most original contribution of this dissertation. To re-emphasize, the prime novelty lies in 

the suggestion for an integrated perspective on rhetoric and resources. It is important to 

stress that the purpose has not been to suggest the presented heuristic as “The Ultimate 

Method” for analysis of public relations. As mentioned in the chapter on methodology, the 

danger of constructing a theoretical framework is that the analysis might tend towards 

closure and over-emphasis on the importance of the included elements. Because the analyst 

has decided on the use of particular tools, he or she wants to conclude that this investment 

has paid off. As shown in the analysis, and this conclusion chapter, however, some of the 

rhetorical tools were clearly more relevant than others for analyzing these particular cases. 

In other cases, other rhetorical techniques might be more pronounced. This obviously 

means that other rhetorical tools could have been included in the framework, and also that 

some of the tools that have been suggested here could be dropped. The rhetorical tradition 

abounds with interesting analytical concepts that might be used in an organizational 

context. 

In summing up: It is maintained is that it is necessary to analyze both text and 

context, both rhetoric and resources, in order to account for the influence of public 

relations on matters of public policy. The two cases studied also serve to add important 

nuances to long-held notions about the supremacy of rhetoric or resources in efforts to 

understand political outcomes. An integrated perspective is argued for, but also an 

integrated perspective that looks beyond a resource focus on financial capital alone. Taken 

together, the framework addresses ontological and practical analytical shortcomings within 

rhetorical public relations theory.  

 

Limitations 

There are several important limitations to the presented study, the first pertaining to the 

claims that something has influenced something else. As pointed out in the introductory 

chapter, this comes down to a rhetorical endeavor arguing for a particular interpretation 

and inference. The empirical basis here has been the comparison between the rhetoric of 
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the actors and the rhetoric found in parliamentary documents, as well as observations of 

how actions or a policy position was adapted or changed after advocacy from the 

organizational actors. Ultimately, this is not definitive proof of influence, but, in keeping 

with the epistemological stance advocated in this dissertation, such a proof can hardly be 

expected to exist. What we have to settle for is more or less informed interpretations, and 

arguments that strengthen or weaken these interpretations.  

Another important caveat is mentioned in the section above: by constructing an 

analytical framework, the analyst might have a tendency to overestimate the importance of 

the elements in the framework. The outcomes of the conflicts were probably dependent 

upon a range of different factors that functioned both independently and in conjunction 

with the rhetoric and the resources of the actors. It has been emphasized that the rhetoric 

and the resources should be seen in connection with the political context, the particular 

needs of the politicians, and their play for office. Closer analysis of the political actors and 

political power games could probably have produced additional explanatory factors than 

those that have been discussed. Similarly, the outcomes of the conflicts could have been 

more influenced by the media than these analyses were able to discern, in part because the 

analyses only involved looking at two newspapers, and in part because the coverage itself 

received little attention, both quantitatively and qualitatively.  

In addition, several other actors could have, and probably did, influenced the 

outcomes besides the actors that were focused on here. This was not least apparent in the 

Alta case, where the Saami activists and their hunger strikes were highly visible. In the GPP 

case, the Pollution Control Authority and the Directorate for Nature Management were 

frequently cited in the debate, and their role in the conflict could have been paid more 

attention as well.  

It has been mentioned that important variables like time and outcome differed in the 

two chosen cases, and that it would increase the robustness of the initial presumptions if 

rhetoric and resources were found to have played an important part in both conflicts. 

Obviously, it is not possible to claim statistical generalization from conducting two case 

studies. In other cases, the rhetoric and resources of the organizational actors might be 

shown to be more or less unimportant compared to other factors. Alternatively, it might be 

shown that it was just rhetoric or just resources that influenced the outcomes.  

Finally, it would be reasonable to question whether I have been able to interpret the 

different capital forms satisfactorily. For instance, was the symbolic capital of the actors 
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adequately assessed? Such questions lead on to the next section, where possibilities for 

improvements are discussed.  

 

Improvement and further work 

Attempting to construct a broad-based theoretical framework has been a question of 

sacrificing some analytical depth over analytical width. An obvious choice would have been 

to be more selective and probe the use of particular rhetorical techniques, rather than use 

the whole range of tools presented here. The suggested framework could be added to and 

subtracted from. Another choice could have been to use the suggested tools as a first-step 

preliminary test, followed by a second-step more detailed analysis that only used a few of 

the tools. Such approaches would typically be needed in shorter studies, but with the scope 

of this dissertation, it is argued that applying the whole framework yielded the richest 

analyses.  

I have researched two drawn-out, complicated conflicts using a range of theories 

from different disciplines, both to provide and analyze context, and to investigate specific 

texts and strategies. Another approach could have been to focus merely on one case, using 

a limited set of analytical tools from one or two academic disciplines only. This could, for 

instance, have allowed for more minute analysis of resources or rhetoric, which in turn 

could have strengthened the inference from the existence of a particular rhetorical strategy 

or certain types of capital to a particular outcome.  

Additional empirical material could also be included to strengthen the latter 

inference: more documents could have been included for analysis, and it would also have 

been useful to conduct qualitative interviews with politicians, as well as journalists covering 

the cases. In terms of media material, television coverage would perhaps have been the 

most valuable addition, but other newspapers could also have been included—both large 

regional newspapers, as well as local newspapers from the areas of conflict. The material 

that actually was gathered could have been subjected to a closer textual analysis to identify 

how the media covered the events, and there could have been more focus on the 

independent influence of this coverage.  

In particular, there might have been an improvement regarding the use of the 

rhetorical and sociological tools. The former could have been better adapted for use in an 

organizational setting. In addition, if a more field-specific approach had been followed, it 
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would probably have been a good idea to try to discern topics that are typical for the field 

of energy and the environment.  

An obvious choice for improving the sociological analysis would have been to 

attempt a more comprehensive mapping of the field. More actors could have been 

included and their respective positions could have been described in more detail, as is the 

case in many field analyses. However, what is probably most needed is a better assessment 

of the different forms of capital. This could take the form of searches for measures, or other 

forms of operationalization. Symbolic capital could, for instance, be operationalized as the 

number of positive mentions in the media or in the Storting. Social capital could also be 

judged according to more detailed network analysis, both quantitatively and qualitatively.  

The proposed categories of capital might also be reformulated. As mentioned in 

Chapter four, Bourdieu operates with a whole range of different types of capital which 

have not been used here; for instance, linguistic, intellectual, and scholastic capital (e.g., 

Bourdieu, 1991). The typology that has been suggested here is not intended to be 

exhaustive, as other forms of capital might be formulated and included. As mentioned, a 

particularly interesting choice would have been to define more field-specific capital types 

rather than the general public relations resources that were categorized here. 

The concept of field and the rhetorical approach that have been advocated here 

imply that strategy might be understood widely to also incorporate unconscious processes. 

The actors knowingly and unknowingly pursue their interests in a field; their perspectives 

could be built around rhetorical constructs that are internalized and unquestioned—a case 

in point being that environmentalists might be firm believers that climate change is 

dangerous. When their rhetoric around this issue is analyzed and categorized as including 

emotional appeals, this is not necessarily a conscious emotional appeal. In the interviews 

with the actors, some indications were given as to which strategies were conscious, but it 

would still have been useful to differentiate more clearly and to have been able to attribute 

strategies to either conscious or unconscious deliberations of the actors. Here too, however, 

there are methodological challenges, as the interviews were official accounts, in which the 

actors might have wanted to come across as being strategically aware and put forward 

unsubstantiated claims. As pointed out previously, the best possible solution to this problem 

for the researcher seems to be awareness.  

Finally, another possible improvement would have been to address the relationship 

between rhetoric and resources in more detail. Here, the rhetorical tools have been 

reserved for the textual strategies, whereas field and capital have been used to grasp the 
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organizational context. As discussed, rhetoric might also be perceived as a resource, and 

resources might function rhetorically. Obviously, however, the suggested resource typology 

contains both material and symbolic capital forms. The relationship between these entities 

might be further elaborated, and it could perhaps be feasible to effect a better integration 

than that made here. The dissertation, nonetheless, provides at least one necessary attempt 

to integrate such perspectives for use in public relations.  

 

Final note 

The main conclusion that is maintained is that a combined perspective on rhetoric and 

resources is needed to assess the influence of public relations. It is only possible for actors to 

communicate about situations with the help of rhetoric, and some logical rationale has to 

be constructed to justify actions. On the other side of the coin, resources form a necessary 

basis for rhetorical activity of organizations. In order to influence public policies, it is 

essential to have some knowledge about political processes and/or how to gain media 

coverage. To establish a presence over time, institutionalization is needed, along with some 

economic capital. A certain status, or symbolic capital, is required in order to be taken 

seriously, and social capital might help to get access and understanding in the “right” 

circles. The rhetorical activities and the wielding of resources could be framed with the 

concept of field in order to highlight the importance of relationships and struggle over 

positions and capital. Such an approach affords public relations theory a much-needed 

critical perspective on text and context.  
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Appendices  

Appendix A — Interviewees 

The Alta case 

• Akselsen, Tor Inge. Former public relations consultant in the NVE. Interviewed May 

31, 2002.  

• Bongo, Tore. Former board member of the People’s Movement. Interviewed July 26, 

2003. 

• Borring, Jan. Former public relations manager of the People’s Movement. Interviewed 

May 16, 2002. 

• Diesen, Erling. Former Chief Executive Officer and Special Secretary in the NVE. 

Interviewed May 2, 2002. 

• Flatberg, Per. Former Secretary General in FoEN and public relations manager of the 

People’s Movement. Interviewed April 23, 2002. 

• Nilsen, Alfred. Former leader of the People’s Movement. Interviewed July 26, 2003. 

• Skarheim, Øystein. Former public relations manager of the NVE. Interviewed May 8, 

2002. 

 

The gas-fired power plants of Naturkraft 

• Fidjestøl, Alfred. Former board member and treasurer of Action Against Gas-Fired 

Power Plants, former vice president of Nature and Youth. Interviewed April 14, 2003.  

• Gauslaa, Jon. Attorney-at-law and advisor in Bellona. Interviewed April 15, 2003. 

• Haltbrekken, Lars. Vice-president of FoEN, former leader of Action Against Gas-Fired 

Power Plants and president/vice-president of Nature and Youth. Interviewed April 22, 

2003.  

• Håndlykken, Einar. Former president and vice-president of Nature and Youth. 

Interviewed April 3, 2003. 

• Lont, Auke. Former Chief Executive Officer of Naturkraft. Interviewed June 25, 2003. 

• Mjellem, Gro. Former public relations manager of Naturkraft. Interviewed May 27, 

2003. 

• Palm, Thomas. Formerly of Bellona and Nature and Youth. Interviewed April 3, 2003. 
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Appendix B — The Norwegian Constitution 

The Constitution of the Kingdom of Norway is founded on the principle of the sovereignty 

of the people, the principle of the separation of powers, and the principle of human rights. 

The sovereignty of the people means in practice that representatives of a parliament are 

elected every fourth year. The separation of power means that the Executive Power is 

vested in the King or in the Queen (www.kongehuset.no), the Legislative Power is held by 

the Norwegian Parliament—the Storting (www.storting.no), and the Judicial Power is 

vested in the courts. The lowest level of court is the District Court, followed by the Jury 

(High) courts, and, lastly, the Supreme Court (www.domstol.no). 

A principle of parliamentary rule, however, has a set precedence. Thus, in practice, 

the King does not have any real power, although he formally heads the Council of State, 

which comprises the Prime Minister and the rest of the government (www.odin.dep.no). 

The government, however, is held accountable to the Storting and depends on its support. 

The Storting has 165 seats, and general elections are held every fourth year. The electoral 

system is based on the principle of direct election and proportional representation from the 

nineteen counties. The political parties nominate candidates, whose names are then added 

to lists from which the electorate makes their voting selections.  

The government addresses the Storting either by Bills or reports (White Papers). 

When the Storting handles legislative matters, it is split in the Odelsting and the Lagting, 

and the government issues so-called “Odelstingsproposisjoner (Ot.prp.)” or the rarer 

“Odelstingsmeldinger (Ot.meld).” The latter is used when a government wants to address 

the Odelsting but not propose any amendments. 

The two major kinds of publications that are dealt with in this dissertation are the 

“Stortingproposisjon (St.prp.)” and the “Stortingsmelding (St.meld.).” The former is 

translated as “Storting Proposition” and regards Bills that invite the Storting to pass 

particular non-legislative resolutions. The latter is translated as “Report to the Storting” 

and often details activities from the past or discusses future activities. Both publications are 

handled in plenary sessions in the Storting, after one of the twelve standing committees of 

the Storting has given its recommendation (Innsti.S.). All of the representatives in the 

Storting serve on one of these permanent committees.  
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Appendix C — Public relations in Norway 

No comprehensive attempt has been made to research the development of public relations 

in Norway, but below is a preliminary overview. The industrialization of Norway presented 

both organizations and the public alike with some of the same challenges that were 

witnessed in the U.S.A. There is certainly evidence that lobbying has always been 

important to business interests, both before and after the turn of the twentieth century 

(Haug, 1993). Nevertheless, public relations, in the modern sense, are a phenomenon of the 

period after the Second World War. In 1949, the first professional organization was 

started, called the Norwegian Public Relations Club. Its first president had been head of 

the Norwegian Information Service in the U.S.A. during the Second World War, and was 

inspired by the development of the public relations field there. An interesting adaptation to 

the Norwegian context was that public relations, as acknowledged by the club, should be 

applied for “the good of society”, rather than economic profit. For the first eight years, the 

club did not, in fact, allow membership from the private sector (Mørk, 1994). Later, the 

Club changed its name to the Norwegian Information Association.  

The huge public sector in Norway has had a profound influence on the development 

of the field. For many years, Norway even had one public relations organization exclusively 

for practitioners in the public sector—the Forum for Public Information. In the year 2000, 

this organization merged with its older cousin, the Norwegian Information Association, 

and the new organization adopted the name, the Norwegian Communication Association. 

The influence from the U.S.A. was important for Norwegian public relations, and 

this has continued to this day. The first book on public relations was, in fact, called Public 

Relations in the U.S.A. (translated) (e.g., Apeland, 1960). Sociologically, the 

professionalization of the field has largely followed the trends in the U.S.A. (Klasson, 1998). 

The growth of the public relations industry has been immense, and today the Norwegian 

Communication Association has approximately 2,300 members (www.kommunikasjons-

foreningen.no), and the organization for public relations agencies and consultants, 

Norwegian Information Consultants, has a membership of 30 firms (www.nir.no). Guesses 

as to the total number of people working in public relations have ranged between 3,000 

and 5,000 (Haug, 1993; Allern, 1997, 1999). The numbers are uncertain, as no official 

statistics exist.  
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