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ABSTRACT 

Recent research in Australia points to a marked divergence in perceptions about the environmental impacts of 
irrigation.  Irrigators generally disagreed with the statement that “irrigation practices cause considerable 
environmental damage”.  While the non-irrigator community gave varying responses both for and against, a 
number of them indicated they ‘strongly agreed’ with the statement. This divergence in perceptions has 
implications for environmental dispute resolution. 

In this paper, the authors review reactions to recent events in irrigated regions in north-western New South 
Wales, as reported in the print media.  Discourse analysis is applied to the media reports to identify differences 
in perception about irrigation-environment interactions.  This paper provides a simple introduction to the 
method of discourse analysis, followed by a brief discussion of how the results of that analysis might be applied 
to environmental dispute resolution.  Critical analysis (using discourse analysis) of the language used by 
advocates of different arguments may provide a number of potential benefits to both public policy makers and 
industry organisations.  It is also noted that the method could be used in the implicit mediatory environment of 
public policy development, the explicit mediatory environment of dispute resolution, and for industry public 
relations analysis. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Interactions of resource managers with the public and special interest groups are frequently 
characterised by conflict and animosity (Vining and Ebreo, 1991).  Several studies have indicated that 
resource management conflicts are becoming increasingly frequent and difficult to resolve (Dorcey, 
1991; Gogarty, 1995; Handmer et al. 1991).  Disputes regarding what constitutes appropriate resource 
management regimes arise as pressures to increase productivity clash with the realisation that 
protecting environmental quality is both desirable and necessary (Rollo 1997).   

This paper represents a step in the development of a process designed to assist in the recognition and 
resolution of environmental management disputes.  The discourse analysis method is introduced as a 
way to examine the language used between protagonists in a dispute, with a view to developing a better 
understanding of the different perspectives and perceptions they hold. 

Cotton growing in the Namoi Valley occupies a unique historical and economic position in the modern 
era of the Australian cotton industry (Bryant et al. 1989).  The Namoi cotton-irrigation industry has a 
significant role in providing regional employment and investment within the region, and it has been 
estimated that the economic multiplier effect ranges from 2 to 4 times the farm gate value of production 
(Hallows and Thompson 1995).  However, despite this positive aspect of the cotton industry, there is a 
divergence of perceptions within the Namoi community regarding the impacts of the industry on the 
environment, and particularly on human health.  In a recent study by Bauman (1997), irrigators were 
found to generally disagree with the statement that “irrigation practices cause considerable 
environmental damage”, while the non-irrigator community indicated varying responses both for and 
against, with a number of the participants strongly agreeing.   

The findings of this research were congruent with print media reports of conflict arising when testing 
revealed unacceptable levels of pesticides in public drinking water.  This caused debate and 
segregation of views within the community, with the anti-pesticide position being adopted by many 
community members – ultimately resulting in the formation of local environmental lobby groups. 

These differing perspectives can be better understood if the difference in underlying values, beliefs and 
attitudes within the community are taken into account (Lynne et al. 1987, Svedin 1998).  If not actively 
recognised and effectively managed, the resulting conflicts can produce a barrier that prevents effective 
resource management.  Rollo (1997) argues that existing resource management decision making 
processes do not provide adequate mechanisms to address and mitigate potentially destructive 
conflicts.  

This paper provides an introduction to the method of discourse analysis, followed by a discussion of 
how the results of that analysis might be used in the implicit mediatory environment of public policy 
development, the explicit mediatory environment of environmental dispute resolution, and for industry 
public relations analysis.  The following section provides a brief review of the assumptions, premises 
and use of the methodology of discourse analysis.  This is followed by an overview of the language 
used by the antagonists involved in the conflict.  Finally, some concluding comments are presented 
regarding the potential applications of the knowledge gleaned by such an analysis. 

METHODOLOGY 

Discourse analysis has been developed to facilitate the ‘deconstruction’ of various forms of 
communication to reveal something of the underlying assumptions made, and ethical positions taken, 
by the people involved.  Its roots can be traced to the work of 17th century philosopher Gottfried 
Wilhelm Liebniz, with significant contributions this century from, for example, Jacques Derrida, 



Butteriss et al.  Page 3 

Michel Foucault and Jacques Lacan.  It has displaced epistemology and ideology (Burton and Carlen 
1979), since whereas epistemology was concerned with the discovery of a philosophically realist or 
idealist truth, discourse analysis, as a tool of social constructionism, contends that reality is a matter of 
human or social creation (Samuels 1990).  

A discourse, is a collection of stories, narratives, scripts, myths, legends, and sagas accounting for 
events, usually developed chronologically and sequentially, to indicate causality (Putnam et al 1996).  
Dryzek (1997:8) argues that a discourse, “is a shared way of apprehending the world.”  He continues: 

Embedded in language, [a discourse] enables those who subscribe to it to interpret bits of 
information and put them together into coherent stories or accounts.  Each discourse rests on 
assumptions, judgments, and contentions that provide the basic terms for analysis, debates, 
agreements, and disagreements, in the environmental area no less than elsewhere.... The way a 
discourse views the world is not always easily comprehended by those who subscribe to other 
discourses. 

As Demeritt (1994:163) notes, people who imagine the world through different discourses “would 
likely talk past one another because, quite literally, they speak different languages and use 
incommensurable metaphors.”  This problem becomes more difficult to contend with in the public 
policy arena due to the large number of heterogeneous subcultures that make up any community 
(Krefting and Frost 1985:157). 

A central character in any consideration of discourse is metaphor, since metaphors are an outcome of 
the same process as discourse creation.  Indeed, they are both part of the creation and a party to the 
creation process.  A strong feedback relationship exists, therefore, between the metaphors a speaker 
chooses and the discourse within which he or she operates.  Metaphors are, Grant and Oswick (1996:1) 
argue, “the outcome of a cognitive process that is in constant use—a process in which the literal 
meaning of a phrase or word is applied to a new context in a figurative sense.”  People use metaphor, 
they argue, in order to make sense of unfamiliar environments by transferring information about 
relatively familiar subjects to a relatively unknown subject (see also Ortony 1993; Barkhoff 1997).  
They also use them in order to morally justify a particular ideology or course of action (Johnson 1993).  
This, however, represents a relatively naïve interpretation of the commonality and indeed, centrality, of 
metaphor to our everyday activities (Lakoff 1993).  It is a reflection of the “comparison” view of 
metaphor (Palmer 1981, cited in Coffman and Eblen 1987).  Levinison (1983:148, cited in Naumann 
1997:103), by contrast, argues for an interpretation of metaphor within the framework of “our general 
ability to reason analogically” (see also Glucksberg and Keysar 1993).  The metaphors we choose to 
use, therefore, are psychologically dependent as well as politically motivated.  Schön (1993:137), 
refers to this interpretation, which places metaphor within a process of creation, as the “generative 
metaphor”.  By this interpretation then, metaphors, “far from being simply a poetic device or merely a 
matter of names and descriptive terms, is, above all else, a mode of thought” (Mangham 1996:21).  
Putnam et al (1996:377) explain: 

Although originally examined as a literary trope, metaphors are more than ornaments that 
decorate language.  They operate at multiple levels of analysis to provide insights into how we 
understand organizational life.... Metaphors are... constitutive in that they facilitate the creation 
and interpretation of social reality.  In effect, metaphors shape how we see and make sense of the 
world by orienting our perceptions, conceptualizations, and understanding of one thing in light of 
another.... [They can be] understood as a system of beliefs about figure and ground relationships 
which serve to highlight certain features while suppressing others. 
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Dobuzinskis (1992:355) points out, that in relation to public affairs, policy makers of all breeds—for 
example, planners, sociologists, economists—cannot avoid using metaphors, since “metaphors are 
more than superficial analogies used merely for stylistic purposes; they serve to transfer certain 
relationships from one level to another where such relationships reveal logical connections that had 
remained unnoticed.”  Rhetoric and policy are, therefore, inseparable.   

The discourse analysis method insists on a critical stance towards ‘taken-for-granted’ or 
‘commonsense’ knowledge.  Discourse analysis is, therefore, a way of unearthing perspectives that are 
not often expressed explicitly.  It does not, however, search for an objectively provable reality, because 
of the belief that to do so is to insert authoritarianism into the democratic realm of ideas and values.   

Also, as Burton and Carlen (1979:17) note,  

Whereas positivistic discourse tried normatively to close an artificially reified ‘gap’ 
between reality and language, discourse analysis is committed to permanent obstruction of 
such closure.  The aim is always to specify  particular relationships and conjectures rather 
than to erase them by invocation of an ideal order. 

Ortony (1993:1) reiterates this point.  “A basic notion of positivism” he explains, “was that reality 
could be precisely described through the medium of language in a manner that was clear, unambiguous, 
and in principle, testable—reality could, and should, be literally describable” (also Manning 1979).  
Lakoff (1993:204) lists the assumptions implicit in this view: 

• All everyday conventional language is literal, and none is metaphorical. 

• All subject matter can be comprehended literally, without metaphor. 

• Only literal language can be contingently true or false. 

• All definitions given in the lexicon of a language are literal, not metaphorical. 

• The concepts used in the grammar of a language are all literal; none are metaphorical. 

Discourse analysis rejects these assumptions.  It does not, therefore, search for an objectively provable 
reality.  It adopts a phenomenological perspective based on the notion that “there is no single ‘correct’ 
reading of the ‘external world’, no proper way in which facts must be selected and presented, and no 
arrangement, employment or presentation, or encodation that is incontrovertibly correct or valid” 
(Manning 1979:660).   

The main attribute of discourse analysis for the purposes of this research, is its ability to contribute to a 
better understanding of different perspectives, and thereby, to contribute to the creative and 
constructive use of conflict.  It endeavours to search for problems, rather than solutions, which, 
according to Schön (1993:156), can “blind us” to the examples of responses provided by our limited 
experience.  Discourse analysis, Schön continues, provides a rare opportunity to deconstruct apparently 
intuitively obvious constructs and to rebuild “a full and explicit understanding of them.” 

It is a way of unearthing assumptions underpinning perspectives that are not often expressed explicitly 
(Morgan 1980).  It reveals the value judgments implicit in actions, whether public policy or private 
(Broms and Gahmberg 1983).  It can be used as a “master detective” (Manning 1979) “to infer norms, 
motives, and meaning in studying cultures”, “to reveal the nature of struggles between competing 
ideologies” and “covert practices that mask power relationships” (Putnam et al 1996:387).  Within 
business management, discourse analysis can be used to help staff diagnose problems, manage or alter 
cultures, and improve organisational effectiveness (Morgan 1986).  Brink (1993:370) argues that an 



Butteriss et al.  Page 5 

awareness of metaphors is useful for at least three reasons.  First, it allows an organisation (a 
proponent) to chart morale and gauge the organisation’s public persona.  Secondly, managers (a 
proponent) can encourage the formulation of a metaphor that facilitates a healthy proponent-
community relationship.  Thirdly, metaphors are a useful means of describing a situation, for example, 
a relationship, to outsiders.  Krefting and Frost (1985:156), contend that it may be possible get an 
organisation out of rut by tapping into the cognitive and emotional content of its dominant metaphors.  
“The novelty inherent in many metaphors” they continue, “may serve to spark playfulness in 
considering the aptness and implications of a particular metaphor or some alternatives, thereby 
facilitating the framing or reframing of an organisational culture” (p. 159). 

Perhaps still more usefully, however, discourse analysis provides an opportunity to generate new 
constructs reflective of the knowledge and values of a number of participants.  Deshler (1991:296) 
argues that “the recognition, identification, and creation of metaphors by adult learners can be the 
occasion for critical reflection and transformative learning.”  “It can”, he continues, allow us to 
“exorcise the ‘ghosts’ of our socialization so that we can freely choose meanings out of which we want 
to live our lives.”  Discourse analysis thus provides a mechanism for conflict management, learning 
and policy development. 

A great deal of research has utilised the philosophical premises of social constructionism and the 
method of discourse analysis to demonstrate power inequality and illegitimacy.  Of particular relevance 
to this research are Sharon Beder’s (1997) critique of the language of anti-environmentalism, along 
with two landmark feminist critiques of the construction of the environment through language (Griffin 
1978 and Merchant 1983).  Evernden’s (1992) The Social Creation of Nature, along with two edited 
texts; Cantrill and Oravec’s (1996) The Symbolic Earth: Discourse and Our Creation of the 
Environment, and Darier’s (1999) Discourses of the Environment extend the issues outlined in Griffin 
and Merchant’s work, adding new perspectives.  Dryzek’s (1997) The Politics of the Earth: 
Environmental Discourses, and Myerson and Rydin’s (1996) The Language of the Environment: A new 
rhetoric, examine aspects of the language of various types of environmentalism. 

The analysis presented here (explained in greater detail in Butteriss 1999) uses an abbreviated method 
in comparison with many discourse analyses.  The method involves consideration of the definitional 
intention of the descriptive speech elements; adjectives, participle forms of verbs, past participles and 
in some instances nouns. Each of the terms is placed on the page more or less randomly in order to 
create a word picture of the rhetorical landscape of the conflict.  The word picture then, is a communal 
rhetorical construction of the particular issue under investigation.  Myerson and Rydin (1996) use the 
term “environet” to refer to the same idea.  While these results are always open to interpretation, Burr 
(1995) argues that the question that should be asked of any discourse analysis is not how truthful it is, 
but how useful it is for doing something about resolving the matter at hand. 

For this study, we have obtained our discourse data from newsprint media over the period May to June 
1997, the time of a heated dispute over cotton spraying in the Namoi Valley.  Papers consulted were 
the Namoi Valley Independent (Gunnedah), The Courier (Narrabri), and the Sydney Morning Herald 
(Sydney).  Since these papers represent secondary sources there is a strong likelihood of filtering 
through the editorial process.  Whether this represents a significant problem could easily be tested 
empirically through the collection of primary reference data from person to person interviews. 
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ANALYSIS OF RESULTS 

 

The words and phrases contained in figure 1 have been taken from various articles appearing in the 
aforementioned newspapers.  

 

figure 1:.... 

 

This collection of phrases can be broken down into more manageable chunks to enhance understanding 
of the nature of the conflict.  The authors have identified four relatively distinct and potentially useful 
groupings: cotton as responsible member of the community; cotton as public enemy; dispute as war; 
and cotton as hard done by and fighting back.  This information is presented in the figures 2 to 5. 

These various word groupings indicate a range of underlying beliefs and assumptions.  Clearly, there 
are differences between the different positions, and a high degree of non-alignment of the views of 
cotton industry people with those who are concerned about pesticide spray problems.   

 

figure 2:... 

 

A number of issues become apparent through an analysis of the language used by the disputing parties.  
One aspect of the dispute is the way in which the industry construes itself compared to the way in 
which it is represented by its opponents.  Members of the irrigated cotton industry construe it as 
modern, responsible, aware, certified, and as taking precautions.  In contrast, their opponents represent 
the industry as wilful, smelly, powerful and suppressing.  Each of these words is important, both in 
isolation and collectively.  Although there is not room in this paper to carry out a detailed analysis of 
the history and usage of these terms, it is possible to point to how their recognition can assist conflict 
resolution through exploration of the beliefs that underlie conflict.  An industry representative might be 
asked to explain precisely how they exercise precautions, or what it is about their industry that is 
responsible or modern.  While an opponent might be asked to expand on their impression of the 
industry and explain exactly what they mean by the word wilful, or what they use as a basis for 
comparison to argue that the industry is powerful.  If these questions are phrased with care and 
empathy, they provide an excellent avenue for opening up a dialogue between the disputants. 

 

figure 3:... 

 

Also, it is worth noting that the industry response to these labels sets up a self-reinforcing feedback 
relationship in which the dispute becomes permanently embedded in personality and personal 
relationships, rather than farm practices and policy.  Industry representatives thus describe their 
opponents as malcontent, prejudicial, anti-farming, disruptive, biting, and shackling.  Again, each of 
these words has a number of specific meanings, and taken together one is able to construct a useful and 
reasonably robust metaphor to describe how the industry perceives itself.  This metaphor can also be 
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used in the process of conflict resolution, since once it is made explicit it can be tested through skilful 
mediation. 

 

figure 4:... 

figure 5:... 

 

Another aspect of the language is the manner in which the debate is represented by both sides in terms 
of a military scenario.  Terms used include campaign, crisis, attack, flames, defuse, hit, action, defend 
and war.  While this process of militarising environmental disputes is not uncommon (e.g. Christensen 
1997), it needs to be recognised and “defused” explicitly as early as possible, since once the dispute is 
described in military terms, the disputants are almost compelled to describe themselves using the same 
language, thus they become “warriors”, “foot-soldiers” and the like.  Their positions become 
entrenched very quickly and the possibility for reconciliation is reduced. 

DISCUSSION 

The application of discourse analysis in this way could be a useful mediation tool for environmental  
dispute resolution because it provides a systematic and substantive basis for a mediator to develop 
better understandings of each party’s position, and thus be able to engage more productively in the 
dispute negotiation process.  This paper has briefly demonstrated the potential for discourse analysis to 
provide a useful technique for critically examining the competing claims, or stories, presented during 
the dispute about cotton irrigation in northern New South Wales.  The analysis demonstrates that 
metaphors serve both as models of the situation and models for the situation (Pondy 1983:157).   

Following from the analysis, a number of aspects of the discourse can be identified including the use of 
myth and metaphor.  The use of these communicative constructs has been described as follows: “Myth 
frequently involves fantastical elements subject to neither the constraints of logic nor empirical 
falsifiability” (Pondy 1983:159).  Pondy continues, arguing that one function of metaphor and myth is 
that they place explanation beyond doubt and argumentation.  First, they may evoke “rich and 
emotional detail that bypasses logic” and are not empirically falsifiable.  Secondly, if the analogy 
chosen is strong enough, “it is difficult to question the validity of the metaphor.”  Thirdly, the metaphor 
is likely to be particularly effective if it reflects a societal myth, that is, if they are conventionalised 
across a nation, for example, the Australian myths of the ‘fair go’, ‘mateship’, or that there is no class 
structure. If these conditions hold, “if explanation is thus placed beyond doubt and argumentation, 
[then] the social system can get on with its activities, rather than continuing to question its origins and 
legitimacy”.  It is the objective of discourse analysis to prevent this from happening. 

The literature reveals that it does so through a number of mechanisms, including: 

• By unearthing assumptions, which are not often expressed explicitly, that underpin a particular 
perspective; 

• By revealing the value judgments implicit in actions; 

• By inferring norms and motives; 

• By revealing the nature of struggles between competing ideologies; and, 

• By exposing the covert practices that mask power relationships. 
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Discourse analysis can usefully be employed, therefore, to help proponents and public policy 
development in general, in a number of ways, including: 

• To improve self-awareness; 

• To enable self-criticism; 

• To manage or alter (company) culture; 

• To diagnose problems; 

• To chart internal and community morale; 

• To enhance mutual understanding; 

• To improve community-industry relationships; 

• To describe complex issues to the community; and, 

• To improve company effectiveness. 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

This paper provides some insights into environmental conflicts that occur between the agricultural 
sector and various other interest groups.  Discourse analysis has been introduced as an approach 
developed over many years, with a simplified version of it used in this paper.  Based on the analysis 
provided, there is clear evidence of substantial differences in the underlying perspectives about 
pesticide use related to the irrigated cotton farming industry.  It is suggested that a more systematic 
treatment of these differences could result in improved mediated solutions to complex environmental 
problems.  Techniques that could be used in support of such uses are currently under development by 
the authors.   

The authors believe that discourse analysis could also prove valuable in the context of the public policy 
process and industry public relations analysis.  Research presently being undertaken by the authors and 
their colleagues from the New England Ecological Economics Group is exploring this potential. 
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Figure 1: Descriptors used during the debate to describe irrigated cotton farming in the Namoi 
Valley 
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Figure 2: Cotton as responsible member of community 
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Figure 3: Cotton as public enemy 
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Figure 4: Dispute as war 
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Figure 5: Cotton – hard done by and fighting back 
 
 

 


