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Bush, then announcing it was too close to call. Shots of the recount process are 

shown, as is the final decision by the Supreme Court. Clips of Gore’s speech after the 

court decision are heard as Bush is sworn into office at the presidential inauguration. 

The film shows footage of Gore at Bush’s inauguration while the background 

narrative describes how tough of a loss the election was. Fortunately, the loss allowed 

Gore to once again focus on his mission and start giving his slideshow on climate 

change. 

 The scene returns to the familiar lecture hall and Gore continues to discuss 

how climate change is leading to more precipitation in big storm events. Charts are 

shown of the number of major floods in Europe, India and China. Such strange 

weather patterns are taking place in these areas that Gore refers to it as taking a 

“nature hike through the book of Revelations” (Gore, 2006). He then juxtaposes the 

image of intense flooding in China with one of drought. Climate change not only 

causes more flooding, but also more droughts. On a global map, it is clearly seen that 

many areas of the world are seeing a severe increase in precipitation while other are 

seeing a severe decrease. An example of the negative effects from a decrease in 

precipitation is Lake Chad in Darfur and Niger. The severe drought has exacerbated 

an already war-torn area of the world. The rising temperatures are literally sucking 

moisture out of the soil. This has the potential to be devastating to the agricultural 

regions of the United States.  

 The film transitions into another Gore narrative. This time he takes us back to 

his family’s farm in Carthage, Tennessee. On the drive to the farm he goes by a spot 

on the road that he points out as the location where he totaled the family car at age 
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fourteen. He points out the Black Angus Bull sign at the end of their driveway and 

launches into a story about how his family’s history with the Black Angus breed. His 

father was breeder of the month once and continued to raise cattle throughout his time 

in the Senate. Gore spent four months of every year of his childhood on the farm 

where he had a dog and a pony. At his farm he could shoot his rifle, swim in the river 

and lay in the grass. He briefly mentions that even the weather patterns on his farm 

are starting to change before launching into another narrative.  

 The next main point Gore makes in the documentary is about two canaries in 

the coal mine: the Arctic ice cap and Antarctica. Gore starts by describing the Arctic 

as a warning factor for global climate change. In the Arctic Ocean the largest ice shelf 

just cracked in half. The permafrost is thawing and images of so-called drunken trees 

are shown. They no longer grow straight because the root system was embedded in 

the frozen ground and now they are not stable. Images of collapsed buildings and 

houses that were built on the permafrost are shown, as well as the all-important 

Alaskan pipeline. Structural damage is occurring because of the thawing permafrost, 

and trucks cannot drive on the tundra for as long as they used to because of the 

shorter winter season. A shot of a nuclear submarine surfacing at the North Pole is the 

background for the description of how the polar ice cap has diminished by 40% in the 

past 40 years. It is estimated that in the next 50 years the ice will be completely gone 

in the summer.  

 The mechanism that speeds up the melting of the ice is another feedback 

cycle. 90% of the incoming sunlight bounces off the ice, but as the surrounding water 

warms and the ice begins to melt, the incoming radiation is absorbed by the ocean, 
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increasing the build up of heat and causing the ice to melt even quicker. A computer 

simulation of a polar bear swimming through the open ocean desperately searching 

for ice makes this scientific description feel more real. Gore continues to explain that 

if the average global temperature increases by five degrees, it will mean only a one 

degree increase at the equator, but more than twelve degrees at the poles. This adds to 

the rapidly melting ice cap as well as changes wind and ocean current patterns that 

are designed to redistribute heat. The Gulf Stream is one such ocean current that 

could be affected. The Gulf Stream brings heat from the equator to Europe. Fargo, 

North Dakota has latitude of 47 degrees north and London lies at 51 degrees north. 

London has a more pleasant climate because of the Gulf Stream. In the North Atlantic 

when the Gulf Stream cools off, the water becomes denser and sinks. This is only a 

part of the globally connected ocean conveyor belt that is responsible for heating and 

cooling our planet.  

 At the end of the last ice age a freshwater pool formed where the Great Lakes 

are located today. At one point, the ice dam holding back the pool burst sending a 

large amount of freshwater into the ocean, diluting the salty water and stopping it 

from sinking. The ocean conveyor shut down, the heat transfer stopped and Europe 

went into an ice age for 900 to 1000 years. This change took place in as little as 10 

years. Gore uses this example to prove that this could happen again. His first canary 

in the coal mine, the Arctic ice cap, is melting. If the Greenland ice sheet were to melt 

it would put enough freshwater into the North Atlantic that Europe could sink into an 

ice age.  
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 The documentary goes back once again to political clips of past presidents 

discussing the environment. This portion pits the environmentalists against the non-

environmentalists. The famous line from Senator James Inhofe, a Republican from 

Oklahoma is given: that global warming could be the “greatest hoax ever perpetrated 

on the American people” (Gore, 2006). Gore makes it clear that unless an issue is 

important to the constituents, the politicians will not care. He continues to list reasons 

why global warming should be an issue that the general public cares about. Many 

people are concerned about the invasion of exotic species such as the pine beetle. 

Studies have been conducted that show these exotic species are increasing rapidly in 

number because the number of days with frost is decreasing. The same is true of 

problem insects such as the mosquito. Cities that were once safe from mosquitoes are 

now in danger of infestation because of warming temperatures. This also affects other 

disease carrying vectors and explains for the new diseases of the past century as well 

as the resurgence of old diseases such as the Avian Flu and West Nile Virus. When 

people see a more direct connection to human problems there is an increasing amount 

of concern. 

 Gore returns to his original train of thought and discusses the second canary in 

the coalmine: Antarctica. Already the Antarctic Peninsula has seen the break up of 

many ice shelves. He shows images of the Larsen B ice shelf, which started to 

accumulate pools of water on top as the ice slowly began to melt. These pools of 

water caused a surprising problem. Starting on January 31st 2002 the 700-foot tall ice 

shelf began to break up and within 35 days the entire shelf, both the floating ice and 

the land-based ice, was gone. This released the ice that was on the down slope of the 
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mountains, which also began to fall into the ocean. If land based ice melts, it will 

raise the sea level. The pools caused the rapidity of the melting because the water 

flowed straight down through the ice creating patterns similar to Swiss cheese. As the 

water reached the bottom, instead of refreezing, it formed a lubricant, assisting the 

break up of the ice. If the West Antarctic ice sheet completely melts the sea level 

worldwide could raise by 20 feet. This area is considered much more stable than 

Greenland, however, where these same pools have already been developing. If 

Greenland melts completely the sea could also rise by 20 feet. Tony Blair’s scientific 

advisor has said that if Greenland goes the maps of the world will have to be redrawn. 

It will be even worse if Antarctica goes as well. 

 The next series of images show the powerful effect of a rise in sea level. 

Current maps of specific cities, states or regions are shown contrasted with maps of 

the same areas after the projected rise in sea level. The maps chosen are particularly 

vulnerable to sea level changes and have high concentrations of people. From Florida, 

to San Francisco Bay people in the United States would be displaced. The 

Netherlands is already dependent on dikes and would be completely underwater. 

Beijing and Shanghai are each home to millions of people and would be greatly 

affected by sea level changes. In the areas of Calcutta and Bangladesh 60 million 

people would be displaced. The dramatic music accompanying these images reaches a 

crescendo as the image changes to Manhattan. While the effects of the sea level rise 

would not displace as many people in New York City as in India, the site of the 

World Trade Center Memorial would be underwater. We pledged to never forget 

9/11, but by ignoring climate change we could lose the memorial site. Gore again 
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makes a political attack against the Bush administration by saying we as a country 

should be preparing for threats other than simply terrorists.  

 Next Gore gives a list of the three things that are exacerbating the climate 

change situation. The first is the population. It is predicted that in one generation the 

global population will go from 2 billion to over 9.1 billion. There have never been 

this many people on our planet and most are in developing nations. This puts pressure 

on food demand and makes natural resources very vulnerable. The second is the 

scientific and technological revolution has happened so quickly that we are not yet 

able to responsibly consider all the consequences. An example of this is nuclear 

warfare. Technology advanced so rapidly that we as humans must be extremely 

cautious in how we approach war today. Old habits with new technology lead to 

dramatically altered consequences. The third reason is our general way of thinking. A 

great example Gore gives is a frog jumping into a boiling pot of water. If the pot is 

already boiling the frog will immediately jump out, but if the water is slowly brought 

to a boil while the frog is inside, the frog will not move until someone rescues it. We 

need a sudden jolt so that we do not sit there like the frog, unresponsive to the 

gradual, yet significant change.  

 Gore returns to his narrative by telling another story about his family’s farm. 

As long as he could remember they grew tobacco. In 1964 the Surgeon General 

reported that there was strong evidence linking smoking tobacco to lung cancer, but 

his family kept growing tobacco. Emotional music begins as Gore goes on to discuss 

his sister Nancy who started smoking when she was a teenager. She eventually died 

of lung cancer and from that moment on his family stopped growing tobacco. They 
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were aware of the dangers of smoking tobacco, but it is human nature to take time to 

connect the dots. Gore says there will be a day of reckoning when we will wish we 

could have connected the dots more rapidly 

  

Defense of His Argument 

 

After a very lengthy description of the possible outcomes of climate change 

Gore moves into the next major section: the defense of his argument. In this portion 

he refutes possible attacks that the opposition could make to his arguments and he 

also clears up common misconceptions that the public might have about global 

warming. Gore starts this section by giving the three main misconceptions of global 

warming so that he can refute them. The first is that there is a disagreement between 

scientists over whether climate change is happening. A survey of peer-reviewed 

articles was undertaken and in a representative study of 928 studies, not one disagreed 

with global warming. A small group of people decided it was in their best interest to 

reposition global warming as theory rather than fact, and they have succeeded. In the 

popular media, 53% of the reports say they are unsure of whether global warming is a 

real threat. At this point a dramatically staged phone conversation takes place 

between Gore and an unknown person. Only Gore’s end of the conversation can be 

heard, but it seems clear that he is discussing how a Bush aid edited climate change 

reports and was defending Exxon. Old footage is shown of Gore questioning 

scientists during congressional hearings. The problem is scientists are being attacked 

because their findings are not always what certain groups want to hear. Gore says, 
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“I’ve seen scientists who were persecuted, ridiculed, deprived of jobs, income, simply 

because the facts they discovered led them to an inconvenient truth that they insisted 

on telling” (Gore, 2006). A prime example of this took place when Philip Cooney, 

Bush’s head of environmental policy who had worked for the American Petroleum 

Institute and had no scientific training, overruled the scientists at the EPA and 

changed a report warning about global warming. When this was discovered Cooney 

had to resign before he went to work at Exxon Mobil.  

 The second misconception Gore clears up is if we have to choose between the 

economy and the environment. According to Gore the Bush administration 

perpetrated this myth and he shows their image of a scale balancing gold bars and the 

entire planet. He makes fun of this image for a while saying if we do not have a 

planet, what good will the gold bars be? Doing the right thing will create wealth and 

jobs. Society does not have to choose between a good economy and good 

environmental policy. An example of a bad way to balance the economy is the 

American auto industry. The American auto industry is lagging behind other 

countries, yet we have the most lax auto mileage standards. Even China has better 

mileage standards than ours; we could not actually sell our cars in China. California is 

trying to increase the mileage standard, but they are being sued by automakers. It is a 

fact that the companies with the more efficient cars are the ones that are in better 

financial standings today.  

 The final misconception Gore addresses is that global warming is not too big 

of a problem to fix. Many people go directly from denial to despair, but we already 

have the tools to solve this problem. By using more efficient electric appliances, other 
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end-use efficient products, higher mileage cars, making other forms of transport more 

efficient, investing in renewables and using carbon capture and sequestration our 

country could be below our 1970 emissions level. To reach this point we will need 

general political will, but as Gore says: “in America, political will is a renewable 

resource” (Gore, 2006).  

  

A Call for Action 

 

After defending his position, Gore moves into perhaps the most important part 

of the film: his call for action. As a politician, Gore is used to giving motivating 

speeches and this section is no different. After explaining the science of global 

warming, the dangers of global warming and why his argument is the correct one, 

Gore tells the audience what they can do. This portion of the film does begin to sound 

a bit like he is campaigning. He loudly and enthusiastically announces that “we have 

the ability to do this!” before launching into examples of what we can do to reduce 

our carbon emissions (Gore, 2006). The list of the countries that have ratified Kyoto 

is put up on the screen, with Australia and the United States highlighted as the only 

major countries to not do so. Instead individual states in the U.S. have announced 

their support of Kyoto, as have a long list of cities. Gore next asks: “are we as 

Americans capable of doing great things even though they are difficult? Are we 

capable of rising above ourselves and history? The record indicates we do have that 

capacity” (Gore, 2006). He then lists famous patriotic moments in American history 

starting with the Revolutionary War. Images of the emancipation proclamation, 
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women’s suffrage, the defeat of Hitler, the desegregation of schools, the cure for 

polio, men landing on the moon and the fall of communism race by as Gore describes 

that we have made revolutionary changes in the past. We have even taken the lead on 

an international environmental issue, the hole in the ozone layer, and by initiating the 

removal of CFCs from the market we have solved the problem. However, climate 

change is a very different issue: “we have to have a different perspective on this one, 

it’s different from any problem we have ever faced before” (Gore, 2006).  

 Gore takes this opportunity to return to the image of planet earth. This is our 

only planet. The image of earth slowly grows smaller as he describes a space voyage 

that took a shuttle four billion miles from earth at which point it turned its cameras 

around and instead of taking pictures of distant galaxies it took a picture of earth. 

From that far away the earth was simply a tiny blue dot: “Everything that has ever 

happened in all of human history has happened on that pixel, all the triumphs and all 

the tragedies, all the wars all the famines, all the major advances, it’s our only home, 

and that is what is at stake, our ability to live on planet earth, to have a future as a 

civilization” (Gore, 2006). The original shot of earth comes back on the screen as 

Gore once again repeats this is a moral issue and we humans have the responsibility 

to secure our future. 

 The documentary ends with the same image with which it began. The familiar, 

peaceful, soothing river scene is shown again, but this time Gore poses questions that 

future generations will someday ask: What were our parents thing? Why didn’t they 

wake up when they had the change? It will be too late for future generations who feel 

the consequences of climate change to do anything to stop it. We have the 
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opportunity to reverse change if we so choose. The final song by Melissa Ethridge 

begins as the closing credits start. The credits begin by asking are you ready to 

change the way you live? Throughout the credits tips for reducing carbon emissions 

are listed with inspirational statements that are supposed to inspire change such as the 

following: “Tell your parents not to ruin the world that you will live in; if you are a 

parent, join with your children to save the world they will live in” (Gore, 2006). The 

tips become more political as the credits roll on and the movie closes with the request 

to encourage people to see the movie, to learn as much as possible about climate 

change and to put their knowledge into action.  

 

Public Reaction to the Film 

 

 When Gore’s film was released it was the center of attention. Millions flocked 

to see the documentary and the generally positive feedback from film critics helped 

Gore’s efforts. Larry King called it “one of the most important films ever” and Roger 

Ebert wrote “in 39 years, I have never written these words in a movie review, but here 

they are: you owe it to yourself to see this film” (About the DVD). Word of mouth 

helped popularize the film, and it eventually became one of the highest grossing 

documentary films in the United States. The film won countless awards for Best 

Documentary in smaller film critics’ awards festivals, culminating with a 2007 

Academy Award for Documentary Feature and Best Original Song. Also in 2007, for 

his widespread efforts to draw attention to the issue of global warming including the 
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film An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore, along with the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) won the Nobel Peace Prize.  

 Not all reaction to the film was positive, however. Some film critics 

questioned the science behind the film and many conservatives rallied behind this 

point to stress that Gore greatly exaggerated the risks of global warming. Other critics 

questioned the intent behind the message. They questioned whether he was preparing 

for another presidential run due to the sometimes highly politicized nature of the film 

clips. Internationally, the film was well received by the governments who have 

publicly supported the Kyoto Protocol, but the response from the United States and 

Australian governments was negative at best. Both George Bush and John Howard 

said they would not see the film or allow it to affect their environmental 

policymaking. In the United States the National Science Teachers Association 

(NSTA) was offered 50,000 free DVDs to use in their classrooms, but they declined. 

They later stated that they saw no benefit in accepting the films and were concerned 

over politically endorsing the film. They also felt it would place unnecessary risk on 

their capital campaign, specifically referring to a few targeted supporters. One of 

these supporters they refer to is Exxon Mobil Corporation, a company that has funded 

many climate skeptic studies.  

 While there was certainly a vocal group trying to discredit Gore’s film, at least 

everyone was talking about it. The film succeeded in raising awareness of global 

warming. After this film, An Inconvenient Truth and global warming became 

household terms. Gore clearly succeeded in bringing the argument into the public 

sphere. What once was an issue debated only by scientists and politicians was now 
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openly discussed at all levels of society. Gore’s goal was not just to start the 

conversation on global warming; he wanted actual change, and since the film was 

released, there has been little.  

 In 2007, the Labor Party, led by Kevin Rudd, won the Australian federal 

election. After taking office, Kevin Rudd took the popular move of signing the Kyoto 

Protocol, leaving the United States as the only major nation not to take part. To date, 

the Kyoto Protocol has not been the great success that was hoped for, but it is a work 

in progress. On a global scale, greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise, despite 

attempts to reduce emissions, but people are working together across the planet to 

change that. The European Union has entered into a carbon cap and trade system, but 

many have deemed it unsuccessful. Certain nations have taken steps toward reducing 

emissions. Denmark is leading the world in producing energy through windmills and 

Costa Rica gets over 95% of its energy from renewables including hydro-electric, 

wind and geothermal. Developing nations such as China, India and Brazil have 

growing middle classes that are significantly increasing their energy needs and the 

United States, the world’s worst polluter, has yet to join international accords to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Citizens of the world are increasingly concerned 

about climate change, and slowly things are being done to curb the deleterious effects 

of climate change.   

 In the United States, many cities and states have been taking the lead in 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions. A group of 17 states, led by California, petitioned 

the federal government for a Clean Air Act waiver to set stricter air quality standards 

than the federal government. California had been previously granted over 50 such 
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waivers, and this was the first to be denied. The waiver would have forced 

automakers to reduce emissions on new cars and light trucks beginning with 2009 

models. It took the federal government two years to review the application and in late 

2007 the Environmental Protection Agency stated the proposed rules were preempted 

by federal authority and irrelevant due to Bush’s new energy bill. The California 

waiver would have acknowledged carbon dioxide as a pollutant, and forced 

automakers to meet approximately 43 miles per gallon standards by 2016. The new 

energy bill calls for an increase to 35 miles per gallon by 2020 and does not address 

carbon dioxide emissions. Automakers supported the federal government’s move 

because allowing the waivers would have created a patchwork of nationwide fuel 

standards. The states announced they planned to sue to have the Environmental 

Protection Agency’s ruling to be overturned.  

 A similar issue made it to the Supreme Court in the case Massachusetts v. 

EPA and for the first time the justices were forced to make a ruling on the global 

warming issue. In a 5-4 decision the Supreme Court ruled that the Environmental 

Protection Agency has the authority, under the Clean Air Act, to regulate the 

emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases from cars. The central 

argument for the dissent was over the issue of whether greenhouse gases pose an 

imminent harm. The three main questions the court addressed were if the states have 

standing to sue the EPA in challenging their decision, if the Clean Air Act gives the 

EPA the authority to regulate tailpipe emissions of greenhouse gases and finally if the 

EPA has the discretion not to regulate those emissions. The court ruled that the states 

did have standing and that the EPA has the authority to regulate tailpipe emissions of 
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greenhouse gases, but that the EPA needs to reexamine their reasoning behind no 

regulation. They have a list of reasons why they are avoiding regulation, but they 

need to be more closely linked to the Clean Air Act.  

 This court case has set the stage for future regulation of greenhouse gases, but 

in the meantime the northeastern states have gone further and begun the Regional 

Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI). Following in the European Union’s footsteps ten 

states have joined forces to create the first carbon cap and trade system in the United 

States. The ultimate goal is to reduce emissions from northeastern power plants by 

10% by 2019. The first auction was held in September 2008 and RGGI officially 

went into effect on January 1st, 2009. The cap comes in two phases: between 2009 

and 2014 the goal is to stabilize greenhouse gas emissions and from 2015 to 1018 

there will be a 2.5% reduction per year. While this program only addresses power 

plants and does not have major reductions in emissions, it is significant as it is the 

first such trade system to take place in the United States. If this system proves 

successful it may become the model for future carbon trading schemes. Already a 

similar initiative is in the works for the Western states. The Western Climate 

Initiative is being discussed between governors of Arizona, California, New Mexico, 

Oregon, Washington and the premier of British Columbia (Engel and Miller, 2009).  

 On an international scale, in December 2007 the United States entered into the 

Bali international climate talks. Emotions ran high and tension mounted as the United 

States continued to refuse consensus because they wanted developing countries to 

have a more active role in reducing greenhouse emissions. When the United States 

delegate, Undersecretary of State, Paula Dobriansky announced the US could not 
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accept the current formulation she was met with a loud chorus of boos from the angry 

delegates. The Papua New Guinea delegate, Kevin Conrad, responded to the United 

States: “we seek your leadership… but if for some reason you are not willing to lead, 

leave it to the rest of us. Please, get out of the way” (Fuller and Revkin, 2007). Other 

countries followed suit, attacking the United States’ viewpoint and none of the 

traditional American allies stepped in to argue their defense. Upon realization of the 

risk of complete isolation and alienation from the rest of the world, Dobriansky 

announced that “we believe we have a shared vision and we want to move that 

forward, we want a success here in Bali. We will go forward and join the consensus” 

(Fuller and Revkin, 2007). The next set of negotiations is set to take place in 

Copenhagen in 2009 and the protocol that results from this meeting will replace the 

Kyoto Protocol.  

On April 17, 2009 Lisa Jackson, the administrator of the Environmental 

Protection Agency, after being ordered to review whether greenhouse gases are 

harmful in the Massachusetts v. EPA court case announced that greenhouse gases 

“endanger public health and welfare” (EPA, 2009). Six specific greenhouse gases, 

carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, hydroflurocarbons, perflurocarbons and 

sulfur hexafluoride have been identified as gases that endanger public health and 

welfare within the context of the Clean Air Act. The report also declared that impacts 

of climate change include increased drought, increased flooding, more frequent and 

intense heat waves and wildfires, a rise in sea level, more intense storms and harm to 

natural resources, wildlife, and agriculture. Lisa Jackson was also careful to note the 

disproportionate impact climate change has on certain population segments such as 
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the poor, the young, the elderly and the infirm. This announcement was a major step 

for the United States’ efforts to curb climate change.  The United States has yet to 

take major action to reduce greenhouse gases, but it is clear to maintain any 

international allies it will have to do such. The Environmental Protection Agency has 

taken the first step toward nationally regulating greenhouse gases by officially 

announcing that these gases can be regulated as pollutants under the Clean Air Act 

because they are deleterious to public health and welfare.  

 

Gore’s Transitioning of the Argument 

  

While Gore does a complete job of transitioning the argument from the 

scientific sphere into the public sphere, his transition is not quite as successful as 

Carson’s because there have been no changes in policy. However, it is too soon to 

determine whether change will take place in the form of legislation; there was a ten-

year period of public debate after the publication of Silent Spring and the banning of 

DDT by Congress. Unfortunately, Gore’s use of politics in his film has led to the 

isolation of conservatives and the polarization of the issue of climate change. While 

the film tries to be non-biased in its explanation of the argument, underlying tones 

and Gore himself make the film appear to be a product of liberal propaganda. The 

continuous references to his history in Washington, his presidential campaigns, and 

his attacks on the Republican Party and the Bush Administration further politicized 

the issue and took away from his overall goal. The issue needs to separate itself from 

politics to be fully resolved because unless Americans can work together to 
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encourage the regulation of greenhouse gases, the issue will stall in Washington. 

Despite the underlying political tones, Gore has been extremely successful in bringing 

the climate change issue into public light and has made it the center of many political 

debates. The issue is no longer hidden in the scientific sphere. Gore successfully 

transitioned the argument into the public sphere by using the following techniques: 

visual argument, narrative, ethos, examples and emotional appeals  

 

Visual Argument 

 

Gore’s first successfully utilized technique was visuals. Throughout the film 

there are powerful images shown such as billowing smoke stacks, the aftermath of 

Hurricane Katrina and instances of severe flooding and severe drought. It is one thing 

to simply discuss the effects of climate change and another to see if firsthand. By 

showing visuals of how much the sea level could rise in the next 100 years people 

understand what is at stake. Simply saying the sea level could rise a few feet is not 

enough for people to fully realize the consequences, but the maps show what valuable 

land would be lost to the sea. The same is true with the glaciers. It is one thing to hear 

that glaciers across the planet are rapidly receding, but showing images of the same 

glacier today and fifty years ago is a powerful reminder that we are already having an 

effect on the environment. The footage of Hurricane Katrina is among the most 

powerful in the film. Gore uses clips of satellite images, local news coverage of the 

actual storm and its immediate aftermath, as well as the citizens of New Orleans that 

were affected. When he discusses the issue of impending drought, the images of 
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drought stricken China as well as the disappearance of Lake Chad in the Darfur and 

Niger region help the audience understand just how severe the consequences could 

be. This is not a yearlong decrease in rainfall. The only thing that could cause large 

lakes to completely dry up, creating social and political issues, would be intense 

climate change events. The visual images of the breakup of the Larsen B ice shelf in 

Antarctica added a new dimension to the discussion of melting ice caps. Discussing 

the melting of glaciers and ice sheets seems to be a long term process, but when the 

audience sees how much ice was lost in a period of 35 days it makes the issue of 

global warming seem to be much more of an imminent threat instead of a problem 

our children’s generation will have to address. 

Another type of visual that Gore frequently employs is graphics. While 

describing the mechanism behind the greenhouse effect Gore uses very precise 

diagrams and computer simulations. These visualizations help the audience 

understand the process and are much more effective than a verbal explanation. He 

uses an excellent graph of carbon dioxide readings taken at Mauna Loa to show the 

increase in atmospheric carbon dioxide in the past fifty years and uses a similar graph 

of atmospheric carbon dioxide readings taken from ice core samples first over a 

thousand year time period, and then over a 650,000 year time period. These graphs 

are powerful images that help Gore disprove the skeptics’ view that the current 

increase in atmospheric carbon dioxide may simply be part of a natural cycle. It is 

visually clear that never in 650,000 years has the amount of atmospheric carbon 

dioxide risen above 300 parts per million, and when Gore adds the current carbon 

dioxide concentration along with the projected concentration for the next fifty years 
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he has to get onto a cherry picker to demonstrate how far off the graph the readings 

will be. This is an extremely effective use of graphics that clearly shows the audience 

how much of an effect humans have had on the levels of carbon dioxide in our 

atmosphere. Another effective graphic was the graph that showed the current range of 

ocean temperatures and the natural range of ocean variability. This graph shows that 

ocean temperatures are much higher than they should be and Gore segues nicely from 

this image to his explanation of how warmer ocean temperatures can lead to stronger 

and more violent hurricanes. The graphic that describes the feedback cycle that 

speeds up the melting of the ice at the poles is another example of a well-utilized 

graphic. The computer simulation makes the audience understand why the 

temperature change affects the poles more rapidly then other parts of the world.  

 

Narrative 

 

Narratives are another important aspect of Gore’s film and he uses three 

different levels of narrative: he tells his personal story, his own story on the effects of 

climate change, and the story of global warming. These narratives are especially 

important as they allow the audience to relate and make the message seem more 

personal. Included in his personal stories are the set of stories about a teacher he had 

in elementary school and one he had in college. These stories introduce the relation 

between an increase in atmospheric carbon dioxide and an increase in temperature. If 

Gore had started with the graph, while it is still a visually powerful image, there 

would not have been the same amount of interest among the audience. Stories make 



99 

the scientific data seem more real. His story about spending his childhood summers 

on their farm in Carthage, Tennessee make Gore seem more accessible to the average 

American. He wants to stress that he is not another elitist politician trying to tell the 

audience how they should live their lives. He grew up as a farm boy. This story helps 

stress the point that environmentalism is not just an elitist movement, but is 

something that every American, regardless of their background, should be concerned 

about. The story about his family farm historically growing tobacco and his sister 

who died of lung cancer provides a great narrative for why someday we might regret 

not connecting the dots between carbon emissions and climate change in a more 

timely fashion.  

His narrative of his personal experience with climate change is interwoven 

throughout the film. Gore had specific images that he returned to that tied everything 

in his story together. The first was the opening scene of the river. This image is a 

soothing, calming picture of natural beauty and a reminder of why we should be 

concerned about climate change. By constantly returning to this scene the audience 

had something familiar to focus the story around. Another constant in the film was 

the main lecture hall. Gore continuously returned to a single lecture audience. By 

doing so he took the focus off the audience and the surroundings and on to the actual 

narrative covered. If there were a different location for each lecture clip the viewer 

would be trying to keep up with the change of scenery instead of listening to Gore’s 

information. The final image he continues to return to is the image of the earth as 

seen from outer space. This image sums up Gore’s personal narrative with climate 
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change: we have one small planet and the image helps put into perspective the 

severity of climate change. 

In the final type of narrative Gore explains the science behind climate change. 

The scientific portion of the film is not easy to understand. The mechanisms behind 

climate change are complex and extensive computer modeling still cannot perfectly 

predict what will come from an increase in atmospheric carbon dioxide. Gore uses 

excellent explanations and metaphors to tell a story that helps the audience 

understand these scientific mechanisms. For example, when discussing the fragility of 

the atmosphere instead of giving an absolute number of how thick the atmosphere is 

in miles, he tells the audience that it is the same as painting a layer of varnish onto a 

globe. The visualization that comes from the narrative helps the audience understand 

exactly how fragile of an atmosphere we have.  

 

Ethos 

 

Gore also uses his stories to help demonstrate his ethos. His more personal 

stories regarding his past not only allow the audience to relate to Gore, but they also 

help the audience understand why he is making this film and why he is a credible 

source. His attempt at establishing ethos includes listing his previous political 

experience as well as his lifelong interest in the environment and his pursuit of 

environmental policy changes. One story he tells in this line of reasoning is about his 

son almost being killed by a car. The story makes Gore seem more real to the 

audience, and he also uses it to explain that from this incident he gained the ability to 
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understand not to take things for granted. He applied this to his fight to end climate 

change and save our planet for our children’s generation. Gore lists his political 

endeavors as an attempt to add credibility to his argument. He wants to explain to the 

audience that he has been interested in this issue for more than a few years. He has 

led congressional hearings and attempted to bring the issue into the White House 

during his presidential run. These political parts do allow the audience to understand 

why he can be considered an authority on the subject, but they also detract from his 

bipartisan goals.  

Gore also uses many political clips from his past. While some may help 

establish his ethos, others seem superfluous. There is an entire segment dedicated to 

the 2000 presidential election in which the outcome of Florida decided the fate of the 

election. In the beginning of the film he introduces himself as the man that used to be 

the next president and shows campaign footage from previous years to help tell his 

background. When showing the graph from the Mauna Loa carbon dioxide readings 

Gore discusses the various things he was doing during this time period in Congress to 

try and introduce the topic of climate change into the popular debate including 

holding congressional hearings and attending the meetings at Kyoto. His discussion 

of how hard he tried to change the opinions in Congress came off as an appeal to 

electing a more liberal Congress. While many of these clips may seem unnecessary, 

they help to establish Gore’s credibility as a speaker. Constantly referencing his 

political past helps the audience understand why Gore can be seen as an authority on 

the subject of political action related to climate change.   
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Examples 

 

The fourth valuable technique Gore utilizes is examples. When describing the 

first canary in the coal mine: the Arctic ice cap, he does not simply say it is melting 

rapidly and give information of how much ice is being lost. He gives examples as to 

why this would concern the audience. He shows the image of the drunken trees to 

explain the melting permafrost and to relate this to humans he shows how the same 

melting permafrost is collapsing houses, and buildings as well as the Alaskan 

pipeline. These examples make the melting Arctic ice cap seem like a much more real 

problem. Another powerful example involves the melting of the Greenland ice sheet. 

Gore describes how the Gulf Stream stopped after the last ice age when a large body 

of freshwater flowed into the North Atlantic. He gives the example that Greenland 

has enough freshwater to cause a similar stoppage of the Gulf Stream and put Europe 

into an ice age. This gives the problem of the melting ice sheet a more real 

consequence to which humans, and especially Europeans, can relate. Gore gives 

another example when he tries to describe humanity’s general way of thinking. He 

compares our thought process to that of a frog jumping into a boiling pot of water. If 

the pot is already boiling the frog will immediately jump out, but if the water is 

slowly brought to a boil while the frog is inside it will not move until someone 

rescues it. This is a wonderful example of how the human mind works: we need a 

sudden jolt to take action and are not responsive to gradual yet significant change.  

Showing the effects that climate change will have directly on humans is 

another successful method Gore used to transform the argument. He does not simply 
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discuss the rising sea level; he shows what cities will be affected and how many 

people will be displaced. He does not only describe why the ocean temperatures are 

rising, but he also explains how this will lead to more damaging hurricanes. He shows 

that an increase in global temperatures will increase the range of disease carrying 

insects. Some exotic species that have already invaded the United States will prosper 

with less days of frost, and insects such as mosquitoes will expand their range. Many 

cities around the world were built just above the mosquito line, but with warming 

temperatures millions across the planet will be subject to diseases such as malaria, the 

West Nile Virus and the Avian Flu.  

 

Emotional Appeals 

 

Finally, Gore appeals to the emotions of the audience. Gore uses an appeal to 

patriotism when he discusses the danger Manhattan could face with rising sea levels. 

In all other examples he shows images of how much land will be lost and gives 

numbers of how many people will be displaced, but in the image of Manhattan he 

singles out the location of the World Trade Center Memorial. Manhattan is not in 

nearly as much danger as low land regions of Florida, the Netherlands and China, but 

many viewers might not have an intense level of attachment to these global regions. 

Even Americans who do not live in Manhattan however understand the importance of 

protecting this important American site. Gore states that we pledged to never forget 

September 11th, but that if we ignore climate change we risk losing the memorial site.  
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 Gore uses this appeal to patriotism to attack the Bush administration and say 

that as a country we should be preparing for threats other than just terrorism. There 

are several other such attacks throughout the film. When he tells the story about his 

elementary school teacher he jokes that this ignorant teacher went on to become the 

scientific advisor of the Bush administration. When discussing his past history in 

Congress regarding climate change issues he states that he lost the 2000 presidential 

election to a candidate who failed to honor his promise to regulate carbon dioxide. 

The issue of a Bush White House aid editing climate change reports is significant to 

the understanding of why the government has failed to take action, yet the framing of 

this in the film was more of an attack than was necessary. Gore staged an 

unnecessarily dramatic phone call in which the audience could only hear his side of 

the conversation, but was led to believe that the Bush administration was editing 

important climate change documents to their advantage and in defense of Exxon. 

Later Gore discussed what actually happened: Philip Cooney, Bush’s head of 

environmental policy who had worked for the American Petroleum Institute and had 

no scientific training had to resign when he was found changing an EPA report about 

global warming. The entire dramatic telephone scene could have been cut out of the 

film and it would have provided a more unbiased reading of the event.  

  The entire end of the film is remarkably similar to a campaign speech. Gore 

enthusiastically announces, “We have the ability to do this!” and continues to make 

reference to American patriotism by listing famous moments in American history that 

we have succeeded against the odds (Gore, 2006). Revolutionary changes of the past 

include the Revolutionary War, the emancipation proclamation, women’s suffrage, 
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the defeat of Hitler, men landing on the moon and the fall of communism. While this 

does give inspiration to Americans who question whether we can tackle the climate 

change issue, it also comes across as extremely campaign-like. Gore is known as a 

politician who has taken many runs at the presidency, and with a presidential election 

only two years off he should have been more cautious in his use of overt political 

references. The ending of the film seems more like Gore preaching at the audience 

then giving unbiased information regarding climate change.   

 Throughout the entire film Gore’s use of visuals also helps with his emotional 

appeal. The images of smokestacks, droughts and floods all appeal to the emotions of 

the audience. The main message of the film is that we have an ethical responsibility to 

limit greenhouse gas emissions in an attempt to reverse climate change. We are 

responsible for providing future generations with a livable environment. This 

powerful emotional appeal is constantly present throughout the entire film and is very 

effective.  

  

Gore’s Successful Transition 

 

Despite his use of political clips and images Gore does importantly try to 

establish the argument as one of ethics. He tries to dispel the notion that this argument 

is about political will or scientific understanding and attempts to prove to the 

audience that this is simply an issue of doing what is right. If you understand the 

connection between carbon emissions and climate change then there is a moral 

imperative to do something about it. While he is trying to establish the argument as an 
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ethical one, he contradicts himself by saying that political will is necessary. He 

explains that unless the issue is important to constituents the politicians will not care. 

Much of the film revolves around his battle in Congress to enact legislation and by 

including so much of this political aspect he takes away from his attempt to pull the 

argument out of the sphere of politics and into that of ethics.  

 Gore uses many extremely successful techniques to transform the argument 

surrounding climate change into the public sphere. The visuals add to the severity of 

the effects of climate change, the narratives allow the audience to relate to Gore as 

well as make explaining the science behind climate change and the climate change 

argument easier to understand. By building ethos the entire argument seems more 

credible, using examples helps the audience fully comprehend the dangers of climate 

change and by appeal to the audiences’ emotions Gore solidifies their support. All of 

these techniques allowed for the argument to escape the scientific sphere and be 

discussed openly in the public sphere. It was no longer a counterpublic argument of a 

few liberal politicians or scientists, climate change was recognized as a global issue, 

and with the simplification of the problem and its effects the entire world was able to 

join the debate. However, Gore did not fully separate the issue from politics, nor did 

he have a bipartisan following.  His constant attacks on the Bush administration 

alienated conservatives and his repeated political clips made the issue seem centered 

in politics rather than ethics. Finally, the overly patriotic campaign-like ending of the 

film made Gore’s intentions unclear. Although Gore wanted to make the issue one of 

morality, after the film it was still an issue of conservatives versus liberals. The film 

alienated the Republican Party and by doing so Gore lost support and credibility for 
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his climate change argument. However, overall, the film succeeded in bringing the 

argument from the scientific into the public sphere as well as expanding it from a 

counterpublic argument to an argument necessitating general participation.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: TRANSITIONING ENVIRONMENTAL 

ARGUMENTS FROM THE SCIENTIFIC SPHERE TO THE 

PUBLIC SPHERE 

 

 Both Rachel Carson and Al Gore successfully transitioned their respective 

arguments from the scientific sphere into the public sphere. Before Carson, haphazard 

applications of dangerous pesticides were the norm. Her novel, Silent Spring, allowed 

a small counterpublic to voice their opinion and change the dominant ideology. Not 

only did her work lead to the banning of DDT within a decade, but it also changed 

how man views nature. People no longer believed that man’s job was to control every 

aspect of nature. People began to respect the natural order of the environment. Before 

Gore, climate change was an issue only discussed among scientists and politicians. 

The average citizen could not access the argument because of its complex scientific 

nature, but Gore changed that. His film allowed regular people to understand the 

complexities and dangers of climate change. He rebutted the critics’ arguments and 

his call for action led to the widespread acknowledgement of climate change. 

Although his film was too political at times and no legislation has been passed to curb 

greenhouse gas emissions in the United States, his transitioning of the argument 

changed the way we view climate change. The political process is not quick enough 

for us to have seen major legislative changes since An Inconvenient Truth was 

released. The EPA has taken the first step toward regulation by announcing that 

greenhouse gases can be regulated under the Clean Air Act because they threaten the 

safety and welfare of the public.  
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Both Carson and Gore successfully transitioned their arguments using similar 

techniques. This chapter will review the techniques used by both Carson and Gore. 

The similarities and differences in the tactics used by the two will be reviewed in 

order to understand what a successful transition between the scientific and public 

sphere requires. Finally, the necessary elements will be applied to the water case 

study mentioned in the opening chapter. 

 

Transitioning Techniques 

 

Carson’s Techniques 

 According to Aristotle there are three main forms of argument: logos, ethos 

and pathos. Logos is the most common to the scientific world of argument because it 

is based on logic and rationality. Ethos is an argument surrounding the credibility of 

the arguer. It involves virtue, good will and practical wisdom. The last form of 

argument, pathos, is an emotional argument. Originally, the argument against DDT 

was set in the scientific sphere and was solely based on logos. In order to successfully 

transition the argument Carson had to change that. She manipulated the logos into an 

argument more suitable and for the public sphere and she added arguments of both 

ethos and pathos.  

Carson’s argument still maintained a basis in logos. She utilized the more 

formal and expected argument as well as refutation when disproving the 

counterpoint’s argument. The opposition’s main argument was for the cost-

effectiveness of using pesticides for agricultural and public health reasons. Carson 
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went within their framework and objected to their argument by showing that in 

reality, aerial spraying of pesticides is not cost-effective. By finding fault in the 

opponent’s main argument Carson was able to garner more support for her 

counterpublic’s argument. She also used traditional logic when citing countless 

scientific studies. She wanted to ensure that her argument was logical and that she 

had proof to support her claim. 

An important addition to her logical argument that began to differentiate her 

argument from the scientific sphere was her addition of narrative and visuals. 

Narrative was extremely important as it allowed the reader to become immersed in 

the story. By simply describing the science behind the pesticides and the potential 

effects Carson would have lost the interest of her readers. The moving story of the 

first chapter as well as her prose style narratives allowed the reader to take interest in 

an otherwise dreary subject. Although the book had no images, Carson’s superior 

writing skills allowed her to paint images in the minds of her readers. The opening 

chapter is a prime example of a scene that the reader can vividly picture. Other 

images Carson refers to include the widespread fish kills and bird deaths. In many 

cases the reader has experienced these events first hand and by referencing them the 

reader has a clear image in their mind. These two techniques were very important to 

Carson’s transition from the purely logical scientific sphere into the public realm. 

Another key difference between the original argument against DDT and 

Carson’s book was her addition of the ethical argument. Carson utilized ethos in three 

ways: through examples, accessible language and establishing her credibility and 

good will. Throughout the entire novel Carson constantly gave examples of the harms 
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of pesticides. These examples provided practical wisdom for the audience. Instead of 

simply citing scientific studies or describing the chemical make-up of the pesticide, 

Carson used real examples in order to fully explain her argument. 

Another important technique Carson used in her ethical argument was her 

choice of accessible language. By using layman’s terms and avoiding scientific jargon 

Carson was able to write a very scientific book in a manner that interested the average 

person. She also used very detailed explanations to allow the audience to fully 

understand the argument. A purely scientific argument would have glossed over many 

items and would have left Carson’s intended audience confused.  

Establishing her credibility and good will was also very important to Carson’s 

transition from the scientific to the public sphere. Carson was already a very well 

known and well-respected nature writer, but her previous work only extended to a 

more soft science: the sea. In order to prove her credibility in the more chemical 

matter of pesticides Carson cites studies throughout the entire novel. Because of her 

previous credibility as a scientist she was able to access valuable studies from other 

scientists and add to the overall credibility of her novel. By providing full 

transparency as to why she wrote the book, Carson showed her good will. Carson had 

no ulterior motives besides alerting the world to the dangers of pesticides and she 

made that quite clear in her novel, adding to her ethos.  

 The final aspect that Carson incorporates to fully transition the pesticide 

argument is pathos. Her use of symbolism was very important to her appeal to 

emotions. Carson references symbols such as the skull and crossbones because they 

allow for an emotional response by the reader. She appeals to parents by constantly 
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referencing the dangers that are even more extreme with children including how easy 

it is for children to accidentally stumble upon these poisons. She also uses the appeal 

of animals to help her pathetic argument. Many humans have an emotional 

connection to animals and by playing up the harm caused to animals such as the 

American bald eagle, Carson adds to her argument of pathos.  

 Carson incorporated all three of Aristotle’s forms of argument in her novel. 

What was most important for her transition from the scientific to the public sphere 

was her addition of ethos and pathos. The scientific argument was solely based on 

logos and in order for the public to take interest it needed to appeal to their emotions, 

and the virtue and good will of the argument had to be apparent. Carson not only 

added these two elements, but she also recognized the need to transform the argument 

within logos. Simply leaving logos as argument and refutation would not have 

maintained the reader’s interest, but by adding narrative and visual to logos Carson 

was able to fully transition her argument.  

 

Gore’s Techniques 

 

 The techniques Gore used to transition the climate change argument from the 

scientific into the public sphere can also be analyzed using Aristotle’s three forms of 

argument. He too recognized the need to add an ethical and pathetic element to his 

argument in order to access the general public, and he also transformed the logical 

argument into something more understandable.  
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 Gore did maintain the traditional logical argument in An Inconvenient Truth. 

He spent time following the basic structure of argument and refutation when he gave 

counterpoints to all of the main arguments of the opposition. It is important to 

maintain this basic part of logos because it gives the audience reasons for why his 

argument is correct and the opposition’s is false. Gore also adds to the logos of the 

film with his use of visuals and narrative.  

 His use of visuals is apparent throughout the film, as film is a visual form of 

media. Gore used an assortment of powerfully moving images. Many times he 

showed the image of earth from space to stress the fragility of our world. He showed 

footage of the horrendous aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in order to show the 

damage that could be caused by more intense hurricanes. He also used extremely 

effective graphics that were essential in understanding the key points of the basic 

scientific argument behind climate change. These images and graphics were 

necessary to the message of the film.  

 Gore’s use of narrative allowed him to relate to his audience. His personal 

stories make him seem more human and his narratives surrounding the science of 

climate change allowed the audience to understand a very scientifically complex 

issue. Also, Gore turns his entire climate change thesis into a story. Throughout the 

entire film his argument for why climate change is happening and why it is bad for 

the planet is told in story form, making it more accessible to the viewing audience. By 

adding this basic narrative as well as the visuals to the logical argument Gore begins 

the transition from the scientific sphere into the public sphere and makes it more 

accessible to his intended audience.  
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 Adding ethos was especially important for Gore. Gore is a well-known 

politician, but many viewers might not have seen why he is the appropriate person to 

be telling a story about climate change. By discussing his past, both political and 

personal, and especially his long-term dedication to the environment the audience 

understands that this is not a cause with which he recently became involved. Gore has 

spent the majority of his life learning about climate change and is therefore a 

reputable source for making this film. By stressing his credibility on the subject 

matter, Gore adds credibility to his film. It is also important for the audience to 

understand why Gore is making the film. He did not make this film because he 

wanted to gain political salience; Gore stresses that he gave those lectures and made 

this film because he wanted people to pay attention to the climate change issue. 

 Another way Gore gains ethos is by using examples and accessible language. 

Because climate change is such a complex subject, simply stating the potential 

consequences is not enough. Instead of saying that storms could potentially be 

stronger with rising temperatures, Gore gives examples of how the past few years 

have birthed stronger hurricanes then ever before. He does the same by describing the 

disastrous heat waves, floods and droughts that have been occurring recently 

throughout the world. By giving an actual example rather than just stating facts, Gore 

is able to reach out to the audience and ensure that his point is understood. These 

examples give practical wisdom to the audience. They may not have understood the 

purely scientific argument, but real life examples are more accessible and were 

important to his transition away from the scientific sphere.  
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 Gore’s appeal to emotions adds pathos to his overall argument. Throughout 

the entire film Gore shows images such as the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, 

disastrous floods in Asia and droughts in Africa. By seeing the realities of the human 

conditions that are being caused by climate change Gore appeals to the basic human 

emotions of the audience. For some, these images from distant countries might not hit 

close enough to home. Gore appeals to patriotism when he discusses the horrors of 

allowing sea levels to rise enough that the World Trade Center Memorial would be 

underwater. He also mentions a list of revolutionary moments in American history. 

By referencing what we have done in the past Gore appeals to our emotions and 

makes the audience believe that this issue can also be solved. The final segment of the 

film stresses the importance of doing something about climate change. Gore stresses 

that our inaction will cause harm to our children’s generation. He makes it very clear 

that this is no longer an issue of science, but an issue of ethics. We must do 

something about climate change or future generations will be forced to suffer. 

 

Elements of Environmental Arguments 

 

 Carson and Gore’s arguments have many similarities. Most importantly, they 

both incorporated ethos and pathos into purely logical arguments. When their 

arguments were in the scientific sphere, the main argumentative technique was citing 

basic facts and refuting the opposition. Carson and Gore kept this element, but both 

added to the logos by incorporating narrative and visuals. Including narrative was 

important to transitioning the scientific argument into the public sphere. What makes 
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an argument inaccessible to the general public when it is within the scientific sphere 

is the language of the argument. By changing the scientific rhetoric into a story, the 

audience can understand the argument as well as relate to the argument. When the 

argument is closer to home, the audience is more likely to respond.  

 The use of visuals by both Carson and Gore was a very important addition to 

the logical argument, but the two incorporated visuals in very different ways. 

Carson’s novel, published in the 1960s, had no images, but her vivid writing style 

allowed the reader to have clear images in their mind. Gore had written a book 

previously regarding the environment, but it received little recognition. Today, 

Carson’s book might not be adequate to gain the attention of a large number of 

people. Gore used visuals in a different sense: he completely changed the media in 

which his message was delivered. Films are visual by nature, and Gore correctly 

predicted that it would take this type of media to move an argument from the 

counterpublic to the dominant ideology. It was important for Gore to use the type of 

visual that he did because without the constant images and visuals he would have lost 

the interest of the viewing audience. The visuals of both added to the logical 

argument in the public sphere. In the scientific sphere the visuals would not have 

been necessary to fully comprehend the argument, but in the public sphere they were 

of utmost importance to the understanding of the message. 

 Besides transitioning the logical argument, both Carson and Gore added ethos. 

In order for the audience to have a more comprehensive understanding of the 

arguments Carson and Gore both provided practical wisdom through examples and 

the use of accessible language. Both give many detailed examples to explain the 
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consequences of their respective environmental problems. Gore does not simply say 

that global warming will heat the world’s oceans and cause problems, he describes in 

detail how the intensity of storms will increase and gives specific examples. Carson 

does not simply state that pesticides will cause harm to humans, she gives specific 

examples of the potential side effects and cites specific cases when children have died 

due to pesticide exposure. These examples are extremely important to both cases 

because they allow the audience to fully understand the severity of the consequences. 

Their choice of language is also important to their ethical argument as it helps 

explaining gain credibility by relating to the audience on a basic level. 

 The establishment of credibility as a speaker and the good will of their 

motives were also important to the ethos of the argument. Carson was a well-known 

scientist and her name already had credibility in the field, but she continuously citied 

outside studies in order to increase the overall credibility of the argument. She also 

made it quite clear that her motive in writing the book was simply to make people 

aware of the dangers of DDT and perhaps led to some political action. Gore was a 

well-known politician and credible public speaker, but the audience could have 

questioned his relation to the environmental field without the background information 

he provided. His extensive background also allowed the audience to understand why 

he was making this film. He had a long-standing interest in the environment, 

specifically climate change, and that was why he made the film. To add to his ethos 

Gore had to stress that his only political motivation was to enact change in climate 

change legislation, not to further his personal agenda.  
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 Finally, both Gore and Carson added pathos to their arguments. Carson 

appeals to the emotions of mothers and nature lovers when she describes the dangers 

to children and wildlife. Gore makes similar appeals to human emotions with the 

intense visuals he uses throughout the entire film. Both also appeal to the American 

sense of patriotism. Carson reference the plight of the American bald eagle and Gore 

describes the revolutionary accomplishments Americans have made in the past. Most 

importantly, both make the argument that these environmental issues are no longer 

about personal choices, but about our responsibility to preserve the world for future 

generations. Carson describes the dangers of controlling nature and how it will be 

even more harmful with the continued use of pesticides. Gore stresses the importance 

of taking action now to prevent inescapable harm for future generations. These 

emotional appeals round out the pathetic argument and are essential for transitioning 

the environmental argument from something purely scientific into something 

accessible to all.  

 

Water Shortage Case Study 

 

 It is evident through the analysis of Carson and Gore’s works that certain 

aspects are required for an environmental argument to transition out of the obscurity 

of the scientific sphere and into the spotlight of the public sphere. For the water 

shortage issue to become relevant today it is essential that there is more to the 

argument then logos. Strong logos is important for the scientific argument, but 

without other elements it will not be of interest to the general public.   
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 The facts of the water shortage issue are shocking. Humans need between 1.5 

and 2.5 liters of clean drinking water a day and with the growing population this will 

inevitably become a problem. An increasing number of wells are using up all the 

groundwater aquifers’ supplies and climate change is melting the glaciers and ice 

caps that store freshwater for a large percentage of the world’s population. However, 

while these may be basic logical arguments, there needs to be more. The water 

shortage issue needs a narrative and there is great potential. Following a poor family 

in India as they struggle daily to find enough water for their family to survive would 

provide a poignant and unforgettable narrative for the water shortage. Visuals are also 

essential to the logical argument. It is one thing to read or hear that parts of the world 

are experiencing droughts, but seeing images of receding lakes, empty rivers and 

unclean water would help the audience better realize the issue. 

 An important thing to add is that while Carson was successful in raising 

awareness of pesticides with a novel, today a novel would not be sufficient. Gore 

wrote a novel before making An Inconvenient Truth, but most people have never 

heard of it. The water shortage issue needs a similar visual media in order to gain the 

attention of people in today’s world. On April 21, 2009 PBS Frontline released a 

documentary titled “Poisoned Waters.” This documentary focused on the dangerous 

chemicals coming from average consumer items such as medicines and household 

cleaners that are infiltrating our nation’s waterways. A similar such documentary, 

either a television mini-series or a large-scale motion picture needs to be made in 

order to publicize the water shortage issue.  
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 In order for the argument to be successful in the public sphere elements of 

both ethos and pathos need to be added. In order to establish ethos, there must be 

credibility established for the person or group that is making the argument. A movie 

star might be an attractive option to headline the water shortage campaign, but in 

order for the argument to be successful there must be a connection between the actor 

and the environmental issue. The audience must understand the good will behind the 

argument. There can be no ulterior political or public relations motive behind the 

message. The argument must be made for the environment’s sake only. Using 

accessible language and examples would help gain ethos for the argument. Both 

language choice and examples would add to practical wisdom and allow the audience 

to relate to and understand what is being argued.  

 Finally, in order for the water shortage issue to gain salience there must be an 

appeal to emotions. A factual argument will never escape the scientific sphere and 

never grab public interest. Especially successful emotional appeals include safety of 

children, the welfare of animals and appeals to patriotism. In order for the water 

shortage issue to grab mainstream attention the audience must find a part of the 

argument with which they empathize. Most importantly, the argument must be 

framed as an ethical responsibility to future generations. Stressing that inaction today 

will harm our children is especially important. By continuing to abuse water 

allocation rights today it could be impossible to live in regions such as the American 

southwest or farm in areas such as California in the future. Appealing to emotions and 

stressing the responsibility we have as stewards of this planet is necessary to gain the 

full attention of the general public. 
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 By transitioning the logical argument and adding elements of ethos and 

pathos, the argument surrounding water shortage issues will be heard. Narratives and 

visual media are essential to making the transition from traditional scientific logos to 

logos that would interest the public sphere. By following the examples of Rachel 

Carson and Al Gore those concerned over the impending global water shortage have 

the potential to connect with millions of people and create actual change.  
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