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The subtitle of this conferenc8houting but not being hearsliggests failure. Our words are not
reaching people; they're not striking a chord; toeiching them in a place that moves them into
action. Where is that place that moves people héfzet, the mind, the imagination...the wallet
perhaps? Or a sense of compassion, hope, feagssmadjuilt, love, outrage about injustice. Thia is
question that cannot be answered because, quipysipeople are different. When you strike a
tuning fork and bring it close to another one & #ame size then both will resonate togetherfbut i
the other fork is slightly larger it will stay dfiunmoved and unresponsive. If we look at a list o
words like those below we find that some appeaistand some make us cringe, while other people
will have different reactions.

the sacred biotic component responsibility washig
spiritual tipping point ethical life-enhancing
compassionate ecosystem degradation justice ingitivalue
sacrifice future generations duty communityifef

Our task then, and it is a task which stretche& bathe ancient Greek rhetoricians, is to match ou
words with the worldview, the ideology, the passioof those who hear them. The following is an
example of a particular way of talking about theld@rawn from an ecology textbook:

The structural elements of an ecosystem are stufdki®tic and abiotic resources (minerals,
water, trees, other plants and animals) which wimnbined together generate ecosystem
services.

For some the worldview encoded in this sentencaappealing and leaves them cold. It is one
where humans live alone on a dead planet. Accompamg is not a rich diversity of plants and
other animals leading all kinds of interesting $ivbut instead piles of resources there for
exploitation. For others, however, the disinter@sted technical language offers a rational,
systematic, evidence-based approach that is otiph#sto solving environmental problems.

Our failure in reaching people is not because tleesemething wrong with the language we are
using, but because our words engage only a namolemlce. In the same way that the health of an
ecosystem depends on its biodiversity, the effeotdgs of our communication lies in the use of a
diversity of discourses.

The term ‘discourse’ is extremely useful in a fravoek for developing effective communication.
I’'m using the term ‘discourse’ here with a specifieaning: discourses are particular ways of
talking about the world which encode a particularidview. So the sentence | mentioned before is
a particular way of writing about the world, an exae of a particular discourse. To repeat it:

The structural elements of an ecosystem are stufdki®tic and abiotic resources (minerals,
water, trees, other plants and animals) which wiwnbined together generate ecosystem
services.



The way of writing is impersonal (there are notfperson pronouns), it's confident (there are no
hedges like ‘maybe’ or ‘probably’), it uses speisiailerms likeabiotic andecosystem servicesnd

the grammar is formal and complex (e.ghich when combined togetheAt the same time, the
discourse encodes a particular worldview. It imathropocentric worldview where plants and other
animals are ‘resources’, the observer is separae What she or he is observing, and is certain and
all-knowing. The following quote draws from a diféat discourse:

It is not my contention that chemical insecticidasst never be used [but that] we have
allowed these chemicals to be used with little@advance investigation into their effect on
soil, water, wildlife, and man himself. Future geat®ns are unlikely to condone our lack of
prudent concern for the integrity of the naturatiahat supports all life. (Rachel Carson,
Silent Spring29)

The language here includes personal pronomys @u), is tentative (nlikely, my contentionand

is formal but without using specialist terms. Bgsifically mentioning the impact of insecticides
on wildlife it shows concern not just for humang far other animals too, treating animals as
valuable in themselves. Similarly, ‘all life’ is m&oned in the expression ‘the natural world that
supports all life’, which could just as easily hdeen ‘the natural world that supports human life’.
This discourse therefore encodes an ecocentric viere humans are valued, but so are all the
other species which combine together to form nasystems capable of supporting life. Rachel
Carson’s discourse proved inspirational, reachiemy large numbers of people, because the
worldview it encoded, a living world under gravedht, resonated deeply with people.

Carl Sagan (1981) uses a discourse very diffece@arson’s:

The present epoch is a major crossroads for ouisaitton and perhaps for our species.
Whatever road we take, our fate is indissolublyrigbup with science (p14)...those with the
courage to explore the weave and structure of t®10s, even where it differs profoundly
from their wishes and prejudices, will penetrasediéepest mysteries (p362)

The worldview this discourse represents is one whicnanticises and almost spiritualises
scientific enquiry. An adaptation of this discoucsild be used to popularise environmental
science by making it appeal to the segment of tplation in search of a deeper meaning for life
outside of a religious context. The enormous pajiylaf Sagan’s books and TV programmes
shows that this segment is a large one. An exaoffdedience reaction is as follows:

| think Carl Sagan is a beautiful writer. Eloquant poetic. | love his respect for the planet
and how he emphasises its fragility and his seha@nder as a scientist, especially in our
connection with the universe.

The idea of ‘resonance’ can be seen here, sincedlehis comment is expressed draws on the
same discourse that Sagan draws on. The messagetiaddragility of the Earth has truly reached
this reader, and she may convey the message dghdasasing similar discourse.

None of the discourses mentioned so far use thd tsastainability’. It's important though, to
draw a distinction between the ‘discoutdesustainability’ and ‘discourseghich have an impact on
sustainability’. Given the lack of progress aftecddes of talking about sustainability, the foriser
not necessarily one of the latter.

The discoursef sustainability, like all discourses, has a histtirgrises originally from the now



tarnished concept afevelopmenDevelopment is associated with the smoke-stackures
squandering path for a tiny minority in developowuntries to get rich while impoverishing the
majority and transfering resources wholesale tehiged countries. The impoverishing aspects of
development were addressed by introducing the teguoitable development’in 1970. Then the
environmentally destructive aspects of developmesre dealt with by using the term ‘sustainable
development’ in the 1980s. Sachs (1999:60) wrhas ‘This is nothing less than the repeat of a
proven ruse: every time in the past 30 years wheméstructive effects of development were
recognised, the concept was stretched in such away include both injury and therapy’ (Sachs
1999: 60).

It became clear in the 1970s (and long beforeat) that continued economic growth would lead to
ecological collapse, the end of many species, atelastating impact on the human species. Those
in power were, and still are, unable to accepidba of a steady state economy and the social and
political readjustments that this would requireeTiew discourse of sustainable development gave
them a way to combine the injury (caused by econagrowth) with the therapy (resource
conservation). An example of an early discourssustainable development is the following, from
the UK government’s 1999 sustainable developmeatesyy:

[sustainable development requires meeting thedbjectives of] social progress which
recognises the needs of everyone; effective piotecf the environment; prudent use of
natural resources; amdaintenance of high and stable levels of econonowvtty and
employment. (emphasis added)

However, the discourse of sustainability continpelolves and has many variants. Forum for the
Future (2001) moved away from the economic asgetisused instead a ‘quality of life’ based
discourse, which later evolved into a ‘wellbeingaburse:

Sustainable Development is a dynamic process wdnelbles all people to realise their
potential and improve their quality of life in wagfgat simultaneously protect and enhance the
Earth’s life support systems.

For many, the word ‘development’ makes just too Imocan oxymoron when prefaced by
‘sustainable’, and Selby (2007), for example,dalk ‘sustainable contraction’. More commonly,
though, the term ‘development’ is dropped and pequmt talk about ‘sustainability’.

The discourse of sustainability, with its UN stfdéemality and its bureaucratic and economic
orientation, mixed with occasional vague sentimaisut the future of humanity, certainly
resonates with some people. It is the languageldfgal compromise and as such can be an
important and effective path for inserting enviremtal and social issues into agendas which would
otherwise not consider them. But it just as celyd@aves that majority of people cold. And that is
why it’s so important to go beyond a self-absortiekiering with the discourse of sustainability and
instead seek out a rangeatherdiscourses which can actually have an impact oplpés lives.
These are thdiscourses which have an impact on sustainabilgy, ways of writing and speaking
that inspire people to seek a better world, a watiére their own wellbeing, the wellbeing their
community, and other communities is enhanced, hadystems which support life are nurtured
rather than destroyed.

The discursive approach can help us to avoid ‘swsbdity correctness’, a version of political
correctness where well meaning people start ta@idb others about which words or phrases are
the best ones to use when talking about issuesexample comes from the work of Joan Dunayer



(2001). Dunayer follows a very constructive andfuisenalysis of the representation of animals
with, unfortunately, a dictionary of alternative ygathat we ‘should’ refer to them. So ‘farm animal’'
is a term to avoid, alternatives being 'enslavethoman' or ‘food-industry captive'. For 'bacon,
ham, and pork' the guidelines recommend 'pig fléshalternative for 'pork producer" is 'pig
enslaver’, 'cull’ is 'murder’, a 'farm' is a ‘caefnent facility’, and the farmer is a 'nonhumanvehi
exploiter'.

This is an extreme example, but in general peopled like to be told how to speak and write.
They do not want to be told to stop using the teustainability’ and instead talk about ‘ecosocial
equilibrium’, ‘sustainable shrinkage’ etc. Ratheart a search for the ‘righords— which will

always be elusive — an alternative is to looktatraativediscoursesnstead. Using an alternative
discourse means conveying an entirely differenidvaew, and that’s the level that the seriousness
of the global situation demands. The search igardhe ‘right’ worldview, however, but a range of
worldviews with both encourage people to act mosgagnably and reach a wide range of people.

The question is, where can we find a range ofradtiere discourses? One way is to search the
literature for writings which have inspired millisnand reflect on the discourses they draw from
and the worldviews those discourses encode. Whesetworldviews seem compatible with
sustainability, where they promote the kind of widHat sustainability envisions, then they are a
valuable source of inspiration for effective comneation. Rachel Carson is an example that |
come back to time and time again. There is somgthibout the way that she combines detailed
scientific knowledge with her own sense of wondwt appreciation for life in all its forms that
reaches people in a deep place and stirs thenaatitan. Rachel Carson died long ago. Yet the
discourse that she established could be revived eauld incorporate some of the ways that she
uses language into our own descriptions of envirmal issues to help make them come alive.
That is more than just tinkering with languageis ihothing less than seeing the world in the same
way that Rachel Carson did, or a similar way, atdhifesting that worldview in words.

In the end, what we find is that the language wimsipires people aligns with their deepest
motivations and goals for life. For some, what wettes them, at a deep level, is a spiritual quest,
for some it is a search for community, for somie ie-connection with nature, for some it is
becoming more human, for some it is working fotipes for some it is re-enchantment with the
world, for some it is a search for peace, for sitfe@ feeling of family connection, for some a
search for acceptance, respect or self-esteemafigteact concept of ‘sustainability’ seems unlikely
to be a deep personal goal for many. If languag&iilly used, however, then the achievement of
a more sustainable world can be aligned with thhegreal goals that motivate people into action.

Summary: a discour se based framework for developing effective communication for
sustainability

» Discourses are ways of talking about the world Wwhitso encode particular worldviews.

> Different discourses will motivate different audies.

> Discourses can be discovered by looking at the wbkkriters and speakers in various
fields who have a track record of inspiring peagtel considering the worldviews that
underlie their ways of writing

> The aim is to discover discourses which encodedvaWs that inspire people into action
for sustainability.

> Once found, the language features which make getimspiring discourses can be
incorporated into speaking and writing to providereneffective communication.

> The most highly motivating discourses allow pedplalign their deepest personal goals



with creating a more sustainable society.

» Using discourse in this way is hot a mechanicatess but a creative one where language
features from a range of discourses can be wowgsitier and combined to communicate in
new ways.

The exercise below can be used for anyone who vianmtsprove the ways that they communicate
in order to reach a wider range of people.

Arran Stibbe is a senior lecturer in humanities at the Uniwgrsf Gloucestershire and teaches
courses includindiscourse and Sustainability, Language and Idenithics and Languagand
Rhetoric in Practiceall of which have a significant sustainability elemy His academic
background is in both linguistics and human ecolagg he is the founder of the Language and
Ecology Research Forumnvw.ecoling.net Email: astibbe@glos.ac.uk

Activity for developing effective ways of communicating sustainability

Below are extracts from a range of books, eachha¢hvuses language in a very different way and
encodes a different worldview. Have a look at e&ilie a name of some kind to the kind of
discourse being used, e.g., ‘scientific’, ‘eartmtred’. Discuss what kind of wordview it convesgs. |
it one which is useful for promoting sustainab#titfiow is language used to convey the worldview.
Could you use language in a similar way to motiyaeple in groups you want to reach?

1. It is necessary to stop this war against sraathérs. It is necessary to rewrite the rules afdra

in agriculture. It is necessary to change our pgrasl of food production. Feeding humanity should
not depend on the extinction of farmers and extncodf species. Another agriculture is possible
and necessary — an agriculture that protects fagreglihoods, the earth, its biodiversity and our
public health. (Vandana Shiva, 20@arth democracy: justice, sustainability and pegrk25)

2. | began to recognise a sensibility among my @& Indian Neighbours that had none of the
superficial zeal of born-again wildlife protectists. For an untold number of generations, bighorns
had embodied wildness for O’odham dwellers of thed®an Desert, and that is what made me
look into these waters: the chance of a glimpdeat an oral tradition has expressed the
relationship withwildness a relationship of a quality that we may nevenkramain. (Gary Paul
Nabhan, 1997Cultures of habitatp167)

3. In keeping with the spiritual traditions of mamfythe world’s religions, the deep ecology norm of
self-realization goes beyond the modern Westelfwhich is defined as an isolated ego striving
primarily for hedonistic gratification or for a maw sense of individual salvation in this life or

next. This socially programmed sense of the nagelvor social self dislocates us, and leaves us
prey to whatever fad or fashion is prevalent in gagiety...Spiritual growth, or unfolding, begins
when we cease to understand or see ourselvesagdand narrow competing egos and begin to
identify with other humans...But the deep ecologyse of self goes beyond humanity to include
the nonhuman world. (Devall and Sessions, 18&®p Ecologyp66)

4. Much of what humans do with their biologicaloesces — including species harvested from
natural populations - depends on our having anrateinventory of life on Earth...The concept of
ecosystem is a highly instructional tool with whinlimans may easily learn a great deal about
their planet and significantly enrich their trigsrhuseums and zoos...(John Jand897, Ten
Minute Ecologist



5. They [humans] became upright and taught therasehe use of tools, domesticated other
animals. The ash of stellar alchemy was now emgngito conciousness...any account of cosmic
evolution makes it clear that all the creaturethefEarth, the latest manufacturers of the galactic
hydrogen industry, are beings to be cherishedwisee there may be other equally astonishing
transmutations of matter, so wistfully we listem &ohumming in the sky. (Carl Sagan, 1981,
Cosmos, p370).

6. FOR THE CHILDREN

The rising hills, the slopes, In the next century to climb these coming crests
of statistics or the one beyond that one worybig, to

lie before us. they say, you and your chitdre

the steep climb are valleys, pastures

of everything, going up, we can meet there in peac stay together

up, as we all if we make it. learn the flowers

go down. go light

(Gary Snyder, 1974urtle Island p86)

7. Conservationists have again and again triediild n “ark for biodiversity”. Like Noah, they
have been willing to usher along every kind of pkamd animal as long as no otiperoplesare

given a place aboard the ark, forgetting that uh&lvery moment of crisis, a diversity of cultures
served to safeguard that biodiversity. The HuaorBukano and Zapara have not been offered
berths to ensure their own survival. Conservatisrigive given them little place in their plans
except as bystanders, allowed to watch as allnimas go two by two up to higher ground (Gary
Paul Nabhan, 199 ultures of habitatp37)

8. Sounds do not always give us pleasure accotdititeir sweetness and melody; nor do harsh
sounds always displease. We are more apt to bevasgat or disgusted with the associations which
they promote, than with the notes themselves. Theishrilling of the field-cricket, though sharp
and stridulous, yet marvellously delights some @esafilling their minds with a train of summer
ideas of everything that is rural, verdurous an@ys. (Gilbert White, 1788 he Natural History of
Selbournep228)

9. [the narrator has suddenly found himself inapisn future and is struggling to make sense of it]
‘What building is that?’ said | eagerly; for it wagleasure amidst all these strange things to see
something a little like what | was used to; ‘it seeto be a factory’. ‘Yes’ he [the guide] said ‘I

think | know what you mean, and that’s what ithat we don’t call them factories now, but
Banded-workshops; that is, places where peopleatoNho want to work together...folk collect in
these Banded-workshops to do hand-work in whichkimgrtogether is necessary or convenient;
such work is often very pleasant...It's a nice plaxside, although as plain as you can see
outside...'[glass blowing] makes a lot of pleasaatk’ said he smiling, ‘for however much care
you take of such goods, break they will, one dagrather, so there is always plenty to do’. | held
my tongue and pondered. (William Morris, 188@ws from Nowherg40)

10. Corncrackes don't feature on Christmas candsing after the rain. Their migration has none of
the romance of swallows’, though they cover theaglise. They arrive in spring, but we’'ve
forgotten they are spring’s heralds...They offenasnetaphors about fidelity or maternal
dedication; they are just medium sized brown biktsnetheless, | feel robbed — denied one of the
sounds of the summer, which all our forebears whalkk known...why conserve them, other than
it being our moral duty to another life form onglearth? If there is no ‘clam’rin craik’, no ‘noisy



one of the bushes’, it betokens something outltérkvith the larger ecosystem on which
ultimately, in mysterious as-yet-undiscovered ways all depend. (Kathleen Jamie, 2005,
Findings,p.98)

11. There was a strange stillness. The birds,¥ample — where had they gone? Many people
spoke of them, puzzled and disturbed. The feedmigpss in the backyards were deserted; The few
birds seen anywhere were moribund; they trembletntly and could not fly. It was a spring
without voices...A grim spectre has crept uponlosat unnoticed, and this imagined tragedy may
easily become a stark reality we all shall knowdlfd Carson, 196%ilent Springp22).

12. The neglect, indeed the rejection, of wisdom d@ne so far that most of our intellectuals have
not even the faintest idea what the term could maam result, they always tend to try and cure a
disease by intensifying its causes. The diseasada&een caused by allowing cleverness to replace
wisdom, no amount of clever research is likelytodoice a cure. But what is wisdom? Where can it
be found? Here we come to the crux of the mattean be read about in numerous publications but
it can befoundonly inside oneself. To be able to find it, one fiest to liberate oneself from such
masters as greed and envy. The stillness folloiliggation — even if only momentary — produces
the insights of wisdom that are obtainable in feotvay. They enable us to see the hollowness
and fundamental unsatisfactoriness of a life del/ptémarily to the pursuit of material ends, to the
neglect of the spiritual (E.F. Schumact&mall is Beautiful1973, p30).
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