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ABSTRACT 

This study analyzes visual artifacts from three case studies, Hetch Hetchy Valley, Echo 

Park, and Glen Canyon, in order to contribute to scholarship devoted to environmental 

visual rhetoric. Through these studies, I address connections between aesthetics and 

environmental ethics and challenge scholarship that argues mainstream preservationist 

perspectives have adhered to an anthropocentric ideological paradigm. Grounding my 

argument in philosopher Arnold Berleant’s notion of participatory aesthetics and 

deploying social semiotics and media analysis methodologies, I propose that two 

particular aesthetic grammars have been at use in mainstream environmental rhetorics, 

that which I call the wilderness sublime and the wilderness interactive. Present in the late 

19th and early 20th centuries, and well documented in existing scholarship, the aesthetic of 

the wilderness sublime has operated through strict dichotomies between nature and 

culture that promote reductive views of human relationships with nature. Conversely, I 

argue that the aesthetic of the wilderness interactive, discoverable in artifacts from the 

mid-20th century to today, has worked to resist these dichotomies through the use of 

participatory elements that feature humans and nature in what Berleant calls a 

“relationship of mutual influence,” falling within a more ecocentric ideological view. 

Through my analysis, I extend Berleant’s theoretical application from photography to 

websites to argue that web-based rhetorics contain distinct potential for the realization of 

participatory features. In particular, I focus on the aesthetic, technological, social, 

archival, subjective, and epistemological dimensions proposed by Melinda Turnley to 

discuss dialogic features of websites that can work to engage diverse stakeholders. 
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Through my findings, I offer a visual analysis heuristic that can be used to discover 

participatory aesthetics within visual artifacts and resist dualistic views of the 

environment. Likewise, I present a user analysis heuristic that can help identify targeted 

stakeholders and recognize participatory aesthetics within websites. Ultimately, this study 

answers the call of environmental aesthetics to address the realization of perceptual 

norms that offer more ethical conceptions of human relationships with nature, and it 

extends this focus into the digital environment to discuss the ability of web design and 

aesthetics to promote generative stakeholder dialogue in environmental protection and 

restoration. 

Key words: environmental visual rhetoric, environmental aesthetics, participatory 

aesthetics, preservationist rhetoric, social semiotics, media dimensions, damming, 

restoration, Hetch Hetchy, Echo Park, Glen Canyon  
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CHAPTER 1: NEW PERSPECTIVES ON MAINSTREAM ENVIRONMENTAL 

RHETORICS 

And what is Hetch Hetchy now? Just another dammed artificial lake. Those of you who 
have only seen it since it was flooded will refuse to believe that it ever approached Kings 

River Canyon in beauty, let alone Yosemite. Hetch Hetchy now isn’t worth a 35mm 
Kodachrome film. So much for beauty.  

—Robert K. Cutter (1954) 
 

蚁穴溃堤 
An ant may well destroy a whole dam.  

—Chinese Proverb 
 

Introduction 

Early in my teaching career, I worked as a naturalist in an outdoor school in the 

foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountain range in California. Next to a wide flowing river 

and expansive mountain ranges in the distance, I spent my days teaching an experiential 

learning curriculum focused on bringing science to life for third- through fifth-grade 

students. They spent three days with us at the school learning about water cycles, 

environmental carrying capacity, and single-celled organisms, but beyond this emphasis, 

a central often unspoken goal of our work was facilitating a direct encounter with nature, 

those wilderness places that many of the students had never had the good fortune of 

experiencing first hand. Indeed, the little school sat on the South Fork of the American 

River, an ideal location for wading in sparkling river waters and witnessing coyotes 

howling and deer grazing on the steep mountain hillsides. We would send the students on 

short solo hikes and challenge them to observe the abundance of life in the forest and 

then stargaze together after nightfall listening to the sounds of the nocturnal creatures 

surrounding us. Through this encounter, our objective was to communicate a seemingly 
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simple message: the intrinsic value of nature and the fundamental importance of 

environmental protection.  

In spite of this apparent simplicity, we all deeply understood the formidable 

challenge before us, one shared with every individual or organization that has attempted 

to impart an environmental message. Profoundly impacted by a complicated nexus of 

individual interpretations, historic influences, ideological derivations, social paradigms, 

and technological developments, the efficacy of environmental messages is often 

attenuated at best. At the school, we understood that our goal could only be accomplished 

if the students could not only rationally understand the environmental problems we face 

but also affectively care about how their actions impact the world around them. In other 

words, our success could not be measured quantitatively through any type of assessment, 

and its measurement at all was rather dubious. We operated on an assumption that has 

been characteristic of environmentalism since its incipience: caring requires direct lived 

experience, a seeing for oneself the value to be imparted.  

Our understanding of this reality is confirmed in the scholarship of environmental 

communication. Data-driven approaches citing the statistics of global warming are 

relatively ineffective compared to the iconic images of polar bears perched on melting ice 

or photographic time-lapse comparisons of receding glaciers. In environmental 

communication practices, images become the substitute for that lived experience we, as 

naturalists, were hoping to facilitate for our students. Joseph Zammit-Lucia (2013) 

reflects on what he calls this “art of sustainability” and confirms the effectiveness of 

these visual messages in impacting emotional engagement. Citing a study where visitors 
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in a museum and later in a classroom setting recounted changed perceptions after being 

exposed to portraits of animals, Zammit-Lucia explains:  

Around 90% of the visitors changed their cultural perceptions of animals and 

spontaneously made statements about the need for more sustainable lifestyles that 

can help conserve these animals. This happened without a single word being 

uttered or printed about conservation or sustainability. Viewers were subjected to 

an emotional experience, allowed to internalize it for themselves and see where 

that took them. It is an approach that’s fundamentally different from the idea of 

educating by bombarding people with facts and telling them exactly what to think 

using rational arguments. (¶ 4) 

What he argues is that change in actions requires change in imagination. He explains,  

“imagination and commitment are both affective not cognitive processes. They require 

emotional engagement to work” (¶ 6), and this engagement is achieved by seeing the 

problem for oneself, both imagining and imaging the challenges at hand.  

 Given this reality, studying the visual aspects within environmental messages is 

both critical and complicated. Just as verbal messages are caught up within that nexus of 

individual interpretations, historic influences, ideological derivations, social paradigms, 

and technological developments, so too are visual messages. The possible sources of 

study on this topic are endless, and the growing body of research in this area is indicative 

of its import. The study here is but one contribution to this scholarship. Approached from 

my own situated experience as a teacher, scholar, and activist, this research revisits an 

iconic environmental issue in the American West, that of water and damming, and is 
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centered on understanding the influence of visual messages within this context both 

historically and currently. I begin this study with the hope of offering insight into the 

efficacy of visual environmental messages as we continue work toward protection and 

restoration both now and in the future.  

Setting the Scene: Deliberation and a Dam  

The History 

In March of 1873, famed naturalist John Muir published an account of his first 

visit to the Hetch Hetchy Valley on the Tuolumne River watershed in the Sierra Nevada 

mountain range, not far from his beloved Yosemite Valley. Muir recounted his visit in the 

fall of 1871 as an encounter with a second Yosemite, encouraging potential tourists that 

“it certainly is worth while riding a few miles out of a direct course to assure one’s self 

that the world is so rich as to possess at least two Yosemites instead of one” (Muir, 

1873). Aside from this mild exhortation, his tone is uncharacteristically bland in this 

essay. He describes in his signature naturalist fashion details of the flora and fauna and 

points of geologic interest in the valley, but completely absent from his style is the 

hyperbolic praise that would appear in print a mere 35 years on, claiming that Hetch 

Hetchy is “one of Nature’s rarest and most precious mountain mansions” filled with 

“great godlike rocks” and “choicest treasures” (Muir, 1908). At the time of his first visit, 

Muir clearly had no knowledge that in the coming decades he would be leading a charge 

to protect the valley from damming efforts, and for that reason his first account is 

noteworthy. Comparatively, his prose in the 1908 essay is characteristic of the same 

rhetorical strategies that were effective in forwarding the cause to protect Yosemite 
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Valley and other wilderness sites, making his work a worthy study in myths and tropes of 

the sublime in environmental deliberative rhetoric that has been visited by several 

scholars (Cronon, 1995; Oravec, 1981, 1984; Stacy, 1999).1 Indeed, Muir’s life’s work 

creating and protecting iconic wilderness areas has resulted in a uniquely influential 

legacy in the development and use of a variety of environmental rhetorical strategies, and 

Hetch Hetchy stands as a prime subject in this regard (Righter, 2005).  

The valley was first eyed as a potential damming site by the city of San Francisco 

in 1882, only eleven years after Muir made his first visit. By 1890 Yosemite National 

Park was established and included Hetch Hetchy Valley within its boundaries, yet, in 

spite of this protected status, the U.S. Congress approved the valley’s development as a 

reservoir through the Raker Act in 1913 (H. R. 7207, 1913). The O’Shaughnessy Dam 

was completed in 1923, and the floor of Hetch Hetchy Valley has since been drowned 

beneath 300 feet of water, serving water and electricity needs of 2.4 million people in San 

Francisco and neighboring counties through the Hetch Hetchy Water System (Bay Area 

Water Supply & Conservation Agency, 2012). Yet, achieving the rights to dam the valley 

was no easy task. The rhetorical means by which this reservoir came to be are 

fundamental to the formation of the conservation and preservation movements in the late 

19th and early 20th centuries.2 Indeed, exactly how construction of a dam was approved by 

                                                

1 The definition I use for deliberative rhetoric is from Nancy Coppola and Bill Karis (2000): “an attempt to 
change the attitudes and actions of the audience in regard to a matter of public concern . . . [it] seeks to 
exhort or dissuade an audience with an eye toward what would be expedient for the state and produce 
happiness among its people” (p. xx).  
2 “Preservationism” is defined for the purpose of this dissertation as a view of nature having intrinsic value 
that should be preserved in a state of “non-human influence.” “Conservationism,” conversely, is the view 
that nature has value as a material or economic resource for humans and should thus be conserved and 
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the federal government for a regional city’s water rights in one of the country’s most 

hallowed national parks is an issue that continues to be revisited today, standing as a 

strong caveat for environmentalists in similar damming debates and functioning through 

an almost iconic status. 

One environmental group that grew up around the issue of Hetch Hetchy and 

national park formation and protection is the Sierra Club. Founded by Muir in 1892, the 

Sierra Club was the primary oppositional voice against the construction of 

O’Shaughnessy Dam through publications in the Sierra Club Bulletin and popular 

newspapers of the time. The loss of Hetch Hetchy was keenly felt then and continues to 

be so today. Indeed, as other wilderness sites have been pursued for development, the 

Sierra Club has harkened back to its loss at Hetch Hetchy to emphasize the vital 

importance of protection. Hence, the completion of O’Shaughnessy Dam has stood as a 

perpetual symbol of potent environmental failure and loss. Given this influential role, I 

argue that Hetch Hetchy has historically endured as a “figuration” (Haraway, 2000) of the 

environmental movement, an embodiment of hard lessons that have continued to 

influence environmental rhetoric and communication. Donna Haraway (2000) describes a 

figuration as that which “collect[s] up and reflect[s] back the hopes of a people,” saying 

that, “Figures are about collective yearning. Figurations somehow collect up and give 

back the sense of the possibility of fulfillment, the possibility of damnation, or the 

possibility of a collective inclusion in figures larger than that to which they explicitly 

                                                                                                                                            

managed sustainably. These two views were dominant in the damming debates of the 20th century. 
However, in spite of these definitions, there is some interchange in the use of the terms, which I will 
attempt to make clear when varied use arises.  
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refer” (2000). As a figuration, Hetch Hetchy’s important influence is more about a 

ubiquity in what it represents for environmentalists than the reality of the water drowning 

a once pristine landscape.  

The Dam Today  

The story of this iconic dam is by no means lost to the pages of history, and it role 

as a figuration extends beyond its function as a cautionary tale. Today the battle rages on 

for several environmental groups in the form of advocating for removal of the dam and 

restoration of the valley. Indeed, on February 29, 2012 a measure was filed with the city 

of San Francisco to appear on the November 6th city ballot entitled, “Water Sustainability 

and Environmental Restoration Planning Act of 2012,” also known as the San Francisco 

Hetch Hetchy Reservoir Initiative, Proposition F. This proposition sought to develop 

long-term plans for “creating a more sustainable water system that improves water 

quality” and for “reversing the environmental damage caused by the San Francisco water 

system in the 20th century” (Water Sustainability, 2012). This latter point, reversing 

environmental damage, is a deceptively simple clause whose goal is to return the valley 

to its “original” state before the existence of O’Shaughnessy Dam.  

The proposition’s inclusion on the ballot in 2012 was hardly the first time that 

proposed restoration in Hetch Hetchy has appeared before voters. In fact, an active focus 

on restoration of the dam site has existed since the 1950s and has made perennial 

appearances on the political scene since the 1980s. In 1987 even President Reagan had a 

proponent in Don Hodel, Secretary of the Department of the Interior, who endorsed 

studies to determine the feasibility of restoration, and the Bush administration attempted 
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to include a dam study in a 2007 budget (Sierra Club, 2012a). Hence, the potential of 

restoration has inspired interest from both sides of the political aisle, a reality deeply 

rooted in the ideologies surrounding the envisioned purpose of a national park and in 

Hetch Hetchy’s historic iconic status as a figuration of the environmental movement.   

In spite of this interest, however, these continued reports and proposals have 

continually failed to convince voters of the value of restoration. Indeed, when the votes 

were cast and counted in 2012, the initiative was roundly defeated, with almost 77% of 

constituents voting against it (San Francisco Department of Elections, 2012). The blame 

for this failure can be placed on a variety of factors: fiscal demands, wording of the 

initiative, and cultural and political climate. Yet regardless of culpability, the failure is 

essentially rhetorical in nature, where the deliberative function of the messages did not 

achieve its strongest potential, just as it failed to achieve protection of the site in the early 

20th century.  

In the pages of this dissertation, I explore the sources of one particular area of 

deliberative weakness in relation to this figurative environmental issue, one that has been 

touched on by several scholars but not thoroughly contrastively analyzed across historical 

frames. Namely, bridging environmental aesthetics with rhetorical analysis, I address the 

historic and current role of mainstream visual rhetorical practices, arguing that inefficacy 

for preservationists was partly grounded in a very specific aesthetic visual grammar used 

in disseminated rhetorical documents, that which I call the wilderness sublime. Grounded 

in existing scholarship (DeLuca, 1999; DeLuca & Demo, 2000; Oravec, 1981; Wilke, 

2012), I define this aesthetic grammar as one predicated upon a strict dichotomy between 
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humans and nature with very particular characteristics of hyperbolic landscapes marked 

with cliffs, waterfalls, and expansive vistas. This distinctly dichotomous construction 

works to strengthen rigid definitions of human relationships to nature and, I argue, 

alienates potential stakeholders from identifying with the cause. Conversely, I extend this 

argument to address an evolution in this aesthetic grammar discoverable in visual 

artifacts from the mid-20th century related to a similar damming issue that has enjoyed 

more success for environmentalists, that of Echo Park in Dinosaur National Monument. 

In this study, I propose that the aesthetic grammar present in visual rhetorical documents 

from this time, that which I call the wilderness interactive, functions more inclusively of 

humans and reveals “participatory” (Berleant, 2005) aesthetic features that showcase 

ecology over dualism. This argument pushes against more radical environmental 

perspectives that accuse mainstream environmental rhetoric of perpetuating 

anthropocentric ideologies through an emphasis on nature as a recreational resource. 

Finally, I address these findings in the context of web design, analyzing the presence of 

the sublime and interactive aesthetics within mainstream environmental websites devoted 

to the restoration of Hetch Hetchy and Glen Canyon. By extending aesthetics into media 

analysis, I propose that participatory aesthetics in websites can work to promote 

stakeholder dialogue toward the goals of shared meaning in environmental issues.  

In the next section, I offer an overview of the scholarship on environmental 

discourse analysis that constituted the groundwork for this study, providing the historical 

prefiguration of the importance of vision in preservationist arguments.  
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Bringing Publics to the Sublime: The Prefiguration of Vision in the Discourse 

Analysis of Damming Debates 

The “Public Interest” in Preservation 

Several scholars have provided important rhetorical discourse analyses of the 

historic debates surrounding Hetch Hetchy that stand as a foundation for my work here in 

this dissertation. Christine Oravec (1981, 1984) has devoted much consideration to the 

issue of Hetch Hetchy and early rhetorical positions in conservation and preservation 

movements. She outlines the way that conservationism and preservationism sought to 

define two “opposing views of the meaning of ‘public” (1984, p. 449) characterized by a 

“public interest” (p. 444) in progressivism and nationalism, and she argues that the 

historic predomination of progressivism saw the conservationists winning by 1913. In the 

article, she closely reads discursive moments from both sides, and she centers her 

attention on the material realities that influenced the dissemination of the rhetorical texts 

of the opposing sides. She argues that historically the progressivist views were enjoying 

favor at the time of the debates, “borrowing readily available language of social reform” 

(p. 450). Likewise, she insists that the two sides took very different approaches in 

reaching the public: “Preservationists still depended upon individual contact and active 

response through private mailings directed at select targets,” while the “conservationists 

by this time could claim broad but passive consensus demonstrated by official 

government publications and press releases which reached all segments of the reading 

public” (p. 453). The importance of consensus cannot be dismissed, as its rhetorical 

efficacy has long been examined going back to sophistry. Indeed, according to classicist 



 24 

Gilbert Romeyer Dherbey (1985), Protagoras himself defined his concept of strong 

discourse (kreittôn logos) in relation to consensus, and, in the case of Hetch Hetchy, 

consensus fell on the side of the conservationists.  

The cultural motivations behind this public consensus are critical to consider. In 

another article, Oravec (1981) analyzes the role of the “sublime” in Muir’s 

preservationist rhetoric regarding the Yosemite basin before it was a national park, and 

she makes important claims about the predilections of the particular public that Muir 

targeted. She explains that Muir’s initial approach was to garner public support for 

preservationist issues “using appeals which took the form of literary essays rather than 

persuasive discourses” (p. 246). His publications in the Sierra Club Bulletin, Popular 

Science Monthly, National Geographic, Harper’s, Atlantic Monthly, Appleton’s, and 

Century allowed him a regular and secure readership interested in the burgeoning 

developments in the sciences and, most importantly, in vicariously experiencing Muir’s 

wilderness places. In this sense, Muir focused on bringing the mountains to people by 

“developing for his potential readers a vicarious experience of mountain grandeur” to 

evoke what Oravec calls the “sublime response” (p. 247). This work entailed the presence 

of three elements: “the immediate apprehension of a sublime object; a sense of 

overwhelming personal insignificance akin to awe; and ultimately a kind of spiritual 

exaltation” (p. 248), a response that had historic roots in literary renderings of the 

sublime in romanticism and transcendentalism and in philosophical aesthetics. Oravec 

explains that his work also relied on the use of the literary persona of the “true 

mountaineer,” a solitary expert of the mountains, Muir himself, who had the ability to 
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render “intensely personal and immediate psychological and physical” (p. 251) sensations 

of personally experiencing the mountains for his readers. The combined effect of the 

sublime response with the true mountaineer was grounded in a notion of leisure; this 

particular targeted public was seeking not a livelihood in the mountains but a spiritual 

exaltation that could only be achieved by a lack of conspicuous human presence in these 

places of mountain grandeur.  

Muir’s construction of the sublime has remained uniquely influential to the 

environmental consciousness. Although the combined effect of the “sublime response” 

with the “true mountaineer” had a powerful rhetorical impact through Muir’s literary 

prose, the profound influence of the sublime in other areas of the cultural consciousness 

of Muir’s particular historical time cannot be understated. In order to understand the 

unique role of this sublime response for the particular publics that Muir reached, it is 

essential to examine the historical concept of the sublime and how it evolved to operate 

within his environmental consciousness. Muir’s conception of the sublime, on which he 

relied for his persuasive influence, came from a long tradition, beginning from antiquity 

and moving through the romantic period. Longinus’ (Trans. 1890) purported 1st century 

treatise On the Sublime describes the concept in terms of writing and oration, the classic 

definition being that “a lofty passage does not convince the reason of the reader, but takes 

him out of himself.” Here, the sublime object wields the unique capability of essentially 

overpowering the subject, the beholder, as it were. Young (2013) explains that the result 

of this interaction essentially “reduces the subject to a virtual nonentity” (p. 58), 

producing a terrifying response of displacement that later came to be associated with 
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nature and wilderness. Indeed, as associations between nature and the sublime developed 

in philosophical aesthetics in the 18th century, the sublime subject dealt with the “more 

threatening of nature’s manifestations” (Carlson & Lintott, 2008, p. 4).  

Tracing the cultural conception of wilderness from American and European 

history 250 years ago and its ancient Judeo-Christian traditions, William Cronon (1995) 

elaborates on the sublime in relationship to the concept of wilderness. He explains that 

wilderness itself is a very troubled concept that is a “product of civilization,” and not a 

“pristine sanctuary where the last remnant of an untouched, endangered, but still 

transcendent nature can for at least a little while longer be encountered without the 

contaminating taint of civilization” (p. 69). Instead, the original biblical associations 

showed wilderness as those places “on the margins of civilization where it is all too easy 

to lose oneself in moral confusion and despair” (p. 70), and wilderness as topos, as place, 

was where Christ struggled with the devil and temptation and where John Milton 

constructed the loss of paradise. Wilderness was a place “to which one came only against 

one’s will, and always in fear and trembling” (p. 71). Fast forward to Thoreau’s 

assertions in 1862 of wilderness as the “preservation of the world” and a literary tradition 

of the sublime begins to take form in relation to the concept of preservation.  

It was the bridging of the sublime with romanticism that imbued wilderness with 

the most important characteristic of the preservationist movement; namely, wilderness 

became a sacred space. Cronon cites developments in philosophical aesthetics through 

Edmund Burke (2009), Immanuel Kant, (2004), and William Gilpin as influencing the 

eventual romantic definition of the sublime as those “rare places on earth where one had 
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more chance than elsewhere to glimpse the face of God” (p. 73). Cronon explains that 

these places were unique among all others, namely in the fact that they carried certain 

recognizable characteristics that still carry over to this day. He explains:  

God was on the mountaintop, in the chasm, in the waterfall, in the thundercloud, 

in the rainbow, in the sunset. One only has to think of the sites that Americans 

chose for their first national parks—Yellowstone, Yosemite, Grand Canyon, 

Rainier, Zion—to realize that virtually all of them fit one or more of these 

categories. Less sublime landscapes simply did not appear worthy of such 

protection; not until the 1940s, for instance, would the first swamp be honored. (p. 

73) 

These particular features became a part of the grammar of the sublime in romanticism, 

and “among the best proofs that one had entered a sublime landscape was the emotion it 

evoked” (p. 73) through an encounter with these. These are the characteristics of the 

sublime that Muir capitalized on in reaching his public through rhetorical constructions of 

a sacred wilderness virtually untouched by human hands, a construction that has proven 

to be very tenuous indeed.  

This construction was problematic for various reasons, most notably because this 

notion of the sublime was developing side-by-side with a conflicting definition, that of 

the technological sublime espoused by progressivists. David Nye’s (1996) influential 

work on what he calls the “American technological sublime” profoundly complicates 

Muir’s construction of this sacred sublime wilderness as it is predicated upon direct 

human activity. Nye outlines a brief history of the concept from antiquity through 
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American historical reference points, insisting that the sublime objects invokes a response 

of “astonishment” (p. 9) that is deeply rooted in social constructions. He explains, “This 

history of the sublime from antiquity shows, if nothing else, that, although it refers to an 

immutable capacity of human psychology for astonishment, both the objects that arouse 

this feeling and their interpretations are socially constructed” (p. 3). Because of these 

relative constructions, Nye insists that a uniquely American version of sublimity began to 

emerge very early in the country’s history, one that was grounded in nationalist sentiment 

and that appealed to popular rather than elitist and intellectual orientations. He explains: 

“As Americans became tourists in their own country, interest in sublime landscapes 

became not an idle diversion but an act of self definition” (p. 24), and the journeys 

themselves became types of “pilgrimages” (p. 25).  

Yet the national sentiment was one couched in awe of both nature and technology. 

Nye explains that historically the term “sublime” was used as a verb in connection with 

Alchemy “anticipat[ing] the later response to industrial objects” (p. 4). For Americans 

specifically, “both natural wonders and mechanical triumphs like the Erie Canal were 

said to elevate the moral character of the people” (p. 39). Hence, Muir’s rhetorical 

constructions of the sublime wilderness were playing against shared natural and 

technological associations. Indeed, Nye insists that the “the sublime was inseparable from 

a peculiar double action of the imagination by which the land was appropriated as a 

natural symbol of the nation while, at the same time, it was being transformed into a man-

made landscape” (p. 37). In this sense, the sublime could not function to support both 

environmental efforts and those of progress. He explains that the “experience of the 
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natural sublime was not intended to justify preserving the wilderness or halting 

development. The Jeffersonian ideal was not the wild but the agrarian, not the frontier 

retreat but the rural township” (p. 36). It was by the 1830s that “sublime technological 

objects were assumed to be active forces working for democracy” (p. 33). Thus, these 

two distinctly American notions of the sublime resulted in the dichotomous tensions of 

Oravec’s two publics in the Hetch Hetchy debates.  

The Sublime Vision 

In spite of these warring social constructions, Muir’s rhetoric remained firmly 

rooted in notions of the sacred wilderness sublime that relied heavily on the trope of 

vision. Indeed, the visual aspects of a particular space figure prominently in producing 

feelings of the sublime. Rob Stacy (1999) traces the roots of the romantic sublime in 

Muir’s personal history, back to his Calvinist roots in his childhood in Scotland and 

locates a compelling metaphor for sublime vision in Muir’s life. He argues that Muir 

experienced a Burkean rhetorical “reorientation” (p. 53) from the orthodox views of his 

childhood to his unorthodox and even “heretical” (p. 53) religious embracing of 

wilderness as related to the divine. Stacy discusses the early role that a temporary 

blindness (caused by an industrial accident at a factory in Indiana) played in Muir’s first 

experiences of the Sierra Nevada, where he moved about a year later: “Muir would 

repeatedly trope his Sierra experience as though he once was blind but now could see” (p. 

65). He extends this trope of seeing to discuss Muir’s life work of forwarding 

preservation: “Muir’s hope was that his writing about wild land might inspire people to 

go see it for themselves; seeing it, they would love it; loving it, they would fight to 
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protect it “ (p. 81). Ultimately, Stacy argues that the weakest point of Muir’s 

preservationist rhetoric was his desire to uphold a wilderness untouched by humans while 

at the same time being forced to promote higher visitation in order to ensure its continued 

preservation, and these promotions always appeared in relation to helping his readers 

envision themselves in the sublime wilderness.  

Likewise, one of the primary features of this sublime response that Oravec (1981) 

discusses is the way that Muir encouraged his readers to envision the places where he 

roamed. Indeed, more than once does Muir open up a reflection on a particular aspect of a 

place by asking the reader to “imagine yourself” (1894, p. 213) or “fancy yourself” 

(1894, p. 44) in joining him in his location to observe and survey the scene. From this 

standpoint, in his literary style noted by Oravec, Muir offers rich, painterly descriptions 

of the places that he observes, providing for his reader the imagined view that instigates 

the sublime response. Cronon (1995) elaborates on the importance of the particular visual 

features of sublimity, saying “If it isn’t hundreds of square miles big, if it doesn’t give us 

God’s-eye views or grand vistas, if it doesn’t permit us the illusion that we are alone on 

the planet” (p. 87), then it is not considered nature and cannot be connected to the divine 

notion of the sublime. Thus, these “God’s-eye views” and “grand vistas” are essential 

elements to the logic of the sublime aesthetic. Noteworthy in this conception, like Muir’s 

solitary mountain expert, this grammar of the sublime relied on an imagined lack of 

human presence, ironic in Muir’s goals to attract tourists (ultimately activists) to the 
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region.3 Due to this reliance on vision in Muir’s literary rhetorical constructs and 

developments in the technology of photography, use of images to further depict and 

convey the inherent value of the land became common. It is these particular visual 

artifacts that make up a great portion of the analysis and discussion in this dissertation, to 

which I now turn.  

Articulating Vision: Precedence of Visual Analysis in Environmental Rhetoric 

 Although Oravec, Cronon, and Stacy provide important discourse analyses of the 

rhetorical means by which the preservationist and conservationist arguments unfolded in 

terms of Hetch Hetchy, they only begin to touch on the imagistic language and the trope 

of vision in the work of the early preservationists in constructing the sublime. And, 

although works like Cronon’s (1996) influential anthology of nature and culture contains 

sections of “found objects” that include a variety of visual artifacts (photographs, 

brochures, and advertisements), he leaves the interpretation of those objects entirely up 

the reader, saying “let these found objects speak for themselves, with little or no editorial 

commentary” (p. 11). This dismissal neglects the critical importance of in-depth visual 

analysis. In fact, Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (2006) argue that “the visual 

component of a text is an independently organized and structured message, connected 

with the verbal text, but in no way dependent on it” (p. 18), a claim that renders it nearly 

irresponsible to simply leave visual texts to “to speak for themselves.” Indeed, critical 

                                                

3 Cronon explains that after the Civil War “wilderness suddenly emerged as the landscape of choice for 
elite tourists” (p. 78), and that these tourists headed west seeking to live out the rhetorical vision created for 
them of an “uninhabited” wilderness. Hence, Cronon’s discussion details the class and race implications of 
this construction, areas of research that are critical but not developed within the purview of this 
dissertation. 
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engagement with the rhetorical function of visual texts has been burgeoning in the 

scholarship of environmental communication. In 1998, Craig Waddell insisted in 

Landmark Essays on Rhetoric and the Environment on two areas that would be important 

to study in the future for rhetorical analyses of environmental communication: (1) studies 

of the historical period before Rachel Carson’s 1962 Silent Spring and (2) studies that 

examine the “visual/graphic” (p. xix) aspects of environmental communication. Likewise, 

in one authoritative textbook on environmental communication, Cox (2010) emphasizes 

the role of images within the news media, discussing a “bias toward visual elements” (p. 

162) as a fundamental communication issue faced by anyone attempting to cover 

complex environmental issues. In addition to this, in the fields of communication, 

rhetoric, and composition new media has come to play a vital role in both scholarship and 

pedagogy. Hence, I now address those visual aspects of communication in relation to 

Hetch Hetchy.  

The Victor’s View Prevails 

Fast forward nearly 140 years from Muir’s first visit, and I found myself 

encountering Hetch Hetchy Valley for the first time in the summer of 2010 when I made 

a journey there to conduct research on the role of myth in environmental policymaking. 

What drew me to this place originally was the lore of its legendary but blighted beauty 

and its iconic reputation in the history of environmentalism. I was also drawn there by the 

fact that, although I had lived and worked in the Yosemite region for several years, I had 

never actually seen Hetch Hetchy and its infamous O’Shaughnessy Dam first hand.  
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To approach the valley, I descended a mostly deserted highway down to the 

entrance of the dam late in the afternoon. Although the valley is within the confines of 

Yosemite National Park, comparatively few visit the area, 50,000 people in contrast to 

the close to 4 million who visit Yosemite Valley annually (Restore Hetch Hetchy, 2013). 

Indeed, when I arrived, mine was one of six cars in the parking lot, and the solitude was a 

welcome relief after several days of fighting for parking spots, dining tables, and shower 

stalls in Yosemite Valley during the high season. As the valley came into view, my initial 

response was of one of typical awe, common to the many historic reports of the beauty of 

this storied valley. Precipitous cliffs, a roaring waterfall, deep blue sky, delicate Cirrus 

and billowing Cumulus clouds casting dramatic shadows across the landscape. I was 

certainly in accord with Muir’s 1908 assessment of this “mountain mansion,” and I 

ironically enjoyed this view on the causeway of the infamous dam that catapulted Hetch 

Hetchy into the environmental consciousness. What struck me in this moment was the 

simple reality that to experience Hetch Hetchy is to see Hetch Hetchy, not so much to 

exist within it. Indeed, a lone park service boat bobbing gently in the late afternoon 

breezes belied the prohibition of Hetch Hetchy for recreational use, firmly stated on a 

nearby sign: PUBLIC WATER SUPPLY NO PERSON SHALL BATHE WASH 

CLOTHES OR COOKING UTENSILS, OR WATER STOCK IN, OR IN ANY WAY 

POLLUTE THE WATER WITHIN THE LIMITS OF THE HETCH HETCHY 

RESERVOIR. Interpretive signs pointed the way to hiking trails into the backcountry 

wilderness, yet all in all the area was essentially deserted, appropriate for a quick 

snapshot and a fast exit.  
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My experience of this place was certainly influenced by a Burkean “terministic 

screen” (Burke, 1966) of environmental ideological perspectives, Muir’s legacy of praise 

for the sublime. It was difficult not to see Muir’s holy “temple” (1908) and imagine being 

able to stand in the middle of the valley looking up at the roaring waterfalls, rather than 

relegated to a distant side view. In this moment, I wondered what this valley actually 

looked like before the damming, so I consulted the interpretive signs that lined the 

causeway for information on the valley’s history; however, the history I looked for was 

nowhere to be found. Rather, to reaffirm the validity of this dam everywhere around me 

the history of its construction was spelled out and depicted in images. It was as if the 

construction of the dam itself was the “natural” realized potential of this valley. Indeed, 

instead of the sublime response to nature so actively promoted by Muir’s rhetoric, the 

rhetoric of the technological sublime (Nye, 1996) was dramatically played out. Figure 1 

provides examples of two such signs that were present at the site, standing as examples of 

Nye’s “dynamic,” “industrial” and “geometrical” sublime. Given the existence of the 

signs and the lack of images telling the story of the valley before the dam, in the battling 

narratives between progressivism and nationalism, progressivism is the clear victor even 

today.  
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Figure 1. Images of signs at the Hetch Hetchy O’Shaughnessy Dam site 

The dictation of the dam’s history, the engineering achievements, and a strikingly 

posed image of Michael M. O’Shaughnessy himself, the original chief engineer of the 

project, all presented a compelling juxtaposition with the tranquil scene of mountains, 

waterfalls, and sky that encompassed my view. The preservationist history seemed 

erased, indeed drowned, beneath the reservoir of 117 billion gallons of water before me. 

Yet, if two visual stories were to be told here, what images might be present? How might 

they provide a before and after effect for the views before me? Laid side-by-side, the 

contrast in values would be glaringly different. Figure 2 provides an example of some of 

the early images that were used to oppose the construction of the dam that could be 

imagined next to those of Figure 1.  
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Figure 2. From left to right “Sunrise in Hetch Hetchy Valley” (Edward T. Parsons, 1907) 
and “Giant Oaks in the Fern Gardens of Hetch-Hetchy” (F.M. Fultz, 1907)  

The contrast in these images is stark, drawing clean lines between the sublime of the 

romantics and that of progress and technology, and although the sublime response would 

be the same, the visual renderings are quite different. Figure 1 contains a grand narrative 

of progress and conspicuous human presence. In Figure 2, the voice of Muir (1908) can 

almost be heard, exhorting his readers to stand “waist-deep in grass and flowers” (p. 213) 

and take in the “wonderfully exact counterpart of the great Yosemite” (p. 212), sans the 

role of any other humans. His catalogue of the flora of this valley, the “yellow and sugar 

pines, Sabine pine, incense cedar, Douglas spruce, silver fire, the California and gold-cup 

oaks, Balm of Gilead poplar, Nuttall’s flowering dogwood, alder, maple, laurel, tumion, 

etc.” (p. 215), now long since eradicated, buried, and gone.  

Beyond the subject matter contained within these two figures, when analyzed 

within a framework of the rhetoric of visual grammar and design, these images tell a 
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much more complex story in history, perspective, and composition, and they certainly 

detail drastically different aesthetic values held by the players in this famous debate. 

Extending this even further, they dictate something about the value of the space itself. In 

considering these two drastically different examples, questions began to arise for me: 

what do the compositions of these photographs suggest, both historically and currently? 

What do the images and the signs themselves dictate about the space? And, perhaps most 

importantly, could the images themselves offer any insight into why the early rhetoric of 

preservationism failed in the case of Hetch Hetchy? In other words, what impact do/did 

the visual aesthetics have on the behavior of the seeing public?  

Critical Engagement through “Ecosee”  

Questions like these have been fundamental to scholars interested in visual and 

new media rhetorics, and environmental communication is no exception. Indeed, visual 

rhetorical strategies play a vital role in environmentalism and critical focus on these 

strategies has been a major focus within the field of environmental communication. In 

Ecosee: Image, Rhetoric, Nature, rhetoric and composition scholars Sidney Dobrin and 

Sean Morey (2009) discuss in detail the rhetorical role of images in environmental issues 

and communication, describing “ecosee” as a means of critically understanding “how we 

visually and imagetextually represent nature, places, spaces, and environments” (p. 17). 

Bringing together a wide variety of articles dedicated to the rhetorical relationship 

between images and the environment, their work showcases analysis of visual texts as 

varied as field guides, contemporary art, postcards, and visual evidence for climate 

change. A fundamental premise they forward draws from M. Jimmie Killingsworth and 
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Jacqueline Palmer’s (1992) assertions regarding “ecospeak,” standardized discourses 

about the environment that stymie productive dialogue about environmental issues, to 

which they compare their notion of “ecosee,” a study of standardized images that can 

limit and reduce environmental issues. Dobrin and Morey argue that the source and 

understanding of environmental problems is fundamentally rooted in discursive 

constructions, constructions conveyed through discourse, text, image, and other 

multimodal forms. They maintain that, “the environmental dilemma is not just a 

political/ecological crisis about the protection of the environment but a dilemma of 

representation, a dilemma of rhetorical and visual-rhetorical choice” (3). The 

understanding of environmental problems is thus based on representations, 

representations that have been accounted for and analyzed primarily through written text 

or spoken discourse, as is clear in the case of the Hetch Hetchy damming debates. Thus, 

the potential for insights about the visual aspects of environmental communication is just 

beginning to be tapped.  

 One of the contentions upon which Dobrin and Morey’s “ecosee” is founded is 

the idea of the “failure of the literate apparatus” (Morey, 2009, p. 25), which considers 

the inability of culture and society to “read” critically the use of images in rhetorical uses. 

Using Gregory Ulmer’s (2003) concept of “electracy,” the equivalent of literacy in a 

digital age, Morey insists on the necessity of developing skills “to make full use of the 

image, which, since the invention of photography, is now ubiquitous via the Internet” (p. 

49). He goes on to explain that rhetorically studying images will create a “logic of the 

image” (p. 25), one which acknowledges that “images have effects that words do not, 
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effects that have ‘real’ ramifications” (p. 25). He continues, “we have to pay attention to 

images because they short-circuit critical reason and influence how people behave toward 

each other and toward the earth, behavior that receives little attention” (p. 25). This is a 

bold and important statement to say the least. In the context of my research, I could not 

help but wonder how a statement like this relates to the seemingly neutral landscapes 

presented in Figure 2 and the historical image-narrative presented in Figure 1. What were 

their rhetorical functions and their use, effects, and real ramifications?  

 Morey’s discussion centers on the idea that in our 21st century culture, “most 

communicative acts occur through visual media” (p. 41), and he insists that 

understanding what the images are “saying” requires the realization that “the pictorial 

manipulators that give picture/speech acts their illocutionary force and perlocutionary 

effects, are hegemonic structures that are able to determine what gets shown” (p. 41). In 

other words, unexamined concepts and depictions have potentially detrimental effects on 

the environment, like those discussed by Cronon. Thus, understanding the rhetorical logic 

within an image will help build critical strength in counteracting such potential effects.  

Image Events and Radical Environmentalism 

 One distinct example of understanding the logic of the image in relation to 

environmental communication is the work of Kevin DeLuca. DeLuca’s (1999) influential 

work lays out a critical argument regarding the role of “image events” in the rhetoric of 

radical environmental groups, such as Earth First! and Greenpeace.  

 DeLuca explains that image events are rhetorical activities that deserve a careful 

critical look, primarily because rhetoric is still seen as “civil, reasoned, verbal discourse” 
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(p. 14) in a time when the use of new media is pervasive. Like Morey’s assertions about 

Ulmer’s electracy, DeLuca insists, “the meaning of images is not captured by captions” 

(p. 19). Rather, he explains, images themselves are resistant to standard “read-to-hand 

theoretical tools” (p. 19), the time-tested resources for critiquing reasoned and rational 

discourse. DeLuca goes to great pains to characterize what he sees as the current climate 

of rhetoric, setting up the “public sphere,” where rhetoric prevails, in opposition to 

Habermas’ dreams of a rhetorical utopia where a “reasonable public through deliberative 

discussion . . . achieves a rational public opinion” (p. 21) or a medieval sphere made up 

of rulers who “stage their status in the form of spectacles before the ruled” (p. 21). 

Rather, DeLuca claims that the public sphere is a “televisual public sphere” one where: 

corporations and states . . . stage spectacles . . . certifying their status before the 

people/public and subaltern counterpublics participate through the performance of 

image events, employing the consequent publicity as a social medium through 

which to hold corporations and states accountable, help form public opinion, and 

constitute their own identities as subaltern counterpublics. Critique through 

spectacle, not critique versus spectacle. (p. 22)  

Image events are thus fundamentally opposed and resistant to the dominant and 

hegemonic structures of the public sphere. DeLuca elaborates using Michel de Certeau’s 

(1984) theoretical framework to discuss the way that image events function essentially as 

a “tactic” and not a “strategy” for radical environmentalists, a demarcation that de 

Certeau describes as linked to how one operates within a system or structure of power. 

Strategies are the naturalized operations of the system, while tactics are operations that 
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take place within the environment of the system but operate distinctly from the logic that 

the system creates. DeLuca explains that, “image events of environmental groups are 

tactics that operate in the territory of the system but outside the sense-making rules or the 

lines on the grid of intelligibility of the system” (p. 20) and are radical in that sense. 

According to DeLuca, image events are the radical visual performances staged by 

activists meant to be performed as “mind bombs” (p. 54) and to enact what he calls 

“guerilla imagefare” (p. 5).  

 The theory behind DeLuca’s image events is deeply rooted in Michael McGee’s 

(1980) concept of the “ideograph,” that “ordinary language term found in political 

discourse . . . a high-order abstraction representing collective commitment to a particular 

but equivocal and ill-defined normative goal” (p. 15). DeLuca makes use of the 

ideograph in terms of discussing the rhetoric and ideology of industrialism, and he argues 

that, as most environmental groups function within the logic of that ideology, the radical 

activists must counteract the potency of the industrial ideograph through these image 

event “mind bombs,” which he insists function as “antagonisms” (p. 40) to the dominant 

order. And, although this language of “bombing” and “antagonism” seems necessarily 

violent, DeLuca assumes the ideograph and its antagonisms in terms of articulation 

theory, which looks to antagonisms as simply the pointing to and making evident the 

“limits of a discourse” (p. 42). In other words, radical environmental groups are able to 

reveal the limits of the languages about environment through spectator acts that are 

essentially passive resistance. What radical environmentalists do is upset these 

ideographs and present an antagonism that reveals the limits of the discourse, thus 
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working to restructure the “ideographs of industrialism” (p. 55) that often dictate 

environmentalist discourse. Examples that he offers for this include Greenpeace activists 

confronting whaling ships, environmentalists chaining themselves to trees or climbing 

and planting themselves in old growth trees threatened to be harvested for lumber, or 

Earth First! members unfurling a ribbon resembling a crack down Glen Canyon Dam in 

1981, an early and now iconic example of an image event .  

 Ultimately, the goal of the image event in the context of radical environmentalism 

is to point out that “environmental problems are hardly recognizable and certainly not 

solvable within the existing framework of industrialism, wherein all problems are subject 

to the economic calculus of progress” (p. 60). Indeed, one of the major contentions of the 

radical groups DeLuca analyzes is the ineffectiveness of non-radical environmentalists in 

terms of upsetting the dominant order through these antagonisms. He explains, “even the 

views of environmentalists who are ostensibly opposed to the destruction of the 

environment in the name of progress tend to be constrained within the ideographic cluster 

articulated as industrialism” (p. 51). He cites Dave Foreman of Earth First! in support of 

this idea: “we felt that if we took on the organization of the industrial state, we would 

soon accept their anthropocentric paradigm, much as Audubon and the Sierra Club 

already had” (as cited in DeLuca, 1999, p. 33). DeLuca continues by saying that these 

groups present “a unified front on issues in order to protect an anthropocentric vision of 

nature as an aesthetic and recreational as well as economic resource within an industrial 

framework” (p. 70). So for DeLuca, radical image events are key to productive activism 

through the dismantling of industrial and anthropocentric paradigms that pervade 



 43 

environmental problems. Indeed, in this conception many existing mainstream 

environmental groups can be seen as contributing just as much to environmental 

problems as any other source.  

Mapping Ideologies of Vision  

 DeLuca’s (1999) work stands as an important example of visual analysis, and the 

invectives of the radical perspective, like that of Greenpeace, against mainstream 

environmental groups are clear: mainstream depictions of wilderness display it as a 

human resource and do further injury to the cause of protection. Yet, in the case of the 

rhetoric that characterized the early preservation debates about Hetch Hetchy and its 

current arguments for restoration, mainstream groups were and are high profile activists 

fighting for its preservation. In that sense, they are the very public face of this cause and 

thus have the potential of reaching a wide general audience for their vision. If the 

arguments from the radical perspectives are indeed true, then an in-depth understanding 

of how mainstream environmental visual messages function is certainly in order.  

 To begin this project, it is important to consider how scholars have conceptualized 

the ideological designations of environmentalist views, such as the polarity between 

radical and mainstream views. Two particular mapping models stand as noteworthy in 

this regard. The first is Julia Corbett’s (2006) spectrum of environmental ideological 

perspectives ranging from anthropocentric to ecocentric that includes unrestrained 

instrumentalism, conservationism, preservationism, ethics and values-driven ideologies, 

and transformative ideologies. Within the ethics and values-driven ideologies, Corbett 

includes perspectives that consider animal rights and land-based ethics, while the 



 44 

 U
nr

es
tra

in
ed

 In
st

ru
m

en
ta

lis
m

 
  C

on
se

rv
at

io
ni

sm
 

 Pr
es

er
va

tio
ni

sm
 

   Et
hi

cs
 &

 V
al

ue
-D

riv
en

 Id
eo

lo
gi

es
 

   Tr
an

sf
or

m
at

iv
e 

Id
eo

lo
gi

es
  

Anthropocentric Ecocentric  

transformative ideologies include ecofeminism and non-Western perspectives. Her 

spectrum is represented in Figure 3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Adaptation of Corbett’s (2006, p. 29) Spectrum of Environmental Ideologies 

Corbett’s spectrum reveals the same orientation of mainstream preservationism argued by 

the radical perspective in DeLuca’s investigation. The preservationist view falls closer to 

the anthropocentric than the ecocentric orientation.  

 Likewise, for Killingsworth and Palmer (1992) major discourses, indeed major 

perspectives (articulated or non-articulated), of the natural world fall along a continuum, 

which they plot as represented in Figure 4.   
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Nature as Object  Nature as Resource   Nature as Spirit 

Traditional  government business/industry agriculture  social ecology deep ecology 
or mainstream science        (humanistic                (wilderness ethic 

environmentalism) nature mysticism) 
 
Figure 4. Adaptation of Killingsworth and Palmer’s (1992, p. 11) Continuum of 
Perspectives on the Environment   

 
They explain that the “continuum offers an alternative polarity to that suggested in 

ecospeak” (p. 12). It moves in two directions away from the middle, which, they argue, 

represents the most anthropocentric orientation, seeing nature as a resource for human 

use. They continue, “From the anthropocentric perspective at the center of the continuum, 

which holds that nature is a bounty of resources for human use and enjoyment, both the 

scientific and the deep ecological outlooks could prove threatening” (p. 12). Given this 

explanation, both representations of ideological perspectives reveal the preservationist 

perspective to fall toward anthropocentric interests and goals.   

Guiding Questions  

 Both this spectrum and this continuum are useful for considering where cultural 

ideological perspectives exist in relation to each other; yet, they are generally founded 

upon discursive, verbal articulations. Given this fact, they function to map cultural views 

that may broadly include visual representations but do not consider such representations 

specifically, causing me to question how such an investigation could influence critical 

understanding of mainstream ideological orientations. Hence, when I began this study 

several questions guided my research that led to the findings I present here:  

1. How can visual rhetorical analysis provide a more nuanced understanding of the 
historic rhetorical strategies of mainstream environmental organizations? How 
can it help illuminate rhetorical strategies in current debates?  
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2. How does the visual rhetoric of historic and current mainstream environmental 
groups perpetuate the dichotomy between nature and culture? How does it 
actively resist this dichotomy?  
 

3. How do visual and web-based rhetorics function to mediate public identification 
with environmental issues and encourage stakeholder participation? How can they 
engender inclusion and equity? 

  
In the pages of this dissertation, I address these questions through an inquiry into the 

function of particular aesthetic conceptions of nature. In the next section I offer an 

overview of environmental aesthetics as a theoretical framework for my study followed 

by an overview of the trajectory of each of my chapters.  

Environmental Aesthetics: Framework for a Rhetoric of Beauty 

When considering the rhetorical function of vision in mainstream environmental 

communication, it is nearly impossible to avoid attention to aesthetic appreciation. 

Indeed, much of the history of environmentalism can be traced through the aesthetic 

values that define what is worthy of protection. The interdisciplinary field of 

environmental aesthetics focuses on the role of “natural” aesthetics, from policy making 

to cultural implications, and is rooted in philosophical considerations of art and nature 

that go back to the early modern period in Western history. Allen Carlson and Sheila 

Lintott (2008) point out that many theorists and environmentalists have believed it 

necessary to establish a formalized aesthetic sense of nature in order to make headway in 

environmental protection, citing philosopher J. Baird Callicott’s (1994) claims that in 

certain areas like conservation “natural aesthetics has, indeed, been much more important 

historically than environmental ethics” (as cited in Carlson & Lintott, 2008, p. 1). This 

influence is clear in Muir’s rhetorical emphasis on the sublime, in which he attempts to 
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extol the beauty of even the most wild and threatening aspects of nature in order to 

encourage preservation, a notion referred to as positive aesthetics. Thomas Patin’s (2012) 

exploration of what he calls “the visual poetics” of national parks also affirms the unique 

role of aesthetics and reveals that the visual rhetorical constructions serve as “discursive 

apparatuses that have produced, limited, and shaped discourses on nature, including 

human nature, and have justified particular social policies and cultural preferences as 

natural and necessary” (p. xiii). Hence, environmental aesthetics have a unique influence 

over not only how we perceive nature but also how behave toward it. This point is key 

because of the intended deliberative function of the images used by mainstream 

environmental groups, thus offering a unique angle of consideration for this study. 

Disinterestedness and the Engagement Model 

Art and nature have been primary subjects of aesthetic consideration, and 

philosophical aesthetics has historically been concerned with concepts like 

disinterestedness and cognitive and noncognitive approaches. Of these, the concept of 

disinterestedness is essential to critically investigate for this rhetorical inquiry, as it 

functions as one of the most traditional premises impacting aesthetics. Carlson and 

Lintott (2008) explain that the function of disinterestedness was articulated during the 

eighteenth century “to exclude from aesthetic appreciation an ever increasing range of 

associations and conceptualizations” (p. 3). Indeed, they cite Archibald Alison’s 1790 

(2009) definition of disinterestedness as a mind “vacant and unemployed” (as cited in 

Carlson & Lintott, 2008, p. 3) to describe the characteristics of a disinterested mind. They 

explain that this emphasis led to a strong preference of nature over art as the “favorite 
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object of aesthetic experience” (p. 3), where “by means of disinterested aesthetic 

appreciation, nature could be separated from both the religious associations that had 

hampered its appreciation and from any particular appreciator’s personal, economic, and 

moral interests, which likewise might complicate the aesthetic experience” (p. 3). This 

definition assumes that a view can be depoliticized and neutral, a premise that ignores 

that highly rhetorical constructions inherent in any act of defining. Indeed because my 

inquiry focuses on artifacts of deliberative rhetoric, this notion of disinterestedness is 

essentially counterproductive to my research goals. Hence, for the purpose of this study I 

discuss the work of scholars who actively resist this notion of disinterestedness and 

engage the ethical and political implications of aesthetic judgments.  

Carlson and Lintott (2008) explain that aesthetic philosophies that reject the 

tradition of disinterestedness often fall under the heading of the engagement model. They 

explain, “This approach contends that the idea of disinterestedness entails a mistaken 

analysis of the aesthetic” and insist that this error is “most evident in the aesthetic 

experience of nature” (p. 10), where immersion in a specific experience entailing 

appropriate appreciation is a defining factor. In this sense, nature is not the proper object 

of the disinterested gaze because the way that gaze “wrongly abstracts both natural 

objects and appreciators from the environments in which they properly belong and in 

which appreciation is appropriate” (p. 10). Berleant (1991) extends this critique of 

disinterestedness by insisting that such a view is inappropriate to both nature and art. He 

explains, “As ‘sensation’ or ‘perception by the senses,’ aesthetics is inescapably bound to 
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the human factor so completely that no consideration of art can proceed in any hope of 

truth with acknowledging that fact.” (p. xii).  

Berleant (1991) develops his discussion of art and aesthetic experience by 

detailing the social and material influences inherent in all perception and thought. His 

explanation is worthy of the following full quote:  

the vortex of experiences of art and the aesthetic lies at the center of our thinking 

about them. These experiences occur in a situation, under circumstances that are 

concrete and determinative. Furthermore, these conditions have a social cast, 

regardless of whether art is experienced in solitude or in an institutional setting: 

As social animals, we carry our sociality with us. Furthermore, the character of 

such experience does not rest on the separation of an art object from the 

appreciator and on its isolation in a sacred space. Just as art has ties with other 

aspects of people’s lives, so it is bound to the circumstances within which it 

works. These continuities are more than mere ties; they are exhibited by an active 

interplay of the factors involved: perceptual, material, environmental, formative, 

and performative forces that contribute to a dynamic unity of experience.  

(Berleant, 1991, pp. 3-4)  

Hence, given these social and material realities bound up in the act of aesthetic 

appreciation, Berleant insists that, “disinterestedness and its correlatives . . . appear 

strikingly anachronistic and inappropriate” (p. 4). In its place, Berleant proposes an 

account of aesthetic experience that addresses the “participatory” qualities inherent 

within it. He identifies these participatory elements as specific social and material 
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dynamics, including “ties to the affectional, the religious, the social, and practical, and 

the technological” (p. 2). It is this participatory aesthetic orientation that stands as the 

foundation for my inquiry into the visual rhetorical artifacts of this study. Therefore, I 

now turn to defining how this aesthetic manifests itself within a specifically 

environmental framework.   

Participatory Aesthetics and Environmental Ethics 

Given the pivotal role of aesthetics within environmental movements, addressing 

the relationship between these seems a natural scholarly agenda. Indeed, one noteworthy 

scholar of environmental aesthetics, Bryan Bannon (2011), looks to discover harmony 

between the study of aesthetics and the science of ecology, which he argues often have 

“evaluations” (p. 415) that are not aligned. His goals are predicated on the view that 

“changes in behavior are going to require deeper cultural changes in our beliefs 

concerning what nature is and how we relate to it” (p. 415), and for him aesthetics are a 

clear means by which such changes can come to be. For Bannon, certain aesthetic works 

and objects “can present norms for different ways of inhabiting a landscape and 

establishing different means of nature appreciation” (p. 416), and he specifically focuses 

on those “kinds of land art” that “present a non-dualistic vision of human activity within 

nature” (p. 416). His exploration includes the analysis of “the ambient” in sculptor Andy 

Goldsworthy’s work as a “specific and concrete example of how artworks can serve as a 

non-scientific source of perceptual norms friendly to the Earth” (p. 426), norms that 

highlight human participation over spectatorship. For Bannon the ambient “indicates an 

important characteristic of human experience that eludes the linguistic, narrative 
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formulations of the cognitivist aesthetic and yet forms the actual source of the affective 

connection to nature that occurs when immersed in a natural place” (p. 423). Hence, he 

emphasizes the affective dimensions of visual experience and argues that, “by drawing 

the ambient background to the fore, our situatedness within a network of relations 

becomes increasingly apparent such that we progressively become more aware of those 

factors that contribute to and inform our perception” (p. 424). In this way, he highlights a 

certain ecology that emerges within a particular aesthetic manifestation. His example is 

useful for thinking about how Berleant elaborates on his notion of participatory aesthetics 

within the framework of environmentalism.  

Berleant’s notion of participatory aesthetics becomes particular relevant within 

the environmental context in terms of addressing the connections between perception and 

human behavior. Indeed, Berleant (2005) explores the behavioral aspects of aesthetics by 

discussing the “phenomenological aesthetics of environment” (p. 3), establishing a 

meaning of aesthetics through Baumgarten’s (1750) “science of sensory knowledge” (as 

cited in Berleant, p. 3). Berleant emphasizes the important role of vision within that 

definition, saying simply that “aesthetic perception [in Western cultures] is usually 

described in visual terms: we are given not an aesthetic of experience but an aesthetic of 

appearance” (p. 3), although, as Bannon emphasizes in the ambient, the general 

experience is critical. The historical and culture reasons for this visual emphasis are many 

(Berleant, 2004), although it is not within the purview of this dissertation to discuss these 

aspects. Rather, the visual focus here is pertinent to the rhetorical focus; so much of 

aesthetic philosophy dwells on differences between art and nature, while the art of nature 
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in published deliberative rhetoric is what I underscore. With this in mind, I offer an 

overview of three of Berleant’s aesthetic models that are vital to this study, including the 

contemplative, the active, and the participatory model.  

Berleant explains that his conception of the contemplative model is the standard 

model, the “official doctrine” (p. 4), of aesthetics that espouses disinterestedness as a 

fundamental tenet. In this mode the “art object” is perceived as “separate and distinct 

from whatever surrounds it” (p. 4). In this sense the object is rendered as “isolated from 

the rest of life” and requires an “attitude of disinterestedness . . . that regards the object in 

the light of its own intrinsic qualities with no concern for ulterior purposes” (p. 4). In 

other words, the object itself is seen as neutral and depoliticized, deriving little influence 

and having little impact on the “outside” world. Berleant explains that these works tend 

to present an “objectified space” that is characteristic of an eighteenth-century notion of 

physics where space is an abstraction and argues that landscapes are often conceived 

through this model. For example, Berleant cites the vantage point in landscape paintings 

as one means of asserting objectification. He explains: “Division, distance, separation, 

and isolation are equally the order of the art and the order of the experience, for the 

features of the painting shape the character of our perception” (p. 5). Hence, the aesthetic 

experience is conceived solely as reflecting on the abstract, objective qualities of a given 

object.  

Berleant’s description of the active aesthetic is quite different. Rather than 

emphasizing objectivity, the active model rests on the assumption that “the objective 

world of classical science is not the experiential world of the human perceiver” (p. 6). In 
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this sense, participation in the spatial world is the primary focus (Dewey, 1934). Berleant 

explains that in this model “activity is central” and that action “constitutes the work of 

art, an act in which there is simultaneous transformation of materials and feelings” (p. 6). 

Continuing he says, “views as these treat space in its relation to the body and the 

environment, not as an independent quantity but as an intentional object in association 

with the perceiving body” (p. 8). As an example of this model, Berleant discusses what 

he calls “spatial egocentrism” (p. 8), where the inner domain of the home is always 

conceived as safe and that of “outer” world is perceived as threatening. Thus, the living, 

ecological aspects of the environment, the viewer, and the artist are foregrounded rather 

than elided by objectified perception, although the focus is still placed prominently on the 

act of perceiving rather than the act of objectifying. Also, perception is key, which leaves 

little room for acknowledging the role of the environmental other.  

Carrying the active model further, Berleant’s final discussion is of the 

participatory model, one in which the environment “imposes itself in significant ways on 

the human person, engaging one in a relationship of mutual influence” (p. 8). This model 

extends the active one by demonstrating the mutual influences of both the environment 

and the subject. Berleant explains, “In this view, the environment is understood as a field 

of forces continuous with the organism, a field in which there is a reciprocal action of 

organism on environment and environment on organism, and in which there is no sharp 

demarcation between them” (p. 9). In elaborating on this concept, Berleant explains that 

this aesthetic suggests an “invitational quality,” where the art object is able to “elicit a 

participatory response in the viewer” (p. 10). This view is clearly more grounded in an 
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ecological conception, where the aesthetic reveals the exploration of the relationships 

between the human and the environment. Bannon’s (2011) discussion of Andy 

Goldsworthy’s work is thus along these lines.  

Berleant’s arguments are integral to my analysis within this dissertation. Indeed, 

if behaviors toward the natural world are to shift, part of these shifts will include new 

aesthetic cultural constructions. Berleant insists on this importance, even defining 

environment itself through this participatory framework:  

Every vestige of dualism must be cast off here. There is no inside and outside, 

human being and external world, even, in the final reckoning, self and other. The 

conscious body moving within and as part of a spatio-temporal environmental 

medium becomes the domain of human experience, the human world, the ground 

of human reality within which discriminations and distinctions are made. We live, 

then, in a dynamic nexus of interpenetrating forces to which we contribute and 

respond. (p. 13).  

He continues, “The features of the world we fashion can create such a condition of 

harmony or they can discourage it by separation and, ultimately, alienation” (p. 14). A 

primary goal of this dissertation is to analyze how the participatory and alienating are 

manifest in the visual rhetoric of mainstream environmental groups. The next section 

summarizes the trajectory of the dissertation by offering an overview of each of the 

chapters.  
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Trajectory of the Dissertation: Mapping Visual Messages through Case Studies 

 In the pages of this dissertation, I address research gaps in two areas: how visual 

rhetoric historically functioned in a non-radicalized, mainstream setting focused on 

preservation and protection and how visual rhetoric functions currently in the same 

setting focused on the goals of restoration. This focus allows me to argue that the visual 

rhetorical practices work on varying levels to both perpetuate and resist dichotomies 

between nature and culture, the wilderness and the human experience.   

 The research of this dissertation is laid out in five chapters, which address the 

questions of the study through the presentation of methods, deployment of those methods 

in careful analysis, discussion of the major findings, and the presentation of heuristics 

and recommendations for future studies based on the findings. Chapter 1 provided a 

background of the study by summarizing scholarly precedence in damming debates 

concerning discourse analysis; presenting an overview the theoretical concept “ecosee” 

and providing an example of visual rhetorical analysis in the radical context; and 

discussing the theoretical foundation of environmental aesthetics. Chapter 2 provides a 

theoretical and methodological discussion on visual analysis by centering on theories of 

seeing and the function of images semiotically and through a media analysis framework. 

Specifically, I focus on methods that analyze still images and web-based media as 

discrete semiotic realities and as social-semiotic manifestations, meaning that the images 

and media contain coding directly affecting and affected by the audience and culture in 

unique ways. This approach ultimately develops into the step-by-step methodological 

approach that I use for my analysis.  
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In chapter 3, I deploy visual analysis using the methods outlined in Chapter 2 for 

historic mainstream images published for both the Hetch Hetchy and Echo Park 

controversies, comparing and contrasting the efficacy of strategies occurring 30-50 years 

apart. Through this analysis, I argue that the visual strategies of this mainstream 

environmental group failed to convey value given the political and social context of San 

Francisco in the early 20th century because of the commodification of the aesthetic of the 

wilderness sublime. I then argue that an evolution of this aesthetic in the mid-20th 

century, what I call the wilderness interactive, worked to actively resist this dichotomy 

and opened up a space for more direct human involvement in conceived environmental 

protection.  

Chapter 4 examines websites from two mainstream environmental groups, 

Restore Hetch Hetchy and Glen Canyon Institute, to discuss the function of images and 

media convergence in a contemporary sense and in a very different genre. Using both 

social semiotic and media dimension methods, this section presents contrasts between the 

two sites in the continued use of the aesthetic of the wilderness sublime and in the 

promotion of the aesthetic of the wilderness interactive. As an extension of this 

discussion, I analyze technological, subjective, social, archival, and epistemological 

dimensions of the websites to expand on the concept of participatory aesthetics in the 

web-based rhetorics. Specifically, I analyze the potential of the sites to promote 

stakeholder engagement through participatory features that can work to encourage the 

necessary dialogic features of a strong stakeholder model.  
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In chapter 5, I extend my findings from chapter 4 to address the potential of visual 

analysis to facilitate the challenging of rigid and reductive definitions of human 

relationships to nature. For this purpose, I offer a heuristic that can be used to expose 

distinct verbal and visual messages, interrogate definitions, and develop new definitions 

based upon the heuristic findings. In addition, I discuss qualitative findings from a 

composition class devoted to visual analysis of environmental communication that 

support the potential of this heuristic. To address the potential of websites to support 

dialogic stakeholder involvement, I offer a heuristic that makes use of both social 

semiotic and media dimension frameworks. This heuristic supports identification of 

ideological orientations and aids in the discovery of shared meaning for the purpose of 

promoting environmental consensus. Lastly, I make recommendations of future studies 

that focus on contrastive analyses, including those that address successful dam removal 

and restoration projects.  
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CHAPTER 2:  

READING THE DELIBERATIVE IMAGE: METHOLDOLOGIES OF SOCIAL 

SEMIOTIC AND MEDIA DIMENSION ANALYSIS  

Seeing is effortless and mercurial, or so it seems, and it appears we prefer it that way. 
  —James Elkins (1996) 

 . . . every picture demands a thousand words if it is to become meaningful.  
—M. Jimmie Killingsworth and Jacqueline Palmer (2009) 

 
Introduction  

At the turn of the 20th century, Sierra Nevada explorer and Sierra Club member, 

Joseph N. LeConte, took a series of thirteen photographs that captured some of the 

noteworthy features of Hetch Hetchy Valley. In these images, a wide river flows through 

the tranquil valley with sunlight illuminating the high cliffs and casting deep shadows 

beneath tall oaks. These photographs were later printed together as a “requiem” for the 

lost valley, and they have been used on the Sierra Club (2012b) website and other sites 

(National Green Living, 2013) as archival material for imagining the valley in its pre-

reservoir, un-disturbed state. One such image in the series is displayed in Figure 5.  
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Figure 5. Oak Groves in the Upper Hetch Hetchy Valley (J. N. LeConte, circa 1900) 

Understanding potential rhetorical messages within this simple black and white 

photograph presents a variety of initial challenges. As a classic landscape photograph, 

this image can certainly be analyzed through Berleant’s (2005) contemplative model. The 

space can be seen as abstracted and objectified, and viewers may feel disinterest and even 

detachment from the scene. In this way, the photograph seems to convey a simple and, 

more importantly, neutral message: “In this place there are rocks, trees, and meadows, 

and rocks, trees, and meadows are naturally beautiful.” Because what is “natural” 

seemingly cannot be snared within the entanglements of politics and culture, this 

contemplative model suppresses the undeniable political realities of this image: that the 
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image itself has been used in many rhetorical acts, asserting politicized and ideologically 

grounded assumptions and that even the original act of producing the image was 

profoundly influenced by these. Berleant explains that the “naturalized” neutrality of the 

image is due to the “custom and frequency” that  “give [this model] great weight” (p. 5). 

Therefore, to read more deeply to discover potential participatory qualities requires both 

an active resistance to the established customs of engaging with visual texts and a careful 

consideration of a variety of different means of understanding the image. The theories 

and methods of how this image, and the others of this study, can be “read” to reveal 

political and ideological realities are the subject of this chapter.  

I begin this chapter by discussing the theoretical underpinnings of my research by 

sharing insights on “non-discursive rhetorics” (Murray, 2009) and analyzing definitions 

of visual artifacts. I then describe my methodology, which I break down along the 

theoretical lines of semiotics, cultural studies, and media analysis. I argue that these two 

fields offer unique ways of understanding the rhetorical messages of images by 

grounding the reading of images within cultural significance, ultimately offering paths of 

resistance and possibly greater involvement with environmental issues. The theories I 

outline here are not exhaustive of the countless ways of understanding images and visual 

rhetoric, yet in this chapter I demonstrate how these methods are suitable to my project 

and goals.  

Non-Discursive Rhetoric: Communicating without Words 

To understand the ways that images can be read, it is essential to think about how 

visual stimuli can function rhetorically and their role in the broader range of non-verbal 



 61 

rhetorics. Joddy Murray’s (2009) theory of non-discursive rhetorics offers one effective 

means of understanding images in this context. Breaking down his conceptual framework 

into the two distinct areas of discursive and non-discursive rhetorics, Murray defines 

discursive rhetoric as codes which are “ordered, grammatical . . . codified, and linear” (p. 

11) and contrasts these to non-discursive rhetoric, a rich and often untapped field of study 

for rhetoricians that is “free of such ordering” (p. 4). Murray explains that non-discursive 

rhetoric’s strongest difference from discursive symbolization is that it “often happens at 

once, is primarily reliant on image . . . and most often becomes employed to symbolize 

what cannot be said or written directly by the word” (p. 4). Hence, for Murray non-

discursive symbolization provides a unique and important means of communication 

practices.  

According to Murray, examples of non-discursive rhetorics include the “the 

power of a particular orator’s tone of voice, the use of gesture at key points in a speech, 

appeals to patriotism and the emotions, the use of vivid imagery and storytelling, and 

even the value of grooming and general appearance” (p. 11), among other forms. 

Essentially comparable to paralinguistic communication in linguistics, these myriad 

possibilities that can fall within the range of non-discursive rhetoric lead Murray away 

from defining it in terms of the senses only. Instead he focuses primarily, and more 

broadly, on signs and symbolization itself, which he defines as “the act of cognizance at 

the very beginning of our lives that is hard wired, innate, inevitable, and most 

characteristic of our species” (p. 13). Contrasting symbolization to “grammar systems” or 

“linguistically codified rules and procedures” (p. 13), he draws on Jacques Derrida’s 
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discussion of symbolization to characterize the way that symbol making is essentially 

automatic, continuous, and fundamentally bound to the culture in which it exists. He 

explains, “we create and produce symbols whether or not we are educated or uneducated, 

within a community or alone, naïve or wise, destitute or wealthy, sleeping or awake . . . 

symbolization is learned socially, within a culture, and with immediate emotional 

consequences and shadings” (pp. 12-13). In this sense, Murray’s argument is similar to 

linguistic views on acquired and learned language and literacy skills, where acquisition 

is a sort of learning that comes subconsciously and without effort through biological and 

social dynamics. This automatic and organic nature of symbolization, and non-discursive 

symbolization in particular, are characteristics that make them difficult to analyze, 

taxonomize, and artificially codify. Yet, understanding how non-discursive symbolization 

comes to form meaning is essential in our highly visual, digital, multimedia, and 

multimodal world. In the case of the arguments of this dissertation, images are the 

primary forms of non-discursive rhetoric that constitute the artifacts of analysis, hence I 

will now turn to defining what images are.  

What is an Image?  

On a basic semiotic level, it would be easy to assign a simplified definition of 

images as related to representation, i.e., images could simply be described as visual 

representations (signs) of actual objects or abstract meanings. Although this is an apt 

definition, it is far from adequate. Indeed, Murray (2009) defines images by addressing 

the way that they function cognitively beyond the level of sight. Bringing in literacy 

studies and cognitive studies, he explains that the term image refers to “what the mind 
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forms and stores, not just what our eyes convey to the brain” (p. 58). Consequently, 

“image is not beholden to any particular single sense but is instead a cognitive 

placeholder made up of a maelstrom of sensual experience. We construct images based 

on all of our available senses, not just the visual” (p. 58). This definition presents an 

obvious challenge to the way that image is theorized for this dissertation, especially in 

relation to the selection of artifacts that are analyzed. Indeed, if images are constructed 

through all “available senses,” it would be seem that an almost endless number of options 

could be used for analysis. That said, my choices are based on analyzing the deliberative 

artifacts directly related to the debates, specifically those images that can be archived and 

called up for study and analysis. This narrowing in scope is both necessary and 

appropriate to the goals of this study.  

To address this potential proliferation of artifacts I turn to art historian W.J.T. 

Mitchell’s (1986) influential work on “picture theory,” “iconology,” and images, which 

provides some strong avenues for thinking about what constitutes an image. He explains 

that the word “image” connotes “pictures, statues, optical illusions, maps, diagrams, 

dreams, hallucinations, spectacles, projections, poems, patterns, memories, and even 

ideas” (p. 9) and thus is in accord with Murray’s assessment of images as complex 

realities rooted in a variety of experiences. Yet, he works to ground the concept of image 

within disciplinary practices, laying out a family tree upon which varieties of images can 

fall, as illustrated in Figure 6.  
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Figure 6. Family Tree of Image Types According to Intellectual Discipline (Mitchell, 
1986, p. 10)  

For Mitchell, each of the branches represents a “type of imagery that is central to the 

discourse of some intellectual discipline” (p. 10). These include: mental—psychology 

and epistemology; optical—physics; graphic—art historian; verbal—literary critic; and 

perceptual—a “border region where physiologists, neurologists, psychologists, art 

historians, and students of optics find themselves collaborating with philosophers and 

literary critics” (p. 10). It is arguable that many of these image types can bleed and blur 

and that the interdisciplinary “border region” occupied by the perceptual types is a reality 

that could describe each of them. However, for the analysis of the historical case studies, 

I will be focusing primarily on graphic imagery through the media of landscape painting 

and photography, while for my analysis of current web practices, I will explore the 

merging of various branches through the distinct mental “affordances” (Kimme Hea, 

2007) that the web provides, including graphic, verbal, and perceptual. This approach 

will allow me to engage Berleant’s (2005) participatory aesthetics in a more 
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comprehensive way to consider how aesthetics function to promote participatory 

experience and reach stakeholders in the virtual space of the web.  

Image, Affect, and Identification 

As mentioned in chapter 1, the role of aesthetics in perceptions of the 

environment can have a profound impact on experience and behavior, like Bannon’s 

(2011) argument that aesthetics can have a direct impact on ethics. One primary reason 

for this is the unique relationship that exists between images and emotions and the 

powerful role of pathos. Murray (2009) argues that emotional aspects of rhetoric are key 

to the efficacy of persuasive appeals, and none more so than for non-discursive rhetorics. 

In order to set up his argument, Murray first suggests the importance of blurring the lines 

of the traditional dichotomy between emotions and rationality. Indeed, central to 

Murray’s position is the idea that affect and emotions, or the affective-domain, operate 

with the rational mind simultaneously and along side it rather than separately and 

superior to it. He explains, “because mentality itself relies on affectivity to operate the 

brain, emotions are integral to all brands of thinking: critical or creative, social or 

personal, even objective and impartial” (p. 84). He supports this assertion by citing 

neuroscientists, most notably Antonoio Damasio (1996), who study the role of emotions 

play within cognition. Based upon the findings of Damasio and others, Murray points out 

that, “reason depends on emotions from the body to function,” and that, “feelings . . . not 

only help communicate emotional content to the brain but provide background, 

physiological information about the body and its current state all of the time” (p. 100). 

Based on these assertions, he comes to the conclusion that it is “nonsensical—even 



 66 

impossible in a healthy brain—to ‘stop being emotional’ because doing so would stop the 

communication network between the brain and body” (pp. 100-101). Even in the case of 

intellectual inquiry, he explains that such experiences as “intellectual excitement and 

interest, motivation, and the ability to concentrate on a task in order to make 

observations” are driven by and housed in the emotional mind. These are examples of 

emotions “aiding” rationality and reason, providing a clear integration of emotions and 

reason (pp. 102-102). Likewise, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) insist that, “the affective 

aspects are always one with, and act continuously as a ‘modality’ on, cognitive semiotic 

processes” (p. 39). Therefore, affect is not only integral to thought but also essential to 

the way that we form thoughts, and even consciousness itself.4 

In the case of images, Murray argues that non-discursive symbolization is 

fundamentally tied to affect and so is an essential part of all cognitive practices, including 

our rational and objective analytical processes. Indeed, he makes the assertion that image 

itself is a central part of cognition. He explains, “the reason that the affective domain is 

so important to composers is because images provide the very basis for language and 

meaning. Many working in the fields of neuroscience and cognitive science agree that 

image—the multisensual, multimodal, multiexperiential snapshot held in our neural 

cortex—is fundamental to thought” (p. 111). Murray then extends this argument from 

images, affect, and cognition into the realm of identity studies, saying that “image 

functions as the primary conveyor of thought and emotion in the brain, and it is this 

                                                

4 The issue of consciousness is not within the scope of this dissertation. See more on Antonio Damasio 
(1996) for further discussion of the relation between emotions and consciousness.   
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insight that has led both scientists and rhetoricians to begin theorizing mind and identity 

along with the visual” (p. 59). This connection between image, affect, and identity is one 

crucial element to the way that I will attempt to answer my research questions. Indeed, if 

images do indeed play a central role within identity formation, then the emphasis on the 

visual elements of environmental rhetoric is critical to mapping the controversies in terms 

of which visual elements operate persuasively to rally individuals to environmental 

debates.  

To consider the relationship between image, affect, and identity, it is helpful to 

turn to Jenny Edbauer Rice’s (2008) assertions regarding Critical Affect Studies (CAS) to 

examine affect within rhetorical analysis broadly and in identity in particular. Edbauer 

Rice reviews works by several different theorists to make a case for the importance of 

studying emotion and affect from a rhetorical lens and claims that the way that identity is 

constituted through affect has to do with “associational” aspects, based strongly on 

affective dimensions. Again, just as Murray insists that the rational and objective 

functions of thinking cannot be divorced from the affective, Edbauer Rice demonstrates 

the way that “private deliberation of or external imposition on an individual” (p. 206) has 

little influence in an individual’s identification with a rhetorical position. She maintains, 

“To borrow Kenneth Burke’s well-worn term, we are ‘identified’ with structures of 

ideology through an affective investment” (p. 205). Hence, drawing a direct line from the 

essential role of images in cognition, to the connection between image and affect, to the 

role of affect in relation to identity, there is a compelling case for the affective rhetorical 

function of images within persuasive appeals. This echoes Oravec’s (1984) assertions 
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regarding the publics that were formed and connected to conservationist and 

preservationist perspectives through particular rhetorical practices. Extending Oravec’s 

findings to the “independent messages” rendered through images for the public formation 

is one of the goals of this study.  

Additionally, in terms of analyzing the web-based materials for the case studies, 

Gregory Ulmer (2003) offers unique insights into the way that the Internet functions in 

relation to the affective domain. Ulmer’s concept of electracy revolves around an 

understanding of literacy germane to the “analytical mind” rather than to the “affective 

body.” For Ulmer, both literacy and electracy function as “augments” to the primary 

organic functions of the mind and body as “prosthesis,” unnatural yet also capable of 

enhancing understanding in innovative ways. Ulmer insists, “digital imaging similarly 

supports extensive complexes of mood atmospheres beyond organic capacity. Electrate 

logic proposes to design these atmospheres into affective group intelligence. Literacy and 

electracy in collaboration produce a civilizational left-brain right-brain integration” (p. 

12). Although Ulmer’s argument offers a somewhat utopic vision of the potential of the 

web, his discussion of affect here is interesting, especially in his proposal that the digital 

realm offers vital connections and avenues into the affective domain while potentially 

even restructuring individual identity into that of a group. I will discuss these points 

further in this chapter when I address my methodology for reading web-based visual 

rhetoric.  
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Forming a Critical Visual Literacy 

Because images possess this unique relationship to affect and behavior, 

understanding them critically is essential. Indeed, one primary contention made by 

Murray (2009) is that developing a critical eye and awareness of visual elements is not 

only essential to our current research practices but also critical to the success of students 

we teach. “Simply put,” he insists, “students must be critical of images just as they are 

critical of printed texts” (p. 65). Historically, critical visual analysis is a concept that has 

been discussed and analyzed by various theorists within and outside of our field, most 

notably, as Mitchell (1986, 1994) argues, by art historians. Many of the theorists who 

deal with visual elements as subject matter for analysis emphasize something lacking in 

the existing approaches most primarily influenced by traditional cultural dichotomies 

between language and image. For Murray, this dichotomy is articulated in part by the 

ability of images to impart “the ineffable, the unsayable, and the affective” (p. 74) in 

rhetoric. Mitchell (1986) discusses this in terms of modern cultural criticism, where the 

impression that “images have a power in our world undreamed of by the ancient 

idolaters” (pp. 7-8) has essentially become a commonplace. Hence, developing critical 

visual literacy practices is often considered complacently, deemphasized for a focus on 

critical verbal literacy.  

Semioticians Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) concur on this view, and they work 

to counteract this complacency by developing a methodology for reading images in a 

similar way as texts. They insist that images have a unique ability to convey distinctive 

“independently organized and structured message[s]” (p. 18) that can be decoded in the 
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same way as verbal texts, although with different methodologies. They establish the 

importance of critical engagement with visual culture by discussing the role that power 

plays within the visual realm, suggesting that any visual, what they call “text-object,” 

contains unique rhetorical power. They insist, “The plain fact of the matter is that neither 

power nor its use has disappeared. It has only become more difficult to locate and to 

trace. In that context there is an absolute need in democratic terms for making available 

the means of understanding the articulations of power anywhere, in any form” (p. 14). 

The scope of their analysis includes any visual text-object, including “works of art to 

entirely ordinary, banal artefacts such as maps, charts, pages of different kinds, including 

those of websites, etc.” (p. 14), and is thus established on a premise of multimodality. 

Similar to Murray’s focus on scaling back concepts of language and visuals to 

symbolization, Kress and van Leeuwen emphasize “representation” as undeniable and 

universal human reality made up of multimodal forms and practices that must be 

critically analyzed.  

Given this need of developing a critical visual literacy, it is important to 

understand the similarities and differences between text and image. Looking again at 

Figure 5, if taken alone the image itself is essentially displaced from any textual 

reference. As it is applied to different contextual relationships, for example as a requiem 

slideshow on examiner.com (National Green Living, 2013) flanked by advertisements 

and hyperlinks, in the archival photos section of the Restore Hetch Hetchy website 

(2013), or in the context of the analysis of this dissertation, the message comes to be 

realized differently. How this displacement and subsequent contextualization impacts its 
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message is important to the methodology of this study, as the contextual function is a 

vital part of how images can be and are read.    

Given Murray’s discussion, it might be tempting to assume that if symbolization 

is universal then image and text should function in very similar ways. Indeed, as writing 

itself is a visual representation, the codified image of the spoken word, then even writing 

constitutes mere engagement with another type of image. Although this is true in many 

respects, it does not present the whole picture of the relationship between image and text, 

graphic and verbal imagery. Indeed, although Murray would address this dichotomy with 

a critical eye, the clear definitions that he outlines between discursive and non-discursive 

rhetorical forms present a clear distinction between the two of them. Even one of 

Mitchell’s (1986) fundamental assertions is that establishing a critical analysis of images, 

what he calls a critical iconology, requires a keen focus on “the resistance of the icon to 

the logos” (p. 28).  

According to Murray and Kress and van Leeuwen, this resistance is a strong force 

to be reckoned with, especially within the field of rhetoric and composition where a 

primacy of language and focus on discourse within our field necessarily privileges the 

verbal over the visual. Indeed, although there is an outpouring of criticism on the visual 

within rhetoric and composition, much of it focuses on the way that images function as 

supplementary to text. Murray explains, “In general, image and the visual have often 

been treated as prompts, aids to explanation, or methods to gain an audience’s attention” 

(p. 58). He continues, “image used merely as illustration or ancillary material to printed 

text misses the point altogether because image becomes merely a visual accompaniment 



 72 

intended to increase comprehension, not a viable mode of symbolization itself” (p. 63). 

Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) echo this assertion, stating that images often “vary in 

their function between illustration, decoration and information” (p. 16), but are not 

considered as functioning individually apart from the text.  

 Roland Barthes (1977) offers an interpretation of the function between image and 

text focused on what he calls a relationship of “anchorage” and “relay.” Analyzing the 

iconic functions of images, Barthes states that with anchorage “the text directs the reader 

through the signifieds of the image,” which essentially acts as a remote control for the 

establishment of the meaning (pp. 39-40). In the case of “relay,” images and texts “stand 

in a complementary relationship” (p. 41), where the meaning is realized as if through a 

story or anecdote. Another example of a complementary relationship of text and images 

is found in Mitchell’s (1986) work, in which he argues that image and text do not have to 

exist in a “war of signs” where “each art each type of sign or medium, lays claim to 

certain things that it is best equipped to mediate, and each grounds its claim in a certain 

characterization of its ‘self,’ its own proper essence” (p. 47). Rather, Mitchell insists, by 

coming to a critical understanding of the way that images and texts function, we can 

begin to see that this conception of image and text is only “figuratively true,” determined 

and constituted through cultural values, in which the differences in a culture “allow it to 

sort out the distinctive qualities of its ensemble of signs and symbols” (p. 49). Mitchell 

continues:  

We imagine the gulf between words and images to be as wide as the one between 

words and things, between (in the largest sense) culture and nature. The image is 
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the sign that pretends not to be a sign, masquerading as (or, for the believer, 

actually achieving) natural immediacy and presence. The word is its ‘other,’ the 

artificial, arbitrary production of human will that disrupts natural presence by 

introducing unnatural elements into the world—time, consciousness, history, and 

the alienating intervention of symbolic mediation. (p. 43) 

In spite of these varied views, visual texts certainly deserve their own attention and in-

depth analysis. Indeed, it is the cultural sense of immediacy and presence in images that 

makes visual analysis so important for developing a fuller critical literacy. In the next 

section, I present the social semiotic methodology I use for my analysis as theorized by 

Kress and van Leeuwen.  

Reading Visual Messages: Social Semiotic Analysis 

Relying on the analytical methods described by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), 

this section describes the steps that are employed in the semiotic analysis. For the 

purpose of this study, I use the semiotic analysis as a way to “break open” the images, as 

it were, in order to delve deeper into the cultural and ideological orientations present 

within the images. Kress and van Leeuwen argue that they envision their text as a 

“contribution to a broadened critical discourse analysis” (p. 14), one that engages with a 

“semiotic landscape” of a wide diversity of representational forms. To develop their 

“grammar,” Kress and van Leeuwen discuss the importance of considering the culture in 

which visual codes are embedded. That is to say, they insist that the role of visual design 

and the function of the codes are entirely dependent up on the social context in which 
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they exist. Thus, Kress and van Leeuwen rely on what they call the “social” view in the 

development of their methodology. They describe this by saying that:  

the meanings expressed by speakers, writers, printmakers, photographers, 

designers, painters and sculptors are first and foremost social meanings, even 

though we acknowledge the effect and importance of individual differences. 

Given that societies are not homogeneous, but composed of groups with varying, 

and often contradictory, interests, the messages produced by individuals will 

reflect the differences, incongruities and clashes which characterize social life. (p. 

20) 

Thus, their analysis is constituted through social semiotic theories, which bridge the 

methodologies I discuss later from the media analysis angle. They continue by describing 

the semiotic landscape as “the range of forms or modes of public communication 

available in that society and  . . . their uses and valuations” (p. 35), and they discuss the 

ways in which the uses and valuations of a given form are established even at a very 

young age. Their primary point here is that with the inundation of both verbal and visual 

public communication practices, considering them as equally important is key to a more 

“adequate understanding of representation and communication” (p. 39).  

In the case of this dissertation, I will rely on what Kress and van Leeuwen call the 

“Western grammar of visual design,” one specific and contingent to the time and place of 

my own “situated knowledge” (Haraway, 1988) of reading images. Kress and van 

Leeuwen explain that this grammar, the rules and context of the visual language, changes 

across cultures and even across time, which is something I will consider as I analyze 
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historical images for this study. They insist, “the use of the visual mode is not the same 

now as it was even fifty years ago in Western societies; it is not the same from one 

society to another; and it is not the same from one social group or institution to another” 

(p. 35). Hence, as I analyze the images in chapter 3 and 4, I focus on how historic cultural 

precedence influences the readings of the images. The goal here is not necessarily to 

freeze the state of the subjects but to read the visual artifacts in conversation with the 

earlier historical influences.  

Borrowing from Michael Halliday’s (1978) theory of the “metafunction,” which 

grounds linguistic functions in the particular context of how a language evolves, Kress 

and van Leeuwen discuss the three types of metafunctions through which to come to a 

basic understanding of how to approach the visual semiotic form. These include 

Halliday’s “ideational,” “interpersonal,” and “textual” metafunctions. Kress and van 

Leeuwen discuss the characteristics of these metafunctions, described below: 

1. Ideational Metafunction: This function of “semiotic modes” provides a variety of 

“choices, of different ways in which objects, and their relations to other objects 

and to processes, can be represented” (p. 42).  

2. Interpersonal Metafunction: Kress and van Leeuwen describe this function by 

saying that any semiotic mode must be able to “project the relations between the 

producer of a (complex) sign, and the receiver/reproducer of that sign.” That is to 

say, “any mode has to be able to represent a particular social relations between the 

producer, the viewer and the object represented” (p. 42).  
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3. Textual Metafunction: the capacity of any semiotic mode to “form texts, 

complexes of signs which cohere both internally with each other and externally 

with the context in and for which they were produced” (p. 43).  

Thus, for any semiotic mode, there exists the ability to both reproduce and recognize the 

relationships between objects and the relationships between the producer and consumer 

of the semiotic mode, and any mode also bears the quality of containing various 

complexes of signs that are able to cohere within the text-object. Considering these three 

metafunctions provides an effective entry point for considering the steps of analysis that 

Kress and van Leeuwen go on to describe.  

 It is important to understand that the different types of analysis that I discuss next 

are several discrete layers used to analyze a single complex artifact, one that contains the 

reality and potential of all three metafunctions and a variety of potential analytical modes 

simultaneously. Each will be described separately, but will be deployed together in the 

analyses in the subsequent chapters. I approach their methods from two angles: one that 

addresses the meanings produced within the subject matter of the image and one that 

considers the role/s of the viewer in meaning making. 

Narrative and Conceptual Representations: Telling the Story of the Image   

To begin, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) define the elements of a visual text-

object as participants, insisting that every semiotic act contains two different types of 

participants: interactive participants, those in the “act of communication,” and 

represented participants, those who constitute the subject matter of the communication, 

“that is, the people, places and things (including abstract ‘things’) represented in and by 
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the speech or writing or image” (p. 48). In addressing the messages that can be gleaned 

solely from the represented participants, Kress and van Leeuwen describe the narrative 

and conceptual components of the image, with the narrative devoted to the story that is 

told.  

One step by which I will approach analyzing the images for the dissertation will 

be the “structuring” elements of a visual text-object. Kress and van Leeuwen insist that a 

variety of means of visual structuring exist and “visual structures are never merely 

formal: they have a deeply important semantic dimension” (p. 47). Two types of visual 

structures they describe that I will use for this dissertation are transactional and 

analytical. Kress and van Leeuwen devote an entire chapter to the way that “narrative 

representations” can function within transactional and non-transactional structures. 

Transactional structures are taken from functional linguistics and rely on the concepts of 

actor, goal, and recipient. This differs significantly from classificatory and analytical 

structures, which can be likened to linguistic analogons of carrier and attribute and 

concepts like source and encoder, respectively. Kress and van Leeuwen illustrate this by 

saying that “diagrams are akin to certain forms of nominalizing writing” (i.e., like factual 

reporting or scientific), “while naturalistic images, with their human participants and their 

more concrete, specific processes, are more akin to story-writing” (p. 62). Thus, in these 

story-telling images, the focus on descriptive verbs can come to take on a stronger role. 

In describing the function of narration, Kress and van Leeuwen distinguish narrative 

structures from those that are not through the presence of the vector, a line that represents 

links between the represented participants that most closely correspond to action verbs in 
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language. Kress and van Leeuwen explain, “the ‘actor’ is the participant from whom or 

which the vector departs, and which may be fused with the vector to different degrees” 

(p. 59). An example of transactional narrative structuring can be seen in the photograph 

in Figure 7.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Mendocino Whale War (Nicholas Wilson, 1976, reprinted with permission)  

This particular image is salient in terms of the image events discussed by DeLuca (1999). 

In this case, a simple verbal narrative can be used to describe the action occurring 

between the represented participants of the scene. A person with only a little knowledge 

of the context could easily make up a sentence to describe the scene that would indicate 

the vectors. For example: (a) “the two men float precariously toward the large whaling 

ships and prepare for combat.” Or, (b) “the silhouetted man on the whaling ships stares 

menacingly at the activists on the inflatable rafts.” These are classic examples of a 

transactional narrative structure, containing clear actors (men floating; man staring), a 
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vector (floating precariously, preparing for combat, staring menacingly) and goal 

(whaling ships; activists). This sort of narrative analysis can expand into what Kress and 

van Leeuwen call a variety of processes. They explain, “different kinds of narrative 

process can be distinguished on the basis of the kinds of vector and the number and kind 

of participants involved” (p. 63). I discuss the various types of processes through my 

application of them in chapter 4. For now, a sample of them is laid out in Table 2.  

Unidirectional 
transactional action 

A vector, formed by a . . . depicted element, or an arrow, connects 
two participants, an Actor and a Goal 

Bidirectional 
transactional action 

A vector, formed by a . . . depicted element, or a double-headed 
arrow, connects two Interactors 

Non-transactional 
action 

A vector, formed by a depicted element, or an arrow, emanates from 
the Actor, but it does not point at any other participant 

Actor The active participant in an action process from which the vector 
emanates or which is fused with the vector 

Goal The passive participant in an action process is the participant at which 
the vector is directed 

Conversion A process in which a participant, the Relay, is the Goal of one action 
and the Actor of another, involving a change of state in the participant 

Table 1. Examples of Processes and Realizations of Narrative Representations (Adapted 
from Kress and van Leeuwen, pp. 74-75).  

I will use these various processes to consider how represented participants relate to each 

other within the images of this study.  

 Considering the narrative representation of an image is essential to my arguments 

because conceptualizing human relationships to nature and environment necessarily 

requires that a story be told. In Figure 5, the complete lack of human presence does not 

entirely bar discussion of narrative because the conspicuous lack tells a very distinct story 

about how humans participate and exist in nature. Indeed, the aesthetic of the wilderness 

sublime relies on a certain terrible solitude and weakness in the face of the sacred and 
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divine nature, where humans go into the wilderness to be transformed but do not make a 

dwelling therein. I will expound on these points in chapter 3.  

 Concerning conceptual representations, Kress and van Leeuwen describe them as 

the representation of participants in terms of “their more generalized and more or less 

stable and timeless essence, in terms of class, or structure or meaning” (p. 79). These 

include classificational processes, analytical processes (which include eight sub 

categories), and symbolic processes. For the purpose of this dissertation, I will focus on 

analytical and symbolic processes.  

Analytical processes. Analytical processes are those that “relate participants in  

terms of a part-whole structure,” involving two participants: “one Carrier (the whole) 

and any number of Possessive Attributes (the parts)” (p. 87), an example for which they 

offer is fashion photography. They also explain that the analytical processes are “as a 

whole . . . the usual, the ‘unmarked,’ and therefore also the most elementary option in the 

visual system of representation – a visual ‘this is’ (p. 91). Examples of these could be 

maps and aerial photographs which seek to project objectivity and a sense of removal for 

the interactive participant(s). The various types of analytical processes that Kress and van 

Leeuwen describe are “unstructured,” those with parts but no whole; “temporal,” 

timelines that are not vectorial; “exhaustive and inclusive,” that include all of the possible 

possessive attributes; “conjoined and compounded,” which demonstrate how all pieces fit 

together though they are separated; “topographical and topological,” which represent 

logical and spatial relationships between participants; “dimensional and quantitative 

topography,” which are based in quantity and frequency of participants; and “spatio-
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temporal,” which provide comparative analysis across time. Figure 8 is an example of an 

image that can be analyzed through an analytical process.  

 

Figure 8. John Muir (Francis M. Fritz, 1907) 

Using the analytical process, the separate components of this image can be broken down 

and then analyzed for how they contribute to the whole message. In this sense, the 

solitary man sits on large boulders, wears a long beard and hat, and leans on a rough 

hewn cane while staring out of the frame of the image to a distant view. These parts 

speak of ruggedness, solitude, and inspiration. In other words, this image of Muir 

captures the quintessential “mountain man,” Oravec’s (1981) expert on the wilderness 
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sublime that much of America came to rely upon in imagining and appreciating the Sierra 

Nevada. Employing analytic processes here thus affirms Muir’s verbal message.  

Symbolic processes. A symbolic process is essentially about “what a  

participant means or is” (p. 105). In this case the participants function as carriers and 

symbolic attributes. That is to say, the symbolic attribute provides meaning to the carrier; 

likewise, in some cases there is no symbolic attribute participant, just a “symbolic 

suggestive meaning” (p. 106). Kress and van Leeuwen explain that typically examples of 

symbolic processes are images where a single represented participant poses not 

performing any particular action. Essentially, this participant is just there “for no other 

reason other than to display themselves to the viewer” (p. 106). Symbolic suggestive 

processes have only one carrier participant and detail is normally de-emphasized for 

“mood or atmosphere” (p. 106). The example that I offer for symbolic is again Figure 5, 

where the symbolic attributes of the tall cliffs, the meadows, and towering trees carry the 

meaning of the definitive temple of the wilderness sublime.  

Representation and Interaction: Engaging with the Image  

In my analyses in chapters 3 and 4, I use the previous methods as entry points to 

reading the subject matter within the images themselves. I now turn to Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s theories on how the viewer, the interactive participant, relates to the image 

and represented participants within it. Kress and van Leeuwen explain that interactive 

participants “produce and make sense of images in the context of social institutions 

which, to different degrees and in different ways, regulate what may be ‘said’ with 

images, how it should be said, and how it should be interpreted” (p. 114). Kress and van 
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Leeuwen explain that a system of offer and demand, a concept taken from Halliday, 

works to establish the interactions between viewer and represented participants. Kress 

and van Leeuwen discuss the way that these interactions take place through several 

different mechanisms, those of social distance, perspective, involvement and the 

horizontal angle, power and the vertical angle, narrativization of the subjective image, 

and objective images. Of these, I focus on social distance, involvement and the horizontal 

angle, and power and the vertical angle.  

Social distance. In the case of social distance, Kress and van Leeuwen explain   

how “frame shots” have been established in photography, including close, middle, and 

long distant shots. Close shots establish a sense of intimacy between the interactive and 

represented participants, where an object is shown as if the viewer is “engaged” with it 

(p. 127). Middle distance displays a sense where the object is within reach, but the viewer 

does not engage with the object. Finally, long distance, the most relevant for the 

landscape images of this dissertation, takes place when an object is there for 

“contemplation” only, “out of reach, as if on display” (p. 128). Social distance most often 

comes into play when another human is a represented participant. For example, in the 

case of Figure 8, Muir is offered in middle distance; therefore, rather than a sense of 

intimacy with Muir himself, viewers feel possibly more of a detached awe, again 

affirming Muir’s original message of being the solitary expert of the mountains.  

Involvement and the horizontal angle. Kress and van Leeuwen argue that a  

unique ability of images is the nuanced gradations of involvement that can be expressed 

through angles, and the horizontal angle is fundamental to the way that the interactive 
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participant engages with an image. They explain, “while in language one cannot easily 

have degrees of ‘ourness’ and ‘theirness,’ in images such gradation is an intrinsic part of 

the system of involvement” (p. 139). They describe the oblique and frontal angles as the 

difference between “detachment and involvement” (p. 126), where the horizontal angle 

suggests detachment to the viewer and the frontal angle expresses the intimacy of the 

viewer with the representations. The potential is always that the viewer will identify with 

the point of view composed within the image. Again, in the case of Figure 8, the 

horizontal composition reiterates the sense of detachment created through the social 

distance. As viewers, we have come across a phenomenon, not a friend with whom we 

are connected.  

Power and the vertical angle.  The vertical angle suggests a relationship of  

power. In the case of the represented participant being seen from a high angle, the 

interactive participant necessarily has power over the represented, and visa versa (p. 140). 

Kress and van Leeuwen insist that images contain the power of the “image-producer” and 

that the closest equivalent in language is the use of “evaluative adjectives” (p. 140). They 

explain that we might, for example, transcode a picture in which we look down on 

factory workers or refugees as ‘the humble workers’ or ‘the downtrodden refugees’” (p. 

143).  

Modality: Recognizing the Truth  

 The final semiotic method I use in this study is that of modality. Although the 

methods that I have mentioned so far apply to both the photographs and web-based 

images, modality has a particularly important role to play on the websites that I analyze.  
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The concept of modality is directly related to the reliability of messages. Kress 

and van Leeuwen (2006) insist that modality functions in relationship to a “social theory 

of the real,” where it is directly connected to “designing models of reality” (p. 154). They 

explain, “Visuals can represent people, places, and things as though they are real, as 

though they actually exist in this way, or as though they do not—as though they are 

imaginings, fantasies, caricatures, etc.” (p. 156). The relative relationship to the real 

depends highly on the “particular social group” (p. 158) in which the visual artifact 

exists, although they point out that a “dominant standard” for the real is the naturalism 

present in photorealism. They explain, “From the point of view of naturalism reality is 

defined on the basis of how much correspondence there is between the visual 

representation of an object and what we normally see of that object with the naked eye” 

(p. 158). Reliability is thus fundamentally bound up within the technologies of the given 

culture in which an image exist, a concept revealed in perceptions of photography in the 

early evolution of the genre. Kress and van Leeuwen describe these perceptions as belief 

in an “objectivity of photographic vision, a belief in photography as capable of capturing 

reality as it is, unadulterated by human interpretation” (p. 163). This belief comes 

particularly into play in my analysis in chapter 3; however, in spite of this dominant 

mode, reliability is also realized through other modes.  

As a basic assumption of symbolization in general, Kress and van Leeuwen 

(2006) explain that sight is considered more reliable than hearing, although there are very 

specific “modality markers” within visual elements that indicate varying levels of 

credibility and reliability. “Modality markers,” Kress and van Leeuwen explain, “have 
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been established by the groups within which we interact as relatively reliable guides to 

the truth or factuality of messages, and they have developed out of the central values, 

beliefs and social needs of that group” (p. 154). These markers include color saturation 

(full color vs. black and white), color differentiation (the range of colors vs. 

monochrome), contextualization (the presence of absence of a background), and 

representation (the amount of detail in an image). Kress and van Leeuwen describe these 

markers or “cues” as “motivated signs,” that which has “arisen out of the interest of 

social groups who interact within the structures of power that define social life” (p. 154). 

In the sciences, for example, Kress and van Leeuwen explain that “‘real’ means ‘what 

can be known by means of the methods of science’; that is, by means of counting, 

weighing and measuring. By this standard of what is real, a technical line drawing, 

without colour or texture, without light or shade, and without perspective, can have 

higher modality than a photograph” (p. 164). Likewise, they argue that academics may 

afford stronger association of the real with images that are abstracted, featuring “typical” 

events and people that are reduced to their “essential qualities” (p. 165). They also 

discuss the relationship between the real and emotions through representations of “highly 

saturated and unmodulated colours” (p. 165). These are what we find in children’s toys, 

picture books, icons, and branding that emphasizes “subjective emotions and sensations 

as the criterion for what is real and true” (p. 165). Thus, concerning my methods of 

analysis, I consider how certain modality markers manifest as truth for the groups in my 

discussion.  
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The social semiotic methods I have outlined here provide an excellent entry point 

into the aesthetic analysis of the images of this study, especially in considering the 

relationships and interactions established within the images. Using these methods, I am 

able to discuss the participatory aspects of the images and make arguments concerning 

the subject matter of both the historic and contemporary artifacts of this study. Yet, in 

order to delve deeper into the participatory implications of the images, it is important to 

consider theories that directly address the viewer’s response and the viewer’s behavior. In 

that sense, like Bannon’s (2011) arguments concerning the ethical implications of 

aesthetics, I am able to make arguments regarding the participatory potential of aesthetics 

within current environmental websites. For that purpose, I turn to a cultural studies 

framework and address methodologies of media analysis. The following sections outline 

the methods I use for chapter 4.  

Audience Participation: Media Analysis  

Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) focus on the interactive elements of images is 

based upon the assumption that the viewer and producer are immersed within a similar 

cultural frame, where the shared meaning can be known and determined. Indeed, they 

insist that meaning relies on and is formed by the “competencies shared by producers and 

viewers” (p. 115). Hence, there is a strong cultural element essential to the success or 

failure of conveying meaning. What Kress and van Leeuwen discuss here is a kind of 

consensus, and, although they ground their analysis in the social relationships that are 

produced through images, their focus is not necessarily on the proliferation of meaning 

that can be produced through images. Bringing the theory to the audience through critical 
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cultural studies reveals fuller possibilities for participation and engagement with reading 

of images. Indeed, an image may be composed to produce any message, but how that 

message is received is essentially out of the hands of the producer and has the potential of 

creating stronger connections with nature and empowering the viewer in activism to 

protect it.  

Stuart Hall (1997) defines culture itself as a “process, a set of practices” (p. 2), in 

which the exchange of meaning and its interpretations are formative. He insists, “culture 

depends on its participants interpreting meaningfully what is around them, and ‘making 

sense’ of the world, in broadly similar ways” (p. 2), similar to what Kress and van 

Leeuwen claim. Yet, this focus on interpretation and practice leaves greater room for 

audience participation and co-constructive meaning. Indeed, Hall’s (1973) analysis of 

encoding and decoding television discourse provides novel ways of conceptualizing the 

co-construction of meaning in communication, and it is predicated upon this notion of 

“meaningful” practices in culture. Hall argues that there are three ways to decode a 

discourse, the dominant, the negotiated, and the oppositional strategies. In the dominant 

strategy, the ideology of the encoder, or producer, of the sign works to become 

transparent, resisting critical readings and understandings. Hall explains that in the 

dominant strategy “it is this set of decoded meanings which ‘have an effect,’ influence, 

entertain, instruct, or persuade with very complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, 

ideological, or behavioral consequences” (p. 509). He also insists that images and 

especially “iconic signs” are particularly resistant to critical engagement because they are 

vulnerable to “being ‘read’ as natural because visual codes of perception are very widely 
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distributed and because this type of sign is less arbitrary than a linguistic sign” (p. 512). 

He explains, “the linguistic sign, ‘cow’, possesses none of the properties of the thing 

represented, whereas the visual sign appears to possess some of those properties” (p. 

512). This illusion of naturalism and resistance to critical reading is also a contribution 

unique to signs in relation to the affective domain, or the potential emotional effects of 

images. A perfect example of this in my study is Hetch Hetchy’s iconic status, 

functioning as a compelling figuration for the environmental movement. Likewise, 

Berleant’s (2005) contemplative model also fits within this frame.  

Negotiated meanings depend on a more active role of the audience, where an 

audience member may agree with some aspects of a concept but will not compromise 

his/her own wellbeing for the sake of that concept. In this way, negotiated meanings are 

more collaborative but remain within the control of the consumer. This is similar to 

Berleant’s (2005) active model, where subjective perception is foregrounded over 

objectivity.   

The oppositional analysis is particularly compelling for the purpose of this study. 

Hall states that in the oppositional mode, “it is possible for a viewer perfectly to 

understand both the literal and connotative inflection given by a discourse but to decode 

the message in a globally contrary way. He or she detotalises the message in the preferred 

code in order to retotalise the message within some alternative framework of reference”  

(p. 517). These oppositional readings are the means by which counter interpretations can 

provide new ways of seeing and understanding an issue, relying on the subversion of the 

originally intended meaningful communication transaction. In the case of the 
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oppositional code, the viewer/decoder is fully adept at reading the images properly and 

yet for various reasons does not decode the image in the intended way. DeLuca (1999) 

offers a particularly compelling example of this in his analysis of audience opposition to 

televised messages about the harmful nature of Greenpeace and Earth First!’s radical 

activities.  

DeLuca’s analysis of the televised perspectives, what he calls two examples of a 

hegemonic “framing of environmentalists” (p. 93) close reads the effects of oppositional 

and dominant ideological readings of radical environmentalism, following both Earth 

First! and Greenpeace. Analyzing the image events of Earth First! activists, DeLuca 

points out the ways that the images were generally decoded within the dominant 

encoding strategy framework, meaning that public resistance to the group was predicated 

on the idea that they were engaged in ecoterrorism with little regard for human life. On 

the contrary, although similar strategies were used with the Greenpeace event, resistance 

to that particular airing was noteworthy. One of DeLuca’s insights into why this is the 

case is the role of “heteroglossia” in producing oppositional readings, and he explains 

how two very similar groups can be painted in a very different light through the effects of 

heteroglossia. One example of this is how Greenpeace’s whaling efforts found a 

favorable niche in the political climate at the time of the production of the images, 

namely the cold war centering blame on the Russian whaling ships. DeLuca explains that 

Greenpeace is effectively able “tactically to exploit the competing discourses and 

hegemonic routines of a corporate-owned yet heterogeneous mass-mediated public 

sphere in order have their fragmented voices heard and to effect social change” (p. 94). In 
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effect, this functions as a mode of articulation (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985), where 

“articulation is a way of understanding how, in a postmodern world with neither 

guarantees nor a great soul of revolt, diverse groups practicing an array of micropolitics 

can forge links that transform their local struggles into a broad-based challenge to the 

existing industrial system” (DeLuca, 1999, p. 82). This ultimately, accounts for a 

transgression of dominant readings through “cracks and opening for resistance, 

alternative readings, aberrant sense-making” (DeLuca, 1999, p. 119).  

Media Supporting Stakeholder Engagement through Dialogic Focus  

Hall’s theorization of oppositional decoding is realized in DeLuca’s example: the 

actions of Greenpeace, although presented as a threatening form of terrorism, were 

surprisingly received kindly by the dominant audience. Hence, oppositional readings can 

work both in favor of and counter to the objectives of any organization. The elements I 

apply to my own study from these theories are the active role of the audience in meaning 

making, which contains the potential of adding a deeper dimension to the realization of 

participatory aesthetics, and the relationship between diversity of interpretations and 

stakeholder involvement in environmental issues. The oppositional model acknowledges 

the potential of active resistance to a deliberative message, potentially both benefitting 

and harming the intended messages of environmental groups. In the next section I briefly 

describe the way that these two elements come into play for this study concerning 

participatory aesthetics.  

Public consensus both in opinion and practice for protection and restoration are 

the primary goals of environmental groups, and this consensus relies on the ability of 



 92 

these groups to engage a wide variety of stakeholders. The spectrum and continuum 

models I discussed in chapter 1 (see Figures 3 and 4) offer visual renderings of a wide 

variety of ideological perspectives on the environment, yet how these particular groups 

are engaged is key to the possibility of consensus between them. It is my contention that 

the web offers an important avenue for this engagement, extending Berleant’s (2005) 

participatory aesthetics into the realm of experience that includes supporting stakeholder 

involvement. Below, I describe some of the principles of stakeholder theory as a 

foundation for the arguments I make in chapters 4 and 5.  

 Stakeholder theory is a model that originated in business and seeks to engage a 

variety of constituents with interests in a given project or organization. Within this 

business model, R. Edward Freeman (2010) defines stakeholders as “any group or 

individual who can affect, or is affected by, the achievement of a corporation’s purpose. 

Stakeholders include employees, customers, supplies, stockholders, banks, 

environmentalists, government and other groups who can help or hurt the corporation” (p. 

vi). Stakeholder approaches were originally set up in contrast to shareholder approaches 

that emphasize profit and benefit to those who hold direct ownership in a company or 

organization. In contrast, stakeholder approaches are dialogic in nature and attempt to 

consider a variety of perspectives and voices, even if they seem counter productive to the 

cause. This is apparent in Freeman’s definition of anyone who can “help or hurt the 

corporation.” Precedence does exist for engaging stakeholder theory within natural 

resource management (Renn, 2006; Stoll-Kleemann & Welp, 2006) and the focus on 

dialogue emphasizes the importance of addressing environmental problems to and 
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through all groups. I discuss this potential more in chapter 5, but the important 

consideration here is that the websites can support dialogue. Indeed, broadening the 

contribution base to the most possible stakeholders allows environmental groups and 

policy makers to consider the ways that environmental policy can itself perpetuate social 

inequities along the lines of environmental justice (Pezzullo, 2001).  

Clearly, promoting dialogue is not foolproof for ensuring equity, but it does allow 

for the possibility of greater fairness and justice, and combining stakeholder theory with 

cultural criticism or feminist perspectives expands these possibilities. Amy Kimme Hea 

(2005) maintains that traditional definitions of stakeholder relationships fail to truly 

account for the ways that those in privileged hierarchical positions may not be guaranteed 

to support or affirm stakeholder members’ wants or needs. Thus, by invoking Brian 

Burton and Craig Dunn (1996) she suggests that stakeholder theory must also be 

grounded in feminist ethics that “inform [the theory] through a discussion of 

responsibilities and concrete, lived realities versus right and abstract principles” (59). The 

fusing of stakeholder theory and feminist ethics creates what Kimme Hea describes as “a 

decentralization of management voice and an inclusion of dialogue where multiple voices 

are heard” (59), thus creating a climate where growth and benefit for all members can 

begin to be imagined. In terms of Hall’s framework, the dialogic structure allows for 

oppositional perspectives that can challenge, enrich, and strengthen the views of 

environmental groups. In the next section, I discuss my methodology for analyzing the 

web-based visual rhetorics, which aims to consider the dialogic and participatory 
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potential of websites through addressing a variety of social, material, and technological 

implications.  

Media Dimensions as Method for Website Analysis  

 How do websites differ in creating rhetorical messages from other visual forms? 

How can we compare images from a brochure with those that appear within the various 

nodes of a web page? And most importantly, how are participatory aesthetics realized in 

the space of the web? Analyzing contemporary aesthetics realized in web-based rhetorics 

requires a distinct type of consideration and critical vigilance because of unique 

technological and multimodal capabilities. One important factor in critically engaging the 

web’s unique rhetorical forms is to first understand the web in relationship to 

technological determinisms. Kimme Hea’s (2007) discussion of technological 

determinisms reveals the problematic nature of substantive and instrumental 

determinisms, where technology is perceived as either wholly good, bad, or neutral. In 

the substantive view, the role of technology is “constructed as inevitably good or bad,” 

and in the instrumental view, “technology is neutral . . . merely a tool unaffected by its 

own social and historical context” (p. 272). These two views are essentially reductive for 

both researchers and users and are thus extremely risky. Employing articulation theory, 

Kimme Hea argues that rather than adopting these perspectives, “the Web must be 

understood as a constructed space with a range of ideologies, differences, and politics at 

play. The critical Web researcher must engage in the dual struggle of complicating 

positivistic notions of research sites and challenging the technological determinisms of 

electronic spaces” (pp. 274-275). Indeed, Ulmer’s (2003) perspective on the ability of 
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electracy to activate an almost utopic left and right brain focus is one example that could 

use more critical reflection.  

 Kimme Hea’s (2002) analysis of corporate rhetorical forms in the website of the 

Union Pacific Corporation and how these can be compared to similar structures in 

academic contexts offers a strong example of engaging with the politics and ideologies 

she mentions. She opens her discussion by explaining the blurring of the lines between 

images and words in websites, where “text becomes graphical art and images become 

links integral to finding other nodes of the Web site” (p. 231). In this sense, the entire 

design of the site becomes available to critical scrutiny. This focus is something that 

Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) also discuss, insisting that the overall design of visual 

media “focuses on the arrangement of the available semiotic resources in the making of 

the representation as a message” (p. 219). As such, the crossover between text and 

graphic elements becomes more strongly pronounced. Indeed, part of this crossover 

occurs in relationship to the hypertext functions of a website that work quite differently 

from print-based text. These functions have been referred to as potentially empowering 

(Lanham, 1993) and have been linked to the realization of praxis in critical theory 

(Landow, 1997). Kimme Hea (2002) considers these developments and acknowledges the 

differences between hypertext and print text, saying:  

Through linking, nonlinearity, and nodes, Web readers also can be considered 

Web writers as they actively ‘write’ the text by choosing certain links to traverse 

across nodes or Web sites. These connections and politics of such connections are 
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dynamic and contingent, changing with each new Web reader/writer and even 

each reading/writing of the Web site. (p. 235).  

This focus on involvement opens up my website analysis to an understanding of the way 

that readers and users will be constituted through the sites and even function as 

stakeholders in the issues, an area I will explore in more detail in conclusions and 

recommendations presented in chapter 5.  

Overall, the critical analysis of websites reveals their “ideological impact” (p. 

231). Using articulation theory, Kimme Hea focuses on the corporation in relationship to 

education, analyzing “the possible effects of corporate Web-design practices and 

standards on other areas of Web design, including academic web pages, home pages, or 

other Web sites” (p. 232). Some of her findings include an emphasis on the “standards 

and practices” and the “persons with whom we engage” (p. 240), which is analyzed 

through the elision from the site the contribution of Chinese laborers who historically 

helped complete the construction of the railroads; a focus on “mechanization” (p. 241) 

that once again elides the people behind the mechanization as “mere components” (p. 

241) of the system; and the merchandising of history to the further detriment of Native 

American groups who were originally decimated by the promotion of the railroad. Later, 

Kimme Hea bridges this analysis with her exploration of her own websites developed for 

a technical writing course, revealing similar themes and issues. This work reveals the 

ideological constructs and profound effect on user engagement with the websites, and it 

also promotes “user-tested” (p. 252) design principles. Ultimately, Kimme Hea’s analysis 

provides a good starting point for considering the multi media dynamics at play within 
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websites that comes to inform my methodology through Melinda Turnley’s (2011) 

discussion of media dimensions.  

Melinda Turnley (2011) discusses critical engagement with web research through 

the concept of “media convergence” visited by other scholars in her field. She defines 

this as “the ways in which digital technology allows previously distinct media to come 

together. Text, images, audio, video and other forms of media content now can be merged 

on the technical level, not just by specialized experts but by practically anyone with a 

computer” (p. 126). In attempting to develop analytical methods that engage with the new 

literacy brought about by convergences, Turnley insists “to maintain our commitments to 

critical, situated practices, we should develop tools that enable us to understand how 

media function as cultural systems, both individually and in their interactions with each 

other” (p. 127). This cultural focus offers unique pathways for considering how 

environmental aesthetics function in a participatory way.  

Turnley develops a particular heuristic that she constructs using concepts drawn 

from Régis Debray’s “mediology,” a method she argues was formulated as a “means for 

framing problems and conducting research about relationships among culture, media, and 

transmission of ideas” (p. 127). Turnley focuses her analysis of Debray through his 

emphasis on materiality, saying that, “instead of pursuing abstractions of thought, he 

wants to focus on the material, institutional, and cultural transmission of ideas . . . he 

wants to examine how our representations of the world are transformative and have lived 

consequences” (p. 127). This framework assumes what Turnley calls a “co-constructive 

relationship between media and milieu” (p. 127), in which semantic, material, and 
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political elements come together. Turnley’s primary focus is on current practices, and as 

such she self-consciously leaves aside one of the principal emphases of Debray, what she 

calls his “transhistorical structure” (p. 131) of transmission. Given this elision, her 

method cannot be considered mediological per se, but is still useful as a method that 

highlights the participatory aspects of aesthetics in the web-based environment.  

One of the main contentions that Turnley makes aligns her with the predominant 

views of media that actively resist “deterministic” approaches, such as Kimme Hea’s 

articulation approach. Turnley insists on the dangers of methods that “decontextualize 

technologies and present them as either neutral vessels or autonomous forces of social 

change” (p. 129). Turnley argues that this extends back to a critique of the “transmission” 

model of communication that assumes information is simply neutral (Kinross, 1985) and 

can be passed on “unaltered from sender to receiver” (p. 129). She insists that, “media are 

not innocent in their transmission of messages” (p. 130). In describing her heuristic, 

Turnley makes the claim that the method has a strong “everyday praxis” (p. 131) that 

essentially “supports situated analysis rather than deterministic overgeneralizations about 

how media function” (p. 131). She provides a useful tabled heuristic that lists what she 

calls dimensions of a framework for considering key issues that relate to “media’s 

functionings as larger cultural, historical formations and situated sites of rhetorical 

transmission and transformation” (p. 131). These include: technological, social, 

economic, archival, aesthetic, subjective, and epistemological dimensions. By bringing 

selected dimensions together, Turnley’s heuristic allows me to consider how various 

audiences are reached and how participation and dialogue is actively encouraged or 
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discouraged by the functions of the websites. Turnley goes on to explain that, “All of the 

dimensions are mutable and interrelated, and any application so of the heuristic should 

consider relationships among multiple dimensions” (p. 132). She continues, “Choices to 

highlight certain dimensions over others or to frame dimensions in certain ways are 

ideologically and ethically invested actions with material effects” (p. 133). In this sense, I 

attempt to be transparent in my choices and objectives in addressing certain dimensions 

over others.  

 Thus, in terms of the visual web artifacts that I plan to analyze for this study, I 

focus on unveiling historical and cultural significance and participatory elements through 

Turnley’s media dimensions, emphasizing the technological, social, archival, subjective, 

and epistemological elements of the media. I leave out the economic dimension because 

considerations of class inequities are important but are not within the purview of this 

study. I also leave out aesthetics because my social semiotic methodologies address this 

dimension in detail. Through this focus in chapter 4, I make the argument that the 

websites can function to promote stakeholder participation on both the visual level and 

the experiential level.  

Ultimately, the dimensions supplement and inform each other, resisting reductive 

and deterministic narratives about their function. Table 2 lists these dimensions and their 

considerations in relation to restoration websites in particular. This table presents 

groundwork for the analytical considerations for restoration sites in particular that I 

discuss in chapter 4.  
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Technological  • Technological proficiency through access to various aspects 
of the site 

• Active vs. passive use through interactive features such as 
hyperlinks and social media integration.  

• Use of site on devices such as computers, smart phones, or 
tablets 

• Presence of website data collection and user data mining 
Social  • The site’s function as a social space 

• The projected ethos of the organization 
• Organizational hierarchy as articulated in the site  
• Social hierarchies as established through inclusive and 

exclusive practices  
Archival • Use of the site as historic and cultural memory repositories 

• Revelations of how memory is properly articulated through 
authorized images, sounds, and other media 

Subjective • Identity construction of users through the self and site 
• Individual agency  

Epistemological • Static vs. dynamic knowledge construction  
• Validation of literacy practices  

Table 2. Media Dimensions of Restoration Websites (Adapted from Turnley, 2011) 

This table provides introductory materials to some of the areas I highlight later in 

my full website analysis. Concerning the technological dimension, the digital technology 

present in the World Wide Web is an environment rife with media convergence and 

makes strong assumptions about the audiences with which it engages, including how 

active and passive the audience role is. For example, the audience for a website can be 

assumed to be technologically adept and capable of participating with the material as 

active donor, educator, or activist. The site may be coded for use on a variety of devices 

and may integrate social media aspects directly into its pages. Also, sites may mine user 

data, which reveals a particular use of the site that is not readily apparent to the user. 

Certain sites may be more or less explicit about these practices and the rights of the users 

to know how these are functioning.  
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 In the social dimension, the site as a social space is centralized. For example, a 

site may promote active social interaction and dialogue through the integration of social 

media and it may promote the use of different languages through a translation feature. 

The projected ethos may be articulated through a “grassroots,” ground up model that 

encourages participation and involvement, and the organizational hierarchy may be 

readily available.  

 The archival dimension demonstrates how restoration websites can function as 

cultural memory repositories. This function is due to the fact that they grapple with 

historic environmental issues and present information as an act of public memory to 

perpetuate restoration’s ultimate goals. However, these sites also authorize certain types 

of archival material over other types. For example, a site may feature only historic images 

without acknowledging the potential role of current images as vital and important to 

cultural memory formation.  

The subjective dimensions of a site reveal identity construction and the individual 

agency of a user. The audiences of the sites can be constituted as concerned, English-

speaking American citizens with means to contribute both time and money to the cause. 

The social media components of a site or the ability to comment on certain issues imply 

more or less agency in establishing the value and activity of the user.  

Lastly, epistemological considerations rely on definitions of knowledge, 

information, and literacy. Knowledge can be constructed as static or dynamic, which I 

define as knowledge presented as if through the “banking model” (Freire, 1970), where 

the user is passively filled with information, or knowledge presented as co-constructed by 
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the information and the users. This second, dynamic form can be captured through a 

social-epistemic orientation, where knowledge is seen as created within sharing and 

social interaction. Dialogue is a particular feature of this epistemological orientation.  

 Through Table 3, the crossover of the various dimensions is illuminated. For 

example, the technological, archival, and epistemological dimensions reveal the 

individual user and cultural functions of the sites. What can be generally said of 

restoration websites here is that they constitute users through various forms and 

definitions of action, although the success of articulating that action is diverse among 

different sites. The benefit of this table is to see how this action becomes ideologically 

actualized through these dimensions.   

Conclusion 

In chapter 3, I use the semiotic theories and methodologies to make the argument 

that shifts in the social context of the early 20th century resulted in a gradual decline in 

the efficacy of the historic visual rhetoric used by mainstream groups, one that relied 

upon constructions of the wilderness sublime. Comparing this early rhetoric to a shift in 

strategies that appeared in the mid-20th century, I argue that a more effective aesthetic 

developed that actively resisted this dichotomy between nature and culture, that of the 

wilderness interactive. This argument is then extended in chapter 4 through an analysis of 

current restoration websites using social semiotic modalities and Turnley’s heuristic of 

media dimensions.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

IMAGING WILDERNESS: SUBLIMITY AND INTERACTION IN 

PHOTOGRAPHIC LANDSCAPES  

. . . it seems obvious that landscape is quite capable of becoming an idol in its own 
right—that is, a potent ideological representation that serves to naturalize power 

relations and erase history and legibility 
—Mitchell (2002) 

 
When we tune into an especially human way of viewing a landscape powerfully, it 

resonates with an audience.  
 —Galen Rowell 

 
Introduction  

On June 30, 1864, still embroiled in the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln 

signed the Yosemite Grant, willing Yosemite Valley to the state of California for “public 

use, resort and recreation . . . inalienable for all time.” This action of setting aside land for 

public recreation was the first of its kind for the U.S. federal government, and it set 

precedent for the creation of the national parks. The story surrounding the grant holds 

that Lincoln, more than 2,000 miles away from Yosemite in Washington DC, was 

influenced by images brought to him by California senator John Conness who was 

pushing for protection in the area (Hickman, 2011; DeLuca & Demo, 2000). Taken in 

1861 by Carleton Watkins, the photographs depicted now iconic scenes from the park in 

a fashion that came to influence many other photographs and landscape painters alike. 

Indeed, I argue through this dissertation that the particular grammar contained within his 

style became so influential that it has become signature to many environmental 

organizations, even today.  
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In this chapter, I use the historical background of landscape painting and 

photography to analyze the role of images in two historic environmental issues. The first 

is the construction of the O’Shaughnessy Dam at Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite 

National Park, completed in 1923. The second is the once-proposed dam at Echo Park, in 

Dinosaur National Monument, whose debates took place in the early 1950s. This second 

dam was never realized, although the Glen Canyon Dam was constructed in its place (an 

issue I explore in more detail in chapter 4). The purpose of this analysis is to consider the 

role of images in the mainstream preservationist arguments against dam construction and 

to understand the tradition of the sublime in relation to these issues.  

This chapter points to the conclusion that the aesthetic in the visual grammar of 

the wilderness sublime, so characteristic of Watkins’ photographs, lost its potency in 

early preservationist visual rhetoric for Hetch Hetchy because it perpetuated dual and 

conflicting messages of preservation and possession while relying on a fundamental 

dichotomy between humans and nature that did not hold up to the social realities of the 

time. I then go on to argue that mainstream environmental groups developed this 

aesthetic of the wilderness sublime in effective ways in the 1950s concerning the dam at 

Echo Park. This shift was grounded in a notion of interaction in and with natural spaces, 

leading me to dub it the aesthetic of the wilderness interactive, a visual grammar where 

human participation with nature is integral to its message. Although recreation can appear 

to detract from the goals of preservation, this grammar reveals a unique relationship 

between humans and natural spaces that is predicated upon an ecological harmony.  
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I begin this chapter by introducing the characteristics and grammar of the 

wilderness sublime through historically examining the practice of landscape painting and 

its shared and divergent aesthetics with photography. I then provide an analysis of the use 

of images in preservationist debates against dam construction in Hetch Hetchy Valley. 

This analysis foregrounds the evolution of the wilderness interactive in later rhetorical 

materials opposing dam construction in Echo Park. In the final part of this chapter, I 

present an analysis of an Echo Park brochure compiled by the Trustees for Conservation 

and sent to Congress by David Brower, then president of the Sierra Club. This brochure 

reveals the rhetorical force of the wilderness interactive and defines its unique 

grammatical structures.  

Seeing the Wilderness Sublime: Landscape and Characteristics 

As discussed in chapter 1, much has been written on the role of the sublime in the 

movement to create national parks, and not least among the most influential in 

perpetuating the wilderness sublime was John Muir. The conception of the sublime 

evoked by Muir’s writing was echoed in the landscapes captured through painting and 

photography and featured the same characteristics meant to astonish and then displace the 

viewer. Cronon (1995) describes these features of the sacred wilderness sublime as the 

mountaintop, the chasm, the waterfall, the thundercloud, the rainbow, and the sunset. 

These “natural” features accomplish more than just inspired scenery, as the feelings of 

awesome insignificance they perpetuate are powerful. Analyzing a sublime landscape 

photograph, Kevin DeLuca and Anne Demo (2000) describe the experience of the 

viewer: 



 106 

The transcendence of the view . . . is accompanied by the terror of vertigo, for we 

seem to be perched on a precipice. One step further and we would tumble into the 

chasm . . . The astonishment tinged with horror and fear that is the sublime is 

provoked, then, by the confrontation with both the immortal valley and our own 

mortality, perched precariously on the edge of this vastness. (p. 247-248)  

These particular features of the sublime, awe-inspired astonishment coupled with abject 

terror, are precisely what landscape painters attempted to replicate in the early and mid-

19th century.   

Hyperbole and Excess  

 Shortly after its official European American discovery in 1851, stories about the 

legendary beauty of Yosemite Valley began to perpetuate on the East Coast of the United 

States, attracting painters and photographers to travel to the valley and meet the challenge 

of a new and formidable subject. The role of these artists in promoting the valley is 

noteworthy. Indeed, John Muir’s initial interest is said to have been piqued through a 

Yosemite illustrated folder he received while on his now famous “walk” from Indiana to 

Florida (Stacy, 1999), a folder which easily could have been created by Thomas Ayres or 

been a part of the early book Scenes of Wonder and Curiosity in California (Hutchings, 

1862).  

The function of the sublime in early landscape painting is a history that is traced 

by Sabine Wilke (2012) in her study of the influence of German painters on the cultural 

constructions of the American West. Wilke focuses on the work of Caspar David 

Friedrich, a German romantic landscape painter whose artwork in the early 19th century 
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had a profound impact on visual renderings of the sublime. For Wilke, these early 

landscapes established the “visual poetic . . . operative even in places where one least 

expects it (i.e., in places of nature)” (p. 100). Indeed, the poetic itself relies on the 

paradoxical assumption of nature as essentially “virgin” and untouched by human 

influence. Following Barthes discussion of mythology, she argues that “our images of 

western nature are myths that invert historical realities into natural images of that reality, 

and as such they can be described as a semiological system” (pp. 100-101). Hence, her 

view is in agreement with Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) in that the grammar of this 

system can be studied and analyzed in much the same way as linguistic grammar.  

Wilke explains that Friedrich’s landscapes were mirrored and imitated by the 

Hudson River School, which ultimately came to impact depictions of the noteworthy 

landscapes in the American west, such as Yosemite National Park. She grounds public 

interest in the sublime during the time of Friedrich and subsequently the Hudson River 

School as related to a need for “overwhelming nature . . . in the context of an increasingly 

industrialized world” (p. 102). In this need, a subjective role within the image began to 

take form, that of the Rückenfigur, a human figure “depicted from the back looking into 

the landscape” (p. 107). The Rückenfigur essentially scales the image, allowing for the 

viewer to more greatly appreciate the “overwhelming” qualities of nature within its grand 

scales. Wilke extends the analysis of this figure by arguing that the aesthetic developed 

by Friedrich resulted in “internalizing the Rückenfigur’s perspective into the structure of 

the painting: ‘what we see is not nature, but the experience of nature belatedly re-

imagined’” (p. 108). Thus, as Wilke insists for “the visual poetics operative in 
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representations of western vistas, the sublime is created by the grammar of hyperbole and 

visual excess” (p. 109), and through the internalization of the Rückenfigur’s perspective, 

the viewers come to directly experience this dramatic excess through the paintings.  

Wilke argues that this emphasis on the “overwhelming” qualities of nature was 

rendered through a focus on hyperbole, “framing the idea of ‘virginity’ and translating it 

into ‘wildness’ for the viewer” (p. 104). Indeed, the work of one of the most famous early 

landscape painters that treated Yosemite, Albert Bierstadt, was originally received on the 

East Coast with much criticism for it quality of hyperbole and the incredible amount of 

detail. When speaking about the reception of one of Bierstadt’s most famous works, The 

Domes of Yosemite, Kaiser (2007) states that it “caused a firestorm of criticism. Some 

considered it Bierstadt’s finest work, but others accused Bierstadt of vulgar exaggeration. 

The scenery was simply too perfect” (p. 109). This overly perfect and seeming 

exaggerated quality aligns with the hallmarks of the sublime in the Hudson River School, 

and emphasizes exactly how that re-imagined experience should be apprehended. Indeed, 

we can almost hear Muir’s exhortations to experience in Yosemite an “immense hall or 

temple lighted from above . . . Awful in stern, immovable majesty” (1912, p. 8). Citing 

Alan Wallach’s critical work on the Hudson River School, Wilke explains that these 

paintings were “composed according to the visual dialectic between panoramic breadth 

and telescopic detail in order to create three-dimensional effects without showing any 

traces of the painting’s construction, that is, creating the famous trope-l’oeil effect” (p. 

104). Through this precise attention to detail, Wilke explains, “the viewer is invited to 
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become a naturalist” (p. 105) in much the same way as Muir’s verbal rhetoric (Oravec, 

1981).  

The Problem of Ecology and Baudrillard’s “Fiction of the Real”  

Wilke argues that the exaggeration of nature in these paintings is related to an 

inherent, though often unstated, cultural understanding of ecological crisis, where 

“landscapes appeal to the predominance of nature over the egocentric interests of 

humans” (107). Thus, the wilderness aesthetic is motivated by a “compensatory longing 

for images of unspoiled nature” (p. 107). A seeming boon to preservationism, these 

longings and desires carry with them a paradoxical reality created by the visual poetic of 

the virgin, untouched wilderness itself; namely, that growing up alongside industrialism, 

this aesthetic carried a unique burden in simultaneously relying on and being defined 

against national progress. Indeed, Wilke’s analysis of painter Albert Bierstadt’s work 

demonstrates the ways in which these landscapes “met national needs” (p. 112), 

functioning as “allegories of western expansion where the majestic wilderness appears as 

awesome, unthreatening at the same time, and well worth possessing” (Talbot, as cited in 

Wilke p. 113). She insists that this resulted in the feeling that the landscapes are 

“unconsciously asking to be possessed and needing to be protected at the same time” (p. 

114), continuing “Americans were eager to fill that landscape and become part of the 

sublime, but filling the empty space of the frontier also meant destroying it” (p. 114). 

Thus, the focus on ecology was both supported and trumped within this aesthetic 

grammar.  
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The problem of possession also has unique implications in relation to the creation 

of the poetic itself. Wilke acknowledges this in the insistence that the grammar within the 

images have created metaphors of nature that “have become real, more real than the thing 

itself” (p. 107). In this sense, they function in the same way as Jean Baudrillard’s 

“simulacrum,” where the likeness in the image is a model of a “real without origin or 

reality: a hyperreal” (1997, p. 1). This so-called “fiction of the real” (p. 11) often works 

to conceal unsavory truths, and in relation to the cultural production of nature in these 

images the bitter truth of the impossibility of a simultaneously untouched and possessed 

wilderness is masked in the overwhelming qualities of the sublime. Thus, although they 

work to protest against the inheritance from the European experience of nature that was 

rapidly decreasing, this protest loses potency in the paradox perpetuated by the visual 

grammar. Likewise, this possession in relation to domination and conquering is well 

documented in ecofeminism and critical race theory (DeLuca & Demo, 2000; Mies & 

Shiva, 1993). These realities were further perpetuated with the widespread use of 

photography during the mid to late 19th century, the implications of which became unique 

in their own right. It is to these considerations that I turn next.  

An Early Notion of Landscape in Photography 

Because it was invented in 1839, photography played an important and unique 

role in the creation of the national parks and was both influenced by and influenced 

landscape painting. Indeed, Albert Bierstadt’s paintings are said to have been highly 

influenced by the work of the famed landscape photographer Carleton Watkins, where 

“Bierstadt’s visit to Watkins exhibition at Goupil’s Gallery inspired him to make his first 
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trip to Yosemite” (DeLuca & Demo, 2000, p. 253). But photography represented a 

unique form of engagement with the aesthetics of the wilderness sublime through its 

function as a mechanical reproduction. Indeed, for a public that showed great 

appreciation for the illustrations and paintings returning from the American west, Joel 

Snyder (2002) explains that the “the initial critical response to photography . . . was 

marked by a mind-numbing puzzlement about what photography was and how 

photographs stood in relation to the picture-making tradition” (p. 175).  

The unique qualities of photographs, specifically their extreme detail, caused 

them to be more associated with mechanical technology than with any artistic or aesthetic 

endeavor. This association caused photography to take on a unique authority in relation to 

transferring the truth about its subject matter, the modality of naturalism of which Kress 

and van Leeuwen (2006) speak. Snyder details this by saying that photographic prints 

“looked machine-made because of their high finish and endless detail, and . . . 

consequently were thought to be precise, accurate, and faithful to the objects or scenes 

they represented” (p. 175). This popular view of photography is important because it 

allowed for less critical engagement with it as a medium of disseminating culture. Indeed, 

where the critical reception of Bierstadt’s work included those who insisted on its overly 

exaggerated details, the assumed nature of photography to constitute disinterested vision 

blocked similar critique. The photographer was assumed to be simply “recording sight,” 

not promoting a specific political agenda. In describing the work of photographers, 

Snyder says, “Theirs was the territory of the unimagined, the earthbound, and the 

factual,” where landscape production “came to be thought of as integumental 



 112 

likenesses—as passive recordings of preexisting sights” (p. 176). Yet in spite of these 

assumptions, the poetic grammar was as alive and well in photography as it was in 

landscape painting. Indeed, photographers were highly influenced by the sublime 

aesthetic adhered to by landscape painters, where emphasizing the hyperbolic qualities 

and intensive focus on detail were standardized practices.  

The grammar of the sublime is especially apparent in Watkins’ work. Indeed, 

discussing his work in detail, DeLuca and Demo (2000) insist his was a study in 

representations of the sublime, a commercial imperative that fed the imaginations of 

those who could not see these places for themselves. They describe some of his 

perspectives as “god’s eye views” (p. 246) that capitalize on the notion of the sublime as 

connected to vastness and to divine mystery: “The human scale, both in terms of time and 

size, has no place here and, indeed, the view is devoid of human marks” (p. 246). This is 

a place that evokes both wonder and terror while, they argue, simultaneously perpetuating 

preservationist ideologies. Speaking of a photograph of the monolith El Capitan, and 

describing its foreshortened foreground and its “mammoth plate panorama,” DeLuca and 

Demo insist that “as a visual admonishment of preservation, the image of El Capitan 

induces a reverence of nature’s massiveness as a sign of sublime sacredness” (p. 251). 

This admonishment is essentially what they call a “dramatization” of preservationist 

arguments, marking the beginning of environmental politics and even ecotourism:  

Watkins imaged a Yosemite devoid of human markings, a pristine wilderness 

where one could glimpse the sublime face of God. In picturing a nature apart from 

culture, Watkins was obeying the dictates of the nature/culture dichotomy central 
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to Western civilization, wherein a nature out there ontologically divided from 

culture serves as a source of resources, artistic inspiration, spiritual awe, 

emotional succor, and so on. Viewing nature as pristine wilderness apart from 

humanity becomes cultural convention and environmental policy. (p. 255)  

The virgin wilderness is thus defined by what is not present, although human presence 

was and is a continued reality, and herein lies one of the most important aspects of 

DeLuca and Demo’s arguments, that setting Yosemite apart and perpetuating its likeness 

in photography resulted in the mass commodification of the visual grammar present in 

the concept of this untouched wilderness.  

DeLuca and Demo come to their critical analysis by asking the question, “What 

vision of nature do the photographs authorize, warrant and legitimate?” (p. 244). To 

answer this question, they look to photography’s role in “creating a reality” (p. 242) by 

looking at the importance of landscape in a nationalist framework. They insist that, “as a 

focus for artists and industrial engineers throughout much of the nineteenth century, the 

national landscape served as a key site of artistic, industrial, and commercial energy” (p. 

244). It is the blurring of these lines that makes photography a particularly interesting 

genre to study. As mentioned above, a key difference between painting and photography 

is that through the use of photography for geological surveying, it came to embody the 

authority of truth: “in this complex social and political process survey photography made 

‘real’ unknown and unseen regions of the United States” (p. 245). Interestingly, the 

combination of this seeming mechanical function of photographs, i.e. revealing a truth 

that is known and readily available, takes on a more compelling meaning when placed in 
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the context of the artistic vision. Indeed, the truth of the place was assumed within a 

sublime vision “devoid” of human markings, radically undermining the cultural and 

political realities at play in the actual location. This returns to Baudrillard’s insistence 

that through the simulacrum, we have created a “hyperreality” with the ability to mask 

certain important truths. Photography assumed as disinterested truth also held unique 

consequences in that this truth could be mass-produced and circulated in a way that 

landscape paintings could not.   

Because it lends itself to this reproduction, photography was seen as widely 

available to the public and was essentially popularized as a “utilitarian medium, primarily 

useful for purposes of documentation because of its contingency upon nature and natural 

processes” (Snyder, 2002, p. 181). Indeed, Snyder (2002) cites Baudelaire’s attack on 

photography as an attack on “the emergence of the commodities of popular culture and 

the increasing importance of a growing taste for—in his words, the ‘purely material 

developments of culture’” (p. 181). In this sense, Snyder argues, photography had come 

to represent not a singular but a collective view and cultural perception: “The assumption 

is that photographs stand in a special relation to vision, but vision detached from any 

particular viewer. It is a distributed vision, one that transcends individual subjectivity 

and, accordingly, individual interest. These photographs are to be understood as 

disinterested reports” (p. 183). This is essentially where a picture is a “recorded sight, 

something that would have been available to anyone who came upon this spot” (p. 183). 

Placing this in conversation with Walter Benjamin’s (1936) highly influential discussion 

of mechanical reproduction of artwork confirms this view of the distributed vision and 
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further complicates it. He insists that “by making reproductions it substitutes a plurality 

of copies for a unique existence” (p. 219). For Benjamin, the “unique existence” is that 

which is contained within the original, in this case the actual Yosemite Valley, so that if 

the plurality exists, if we are able to “pry an object from its shell, to destroy its aura” (p. 

219), the image of the original object can now be used for purely political ends. This is an 

especially unique and potentially damaging quality in photography, as its perceived 

relationship to objective truth belies any political agenda. Indeed, DeLuca and Demo 

explain that “the emerging rhetoric of photography in the 1860s suppressed—perhaps 

overwhelmed would be a better word—any viewer’s ability to understand Watkins’s 

photographic landscapes as being landscape pictures at all” (p. 185).  

This reality is further complicated by a symptom of mass production and 

commodification. One aspect of mechanical production explained by Benjamin is that it 

“enables the original to meet the beholder halfway . . . the cathedral leaves its locale to be 

received in the studio of a lover of art” (p. 218). This meeting halfway reduces the 

potency of the sublime vision. In what DeLuca and Demo call “a capturing” (p. 248), 

they explain that the reproduction of “Watkins’ photography transforms the spectacular 

sublime into the domestic spectacle, the private possession of tourists, East Coast urban 

dwellers, armchair adventurers” (p. 247). As images of Yosemite created by Watkins and 

other artists/photographers came to be commodified, the impact of the sublime lost 

novelty and power. Here, “The Valley is at the mercy of the viewer, and the viewer can 

contemplate the image at their leisure . . . so that sublime nature is now commodified 

nature, a private possession, nature as cultural capital” (p. 248). This fact of 
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commodification is important because its power was effective to reduce the value placed 

upon further protections of the land. Indeed, its function became almost cliché at a time 

in the late 19th and early 20th centuries of a critical historical intersection of progress and 

preservation, exactly the time that the debates surrounding Hetch Hetchy Valley began to 

take place.  

The Visual Grammar of Sublime Wilderness: Perpetuation in Hetch Hetchy 

As Carleton Watkins’ work represents an influential starting point for thinking 

about the grammar of the sublime, I have included one of his most famous photographs 

from the 1860s in Yosemite Valley as a starting point for the analysis of the visual 

rhetoric of Hetch Hetchy. Figure 9 is a typical photograph featuring the sublime subject 

from 1865.  

 

Figure 9. “Yosemite Valley” (Carleton Watkins, 1865, Courtesy Library of Congress) 
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In this photograph, the characteristics of the sublime are clearly present, namely the 

mountaintop, the chasm, the waterfall, the thundercloud, the visual excess and hyperbole, 

extreme detail, and the “god’s eye view” claimed by DeLuca and Demo. The German 

Rückenfigur has been absorbed by the viewer who is able to take on a more divine role in 

the “god’s eye view” and in the ability to perceive the extreme details of the scene. As 

stated above, the effect of this rhetoric was powerful and influential, as the preservation 

of the park began to take shape in relation to these notions of the sublime.  

Included within the boundaries of Yosemite National Park, the Hetch Hetchy 

Valley was said by John Muir to be the “exact counterpart” (1907) to Yosemite, and he 

hailed it through the same rhetoric of the sublime. The city of San Francisco originally 

applied to the Department of the Interior for water rights in 1903, which began a 10-year 

battle with the Sierra Club for the preservation of the valley. In 1906, the Great San 

Francisco Earthquake and subsequent massive conflagration destroyed 80% of the city 

and bolstered efforts to create the dam for water storage. In an early Sierra Club Bulletin, 

Muir (1908) devoted an entire article discussing the importance of protecting and 

preserving Hetch Hetchy where a consistent rhetoric and appeal to the sublime appear. 

The photograph that appears alongside Muir’s article is contained here as Figure 10.  
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Figure 10. Looking Up Hetch Hetchy Valley from Surprise Point (Isaiah West Taber, 
1908)  

Compared with the image in Figure 9, Taber’s view of the Hetch Hetchy Valley 

contains many of the same characteristics. First, the image is devoid of any human 

participants, other than the interactive participants comprised of the photographer and the 

viewers. As the interactive participants viewing the image, we take on the god’s eye view 

and perceive the features of sublimity: chasm and waterfall. The trees at the base of the 

valley appear tiny and give scale to the massive cliffs. Contextually placed with Muir’s 

article, we see both similarities and differences between the rhetorical messages of his 

text and this image. In the opening of the text, Muir insists on the sacred nature of this 

valley, saying “It is impossible to overestimate the value of wild mountains and mountain 

temples as places for people to grow in, recreation grounds for soul and body” (p. 212). 

As Muir continues his discussion, his language turns from the voice of the preacher to 
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that of the scientist or naturalist, describing in minute detail every geologic feature and 

the various flora that exist within the valley:  

The floor of Yosemite is about 4,000 feet above the sea, the Hetch-Hetchy floor 

about 3,700; the walls of both are of gray granite, rise abruptly out of the flowery 

grass and groves are sculptured in the same style, and in both every rock is a 

glacial monument . . . The floor of the Valley is about three and a half miles long 

and from a fourth to half a mile wide. The lower portion is mostly a level meadow 

about a mile long, with the trees restricted to the sides, and partially separated 

from the upper forested portion by a low bar of glacier-polished granite across 

which the river breaks in rapids. (p. 218) 

Essentially, his verbal imagery paints a picture through ekphrasis that corresponds to the 

perspective of the viewer. The photo retains its disinterested quality, allowing the viewer 

to believe that he or she is seeing the factual truth of what Muir claims, while 

perpetuating the grammar of the sublime. Ironically, although Muir insists that this is a 

place to which he beckons the masses, thousands in the public, to come and experience 

its beauty for themselves, the photo itself is devoid of human presence and reiterates 

wilderness as that which must remain untouched, or only touched by the sole individual 

viewer, the lone interactive participant of the image. As mentioned above, the images that 

were disseminated in terms of supporting preservation rhetoric lacked the explicit 

Rückenfigur, although that figure is absorbed by the interactive participant him/herself. 

John Muir insists that the audience member stand waist deep in the flowers and take in 

the wonder as the only participant present. He ends the article with a plea, insisting:  
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These temple destroyers, devotees of ravaging commercialism, seem to have a 

perfect contempt for Nature, and, instead of lifting their eyes to the mountains, lift 

them to dams and town skyscrapers. Dam Hetch-Hetchy! As well dam for water-

tanks the people's cathedrals and churches, for no holier temple has ever been 

consecrated by the heart of man. (p. 220)  

Thus, through this appeal, Muir has re-instantiated the grammar of the sublime in both 

the photograph and his writing.  

This type of rhetorical construct of the sublime continued throughout the 

campaign to protect Hetch Hetchy from becoming a reservoir. Joseph N. LeConte’s 

photographs from his visit to Hetch Hetchy at the turn of the century are noteworthy in 

this respect. Posted on the Sierra Club and Restore Hetch Hetchy websites, his 

photographs are used as a reference for what the original valley did look like and could 

look like if a restoration project takes place. Like the photographs included in the Sierra 

Club Bulletin and those published to support the protection of Yosemite Valley, 

LeConte’s photographic works continue in the tradition of the sublime, placing import on 

the physical features that convey excess and hyperbole. Figure 11 is one from the series 

that features the Tuolumne River as subject.  



 121 

 

Figure 11. Gorge at Extreme Lower End of Hetch Hetchy Valley, (Joseph N. LeConte, 
circa 1900) 

In this photo, the interactive participants look up the wide river, whose banks are out of 

view, revealing the watershed in extreme abundance. The photographer seems almost 

hovering in the middle of the river so that the water effectively spills over its largess as if 

from providence. The towering cliffs and trees, on the left and right respectively, frame 

the primary subject and reinforce the grand scale. Like all photographs of this period and 

ilk, the image is developed to reveal the most detail possible, reinforcing the apparent fact 

of truth contained within. As interactive participants, these elements come together to 

give us a sense that this photograph is the simple recording of this scene, that the 

waterway is by its very nature abundant and perpetually so. Once again, no human figure 

is present, save the perspective where we almost hover above this scene. Contrast this 

image with one taken for Outwest Magazine in May 1905 where a group of Sierra Club 

members document their trip through the Hetch Hetchy Valley.  
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Figure 12. Tuolumne River, Hetch Hetchy Valley (E.T. Parsons, 1905, Courtesy 
University of Arizona Library)  

The audience for this image is a leisure class, looking for new adventures or a way to 

recount similar adventures. Images throughout this issue feature average people taking on 

brave mountaineering feats, and this photograph is no exception. Here, in contrast to 

LeConte’s images, we see a focus on the viewer’s perception of the represented 

participants, not on the overbearing and grand sublime of the cliffs or the profuse river. 

The vector formed by the movement of the represented participants approaches the 

interactive participants through the line, almost in a sense that once they approach, the 

viewer will be able to move easily in line right behind them. This image reveals a clearly 

narrative structure, where the vectors move diagonally toward the foreground and 

outward from the surface. Unlike the sublime staple of the Rückenfigur, the represented 

participants in this image almost come out from the trees and underbrush as if the 

landscape itself produced them. Humans in this image belong here. This place is not 
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foreign or outside human reach. The trees themselves are large, rescaling the surrounding 

cliffs that disappear in the top of the frame. This narrative is a radically different 

rhetorical telling of how to experience the valley. The focus here is on humans, and it 

almost insists on being a place to grow closer to others and not isolate further from them. 

Although this image was seemingly telling a private story, its publication promoted a 

rhetorical view, a rare glimpse of people in Hetch Hetchy Valley experiencing it 

recreationally. Unlike the visual rhetoric of the sublime in relation to preservation, this 

photograph reveals a Sierra Club outing where the focus is on human appreciation of 

experiencing the land for its recreational value.  

Interestingly, as city officials continued to push for water rights in Hetch Hetchy, 

the visual rhetoric coming from the dam proponents takes on similar qualities as those 

found in the Outwest Magazine Figure 12. Figure 13 is an image taken from an official 

1912 report to the City of San Francisco regarding the feasibility of creating a dam at 

Hetch Hetchy. Like Figure 12, this image is taken at ground level and views the features 

of the valley from the human perspective, not that of the sublime “god’s eye” perspective. 

The fictional lake of purported beauty stretches out and then abruptly stops beneath the 

two waterfalls. The lake reveals a reflection of the tall cliffs and, in a sense, extends their 

grandeur into both top and bottom halves of the image, but not in a way that would 

alienate or perpetuate the terror of excess and hyperbole. Indeed, a fictional white road is 

featured and winds along the base and disappears behind the waterfall, re-appropriating 

the terror into the stuff of a comfortable afternoon stroll or drive by a lake. Here, 

commodification and “capturing” of the sublime is fully realized. This image is 
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fundamentally fictional, yet contains the same elements of truth that all the photographs 

contain: an attention to detail and disinterested account of the scene. Like Figure 12, this 

image seems to say, “You are welcome here. Humans belong here and their presence can 

actually improve this place.”  

 

Figure 13. The Hetch Hetchy Water Supply for San Francisco (John R. Freeman, 1912) 

 The tale of the campaign to preserve Hetch Hetchy demonstrates a failure in the 

sublime rhetoric to sustain material efficacy in preservation rhetoric. In other words, 

based upon these images it is possible to argue that the sublime in photography created 

more alienation rather than awe-inspired connection with the landscape. I argue that this 

alienation, coupled with the commodification of these images and a desperate need for 

water after a massive natural disaster, constituted part of the resulting death knell for 

Hetch Hetchy Valley preservationists. Also, from the Sierra Club outing photographs 
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from Outwest Magazine, we begin to see an idealized conception of nature with a human 

presence that characterizes the grammar of the wilderness interactive. With this thought, I 

turn to the issue of the preservation of Dinosaur National Monument, a potential 

damming project that appeared in the environmental stage 50 years after the construction 

of O’Shaughnessy Dam.  

Echo Park: A New Interactive Visual Rhetoric Emerges  

 Between 1950 and 1956, efforts were underway to dam a little-known area on the 

confluence of the Green and Yampa Rivers near the state lines of Utah and Colorado. 

This area, known as Echo Park, is contained within the protected area of Dinosaur 

National Monument, which was designated as such by President Woodrow Wilson in 

1915. The Green and Yampa rivers are tributaries of the Colorado River, and thus they 

are important in terms of water use. As debates about the development of the West and 

appropriate rights to its water raged on in the mid 20th century, Echo Park’s location on 

the confluence of the two rivers seemed a fitting place for a dam to support growth along 

the Colorado River, and water reclamation was the name of the cultural and political 

game.  

Like Hetch Hetchy, Echo Park was contained under the auspices of the National 

Park System and subject to the 1935 Federal Water Power Act, which prohibited the 

creation of dams within the boundaries of a national park or national monument “without 

the specific authority of Congress” (16 USC 791-828c). However, because the language 

appears to allow the possibility of dam construction, Echo Park was early singled out as a 

possible site for dam construction. In a veritable perpetual state of mourning over the loss 
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of Hetch Hetchy, the Sierra Club and other mainstream groups like the Trustees for 

Conservation, based in San Francisco, quickly positioned themselves for an aggressive 

fight to protect Echo Park. Cosco (1995) examines the long historical struggle between 

the Sierra Club and reclamation efforts, saying:  

Since the damming of Hetch Hetchy, the conservation movement had been quietly 

transforming itself, like a caterpillar inside its cocoon. The Echo Park controversy 

marked the moment at which it emerged in to the light of national politics. In their 

fight to save Dinosaur National Monument, conservationists demonstrated an 

unprecedented solidarity, an adeptness at lobbying, and a heightened awareness of 

the economic and technical arguments that had been used for so long by the 

opposition. By coming together, they gained a political voice. (xv)  

I argue that part and parcel of this remaking and adaptation to the rules of the opposition 

was the visual rhetorical shift that helped promote the cause. Ultimately what emerged 

was an aesthetically rendered redefinition of the human relationship to nature that 

represented a notable shift, a variation, from the grammar of the sublime wilderness by 

subsuming it within a different visual logic.  

 Interestingly, much of the visual rhetorical material produced at the time of the 

Echo Park debates relied on the historical loss of Hetch Hetchy as a specter of what could 

be. David Brower, Sierra Club President, said at the time, “The [Hetch Hetchy] parallel 

with Dinosaur was so beautiful that we worked on that constantly” (Cosco, 1995, p. 76). 

During this time, two main books appeared featuring images that reveal a reversal in 

rhetorical tactics. The first, a booklet titled Hetch Hetchy, Once is too Often, and the 
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second, titled This is Dinosaur: Echo Park Country and its Magic Rivers, both contained 

copious images that told a story of Echo Park’s intrinsic value. When the battle began to 

heat up in 1955, a copy of This is Dinosaur was sent to “every member of Congress, 

along with a hard hitting brochure put in the book at the bindery” (Cosco, 1995, p. 77) 

compiled by the closely associated Trustees of Conservation to the Sierra Club. Of this 

included brochure, Brower has said it was “probably the most potent brochure I ever put 

together” (as cited in Cosco, 1995, p. 77). Because this brochure contains almost an exact 

replica of the visual elements of Hetch Hetchy, Once is too Often and was included with 

This is Dinosaur, it is to this brochure that I now turn my analysis. In the following 

section, I present the brochure images isolated from the surrounding contextual material 

of the publication. However, in Appendix A I do provide full-page reproductions of the 

brochure images I use.  

 The cover of Brower’s “hard-hitting” brochure, What is your Stake in Dinosaur?, 

contains an interesting twist to the rhetoric of the sublime. Figure 14 displays the cover 

image. Here, the grammar of the sublime is perpetuated with a rock monolith viewed 

from a distance taking up almost the entire frame. No human is present within the image 

itself, and we, as interactive participants are left to piece together scale based upon the 

presence of the trees in the foreground. Clearly this scene contains all the ingredients of 

the sublime; however, transposed over the image are pink lines displaying measurements, 

as it were, of possible water lines in the case of damming. Like the fictional narrative of 

Figure 13, this image has exploited the possibility of the “truth of what is” in the 

photograph with what could potentially be. The lines act as placeholders of possibility, 
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interrupting the viewers apprehension of sublimity in the same way that Brower wishes to 

show the water will also interrupt engagement with the sublime fact of the rock. Placing 

this image within Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) grammar of visual design, it plays 

with conceptual representations of analytic processes, disrupting our understanding of 

parts to wholes. We see all of the essential ingredients of the sublime experience, the 

parts of sublimity add up to equal the whole of the sublime, yet the added element of the 

pink lines and the text recontextualizing the image represent an affront to this logic.  

  



 129 

 

Figure 14. Brochure Cover Image from “What is Your Stake in Dinosaur” (Martin 
Litton, 1955 Courtesy Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University) 

 The text contained below the image in Figure 14 “A precious gem needs a setting. 

Echo Park is both” reinforces the logic of the sublime, yet the text just below it 

legitimates the presence of the lines within the analytic process: “In Yosemite we learned 

a costly lesson long ago—a lesson it is imperative to heed now in Dinosaur National 

Monument. We don’t have to choose between sound development and beautiful parks—

wise planning will give us both.” This combination of opposing ideas sets up a new logic 
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for the image that demonstrates discord in understanding the whole, demonstrating a 

powerful means of representing how dam construction is a potent affront to the 

preservationist values.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 15. Brochure image from “What is Your Stake in Dinosaur?” (1955, Courtesy 
Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University).  

 As the brochure unfolds, Figure 15 reveals a reverse to the logic contained on the 

cover. Here the primary photograph, that which we rely on for truth, contains the 

necessary components of a wasteland. As interactive participants we are thrust into the 

barren place by way of the cracked earth swallowing up the foreground. The distant sky, 

the place devoid of all life, and the modality of high naturalism makes this image mostly 
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threatening. We are told in the caption of the bottom of the image that this is Lake Mead, 

and based upon problems with fluctuating water levels we are to dismiss the recreational 

potential of a dam in Echo Park. Most noteworthy on this image, like the imposition of 

pink lines and text in Figure 14, is the cartoon caricatures of recreation that flank its 

borders and appear randomly placed on the side. The cartoons themselves reveal a lower 

modality, and thus emphasize their fictional nature. This image seems to insist on the 

obliteration of the sublime and the extreme absurdity of the potential of human 

participation and recreational edification in this place. In this instance, a self-conscious 

awareness of the grammar of the sublime seems to be present.  

 

Figure 16. Brochure image from “What is Your Stake in Dinosaur?” (1955, Courtesy 
Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University)  
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 In the next images captioned “Wilderness River Trails” we see a series of nine 

images featuring represented participants ostensibly enjoying the park. These images are 

once again placed in opposition to those caricatures in Figure 15, where the truth of the 

photographic modality shows “what is” rather than a fictional “what could be.” Here, the 

mocked characterizations of recreation in Figure 15, where a dam has tainted human 

interaction, is reversed, and the possibility of recreation is fully realized. Two of the most 

prominent images, shown in Figure 16 reveal a narrative process regarding the park. On 

the left half of the plate, a family of kayakers descends down the river toward the 

interactive participant who is, based upon the angle, not directly involved in the narrative 

but able to analyze it objectively. The narrative process reveals vectors in the gazes of the 

participants as they all look in the same direction toward the oar creating the most 

disturbances in the water. This is ostensibly a family, and all three are participating in a 

drama that is taking place outside of the frame. In this sense, as interactive participants 

we are perceiving the narrative process of those who are outside of our reach yet are 

clearly deeply a part of the scene before us. Here, the human presence is not foreign to 

the landscape but integral to it. The image says in a sense, “this is how to appreciate this 

place, not from afar, but within it and the action.” Looking again analytically we see that 

human presence is an integral part of the whole of the wilderness experience.  

 The image on the right of Figure 16 provides a different vantage point for the 

interactive participants. This image features a somewhat oblique angle, with more 

intimacy implied through the turn of his shoulder to a frontal angle. The narrative vectors 

contained within this image reveal the man looking down away from us into something 
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important in his hands. Our position gives us the sense that we are viewing from a 

distance yet also possibly next in line to see or connect to whatever the man is doing. 

Although the image contains many elements of the sublime in the towering cliffs, the 

cliff tops themselves disappear from view toward the top of the frame, thus grounding the 

focus more on the action of the represented participants and the potential action of the 

interactive ones. This is not recreation as exploitation, but recreation as the proper 

fulfillment of the space, although still foregrounding human participation. This 

photograph essentially says, “Here you are intimately connected to the people of this 

place.” 

 What emerges is the grammar of the wilderness interactive. Here, the absorption 

of the Rückenfigur by the viewer is played out not just through perception, but also 

through a narrative structure. Like the image in Figure 12, humans seem to be a natural 

part of the scene, almost as if the scene itself gives birth to the human presence.  

 

Figure 17. Brochure image from “What is Your Stake in Dinosaur?” (1955 Courtesy 
Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University)  

Figure 17 provides two more depictions that reveal an even stronger participatory 

aesthetic. In thee two images presented side-by-side, the relationship between the 
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represented participants of humans and nature is foregrounded. In the image on the left, 

the sky looms large overhead, trumping the centrality of the humans, and the geometrical 

shapes in the clouds are mirrored in that of the kayakers.  Humans are appropriately 

positioned, but they are also being acted upon in a “relationship of mutual influence” 

(Berleant, 2005, p. 8). In the image on the right, the white rapids of the water are 

emphasized with the kayakers depicted as a dark shape, like the foliage of the flora on the 

hillsides. The vectors created by the movement of the water dictate the vectors of the 

human participants. This depiction thus does not feature anthropocentric recreation, but a 

shared influence with a stronger ecocentricity. Here, humans participate as if they were 

already there and natural to the space, coming out of the background and birthed from the 

space, demonstrating an ecological relationship between the conception of nature in the 

traditional sublime and human participation.  

Figure 18 is the only color image contained within the brochure.  
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Figure 18. Back cover brochure image from “What is Your Stake in Dinosaur?” (1955 
Courtesy Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University)  

The use of color within this image suggests a unique modality, where the diminutive 

human figure at the center of the photograph is washed within the same color scheme as 

the surrounding landscape, blending effectively into the background. The human figure 

offers scale to the cliffs and trees and the color modality suggests the truth to be about the 

dominance of the landscape over human activity, although not through sublime terror. 

Rather, the color modalities insist instead on the figure belonging appropriately to the 

space, as much as any blade of grass or majestic tree.  
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Conclusion 

 The implications of the evolution of this visual rhetoric are profound. First, as the 

loss of Hetch Hetchy revealed the flagging influence of the grammar of the wilderness 

sublime, the shift to this new grammar of the wilderness interactive was one element in 

the success of the Sierra Club in protecting Echo Park. Cosco (1995) insists that the 

strategies of Brower and others had a strong impact on their congressional targets. By 

inundating them with materials that displayed this grammar of the wilderness interactive, 

that “national” public (Oravec, 1984) and their interests in this recreational space were 

foregrounded. Cosco explains:  

One Republican was moved by this outpouring to remind Presidential Assistant 

Sherman Adams of the enormous sentiment in favor of preserving the national 

parks. “It is worth remembering,” he warned, “that the combined population of 

Utah and Colorado . . . is barely equal to the number of people who visit 

Yellowstone and Yosemite every year.” (p. 77)  

Although this historic battle was ultimately won, the later construction of Glen 

Canyon Dam in its place has long been a point of sharp criticism and a mark of defeat. 

Indeed, the success of Echo Park was bought with the price of compromise in Glen 

Canyon and David Brower has since called that America’s “most regretted environmental 

mistake” (Glen Canyon Institute, 2013). What I turn to in the next chapter is the current 

iterations of this visual rhetoric in relation to multimodality and media dimensions in 

web-based rhetorics. In this way, I hope to contribute to the understanding participatory 

aesthetics in mainstream visual rhetoric and provide insight into the effectiveness of such 
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practices, especially as we continue to consider the historic influence of the sublime 

tradition.  
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CHAPTER 4 

VIRTUAL PARTICIPATION: VISUAL MODALITY AND MEDIA 

DIMENSIONS IN THE RHETORIC OF RESTORATION WEBSITES  

When the internet publicity began, I remember being struck by how much the world was 
not the way we thought it was, that there was infinite variation in how people viewed the 

world. 
—Eric Schmidt 

 
I always said that, if you want to liberate a society, just give them the Internet. If you 

want to have a free society, just give them the Internet. 
—Wael Ghonim 

 
Introduction 

Although the stories of Echo Park and Hetch Hetchy diverge in relation to their 

successes, i.e., Hetch Hetchy was dammed and Echo Park was not, efforts to reverse the 

damage done at Hetch Hetchy have been mirrored by similar efforts at Glen Canyon, the 

dam constructed in place of Echo Park. The Sierra Club, other mainstream environmental 

groups, and individuals alike have spared no effort in attempting to forward plans that 

would ensure restoration of these places to their “original” states, and these efforts are 

aggressive and ongoing today. In this chapter, I explore the visual rhetoric surrounding 

these restoration movements by focusing on visual analysis within the digital 

environment of the World Wide Web. In this analysis, I reveal the ways in which the 

aesthetics of the wilderness sublime and the wilderness interactive come into play in two 

websites, Restore Hetch Hetchy (RHH) and Glen Canyon Institute (GCI), both of which 

represent not-for-profit, grass roots, mainstream organizations seeking to promote the 

cause of dam removal and ecological restoration. My findings demonstrate user 

differences between RHH and GCI that are directly related to the two wilderness 



 139 

aesthetics and that have important implications for stronger participatory aesthetics. 

Specifically, RHH functions to perpetuate “nostalgia” (Hutcheon, 1998) of a static past 

articulated through images of the wilderness sublime, while GCI attempts to operate 

under diverse conceptions of restoration and the aesthetics of human interaction. These 

sites also reveal differing functions for users that suggest potential participatory 

stakeholder involvement in distinct ways.  

 Relying on Turnley’s (2011) media dimensions and social semiotics 

methodologies, my argument in this chapter extends the historical analysis of the sublime 

in chapter 3 and focuses primarily on the rhetorics surrounding restoration as unique 

within environmental communication. For this purpose, I first explore various definitions 

of restoration in terms of complexities of human involvement, which allows me to arrive 

at some conclusions about potential stakeholder involvement for RHH and GCI. I then 

perform a visual rhetorical analysis of the two websites, revealing the presence of both 

the wilderness sublime and wilderness interactive in these sites and exploring the role of 

the user as stakeholder and potential activist in these issues.   

Defining Restoration: Complications in the Human Role 

 As RHH and GCI are two organizations focused primarily on restoration of the 

dam sites, it is important to consider exactly what is meant by restoration by each. 

Indeed, for environmentalists of every ilk and ideological position the very definition of 

restoration is a matter of some complication and even contention, and the most 

fundamental difference exists in the articulation of the human role within the goals of 

restoration. Eric Higgs (1997) insists that realizing “good” restoration practices requires 
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more than just a “results” “product-oriented” approach, and must include “moral and 

cultural considerations” (p. 339) of human participation. Yet, adding this human 

influence makes arriving at a standard for restoration challenging, and this ambiguity is 

influential in how I read the websites under consideration.  

Determining a standard for restoration involves a complex interplay of natural 

history, human involvement, and conceptions of what is “natural” in any given 

environment. Citing several different discussions on the “post-traumatic” landscapes that 

we seek to restore, J. Green (2011) explains that the sites of restoration must consider a 

“careful examination of the site and its natural history” (¶ 1), while also grappling with 

how human contributions have affected that history. Discussing “novel ecosystems,” 

those systems that have emerged in direct relationship to human presence, Green 

summarizes the argument of Margaret Palmer who maintains that not only have humans 

had an impactful role, but continuous change in the natural systems makes it nearly 

impossible to arrive at a clear restoration “baseline” in many environments. Palmer states 

that “Rivers and streams are actually fixed in a state of change,” so determining the 

“natural” state of the river itself to restore it to is a fundamental challenge (¶ 4). Indeed, 

this fluctuation is a quality that can be attributed to all natural environments, hence 

leading to the complications in defining desired outcomes for restoration projects. Higgs 

(1997) concurs in this view, stating, “what counts as natural is shifting ground in the 

wake of technological transformations” (p. 339).  

Determining the baseline for restoration most often involves realizing “a state 

preceding some ecological disturbance . . . repairing damage done by humans” (Elliot, 
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1997, p. 143), while simultaneously requiring direct human intervention. A look at three 

organizations dedicated to restoration efforts provides insight into this human role in the 

various definitions of restoration. To begin, the USDA Forest Service’s approach to 

defining restoration revolves around reversing the effects of a specific type of human 

involvement, a focus that leads to a sharp delineation between what is culturally 

perceived as “natural” and reveals powerful ideological implications. For the purpose of 

this dissertation, I call this conception of restoration the origin theory. Gary Vequist 

(2007) establishes that the goals of restoration are to return an ecosystem to a state that 

“existed prior to European settlement” (p. 507), where Native American influence is very 

dissimilar to that resulting from European contact. Vequist affirms this assumption by 

insisting that any impact of Native American habitation “has generally been accepted as 

natural condition for wilderness” (p. 507), including the wide use of fire to “promote 

ecological succession” (p. 507). This statement may very well be true in terms of 

ecological science, but it makes strong unstated assumptions about cultural roles in 

relation to restoration. Indeed, this romanticizing of the “natural” state and effects of 

indigenous populations is rooted in the same ideological assumptions that perpetuate 

notions of “otherness.” These assumptions can even be said to be grounded in the 

ideological underpinnings of the sublime, where no “original,” read “legitimate,” human 

presence in these places is ever assumed or depicted. The indigenous populations then 

effectively “blend” into the landscape. The ironic goal of the Forest Service in restoration 

is then to accomplish “restoration of wilderness to natural condition” in a “pre-

disturbance condition” (p. 506) through direct human intervention.  
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One of the features of this origin theory, this type of ironic baseline goal for 

restoration, is the influence of nostalgia. Linda Hutcheon (1998) theorizes nostalgia as 

that unique power that simultaneously distances and proximates, “exil[ing] us from the 

present as it brings the imagined past near” (¶ 9). Nostalgia has the ability to render the 

past as “simple, pure, ordered, easy, beautiful, or harmonious,” and the present as 

“complicated, contaminated, anarchic, difficult, ugly, and confrontational” (¶ 9). She 

explains, “Nostalgic distancing sanitizes as it selects, making the past feel complete, 

stable, coherent, safe from ‘the unexpected and the untoward, from accident or 

betrayal’—in other words, making it so very unlike the present” (¶ 9). These “longings,” 

as it were, become even more complicated when no clear picture of the past can be 

formulated. Nostalgia will play an even more important role in the coming website 

analysis.  

The National Park Service (NPS), which stewards the national parks, resists the 

notion of returning to a well-defined former condition and insists that the “goal of 

ecosystem restoration is not to replace a static picture of the past,” although it still 

adheres to the idea of returning to “original” ecosystems (NPS, 2009). In this conception, 

the human role is similar as to the Forest Service, where no clear inclusion of humans or 

culture exists within the ultimately restored environment. Rather, the goal is to “remove 

the barriers to ecosystem recovery” (¶ 4). Therefore, although humans have an active 

management role in removing these barriers and maintaining the removal, human benefit 

and participation in the ecosystem are not clearly articulated. These ecosystems are seen 

as operating entirely independently. Although somewhat different, the stated goals and 
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perceived human roles between the Forest Service and National Park Service each 

displace any benefit to human participation and leave little room for a dynamic definition 

and articulation of restoration with human involvement.  

An entirely different approach is presented by the Society for Ecological 

Restoration (SER), which actively imagines human participation and benefit. This 

conception I dub the participation theory of restoration. SER’s mission, for example, 

states that the organization’s focus is on “aquatic, marine, and terrestrial environments 

that underpin our economies and societies and give rise to a diversity of wildlife and 

plants” and is “dedicated to reversing this degradation and restoring the earth’s ecological 

balance for the benefit of humans and nature” (SER, 2013). In this statement, the 

definition of “restoration” baselines is still somewhat ambiguous, although it is certainly 

couched in terms of benefits for both humans and nature, revealing conscious awareness 

of the nature/culture dichotomy and an emphasis on human advantages. Case in point, 

“economies and societies” come before “diversity of wildlife and plants” in the order of 

importance. A further elaboration of its definition is established in the “About” node, 

where restoration is discussed in terms of “recovering biodiversity and ecosystem 

services” (SER, 2013). The word choice of “services” here is certainly noteworthy, 

demonstrating what is again reiterated as a focus on the “challenges facing humanity and 

the biosphere” in the “associated loss of sustainable livelihoods” (SER, 2013). Human 

benefits of a healthy environment are foregrounded. Indeed, further articulation of the 

mission reveals the importance of “reestablishing an ecologically healthy relationship 
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between nature and culture” (SER, 2013), thus re-emphasizing the organization’s focus 

on human cultures.  

Part of this cultural focus is apparent in the concerted emphasis on diverse forms 

of human involvement in restoration, highlighted through their welcomed membership of 

“scientists, planners, administrators, consultants, indigenous peoples, landscape 

architects, teachers, artists, engineers, natural resource managers, farmers/growers, 

community leaders, and volunteers.” This diversity is even revealed as a definition of 

restoration, under the “Guiding Principles/Mission & Vision” node of the website: 

“Restoration embraces the interrelationships between nature and culture, engages all 

sectors of society, and enables full and effective participation of indigenous, local and 

disenfranchised communities.” Here, we see a strong focus on environmental justice 

working alongside restoration efforts. In those same guiding principles, we also see a 

strong advocacy for the intervention of science and “other forms of knowledge,” again 

opening up the discussion to other situated forms of knowledge (SER, 2013).  

Given these various views, what is meant by restoration is certainly not universal, 

although I argue that SER’s focus is more in line with the notion of participatory 

aesthetics. In the following analysis, I focus on how these understandings of restoration 

play out within the visual rhetoric of the websites.  

Restore Hetch Hetchy 

Social Semiotic Findings  

 The organization Restore Hetch Hetchy (RHH) has an articulated mission on its 

website to “return the Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National Park to its natural 
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splendor—while continuing to meet the water and power needs of all communities that 

depend on the Tuolumne River” (RHH, 2013). From this brief statement, two 

conceptions of restoration can be gleaned: The first falls in line with the origin theory, 

returning Hetch Hetchy to its originating state of splendor. The second suggests an 

orientation more in line with participation theory, recognizing the importance of human 

needs and dependence on the water and electricity Hetch Hetchy provides. Yet looking to 

the visual rhetorical forms of the RHH website, a different message is conveyed. The top 

portion of the organization’s home page is represented in Figure 19.  

 

Figure 19. Home Page of website Restore Hetch Hetchy (2013, printed with permission) 

To start, three clear images exist on this top portion of the page, mirroring each 

other in a shared representation of the same subject matter. The relationship between 

these three images reveals a strong and almost exclusive orientation to the origin theory 

of restoration. The largest and most noteworthy full-color apparent photograph of Hetch 
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Hetchy Valley is in the center of the viewer’s screen. I say “apparent” because it is not 

clear that this photograph is a representation of the real place, although it is certainly 

contains all the naturalistic elements of true photography. Most notably, perpetuation of 

the grammar of the wilderness sublime is present with many of the same features 

described in the analysis in chapter three, including the waterfall, the cliffs, and the lack 

of human presence. As interactive participants, our eyes move through valley in its 

serpentine line created by the wide river flow to the destination of the pristine valley. 

Additionally, as if stamping the image with his approval, a quote from John Muir, 

soundly based in conceptions of the sacred wilderness sublime of the “mountain temple,” 

is featured at the bottom left of the image: “Hetch Hetchy is a grand landscape garden, 

one Nature’s rarest and most precious mountain temples.”  

There is no question that the tradition of the visual grammar of the sublime has 

carried over profoundly for this particular organization. The image is presented in full 

detail, with a focus on photorealism, clearly exploiting the standard modality of the real 

in naturalistic perception. However, the question of whether or not this photograph is real 

or a simulation remains somewhat unanswered at first glance: there are no photo credits 

and no evidence of a dam exists within the image. The assumption then must be that this 

image is a simulation of what a restored valley might look like, although there is nothing 

clearly present to confirm this on the home page. If it is so, the presence of the image 

affirms that the ideological conception of the valley restored squares with the concept of 

the “virgin,” untouched wilderness that was commoditized and possessed in relation to 

Yosemite National Park. It certainly depicts its original and idealized state.  
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 Analyzing the three images further, an icon of the organization is placed on the 

top left of the central, full-color image, covering a small portion of the “photograph.” The 

stylization with this icon points to its symbolic role, and the strong saturated, 

unmodulated colors reveal the emotional force of this rhetorical structure. This icon 

stands for the goals and ideals of this organization, and its presence slightly juxtaposed 

over the large photograph further confirms the idea that this larger image exists as a 

simulation to make even more real these ideals and goals.  

Lastly, the smaller, black and white historic image on the bottom right featuring 

naturalistic scenery and advertising an upcoming dinner shows a very similar perspective 

to the central image, although the black and white saturation reveals its age and thus its 

more tenuous relationship to truth when compared to the central image. This is an image 

from long ago, and it is therefore less “real” than the large image with sharp colors and 

high detail. Its presence as the third mirroring of the primary subject reiterates the origin 

theory. The presence of these three images together seems to push the message that Hetch 

Hetchy can be returned to the most idealized state of its origin, a utopic view of 

restoration that emphasizes its enhancement from our only record of the original we have, 

the early black and white archival images.  

 The navigation bar at the top reveals several additional nodes of the site, including 

“The Plan,” “Take Action,” “Resources,” “Show Support,” “News and Events,” and 

“About RHH.” I will explore further a few of these nodes, but it is important to first note 

the order and the significance of these. First, given the formatting and lack of language 

options of the site, it is quite clear that the readers will naturally be reading these from 
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left to right. Therefore, “The Plan” directly follows after the “Home” tab and is then 

followed by “Take Action.” This order reveals an emphasis that has already been quietly 

forwarded and affirmed by the large central image. For this organization, there is no 

question about what restoration is or looks like. The plan, although not yet implemented, 

is apparently clearly in place and as readers we are directed only to understand what this 

plan is rather than to participate in contributing to the plan’s development. Hence, at first 

glance, as readers, we are not given many options in terms of direct participation.  

 Figure 20 depicts the lower half of the homepage that can be seen by scrolling. 

Again, the “Plan” for restoration is the first hyperlink on the left-hand side, augmented 

through a vivid color photograph. First clues about a targeted audience are also present in 

the “Tools for Teaching” link. The archival function of the site is revealed through the 

photo archive on the right. Lastly, the images on the far right column beg for further 

analysis. The icon for the Muir March exploits the same principles as the organization’s 

icons on the top left in that the colors are vivid and highly saturated, and the stylized 

elements function as symbols of emotion and subjective sensations. The presumed figure 

of John Muir takes the place of the Rückenfigur, staring out into the landscape. The angle 

is oblique, therefore decreasing our sense of involvement as interactive participants. If 

anything we are to presume this is how this idealized place should be experienced, 

through the sole and “expert” eyes of this naturalist. Below this image, the social media 

logos “imprinted” on a burlap material confirm a standardized Western grammar used in 

visual “greenwashing.” The ethos of the organization is thus portrayed through an 
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emphasis on simplicity and grassroots activism, a reality that is confirmed through the 

“About RHH” node under the Board of Directors information.  

 

 

Figure 20. Lower half of the home page Restore Hetch Hetchy (2013, printed with 
permission) 

Given this analysis in only viewing the homepage, a clear visual message exists 

supporting the sublime as a standard for restoration. The inclusion of John Muir quotes 

and images only confirms what is already established. Returning to Hutcheon’s (1998) 

discussion of nostalgia, we can see a very clear “looking back” to an idealized state in the 

past, one that is “simple, pure, ordered, beautiful, or harmonious” (¶ 9). Hutcheon & 

Valdés (1998-2000) discuss the actions available within the nostalgic vision saying, 

“There are, of course, many ways to look backward. You can look and reject. Or you can 

look and linger longingly. In its looking backward in this yearning way, nostalgia may be 

more of an attempt to defy the end, to evade teleology” (p. 20). In this sense, nostalgia 
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can fail to address the present audience and the realities faced by such an audience. The 

audience here is constituted as somewhat passive, in the sense that neither the concept of 

restoration nor how it is defined for this organization is offered up for exploration. Hence, 

as interactive participants, the agency of our interaction is attenuated. We are positioned 

as having already adopted the plan and the organization’s position; we will be teaching 

the materials that feed into the articulation of the plan.  

 Figure 21 is a screen capture of the “The Plan” node. The layout is very similar to 

the homepage, yet for one distinct difference: the large central image is not a simulation 

but an actual photograph with photography credits and a depiction of the dam as it exists 

now. Interestingly and ironically, this photograph is featured in a lower modality with 

less color saturation, revealing a bias that this photo is not as close to the truth as that 

which is depicted on the home page. This is to say, the “real” Hetch Hetchy is undammed 

and the Tuolumne River is free. Several other photos of the actual dam and reservoir 

reveal a similar modality. These are found as the central photographs on the nodes “News 

and Events” and “About RHH” (see Figure 22 and Figure 23).  
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Figure 21. “The Plan” of Restore Hetch Hetchy (2013, printed with permission) 

One important note about the node “The Plan” is that several features of it are laid 

out for the reader on the left column, answering important questions although offering no 

means of individual input. Under the node labeled “How will the valley be restored?”, a 

summarized discussion exists about some of the major requirements in restoring the 

valley, and a timeline is offered on the right-hand side that offers benchmarks in 1-, 5-, 

10-, and 50-year increments. One claim is that “the restoration of Hetch Hetchy Valley 

will present exciting and unprecedented opportunities for scientific understanding, 

education, and volunteerism. It’s going to be the world’s greatest environmental 

regeneration effort” (RHH, 2013), again insisting on a stronger orientation to a 

participation theory of restoration. This optimistic tone, supplemented by the presence of 

the simplified timeline on the right, emphasizes a sense of ease in the restoration process. 

A video simulation of the restoration present under “About RHH” titled “Vision for 
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Hetch Hetchy” also contributes to this sense of ease and affirms only the successful 

aspects of restoration efforts. It also insists on the inevitability of the plan as it is spelled 

out on the site.  

Under the node “What will a restored valley look like?” an insistence on a return 

to not only the sublime aesthetic but also the sublime experience is present. In 

articulating a vision for restoration it states,  “Most of all, there will be lots of areas 

where visitors can—as John Muir wrote—stand waist-deep in grass and flowers. You 

will be able to gaze at the different characteristics of the three major waterfalls, and 

marvel at the native grasses and trees that will be growing again in the Valley (RHH, 

2013). The use of the second person in this section creates a simulation of the aesthetic 

experience, affirming its importance and mimicking Muir’s own rhetorical use of the 

second person in his writings. No irony should be lost on the fact that “standing waist-

deep in grass and flowers” is essentially forbidden in Yosemite Valley, where off trail 

hiking of this kind would cause severe trampling of native grasses and flowers. Indeed, 

very little in this section acknowledges the possible challenges of restoration, especially 

in the early years when surely a barren landscape would conceal the potential of restoring 

this valley to a diverse ecosystem.  
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Figure 22. “News and Events” Restore Hetch Hetchy, example of lower modality image 
(2013, printed with permission) 

 

 

Figure 23. “About RHH” Restore Hetch Hetchy, example of lower modality image 
(2013, printed with permission)  

The final node I would like to address for this analysis is the “Take Action” node 

(See Figure 24). This node follows the same structure as each of the others and lists 

several options for involvement in hypertext toward the bottom and on the column on the 

right side. Of note here, the options for involvement are somewhat limited and mostly do 
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not include links to outside sources for potential participation. One exception to this 

exists. On the right-hand side, the second image icon connects back to a link for another 

organization called Friends of the River. This one example is noteworthy, as it represents 

an opportunity to put this site in conversation with others and illuminate the issues of 

restoration as a broader and even global concern.   

 

Figure 24. “Take Action” Restore Hetch Hetchy (2013, printed with permission)  

These observations revolve mostly around a social semiotic reading. I now turn to 

summarizing and discussing these findings in terms of Turnley’s media dimensions.  

Media Dimension Findings  

The following paragraphs address Turnley’s (2011) media dimensions 

individually, and Table 4 summarizes these findings.  

Technologically speaking, it is assumed that the audience is adept at basic web-

based technological interaction, i.e., clicking through the site’s hyperlinks and navigation, 

filling out forms, playing videos, etc. These navigation features imply a somewhat 
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interactive role, although many of the images of the website are only hyperlinked for 

informational purposes that directly support the vision of the organization. This fact 

reveals the user as adept with basic-technology, but passive in relationship to the 

potential of the technology to support stronger interaction. For example, no comment 

forums exist on the site, which would allow for greater strength in interaction. Also, the 

site itself is not adapted for mobile smart phone use, so is established as a medium 

appropriate for research and education. Three social media hyperlinks do exist, although 

the capabilities of social media are not integrated within the site. A concerted focus on 

education also assumes a capable audience in terms of using web-based materials for 

educational purposes. The presence of RSS feed, cache/cookies, and privacy policy in the 

store, which acknowledges gathering of IP address for “broad demographic information” 

and use of cookies for tracking the cart, indicates some explicit forms of data mining. The 

privacy policy itself is somewhat buried on the site within the store node.  

Concerning the social dimension, the site does not function as an active social 

space, but rather as a means to make contact with and learn about the mission and goals 

of an already existing social group. Becoming a member is achieved through filling out a 

form found through the “Take Action” node. The ethos presented by RHH follows the 

logic of the “grassroots” ground up model, perpetuated through the color scheme (muted 

earth tones) and the presence of “natural” materials, such as burlap in the social media 

icons. The organizational structure is presented on the farthest link to the right on the 

horizontal navigation bar in the “About RHH” node, revealing no articulated hierarchy 

within the organization, although biographies of the Board of Directors are included. The 
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implications of this are important because it reiterates the grassroots, ground up focus of 

the organization.  

For the archival dimension, RHH does contain extensive archival materials, 

including photographs and text of materials originating from the time of the dam debates 

and construction, which affirms its use as an important cultural repository of older 

artifacts on the dam. This material is also widely available through other sites, although 

its presence here does bolster the historical and educational relevance of its mission to 

restore Hetch Hetchy to an “original” state. Authorized archival materials are related to 

legal and congressional proceedings and early writings and images from before the 

O’Shaughnessy dam’s construction. However, the site does not operate as an active or 

contemporary archival location, as it does not host materials on Hetch Hetchy from 

current or diverse sources.  

The subjective identity is constructed through the site as individuals and groups 

who are passively engaged with the material, but are capable of actively contributing to 

the financial needs of the organization. Neither international nor intercultural 

involvement nor non-dominant stakeholders are extensively considered. Native American 

stakeholder involvement is passively considered in, for example, the inclusion of the 

story of the origins of Hetch Hetchy’s name: “The Miwok word ‘hetchetchi’ described 

edible seeds.” However, this is only articulated in the past tense as a historical reality. 

Individual agency is defined as becoming a member of the organization, following the 

organization on outside social media sites, and donating. No individual agency is 

articulated in terms of defining restoration or actively participating within the site.  
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For the epistemological considerations, static definitions of knowledge are at 

work within the site, i.e., open discussions on defining and realizing restoration do not 

exist. The users of the sites are expected to be silent in terms of articulating a plan for 

Hetch Hetchy and no invitation for such involvement exists. Acknowledgement of 

situated forms of knowledge does not exist. Literacy is validated in traditional ways by 

the site and the promotion of “Tools for Teaching,” which are links to texts and websites 

for further learning. There is no open discussion in terms of what is meant by restoration 

and no place to actively participate through comments or threads.   

Table 2 provides a summary of these findings for comparison with the findings in 

relation to Glen Canyon Institute.  
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Technological  • Assumptions about basic technological proficiency in terms of 
navigating through links, making online payments, filling out 
forms 

• Lack of social media integration, other than links to Facebook, 
Twitter, and YouTube, and inability to functionally use the site on 
devices other than computers suggests a more passive role for 
users.  

• Focus on education assumes user ability in educational technology 
• Presence of RSS feed, cache/cookies, and privacy policy in the 

store acknowledging gathering of IP address for “broad 
demographic information” and use of cookies for tracking 
shopping cart 

Social  • Site is not an active social space; exists as a means to contact and 
learn about existing social group 

• Ethos is established through appeal to “grassroots” activism 
• Organizational hierarchy is not articulated  

Archival • Extensive use of the site for archived documents and images 
• Authorized archival materials are historical images and legal 

documents 
Subjective • Identity construction of individuals and groups passively engaged 

with educational materials, but actively contributing to financial 
needs.  

• Dominant English-speaking 
• Neither international or intercultural involvement nor non-

dominant stakeholders considered.  
Epistemological • Static knowledge construction 

• Lack of collaborative elements in the site reveal passive 
relationship to the knowledge presented 

• Literacy is validated as traditional 
Table 3. Summary of Media Dimension Findings for RHH 

Social Semiotics and Media Dimensions in Conversation for RHH 

Given both the media dimensions and semiotic findings, it is clear that there is a 

major bias and nostalgia toward the sublime aesthetic within the concept of restoration. 

The site’s visual components thus offer a different message emphasizing origin theory 

than its verbal-textual components that supports both origin and participation theories. 

Returning to the mission statement presented at the beginning of this section, to “return 
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the Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National Park to its natural splendor,” the 

definition of “natural splendor” of restoration becomes more precise and detailed through 

this analysis. Just as in Muir’s rhetoric of the original Yosemite National Park, the 

sublime view of the valley is contingent upon the notion of the untouched, untrammeled, 

and unused wilderness, a notion that is in radical opposition to the reality of the 

approximately 4 million people from all over the world who visit Yosemite National Park 

each year.  

Given the potential for a wide and participatory audience, the collaborative and 

participatory aspects of this site are attenuated, especially in terms of any deliberative 

goals that might be present in the organization. As “an attempt to change the attitudes and 

actions of the audience in regard to a matter of public concern . . . to exhort or dissuade 

an audience with an eye toward what would be expedient for the state and produce 

happiness among its people” (Coppola & Karis, 2000, p. xx), the full deliberative 

potential is not realized. Although certain qualities of this deliberative focus are present, 

they seem mostly unconscious through the appeal to the sublime aesthetic. The site also 

fails to consider the possibility of the use of other languages. If we look at SER’s (2013) 

site as a model, a translator could be integrated that would open up potential involvement 

by diverse audience members. Concerning the educational goals, they fall more along the 

lines of the static model, where the plan for restoration is dictated and expected to be 

accepted without critical engagement. Taken together, these points detract from the 

participatory potential of engaging of stakeholders or hosting constructive dialogue from 
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those who may offer important insights, visions, resources, and energy into the goals of 

restoration of Restore Hetch Hetchy.  

In the next section, I apply a similar analysis to the website of the Glen Canyon 

Institute, which is also focused on restoration efforts of the Glen Canyon region.  

Glen Canyon Institute 

 Constructed in 1963 in the Colorado River Basin close to the borders of Arizona 

and Utah, the Glen Canyon dam created Lake Powell, a massive reservoir with a capacity 

of 27 million acre-feet of water (Bureau of Reclamation, 2013). The construction of this 

dam came on the heels of the success at Echo Park and in fact functioned as part of the 

compromise for its protection. Cosco (1995) states that through the construction of Glen 

Canyon dam and subsequent destruction of Glen Canyon itself “what had seemed to be 

the conservation movement’s great victory would be considered by many to be its 

greatest sin” (p. 90). Aside from the potential for water storage, the dam itself is 

hydroelectric (just as Hetch Hetchy) with a capacity of producing 1,021,248 kilowatts of 

electricity (Bureau of Reclamation, 2013). In the arid region of the American Southwest, 

every drop of water from the Colorado River is used, leaving a dry riverbed before it 

reaches the Gulf of California (Waterman, 2010). Like Hetch Hetchy, restoration at Glen 

Canyon dam has been strongly promoted with the Glen Canyon Institute (GCI) 

functioning similarly to the organization Restore Hetch Hetchy. In the following sections, 

I apply both a social semiotic and media dimension analysis to Glen Canyon Institute’s 

restoration website.  
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Social Semiotic Findings  

 GCI’s articulated mission on its website is simple and direct: to “restore a free-

flowing river through Glen Canyon.” Given the simplicity of this statement, it is difficult 

to pin down their verbal mission to any particular restoration theory. Yet, the visual 

rhetorical practices do indeed reveal a strong connection to participation theory. Figure 

25 is a screen capture of the home page of GCI (2013). This node features many 

similarities and many differences to what was seen on the RHH home page. To begin, 

several images offer different iterations of the same representational concept: Glen 

Canyon itself. Of immediate note, the icon on the top left of the screen reveals 

similarities to the icon present for Restore Hetch Hetchy. Making use of strong, 

unmodulated colors and stylization, this icon connects in the same way to the emotional 

subjective response of the interactive participants, the users of the site. In this sense, this 

modality reveals part of the construction of “the real” for this organization, i.e., the goal 

of the restored, free-flowing Colorado River represented through the serpentine line 

beneath the central arch.  
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Figure 25. Home page of the Glen Canyon Institute “Philip Hyde Gallery” (2013, printed 
with permission) 

 One major difference between RHH and GCI’s homepage is that GCI’s contains a 

slide show for the central images. The presence of the slideshow itself implies a more 

dynamic engagement for the users with the material of the website, a reality that is further 

confirmed by other elements within the site. That is to say, the dynamics of the slide 

show imply a variety of ways of engaging with the site and affirm the complicated nature 

of restoration. The first option is an image of comparative black and white/color photos 

with a caption promoting the Philip Hyde Gallery. Here, a focus on photography as form 

of art in the capturing of landscape is explicitly present. The interpretation of the artist in 

this place is foregrounded before the promotion of seeming disinterested photographic 

vision. This shift reveals a somewhat self-conscious understanding of the importance of 

subjective perception within the ideological push of the site. Likewise, the images 

themselves reveal features of the participatory aesthetic analyzed for the Echo Park 
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brochure in chapter 3. Figure 26 provides a close up view of the “Philip Hyde Gallery” 

images.  

 

Figure 26. Close-up view of the Glen Canyon Institute home page “Philip Hyde Gallery” 
(2013, printed with permission) 

 In the left color image, the looming walls of the canyon lead to an alcove where a 

group of human figures stands beneath the towering cliffs within the projected shadows. 

These figures are extremely difficult to make out on the page without clicking on the 

gallery and focusing on the detail of the image. Like the human figure in Figure 18, these 

figures essentially blend into the landscape, becoming as significant as the flora in the 

foreground. Hence, human participation is rendered through the influence of the 

surrounding landscape and the human figures give scale to the surrounding cliffs in a 

“relationship of mutual influence” (Berleant, 2005). The black and white image on the 

right also contains unique participatory qualities. Again, somewhat difficult to make out, 
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a human figure is seen as if cradled in the cleft of the canyon, standing within a tranquil 

stream of water. Figure 27 provides a close-up view of this image. The frontal angle of 

the figure provides a sense that as the scene greets the interactive participant, so does the 

human figure present. The direct gaze of the figure creating a vector to the interactive 

participants acknowledges the viewer’s presence and seemingly invites him or her into 

the space. Like the water below reflects the cliffs above, this figure seems to mirror and 

reflect the shapes, shades, and values of the surrounding rocks, blending into the 

surrounding environmental to be almost indistinguishable from it. This again exemplifies 

the “relationship of mutual influence” of which Berleant speaks. Thus, participatory 

aesthetics are centralized within the home page of the site.   

 

Figure 27. Close-up of Glen Canyon Institute home page “Philip Hyde Gallery” image 
“Fred Packard in Labyrinth Canyon” (2013, printed with permission) 
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Figure 28 and Figure 29 capture the other two slide show images present on the 

home page, titled “Take Action Now” and “Restore Glen Canyon.”  

 

Figure 28. Home Page of the Glen Canyon Institute – Take Action Now Image (2013, 
printed with permission) 

Noteworthy in the second slide displayed in Figure 28 is the perspective angle of the 

water shooting out of the dam. Here the image is presented in strongly saturated, full-

color with high modality, revealing the acute “reality” of the dam. The fact that this 

image corresponds with the link to “Take Action Now” connects this reality directly back 

to the interactive participants using the site.  

 Figure 29 provides the last central slide on the home page, which features a 

sweeping vista of tall cliffs and a free flowing river. Like the central image from RHH’s 

home page, this image contains many of the features of the grammar of the wilderness 

sublime. Like Hetch Hetchy, no clear indication exists that this photograph is either real 

or simulation. Although, given its high modality of color saturation, we are led to believe 

in this as the “real potential” of the place. Placed in opposition with slide in Figure 28, 
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this image comes subsequent to it and contains the same modality, reiterating the 

centrality of the reality of the dam over the “reality” of the potential restoration.   

 

Figure 29. Home Page of the Glen Canyon Institute – Restore Glen Canyon Image (2013, 
printed with permission) 

 These images and layout of this homepage reveal several visual grammatical 

exigencies for GCI. First, the images pertaining to restoration, namely the Philip Hyde 

Gallery image in Figure 25 and the Restore Glen Canyon image in Figure 29, 

demonstrate the grammatical structures of both the wilderness interactive and the 

wilderness sublime. In Figure 29, no human is present and no indication of human 

presence exists. However, this grammar is put in opposition with that in the image of 

Figure 28, Take Action Now, where the representation of human engineering dominates 

the scene, and Figure 25, where the explicit presence of humans is a prominent feature. 

The layout of the page is also revelatory. Below the slide show image are several high 

modality photographic images of a barren desert and the reservoir, demonstrating a 

similar grammar to that presented in the Echo Park images from chapter 3, specifically 

Figure 15, that capitalizes on the concept of the wasteland as trope for human failure. 
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Additionally, there are a variety of access points with the only clear hierarchy of 

information contained in reading from left to right and top to bottom. In this sense, from 

left to right we are exhorted to learn more about the organization, become involved, learn 

about events, learn about Glen Canyon itself, experience media, peruse the bookstore, 

and finally donate, in that order. From top to bottom, the importance is placed first on the 

artistic vision of the place showcasing participatory aesthetics with the vision of 

restoration coming last. These analytical points illuminate a less well-defined conception 

of involvement with the issue and the organization, underscoring greater potential in 

individual definitions of participatory action. Also, the concept of restoration is 

articulated as both the classical sublime in Figure 29 and the wilderness interactive in 

Figure 25. Hence, unlike RHH, there is no strictly defined vision for restoration.  

 Figure 30 provides the layout of the node “Get Involved.” The layout, images, and 

colors of this node reveal a distinct conception and message of involvement from that 

seen on Restore Hetch Hetchy.  
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Figure 30.“Get Involved” Glen Canyon Institute (2013, printed with permission) 

Several distinctive features are immediately noteworthy. First, the color scheme of the 

various frames follows the logic of the “social real” in relation to emotion and 

subjectivity. These strong, primary colors are immediately associated with emotional 

conviction. Second, the options for involvement include several different choices, 

including the promise of the ability to “comment” on issues in the “Take Action” section. 

Most of the images reveal the grammar of the wilderness sublime, but one, that 

associated with the “Join” link, can be located squarely within the grammatical structures 

of the wilderness interactive. As interactive participants we perceive the action of an 

individual essentially coming toward us out of the background. This individual does not 

embody the role of the Rückenfigur, rather, seen obliquely and objectively, he or she is 

depicted as naturally coming from the background to theoretically meet the interactive 

participant within this wilderness space. The vector created from the reaching direction of 
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the arm emphasizes both the importance of the water and the relationship between the 

human figure and the natural features of the place.  

 With further exploration of the “Take Action” node, only one place for comments 

seems to exist, although several different plans are outlined and the signing of petitions is 

possible (see Figure 31). In actuality, in the node Lake Powell Pipeline, no clear place to 

leave comments existed at the time of this analysis.  

 

Figure 31. “Take Action” Glen Canyon Institute (2013, printed with permission) 

Media Dimension Findings  

The following paragraphs describe the media dimension findings from the site 

and Table 4 summarizes these findings.  

In terms of the technological dimensions of the site, just as for RHH, the 

assumption exists that the users are adept at clicking through the site for the purpose of 

passive learning about the organization. More extensive involvement is established, 

however, by welcoming more active participation through commenting capabilities 

inferred on some sections of the site (although these commenting links were not active 
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during my analysis) and the integration of social media, through Facebook and Twitter 

feeds, in several nodes. Also, active citizenship in relation to technology is present 

through the ability to sign petitions. These points reveal a strong participatory dynamic in 

relation to technology and insist on a user familiar with a variety of social media and 

participatory media. Full functioning of the site is limited to computers, as the site itself 

is not easily adapted to mobile smart phone screens.   

Socially speaking, GCI’s site functions more as a social space than RHH. Like 

RHH, GCI contains outside social media links, but also integrates feeds directly into the 

site. It also speaks of commenting areas and the ability to sign petitions, although, again, 

these features were not active during my analysis, though their presence does indicate a 

more dynamic social dimension to the site. The ethos presented by GCI is well defined 

through the articulation of the non-profit status and the revelation of the organizational 

hierarchy in the “About” node appearing prominently on the left-hand side of the screen. 

Also, photographs of the board of trustees’ members appear before the biographies, 

revealing a more personalized association and giving a human face to the organization. 

The ethos of the organization is also grassroots, which is strongly established through its 

focus on user participation. It also strongly promotes the role of artistic interpretation in 

relationship to the intrinsic value of restoration. This is seen through the foregrounding of 

the Hyde Gallery and through the inclusion of contributions from authors and musicians 

on the site. The social aspects emphasize an ethos of participatory, democratic effort, and 

the visual analysis confirms this. 
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In terms of archiving, GCI acts as a photography archive and online gallery. 

Through this medium, images of Glen Canyon before the dam can be remembered, 

including Native American pictographs and ruins. Through the “Media Center” node, 

authorized materials include artistic, subjective perception, musical interpretations, newly 

published writers, and current news each of which can contribute to actively archiving 

“history in the making” for Glen Canyon. GCI also solicits stories about the canyon from 

users of the site through a story contest featured under the “Publications” section of the 

“Media Center” node.  

The subjective orientation is realized through active involvement with the 

organization and active contribution to the financial needs of the organization. Just as 

with RHH, the audience of the site is constituted as concerned, English-speaking 

American citizens with means to contribute both time and money to the cause. However, 

the artistic focus and the encouragement of users sending in their own stories of “The 

Glen” are noteworthy. This could certainly include trans-cultural audiences, although 

there is no clear “reaching out” to other groups within the site itself. Extensive images of 

people within the park also work to establish a stronger wilderness interactive visual 

grammar, revealing an interactive subjectivity.  

Epistemologically speaking, knowledge construction is primarily static, as the site 

contains extensive information nodes. However, a strong social-epistemic construction is 

also featured in the presence of collaborative elements, such as commenting features and 

social media integration. Literacy is validated in both traditional and non-traditional 

ways. The traditional is seen through rather extensive paragraphs of information where 
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the reader is constituted as mostly passive. However, non-traditional literacy practices are 

contained within the collaborative features of the site, where multiple literacies can be 

deployed.  

Table 4 summarizes these findings for comparison with RHH.  
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Technological  • Users are assumed to be technological proficient in a variety of areas, 
including basic site navigation and more extensive involvement through 
commenting, signing of petitions, and using social media 

• More active role for users. Explicit social media integration is present 
with links and feeds to Facebook, Twitter, and Vimeo 

• Inability to functionally use the site on devices other than computers 
suggests a more passive role for users.  

• Presence of cache/cookies and privacy policy prominently featured at the 
bottom of every node 

Social  • The site is active as a social space through dynamic features, such as the 
slide show on the home page, commenting features, a variety of ways of 
becoming involved, and social media integration 

• The organizational hierarchy and members are strongly present in the 
first node in the navigation bar of the home page. Photographs of the 
members also give a human face to the organization  

• Inclusion of artistic visions of Glen Canyon reveals a variety of 
interpretations of the site, emphasizing an ethos of participatory, 
democratic effort, and the visual analysis confirms this.  

Archival • Use of the site as a photographic archive and online gallery 
• Authorized archival materials include artistic/subjective interpretations 

of Glen Canyon, including musical artists  
Subjective • Identity construction of individuals and groups actively involved with the 

organization through the site and actively contributing to financial needs.  
• Dominant English-speaking  
• Diverse stakeholders encouraged to send in their own stories of Glen 

Canyon and the inclusion of artistic interpretations of the site  
• Extensive images of people within the park also works to establish a 

stronger wilderness interactive visual grammar  
Epistemological • Static knowledge construction with the potential for more dynamic 

knowledge construction through collaborative site elements.  
• Literacy is validated as traditional, but also non-traditional through the 

ability to sign petitions and write comments about issues 
Table 4. Summary of Media Dimension Findings for GCI 

Social Semiotics and Media Dimensions in Conversation for GCI  

 Taken together, the media dimensions and semiotic findings reveal some 

important differences between RHH and GCI. In both, the aesthetic of the wilderness 

sublime is present, although GCI prominently showcases the aesthetic of the wilderness 
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interactive. With the conception of the photographer as artist, a new way of 

understanding and engaging with photography becomes apparent, particularly that 

subjectivity is self-consciously promoted. The truth-value of the social real, demonstrated 

through the various modalities, also emphasizes the real as “concept” rather than only 

“percept,” and this holds true for both the sites. The implications of this are considerable 

on the users of the sites, especially in relation to a sense of participation and stakeholder 

involvement.  

Although GCI can claim more participatory involvement, this involvement was 

not explicitly realized in the nodes and hyperlinks of the site where the commenting and 

signing of petition features were not active. Returning to the concept of deliberative 

rhetoric, GCI does contain a wide variety of materials and multi-media genres, including 

video, photography, artwork, stories, academic articles, and music that can help influence 

the “attitudes and actions” (Coppola & Karis, 2000) of the targeted audience, and it does 

not contain an explicitly stated concept or definition of restoration. Instead, restoration is 

discussed as a process that is already in the works, where GCI is “actively working to 

protect the revealed landscape of Glen Canyon and ensure that restoration will continue” 

(GCI, 2013).  

Table 5 provides a side-by-side comparison of the media dimension findings for 

the two sites.  
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 RHH Findings  GCI Findings 
Technological 
Dimension 

• Assumptions about basic 
technological proficiency in terms 
of navigating through links, 
making online payments, filling 
out forms, etc. 

• Lack of social media integration, 
other than links to Facebook, 
Twitter, and YouTube, and 
inability to functionally use the site 
on devices other than computers 
suggests a more passive role for 
users.  

• Inability to functionally use the site 
on devices other than computers 
suggests a more passive role for 
users.  

• Presence of RSS feed, 
cache/cookies, and privacy policy 
in the store acknowledging 
gathering of IP address for “broad 
demographic information” and use 
of cookies for tracking shopping 
cart 

• Assumptions about basic technological 
proficiency in terms of navigating 
through links, making online payments, 
filling out forms, etc., yet includes more 
extensive involvement through 
commenting, signing of petitions, and 
using social media 

• Social media integration in links to 
Facebook, Twitter, and Vimeo and feeds 
on the “About” and “Media Center” 
nodes for Facebook and Twitter suggests 
a more active role for users. 

• Inability to functionally use the site on 
devices other than computers suggests a 
more passive role for users.  

• Presence of cache/cookies and privacy 
policy prominently featured at the 
bottom of every node 

Social 
Dimension 

• Site is not an active social space; 
exists as a means to contact and 
learn about existing social group 

• Ethos is established through appeal 
to “grassroots” activism 

• Organizational hierarchy is not 
articulated  

• Lack of inclusion of diverse 
aesthetic interpretations 

 

• Site is an active social space; includes 
dynamic features, such as the slide show 
on the home page, commenting features, 
a variety of ways of becoming involved, 
and social media integration 

• Ethos is established through appeals to 
“grassroots” activism 

• Organizational hierarchy and members 
are strongly present in the first node in 
the navigation bar of the home page. 
Photographs of the members also give a 
human face to the organization 

• Inclusion of diverse aesthetic 
interpretations through artistic visions of 
Glen Canyon emphasizes an ethos of 
participatory, democratic effort  

Archival 
Dimension 

• Extensive use of the site for 
archived documents and images 

• Authorized archival materials are 
historical images and legal 
documents 

• Use of the site as a photographic archive 
and online gallery 

• Authorized archival materials are 
historical images and include 
artistic/subjective interpretations of Glen 
Canyon, including musical artists  

Subjective 
Dimension 

• Identity construction of individuals 
and groups passively engaged with 
educational materials, but actively 
contributing to financial needs.  

• Dominant English-speaking 
• Diverse stakeholders are not 

• Identity construction of individuals and 
groups actively involved with the 
organization through the site and 
actively contributing to financial needs.  

• Dominant English-speaking  
• Diverse stakeholders encouraged to send 
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addressed.  
• Lack of images of people within 

the park works to affirm the 
wilderness sublime visual grammar 

in their own stories of Glen Canyon and 
the inclusion of artistic interpretations of 
the site  

• Extensive images of people within the 
park also works to establish a stronger 
wilderness interactive visual grammar  

Epistemological 
Dimension 

• Static knowledge construction; i.e., 
lack of collaborative elements in 
the site reveal passive relationship 
to the knowledge presented 

• Literacy is validated as traditional 

• Static knowledge construction with the 
potential for more dynamic knowledge 
construction through a social-epistemic 
focus through collaborative elements in 
the site.  

• Literacy is validated as traditional, but 
also non-traditional through the use of 
multiple literacies such as the ability to 
sign petitions and write comments about 
issues 

Table 5. Comparison of RHH and GCI Media Dimension Findings 

Conclusions 

 Given these analyses, conceptions of restoration for Restore Hetch Hetchy adhere 

more to the nostalgic in terms of human participation and involvement. Hence, the Forest 

Service and National Park service are more in line with the ideologies presented than that 

of SER through the origin theory. Returning to Hutcheon’s (1998) discussion of 

nostalgia, it is important to note the possible dangers of such an approach. Hutcheon 

insists that “denying or at least degrading the present as it is lived, nostalgia makes the 

idealized (and therefore always absent) past into the site of immediacy, presence, and 

authenticity” (¶ 12). Hutcheon acknowledges the power of nostalgia in its “visceral 

physicality and emotional impact” (¶ 14), a reality that reveals problematic implications. 

If concepts of restoration are caught up in a perfected picture of the past, then the 

exigencies of the present can be easily ignored. These are extended implications of the 

aesthetics of the wilderness sublime that can have a monumental impact on the user 

participation and stakeholder engagement with these sites. 
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In the next chapter, I use these conclusions about the findings to discuss a 

heuristic for promoting further participatory involvement by using visual literacy 

practices to challenge normalized definitions of nature. I also provide recommendations 

for future studies that contrastively analyze successful restoration efforts with RHH and 

GCI.  
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CHAPTER 5:  

IMAGINATION AND MOTIVATION: CHALLENGING DEFINITIONS AND 

INSPIRING STAKEHOLDERS 

Nature is far less natural than we think . . . so many modern ways of thinking about 
nature too easily accept the false dualism between nature and culture, positing an 

inescapably fallen humanity that cannot help being unnatural.  
—William Cronon (1996) 

 
 . . . it is only natural that composition studies recognizes its affiliation with ecological 

and environmental disciplines.  
—Sidney Dobrin and Christian Weisser (2002) 

 

Introduction  

As of the completion of this dissertation, restoration efforts continue at both 

Hetch Hetchy and Glen Canyon through both large challenges and small achievements. 

In this study, the analysis of the visual rhetoric used by mainstream environmental groups 

reveals the historic and current functions of the aesthetics of the wilderness sublime and 

the wilderness interactive, and important implications for these findings exist in 

relationship to deliberative success and motivating stakeholder engagement. The 

following three sections address the most significant findings from this study, including 

aesthetic implications, stakeholder implications, and recommendations for future studies. 

In terms of aesthetic implications, I extend my discussion of participatory aesthetics to 

argue that visual analysis can function to challenge normalized definitions of human 

relationships to nature and even open up possible articulations of new definitions. 

Regarding stakeholder implications, I present my most noteworthy findings concerning 

the potential of web-based rhetorics to inspire dialogue and stakeholder involvement. 
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Lastly, I present my recommendations for future studies, focusing on contrastive analyses 

for more generative discussions on environmental visual rhetoric.  

Challenging Normalized Definitions through Visual Analysis 

I began this study adhering to the contention of Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) 

that “the visual component of a text is an independently organized and structured 

message, connected with the verbal text, but in no way dependent on it” (p. 18). The 

implications of this claim are great, and particularly so if these messages are not only 

structured differently but carry entirely different meanings as their associated verbal 

texts.  

In my analysis in this dissertation, I have demonstrated several occasions where 

the visual messages have indeed been distinct from the verbal messages. Case in point is 

DeLuca’s (1999) analysis of the visual rhetoric of mainstream environmental groups. 

Aspects of DeLuca’s discussion emphasize how radical groups have worked to actively 

resist the rhetorical constructions of mainstream groups primarily because of their 

apparent anthropocentric orientations. DeLuca explains that radical groups have 

perceived mainstream environmentalists, like the Sierra Club, exploiting nature as a 

recreational resource, as an “economic resource within an industrial framework” (p. 70). 

He translates this radical view by saying that, “even the views of environmentalists who 

are ostensibly opposed to the destruction of the environment in the name of progress tend 

to be constrained within the ideographic cluster articulated as industrialism” (p. 51). 

However, through my analysis I have demonstrated the existence of strong participatory 

aesthetics through the grammar of the wilderness interactive that emphasize what 
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Berleant (2005) calls a “relationship of mutual influence” (p. 8) between humans and the 

environment. Hence, clear lines between anthropocentric and ecocentric visions of the 

environment are blurred.  

Thus, in this final chapter I would like to address how I believe these distinct 

visual messages can not only help reveal the tensions between verbal and visual messages 

but also work to expand standard definitions of human relationships to nature. My 

findings in this study have brought me to specific realizations about the how visual 

rhetorics can help to challenge reductive definitions by articulating distinct human 

relationships with nature that do not necessarily adhere to any precise “ideographic 

cluster.” In this way, the continuum developed and articulated by Killingsworth and 

Palmer (1992) that demonstrates nature as object, resource, and spirit is further activated 

and not made rigid by reductive perspectives. Likewise, other paradigms that have proven 

useful in thinking about human relationships to nature, those that fall along the 

anthropocentric and ecocentric spectrum (Corbett, 2006), can be opened up to new and 

generative definitions. Therefore, in this next section I present a heuristic I believe can be 

generative to that end.  

One primary goal in the development of this heuristic was to provide a tool for 

engaging with visual artifacts that could be used by rhetoricians, students, and activists to 

help clarify the messages conveyed visual artifacts and to help expand definitions of 

human relationships with nature. In this way, the exercises here can be useful in a variety 

of contexts to activate deeper critical awareness and engagement of visual rhetoric.  
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 The following heuristic is focused on analyzing the visual artifact for the 

messages contained within it using Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) social semiotic 

methodologies. The initial steps are followed by a mapping exercise that functions as the 

culminating activity for considering tensions between verbal and visual messages and 

generating new human to nature definitions.  

Visual Analysis Heuristic: Discovering Distinct Cultural Messages and 

Reconceptualizing Ideological Definitions 

 I created the following heuristic partially from an exercise I developed in a 

college composition course focused on environmental visual rhetoric (See Appendix B) 

responding to Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) perspectives. In terms of the social 

semiotic aspects, I needed a way to emphasize distinctiveness in verbal and visual 

messages and actualize the abstract concepts Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) address. The 

analytical steps I outline below facilitated the employment of their theories and generated 

valuable findings in the assignment.   

Step 1: Image analysis. The following exercises are meant to be performed  

step-by-step. Taking each distinct process discussed by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), 

they provide insights into definitions for understanding distinct messages and articulating 

human interaction and participation. These exercises are predicated on some knowledge 

of the theoretical material. For example, a rudimentary understanding of how vectors 

work in Kress and van Leeuwen’s theory will help users be successful in deploying the 

heuristic. To deploy the heuristic, one must choose a visual artifact before he or she 

begins.   
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Vectors:  
1. Scrutinize the image carefully for any vectors that might be present, remembering 

that vectors are the lines of movement within an image, such as the direction of a 
gaze or arms outstretched. Draw a rough sketch and represent the vectors with 
arrows moving from the actor(s) to the goal(s). Make special note if the goal does 
not exist inside the image. 
 

2. Number the vectors, list the numbers, and then compose a sentence that captures 
narratively what is happening with each vector using the following construction: 
Actor + Action Verb + Goal. If the goal does not exist in the image, use an 
intransitive verb.  

 
Symbols:  

1. Search the image for any symbols, remembering that symbols are material signs 
for abstract ideas. Write them down and then identify the carrier (the primary 
figure) and the symbolic attributes (the elements that convey meaning) for each 
symbol.  
 

2. Given your listed symbols above, write out a brief analysis of the meaning of the 
symbols in the context of the whole image. Are certain cultural meanings afforded 
more or less importance? Does tension exist between any of the symbols?   

 
Modalities:  

1. Study the image and write down observations about modalities, which include 
color saturation, color modulation, depth, and brightness. Are the images 
photorealistic? Do they contain only primary colors?  
 

2. Given your findings, what do you think you are you to take as Truth based upon 
the modalities of the image? What does this revelation reveal about human 
relationships with nature?  

 
Comparative Analysis:  

1. Write out the original verbal text associated with the image here (if any). This 
could be captions, advertising material, data analysis, etc.  
 

2. Compare your findings from above with the text captioned to the left and answer 
the following questions: Where do the messages overlap? Do any overlapping 
messages become more nuanced through the visual analysis? Do any distinctly 
different messages exist between the verbal and visual texts? If so, what are they? 
What are the social/cultural implications to the visual messages? In other words, 
can you make any claims about what the interactive participants (the producer and 
consumer) do to, for, or with each other through the image? Are your findings 
different than what is claimed by the verbal text? 
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Step 2: Mapping. The next section is focused on taking the findings from the  

questions in step 1 and applying them to a map of standardized ideological views of the 

environment:  

1. Map your findings from your answers in Step 1 along the ideological continuum 
below. Place a distinctive mark to denote where the verbal text might exist and 
another distinctive mark(s) that denotes where you think your findings from each 
of the points of analysis above (vectors, symbols, and modalities) should go. If 
you feel that the categories are too restrictive, adapt by marking in places you feel 
represent the proximity of the ideology to the concept you uncovered.  
 

Nature as Object    Nature as Resource   Nature as Subject 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

   (Adapted from Corbett, 2006; Killingworth & Palmer, 1992) 

2. Ask yourself whether the particular orientation you have marked denotes an 
ecocentric, anthropocentric, or another position. Write down your response with a 
brief explanation as to why you think this is so.  
 

3. The culminating exercise entails reflecting on the findings overall. In particular, if 
you feel a new ideological perspective can be applied to the continuum, write that 
down and define how it might manifest in the particular aesthetic associated with 
the visual artifact in question.  
 
As this exercise reveals, study of images and visual rhetoric can blur the lines of 

what we understand to be the categories on the continuum of ideological perspectives of 

 • Humans are depicted to be 
“acting on” their 
environment.  

• Symbol analysis reveals 
nature viewed as something 
that can be possessed or 
studied.  

• Truth revealed through 
modalities is oriented toward 
human experience. 

 

• Humans are depicted to be 
using elements from their 
environment.  

• Symbol analysis reveals 
nature viewed as something 
that can be altered, possessed, 
or used.  

• Truth revealed through 
modalities is oriented toward 
human use. 

 

• Elements from the 
environment are shown to 
impact human participants or 
function as actors.  

• Symbol analysis reveals 
nature viewed as something 
with agency influencing 
human subjects.  

• Truth revealed through 
modalities is oriented toward 
interactions between humans 
and nature.  
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the environment. This heuristic exposes how those categories operate and opens them up 

to new readings and potentially new categories. 

Practice: Redefining Individual Relationships to Nature through Visual Analysis  

Visual analysis of this kind can function to not only encourage critical awareness 

of how human relationships with nature are broadly defined but also help users challenge 

and redefine their own relationships with nature. I make this contention based upon 

findings from qualitative data I gathered in college composition course focused on visual 

rhetoric.  

As addressed in chapter 1, three major branches of my life inspired this 

dissertation work, including scholarship, teaching, and activism. I believe these three 

branches inform and support each other in invaluable ways. Concerning teaching, I see 

the classroom as a generative space for helping students challenge unexamined biases and 

perspectives and become more active in the causes that inspire them. Hence, part and 

parcel of my inquiry into the subject matter of this study is my desire to address the 

importance of visual literacy in the writing classroom, and, by extension, inspire students 

to examine their own stakeholder relationships with local and global causes outside the 

classroom. In that sense, I specifically see critical visual literacy as essential in a variety 

of contexts for not only understanding environmental messages but also for engaging and 

participating in issues.  

With these perspectives in mind, in 2012 I developed a composition course 

dedicated to exploring visual literacy with nature and environment as dominant themes. 

Specifically, I wanted to know if these visual analytical methodologies could help 
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students develop a critical eye for the dualism between nature and culture, and if they 

could improve student self-perception of stakeholder involvement with environmental 

issues. My findings were surprising in terms of how the visual analysis helped students 

challenge how they defined their own relationships to nature.  

The course I developed took Dobrin and Morey’s (2009) conception of “ecosee” 

as a foundational concept. In that sense, my goal was to have students interrogate a 

variety of visually constituted definitions of nature and consider their own definitions as 

source for writing material. Hence, throughout the course, we explored visual theories of 

analysis and applied them through four different major assignments, including a starting 

personal reflection, a visual analysis, a multimodal project, and a revision for publication. 

I was interested in the potential of these writing activities to influence student definitions 

and understandings of nature and their potential to help students better conceive of their 

stakeholder relationships with nature and environmental issues specifically. Given 

student feedback, the course had some significant findings concerning this focus.  

Course description, exercises, and assignments. The description of the course 

was listed in the syllabus as follows:  

As an advanced composition class, the first and most fundamental purpose of this 

course is extensive writing practice. Through in-class assignments, writing 

focused field trips, workshops, and publication submissions you will be able to 

practice your writing skills at a more advanced, even professional, level. 

Secondly, throughout the course we will be engaging with methods of visual 

analysis, meaning that much of your writing will be considering the role of 
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images in conveying messages and persuading audiences. To that end, we will use 

nature and environment as our primary topic of inquiry, seeking to answer the 

question: how do we envision our place in nature and/or the environment?   

This course will expect you to employ writing skills you have developed in your 

academic careers up until now, but it will also ask you to expand your repertoire 

beyond standard scholarly argument. By exploring a variety of different genres, 

including personal narrative, visual analysis, multimodal composition, and 

creative nonfiction, you will develop a final piece that you will be proud to submit 

for publication. 

This description highlights the foregrounded nature of writing for the class and also 

demonstrates that writing was conceived in traditional and non-traditional ways, i.e., 

through academic essays and multimodal projects. By asking students to compose a 

traditional academic essay and a multimodal presentation, I expected them to embrace the 

expansive view of literacy emphasized in the course to include both verbal and visual 

forms.  

The major assignments of the course were presented in the following order: 

personal narrative, visual analysis, multimodal composition, and creative nonfiction. I 

began the personal narrative unit asking the students to define nature by considering 

definitions we discussed at length as a class. These definitions ranged from “plants and 

animals” to “the entire cosmos and everything in it.” I then assigned a variety of 

narratives that explored personal conceptions of nature, such as Edward Abbey’s “The 

First Morning,” Janisse Ray’s “Second Coming,” and Maxine Hong Kingston’s “A City 
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Person Encountering Nature.” In these essays, views of nature fit within a variety of 

frameworks, including the sublime as conceived by Muir and conceptions that explored 

what nature means in the urban setting. We discussed the different definitions presented 

and also analyzed them for techniques of rendering verbal imagery. In this way, we made 

connections between definitions of nature and the visual representation of those 

definitions. Students used these narratives as models and inspiration for writing their own 

narratives about their experiences in and conceptions of nature. I asked students to 

consider the importance of these verbal images in connection with how nature was 

defined and attempt to create similar descriptive verbal images in their own work.  

 In the second unit, I introduced the social semiotic methods that I discuss in 

chapter 2 by asking students to do short readings from Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) 

and by a series of lectures that demonstrated these analytical methods. One of the 

exercises I developed for this purpose is that presented in Appendix B, which inspired the 

heuristic I included above. I found after some trial and error that breaking down the 

material into smaller units, i.e. focusing on vectors and symbols over narrative or 

conceptual processes, helped to encourage stronger application of these methods within 

the given time frame. The steps outlined in the worksheet allow student to enact and 

apply the methodologies through various steps. In this way, they were able to synthesize 

their findings to discover the multivalent readings that can be produced from this type of 

method. Students were also asked to read several different visual analysis essays, selected 

from Dobrin and Morey (2009), to act as models in their own analyses, including Teresa 

Delfín’s “Postcards from the Andes: Politics of Representation in a Reimagined Perú” 
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and Spencer Schaffner’s “Field Guides to Birds: Images and Image/Text Positioned as 

Reference.” Because these essays do not use the social semiotics methodology we 

discussed, I used them to demonstrate how different methodologies can provide distinct 

grammars for understanding how images reveal messages and as models for developing 

comprehensive critical essays on the functions of visual rhetoric. For the major essay 

assignment, I asked students to deploy the methodology discussed in class by selecting an 

image or images from a variety of potential sources, from one of the readings done in 

class, from one particular organization, or from a national park or recreation area, to draw 

conclusions about the ideological implications of visual messages. As stated in the 

assignment sheet, the assignment asked students to “make a novel argument about the 

way that images are used to convey some cultural understanding of what ‘nature’ is.” In 

this way, we focused on exploring the potential of visual analysis to produce multiple 

definitions and meanings of nature.  

 For the third unit, students were asked to select a definition of nature and prepare 

a multimodal composition that represented that particular conception of nature. Possible 

compositions included a website, film, illustrated book, photo essay, brochure, poster, 

music video, painting or drawing, video game, blog, or comic book, with open 

possibilities for other options. Students were permitted to work in groups for this project 

but were required to demonstrate their contributions and articulate their rationale for why 

their particular choices best represented their arguments about the definition of nature. 

Students turned in a wide-variety of compositions for this assignment, including 

children’s illustrated storybooks, a music video, blogs, a short film, and an electronic 
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book. The primary goal of these assignments and exercises was that students would 

actualize their knowledge of visual literacy by developing their own multimodal projects. 

The secondary goal was to help student complicate their conceptions of nature and 

consider their own roles as stakeholders in environmental issues. The success of these 

two goals was determined through a questionnaire I gave to the students at the end of the 

class. These results now follow.  

Student interpretations of the course goals. At the end of the semester, I  

handed out a questionnaire (See Appendix C) that asked students to consider several 

different aspects of how the course impacted their views on nature and the environment. 

Twenty-one of 23 students completed the optional questionnaire. The goal of the 

questionnaire was not to arrive at generalizable results but to have students describe their 

experiences in order to help me determine and articulate success or failures in reaching 

the goals of the course. The findings do offer insight into some of the values and 

challenges of visual analysis for helping students engage critically with conceptions of 

nature. The students were asked to fill out the questionnaire when I was not present in the 

room and were given assurances that the answers would not be read until after their 

grades were posted to avoid any unnecessary coercion. They were told and were thus 

aware that I would read the questionnaire responses, and, therefore, they were writing the 

responses for my consideration and interpretation for the study.  
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Changing definitions of nature. The questionnaire asked students to write down  

their definitions of “nature” before and after taking the class (Questions 1 and 2). 

Interestingly, of the 21 responders, 16 students indicated some change in their definitions 

that was more inclusive of human involvement in nature. A sample of these responses is 

as follows: 

Before: “Anything green or wild.” 

After: “I see it more through human interaction. How we relate or use nature.”  

Before: “Simply in the literal sense, like the woods.” 

After: “A deeper sense like human nature.” 

Before: “Interactions between humans and the natural.”  

After: “The way we interpret human interaction and the natural.”  

Before: “I thought nature was anything beyond man-made walls.”  

After: “Nature is a constantly evolving raw state of things that incorporates humans and 

their works.” 

Before: “All elemental things not made through the hand of man.” 

After: “Nature is the environment that surrounds us man-made or not.” 

Before: “I defined it as the outdoors (trees, mountains, river, etc.).” 

After: “As my experience with the outdoors. Also, I realize ‘nature’ can refer to human 

behavior.” 

These responses reveal impact on the students in terms of challenging previously 

held conceptions of nature, and, more importantly, demonstrate an active resistance to the 

nature/culture dichotomy. Of the responses listed here, the presence of humans in 
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behavior, actions, and works, demonstrates a less dualistic conception of nature than the 

traditional definitions with which many of the students came to the course.  

 The role that visual analysis played on influencing the changes in definitions was 

also noteworthy. This questions asked, “Do you think writing about images of nature and 

then composing with images related to nature contributed to your understanding of what 

nature is, either building up what you already believed or changing your view? If so, 

how?” Of the 21 students who responded, 13 students answered question 5 in the 

affirmative in some way. Four students implied that studying and writing about and with 

images “built” on their current understandings or beliefs about nature. Students answered 

this question in a variety of ways, but the majority response does indicate an influential 

role of visual analysis. A random sample of student affirmative responses is as follows:  

“Yes. I don’t see nature as a single entity but rather a human interaction with the 

outdoors. What is nature if we don’t understand it through human perspective?”  

“Yes. I always knew images can have a deeper meaning than just face value. But I 

was given opportunity to explore this given the tools on how to do so.”  

“I believe there had been a base or concept of my views on nature and this class 

has contributed on forming a more elaborate form of thinking about nature.”  

“Yes, especially with the multimodal composition. I was able to see all the 

different types of nature in the different projects.”  

“I think it helps to build on one’s abstract concepts of nature and come to a place 

where you can articulate them.”  
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“Yes. It required me to think about how nature impacts my behavior, views, and 

actions. I began to explore my interaction with nature.” 

“It made me realize how many components it has rather than seeing it as a 

whole.”  

“Yes, because we had to sometimes find nature in creative places in order to fit 

our topics, and visual aids enforce this.” 

 Although these responses are diverse and do not express any universal result in 

terms of effectiveness, they do indicate a shift in views based upon the practices of visual 

analysis. The other students generally stated, “no,” “not sure,” and “not really.” Taking 

this a step further with the visual analysis heuristic, I believe the mapping exercise could 

work effectively to help in the clear articulation of new definitions of human 

relationships to nature and even help in expanding the spectrum and continuum models in 

important ways.  

Stakeholder involvement in environmental issues. Lastly, the students were also  

asked whether their definitions of the environment changed through the course, which 

revealed different results than the question about nature. Of the 21 students who 

participated, 11 felt that their definitions had not changed, although several of them stated 

they were already committed to environmental concerns. The course was advertised to 

the students in this way, so it may have attracted several students because of the theme. 

Nine felt their definitions had changed, and one did not clearly state yes or no. Some 

random affirmative responses are below.  
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 “Yes, my definition of environment has expanded and broadened to include 

many other things.”  

“I think it strengthened my belief that humanity is firmly situated within the scope 

of ‘nature environments.’ I do not dichotomize between manmade and natural 

environments”  

“Yes, it’s no longer a victim in my eyes.”  

“Similar to ‘nature,’ I consider now my interactions (physical and emotional) with 

my surroundings.”  

 The results also revealed less sense of environmental responsibility and 

involvement. In fact, of the 21 students, only one indicated any additional commitment to 

daily environmental practices. I emphasize additional here because many students 

indicated a strong environmental commitment coming into the class. Again, I think this 

was to be expected considering how the course was advertised. This is certainly an 

interesting finding, although not surprising to me. Most of our focus in the class revolved 

around nature as a topic rather than considerations of environmental issues or how we can 

be involved in them. Given these findings, I left the course with the curiosity of how to 

activate stakeholder consciousness and a sense of responsibility and engagement through 

the specific methods of visual analysis the course emphasized. In the next section, I 

describe an additional heuristic dedicated to these goals.   

Inspiring Stakeholders through Dialogic Design 

Using Turnley’s (2011) heuristic of media dimensions and Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s (2006) social semiotic methodologies, my goal in chapter 4 was to analyze the 
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potential of web-based visual rhetorics in inspiring stakeholder engagement for users of 

restoration websites as one manifestation of participatory aesthetics. In my analysis, I 

shared the SER website as an initial example to begin the discussion on the rhetoric of 

restoration in the broad sense. However, as a specific example concerning successful 

engagement of stakeholders, SER’s website provides compelling examples for thinking 

about how a website can function as a forum for productive dialogue, and many of the 

features of the site are echoed within that of GCI.  

As the concept of stakeholder participation in organizations is grounded in 

business, it is generally spoken of in terms of user input of the design and functionality of 

a project for meeting stakeholder needs. What I found in the SER and GCI sites was a 

more compelling emphasis on the dialogic potential of stakeholders participating in the 

design of restoration itself, bringing situated practice and grounded expertise into its 

exigencies and goals. For example, GCI’s inclusion of the Philip Hyde Gallery and music 

and stories from diverse constituents demonstrated the site’s potential use as a forum for 

shared articulation of what restoration should look like. Several books, like McGiveney 

(2009), a publication supported by the Glen Canyon Institute, and Nichols (1999), 

emphasize distinct definitions of what restoration looks like, and the GCI website has 

been instrumental in continuing this dialogue.  

This is clearly not to suggest that each and every constituent needs to offer his or 

her “own personal vision” of restoration, but opening up the dialogue can create a 

stronger sense of “buy in” and help generate new conceptions of what a participatory 

aesthetic can look like. Bringing stakeholder dialogue into resource management is not a 
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new concept. Indeed, Renn (2006) insists that “inviting the public to be part of the 

decision making process in natural resource management has been a major objective in 

European and American environmental policy arenas” (p. 3). Likewise, Stoll-Kleemann 

and Welp (2006) explain the three primary motivations for dialogic principles in the 

deliberative process of natural resource management in terms of democratic exigencies, 

including the fact that “there is a perceived need for further development of 

representative decision-making by providing a broader range of actors the opportunity to 

get involved in process affecting their lives,” the fact that “decisions and management 

practices are more likely to be implemented and accepted if key actors support them,” 

and the fact that “problems in today’s world are increasingly complex, and proposed 

solutions demand knowledge from many different knowledge domains” (pp. 17-18). 

These motivations help establish the importance and potential of this type of dialogic 

emphasis.  

Given the sheer number of potential stakeholders and the various voices and 

interpretations that may influence this dialogic emphasis, Renn (2006) suggests several 

different foci in the creation and implementation of generative public dialogue, including 

acknowledging different types of knowledge and expertise (not primarily or only 

scientific), emphasis on analytic-deliberative processes with consensus and “tolerated 

consensus” (p. 9), and shared commitment of all stakeholders. The actualization of these 

methods has the potential to lead to improved results, and employing these principles 

within the organizations’ websites is a promising way of supporting these goals.    
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User Analysis Heuristic: Identifying Avenues to Dialogue  

 The following heuristic adheres to the same format as the visual analysis 

heuristic, with a series of question and answers drawn from some of Turnley’s (2011) 

media dimensions and Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) social semiotics. The dimensions 

are useful for identifying the role of users and conceptualizing avenues for dialogue and 

stakeholder involvement. They may also facilitate the process of identifying the different 

forms of expertise of the users in a way that will support productive conversations toward 

shared meaning. Likewise, by mapping the findings along the ideological continuum in 

those areas I have designated below, realizations about how users might define 

themselves and specific tensions and opportunities for shared meaning making may come 

to light.  

Step 1: Questions and mapping.   

Social Semiotic Interactions:  
1. Analyze the framing of the image(s) to determine if any close up, medium, or 

long shots exist. Write these down. Based on this information, write down with 
whom or what we should feel alienated and with whom or what we should feel 
connected.  
 

2. Analyze the angles in the image(s) to determine if any oblique (from the side) or 
frontal (direct from the back or front) angles exist, Write these down. Based on 
this information, write down with whom or what we should feel involved and 
with whom or what we should feel detached. 

 
3. Based upon your findings, map where you believe the dominant connections and 

alienations would fall on the ideological continuum below. Be sure to insert your 
own definitions if your findings do not fit within any of the categories. 

 
Nature as Object  Nature as Resource   Nature as Subject 

science government recreation             conservation            preservation        radical and transformative ideologies 
____________________________________________________________________ 

 (Adapted from Corbett, 2006; Killingworth & Palmer, 1992) 
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Archival: 
1. What are the authorized interpretations of the issue based upon the use of the site 

as an archive? That is to say, do photo galleries exist? Are official documents 
stored on the site? If so, what is privileged and what is left out?  
 

2. Map the official authorized interpretations on the continuum below by marking 
where you think the majority of artifacts might fall. Be sure to insert your own 
definitions if your findings do not fit within any of the categories. Do differences 
exist between your findings from social semiotic interactions and the archival?  

 
Nature as Object  Nature as Resource   Nature as Subject 

science government recreation             conservation            preservation        radical and transformative ideologies 
____________________________________________________________________ 

 (Adapted from Corbett, 2006; Killingworth & Palmer, 1992) 

Subjective:  
1. Do forums for self-representation/identification exist on the site? If so, analyze 

these representations. Does a majority identification of users of the site exist? 
What languages are represented?  
 

2. Map these identifications along the continuum below, in terms of how you think 
the individuals would perceive of human relationships with nature based upon 
their identifications. Be sure to insert your own definitions if your findings do not 
fit within any of the categories. Do differences exist between the interaction map, 
the subjective map, and the archival map?  

 
Nature as Object  Nature as Resource   Nature as Subject 

science government recreation             conservation            preservation        radical and transformative ideologies 
____________________________________________________________________ 

 (Adapted from Corbett, 2006; Killingworth & Palmer, 1992) 

Reflect on the similarities and differences between the three maps. What are the 
implications of these in terms of the potential for productive dialogue? Would you define 
your findings as more anthropocentric or ecocentric? What do you think the implications 
are for these perspectives?  
 

Step 2: Questions about user involvement.   

Technological: 
1. Analyze the expected technological proficiency of the viewer/user of the artifact. 

For example, are users expected to know how to navigate the web? View videos? 
Look through a telescope? Can viewers/users access the artifact through more 
than one medium? Are policies about user privacy made explicit?  
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2. Would you define the user as active or passive based on these findings?  
 
Social: 

1. Analyze the site as a social space. Do dynamic features exist? Are there areas for 
users to interact? Integration of social media? Commenting features? What is the 
organization’s hierarchy and how is it articulated? Do diverse representations of 
the issue exist?  
 

2. Would you characterize the site as a dynamic or static social space based on these 
findings?  

 
Epistemological:  

1. Is knowledge presented as static or dynamic? That is to say, are information, 
facts, and data presented without a means to comment? Do forums exist for users 
sharing their own knowledge? If so, what type of expertise is foregrounded? 
Agricultural? Scientific? Individual? Group?  
 

2. Based on the findings would you characterize the site as featuring diverse forms 
of knowledge and expertise? If not, how would you characterize the site?  

 
Reflect on your findings. What are the implications of these in terms of potential for 
productive dialogue? Do specific areas exist where shared meaning might be achieved? If 
so, could a tolerated consensus or consensus itself be achieved?  
 
 This heuristic is meant to be a starting point for assessing diversity of stakeholder 

engagement on a site and the site’s potential use as a forum for dialogue. Realization of 

productive dialogue and application for solving specific problems are critical 

considerations that are not addressed here. That said, these points do illustrate how visual 

web-based rhetorics can function to promote participation in environmental issues 

through identifying ideological orientations, challenging those orientations, and providing 

the space to consider where consensus might be achieved.  

Recommendations for Future Studies  

This study focused on only one success story for preservationists, that of Echo 

Park. However, the dams at Hetch Hetchy and Glen Canyon can be compared to 
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successful restoration projects, such as that occurring on the Elwha River in Washington 

State where two dams were constructed around the same time as Hetch Hetchy in 1913 

and 1927, one of which is within the boundaries of Olympic National Park. The Elwha 

River restoration project originated with the passage of the Elwha River Ecosystems and 

Fisheries Restoration Act in 1992, which authorized the first studies for implementing 

restoration plans. This restoration project is the largest dam removal in the United States 

and can stand as a strong comparative example for thinking about the visual rhetoric of 

dam removal and subsequent restoration, contributing to a more nuanced understanding 

of how restoration is both conceptualized and actualized using a stakeholder framework. 

Hence, I recommend a future study that contrastively analyzes the visual rhetoric of RHH 

and GCI with that of the National Park Service who is presenting a webisode series on 

their site documenting the restoration process (National Park Service, 2013a). The site 

also contains social media features and photographic documentation of the restoration 

process.  

Likewise, The National Park Service offers specific examples of successful 

restoration before and after images in the removal of many major facilities from Giant 

Forest in Sequoia National Park, where “nearly 300 buildings, a gas station, sewage 

treatment plant, hotel, two markets, and over 24 acres of asphalt were removed during the 

Giant Forest Restoration Project” (National Park Service, 2013b). Analysis of other 

restoration projects like these would stand as worthy comparisons for the work of RHH 

and GCI.  
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As environmental concerns heed no borders, a contrastive study of the aesthetics 

of mainstream environmental groups in contemporary international damming projects 

would be important. In particular, I envision a study in Chile, where the HidroAysén 

damming project in Patagonia has inspired and mobilized considerable opposition and 

was put on hold in 2012 due to the opposition. A study of this kind would allow for a 

contrastive understanding of visual rhetorical practices and aesthetics in transnational 

mainstream environmental groups.  

 Given that this study was limited to organization websites, research on aesthetics 

in relationship to social media would be important. This would help contribute to the 

discussion on dialogic principles in natural resources management and would illuminate 

distinctions in authorized and unauthorized wilderness aesthetics. Likewise, expanding 

the artifacts to include oppositional perspectives on these issues would produce insights 

into the shared and distinct aesthetic principles between opposing and supporting groups. 

This would be an important study for understanding the crossover in aesthetic traditions 

and could potentially create dialogue between factions.  

Conclusion 

I began this study with the following broad guiding questions:   

1. How can visual rhetorical analysis provide a more nuanced understanding of the 
historic rhetorical strategies of mainstream environmental organizations? How 
can it help illuminate rhetorical strategies in contemporary debates?  
 

2. How does the visual rhetoric of historic and contemporary mainstream 
environmental groups perpetuate the dichotomy between nature and culture? How 
does it actively resist this dichotomy?  
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3. How do visual and web-based rhetorics function to mediate public identification 
with environmental issues and encourage diverse stakeholder participation? How 
can they engender inclusion and equity? 

 
In answering these questions, the potential of participatory aesthetics took center stage as 

a means of addressing ecologically ethical representations that include interactions 

between humans and nature. Specifically in Hetch Hetchy, the figuration of the 

wilderness as sacred space, perpetuated through the visual aesthetic of the wilderness 

sublime, has seemed historically sacrosanct. More currently, this particular ideological 

orientation has also been perpetuated in a strict aesthetic commitment to the origin theory 

of restoration present on the Restore Hetch Hetchy website and revealed through social 

semiotic and media dimension analyses. Conversely, the aesthetic of the wilderness 

interactive present in later rhetorical documents demonstrates clear human interactions 

with nature in which a participatory “relationship of mutual influence” is actualized. 

More importantly, this aesthetic is also strongly associated with the participation theory 

of restoration and with more participatory roles for users within the restoration website 

for Glen Canyon Institute. The implications of these findings are important in terms of 

supporting the deliberative potential of mainstream environmental messages. Indeed, the 

realization of environmental ethics relies on the invested commitments of a wide variety 

of human stakeholders, and the onus is on environmentalists of every ilk to convey the 

most effective messages in this regard. Hence, this study answered these questions but 

also brought to light important secondary findings about the potential of visual analysis to 

challenge normalized definitions and potentially expand how we perceive of our 

relationship with the natural world, on both individual and cultural levels. Likewise, my 
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findings suggest that by emphasizing participatory aesthetics, and, by extension, stronger 

participatory roles for users, organizations create web spaces for stronger stakeholder 

involvement by opening up dialogue toward the realization of shared meaning. These 

findings reveal a more expansive conception of participation within the visual rhetoric of 

environmental groups that can help to encourage stronger public investment in the major 

environmental challenges we face.  
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APPENDIX A: “WHAT IS YOUR STAKE IN DINOSAUR” BROCHURE FULL 

PAGE IMAGES  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Front cover, back cover, and central fold (Courtesy Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham 
Young University) 
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Body page left side (Courtesy Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University) 
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Body page right side (Courtesy Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University)  
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APPENDIX B: SOCIAL SEMIOTIC VISUAL ANALYSIS WORKSHEET 

Vectors Symbols Interactions 

1. Scrutinize the image 
carefully for any vectors 
that might be present. Draw 
a rough sketch and represent 
the vectors with arrows 
moving from the actor(s) to 
the goal(s). Make special 
note if the goal does not 
exist inside the image.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Search the image for any 
symbols, remembering that 
symbols are material signs 
for abstract ideas. Write 
them down and then 
identify and write down the 
carrier and the symbolic 
attributes for each symbol.  
 

1. Analyze the framing of 
the image to determine if 
any close up, medium, or 
long shots exist. Write these 
down. Based on this 
information, write down 
with whom we should feel 
alienated and with whom 
we should feel connected.   
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2. Number the vectors, list 
the numbers here, and then 
compose a sentence that 
captures narratively what is 
happening with each vector 
using the following 
construction:  
Actor + Action Verb + Goal  
If the goal does not exist in 
the image, simple use an 
intransitive verb.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Given your listed 
symbols above, write out a 
brief analysis of the 
meaning of the symbols in 
the context of the whole 
image. Are certain cultural 
meanings afforded more or 
less importance? Does 
tension exist between any of 
the symbols?   

2. Analyze the angles in the 
image to determine if any 
oblique or frontal angles 
exist. Write these down. 
Based on this information, 
write down with whom or 
what we should feel 
involved and with whom or 
what we should feel 
detached.  
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Comparative Analysis in Summary: Making the Social Connections  
Verbal Text Visual Text 

Write out the original verbal 
text associated with the image 
here:  

Compare your findings from above with the text 
captioned to the left and answer the following questions:  
 
Where do the messages overlap?  
 
 
 
 
Do any overlapping messages become more nuanced 
through the visual analysis?  
 
 
 
 
Do any distinctly different messages exist between the 
verbal and visual texts? If so, what are they?  
 
 
 
 
 
What are the social/cultural implications to the visual 
messages? 
In other words, can you make any claims about what the 
interactive participants (the producer and consumer) do 
to, for, or with each other through the image? Are your 
findings different than what is claimed by the verbal 
text?  

Exercise adapted from theories presented in  
Kress, G., & van Leeuwen, T. (2006). Reading images: The grammar of visual design. New York, NY: 
Routledge.   
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APPENDIX C: COURSE QUESTIONNAIRE  

 
 

1. How did you define “nature” before taking this class? 
 
 
2. How do you define “nature” now that you have taken this class? 
 
3. Do you think taking this class has changed your view of nature? If so, how?  
 
4. What is your definition of “visual literacy”?  
 
 
5. Do you think writing about images of nature and then composing with images related to nature 
contributed to your understanding of what nature is, either building up what you already believed or 
changing your view? If so, how?  
 
 
 
 
6. Did the assignments in this class made you more aware of the nature around you? If so, how? 
 
 
 
 
7. How did you define “environment” before taking this class? 
 
 
 
 
8. Has your definition of “environment” changed now that you have taken this class? In other words, do 
you think including nature as our main theme and writing about visual representations of nature changed 
your view of the environment? If so, how?  
 
 
 
  
9. Do you think your commitment to daily environmental practices, such as recycling and driving less, has 
changed as a result of the theme and assignments of this class? If so, how?  
 
 
10. Do you consider yourself more aware of nature and/or the environment in Tucson specifically now that 
you have taken this class? If so, what are you more aware of?  
 
 
11. Do you envision yourself more involved with nature/environmental issues in the future? If so, how? 
Has taking this class contributed to that?  
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