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ABSTRACT

This paper investigates how people conceive and evaluate nature through lan-
guage, in a climate change context. With material consisting of 1,200 answers
to open-ended questions in nationally representative surveys in Norway, we
explore what semantic roles and values the respondents attribute to nature as
well as to how they interact with the public debate about climate change. We
observe that different conceptions and valuations of nature are tied to different
perspectives on the climate change issue: some address the responsibilities of
causing climate change, others its consequences, and others yet its potential
solutions. The study provides knowledge about the variety of conceptions of
nature that can be mobilised by individuals and suggests that policy measures
and public communication could benefit by taking this diversity into account.
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1. INTRODUCTION

How people think, talk and write about nature is crucial for understanding the
diversity of public perceptions of environmental issues. The value we assign
to nature and the way we construe nature as an object of public deliberation
is central for tackling environmental issues, and language is essential in shap-
ing these processes. Previous research suggests that recent decades have seen
a shift in our understanding of nature, of the relations between humans and
nature, and of why nature is valuable. Put briefly, existing research indicates
that environmental harm has increasingly been accepted in public debates as a
global, potentially irreversible and existential problem (Andersen 2017; Hajer
1995; Lash, Wynne and Szerszynski 1996). These changes are closely related
to the valuation of nature — i.e. the normative foundation for environmental
policy, which is expressed by the fact that the reasons for protecting nature
from destruction and controlling environmental harm have changed in funda-
mental ways over the last century (Andersen 2017; Warde and Sorlin 2015;
Warde, Robin and Soérlin 2018). In sum, this process can be understood as a
potential reconfiguration of the human understanding of the relation of humans
to nature, and can be taken to be a cultural condition for societal development
and for tackling environmental change.

In order to explore this issue, the present article addresses the interaction
of human valuation of nature with public perception and responses to climate
change. Through a linguistic and discursive analysis, the aim of this paper is to
describe the semantic properties of different occurrences of the word ‘nature’
in the responses to open-ended survey questions about climate change. Our
overarching research question can be formulated as follows: How is nature
conceived by people when they are not asked about it directly, but through
questions related to the phenomenon of climate change?

Our material consists of 1,200 answers containing the noun ‘nature’ or the
adjective ‘natural’, stemming from open-ended questions in nationally repre-
sentative surveys in Norway (2013-2019). Through this material, we explore
what semantic roles (i.e. agent, patient, instrument etc.) and properties (i.e.
fragile, sacred, useful etc.) the respondents attribute to nature as well as how
they interact with the public dialogue about climate change. Specifically, we
show that different conceptions of nature are related to different issues within
the climate change debate and even more to different political ramifications of
it. Based on our data, we develop a typology of the conceptions of nature that
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illustrate how the various ways nature is spoken about also present implicit
or explicit arguments for different policies meant to tackle the climate change
issue.

By examining the intersection of conceptions of nature and perceptions of
and responses to climate change, this article connects with recent advances
in the larger debate on nature’s valuation (Neuteleers 2020). Our analysis in-
dicates that the conception of nature as an autonomous agent is strong in the
public discourse, suggesting a potential euphemisation of the anthropic role in
climate change and in its mitigation. Furthermore, we find that people mobilise
three main forms of nature’s value: instrumental, intrinsic and relational (see
section 4). Relational valuation is currently discussed in the field of environ-
mental ethics, especially as a potential ‘third way’ beyond the more classical
divide between instrumental and intrinsic modes of valuation (Hourdequin
2015), and is widely believed to be important for tackling environmental is-
sues. This ‘new ecological paradigm’ (Klain et al. 2017) has been essentially
discussed in theoretical literature, while a few empirical studies have found
traces of its expression in the general public via questionnaires or interviews
about pro-environmental motivations (Arias-Arévalo, Martin-Lopez and
Gomez-Baggethun 2017; van den Born et al. 2018). Our study contributes to
this literature and shows that relational valuations can also be observed with-
out asking directly about motivations for environmental protection, suggesting
that this mode of valuation of nature is deeply rooted in public worldviews.

Moreover, the paper is situated in the field of language-oriented and dis-
course-based studies of the public perception of environmental issues and
specifically climate change (see e.g. Fill and Penz 2017; Grundmann 2021;
Koteyko and Atanasova 2016; Nerlich, Koteyko and Brown 2010; Stibbe
2014). We add to this body of research a semantic analysis, which allows for a
fine-grained classification of different uses of the word ‘nature’ in short decon-
textualised texts. More broadly, our analysis illustrates the analytical potential
for methodological approaches rooted in linguistics and how they can be com-
bined with data from open-ended survey questions.

Finally, this analysis may provide valuable knowledge for different stake-
holders and politicians that are involved in promoting measures to limit climate
change. Our work could thus be used as a recommendation to authorities and
politicians to help them take into consideration the debate embedded in the
respondents’ answers, and to acknowledge both agreement and disagreement
about measures where nature is involved and perhaps better align people’s
conceptions to different policies.

In the following, we present our theoretical framework (Section 2) before
laying out our material and methods (Section 3). In Section 4, we display quan-
titative results of the analysis accompanied by authentic examples. In the final
Section (5), we undertake a discussion of our research, including limitations as
well as suggestions for future research.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK — SEMANTIC ROLES AND VOICES
IN DIALOGUE

In this paper we contribute linguistic and discursive analysis to the growing
literature on the societal and cultural consequences of global environmental
change. We do so by exploring what semantic roles are assigned to nature in
open-ended survey questions. This is motivated by an interest in the chang-
ing relations between humans and nature and how nature is valued. Previous
research also underlines the contribution of linguistic and rhetorical analy-
ses of argumentation in debates on contested issues such as climate change
(for a selection of such studies, see: Carbou 2015; Flattum and Dahl 2012;
Flettum 2016, 2017; Fill and Penz 2017; Haunschild et al. 2019; Koteyko and
Atanasova 2016; Nerlich, Koteyko and Brown 2010; Pearce et al. 2015; Stibbe
2014; Tvinnereim et al. 2017).

A mixed semantic and dialogic approach constitutes the main theoretical
framework of the analysis. We perform our analysis in two steps: 1) an analysis
of semantic roles and 2) an analysis focusing on dialogic interaction between
survey answers and public debate.

Firstly, analysing the semantic roles given to ‘nature’ by the respondents
allows us to describe its features (i.e. agent, patient, dangerous, fragile etc.) as
well as the relations it has with other elements such as ‘humans’, ‘disasters’,
‘climate’ and so on. In order to classify the various occurrences of ‘nature’ in
the material, we apply a simplified version of Fillmore’s *Case for Case’ theory
(Fillmore 1968, 1977) inspired by Kos-Dienes (1985). This semantic approach
allows us to concretely identify various roles of ‘nature’ and indicate their rela-
tion(s) to other roles. In short, different nouns or noun groups in a clause may
take on different semantic roles corresponding to different participants being
part of a given situation. According to Kos-Dienes (1985: 2), Fillmore situates
the roles within ‘the semantics of the inner structure of the clause’. Fillmore
proposes several semantic roles (not all being fully defined), such as agent, ex-
periencer, instrument, object, source, goal, location and time. In our simplified
version, we will use only two, AGENT and PATIENT. This simplification is
due to our approach focusing on ‘nature’ as an entity that has an influence on
its surroundings and on people’s lives (AGENT) or as an entity that is affected
by humans’ activities (PATIENT). We define them in the following way:

AGENT: the semantic role of a noun phrase denoting a person, a group of per-
sons or a force/thing that takes an active role or produces a specified effect.

PATIENT: the semantic role of a noun phrase denoting something that is af-
fected or acted upon, typically by the action of a verb (in Fillmore 1968,
this role is named ‘experiencer’).

Through our second analytical step, a dialogic perspective (i.e. based on the
conception that we all speak in relation to previous or subsequent discourses)
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further enriches the semantic role analysis, with regard to the way in which
the answers relate or reply to environmental discourses circulating in society
(Bres 2007; Bres, Nowakowska and Sarale 2016). This analysis will provide
important knowledge about how people’s conception of nature interacts with
various discourses that are currently developing in the context of the climate
change debate.

Since the main issue in the present paper concerns answers given to open-
ended survey questions, there is at the outset a dialogue taking place between
the survey and the respondent (Flettum, Gjerstad and Oloko 2019; Langaas,
Flettum and Gjerstad 2019). In the present study, however, the focus will be on
the ‘dialogue’, implicit or explicit, taking place between the respondents and
the surrounding debate. Inspired by various approaches to multi-voicedness,
or linguistic polyphony (Nelke, Flattum and Norén 2004), the analysis un-
dertaken here will mainly adopt the perspective developed by Gjerstad (2011)
in what he calls ‘discursive polyphony’. Following the Russian semiotician
Mikhail Bakhtin, we adopt the crucial perspective that discourse is funda-
mentally dialogical. As expressed by Gjerstad (2011: 5), ‘[n]o one speaks in
complete isolation from what has been said before or without considering how
the message will be received. The voice of “the other” is therefore present in
any utterance, whether or not this presence is signalled by specific linguistic
markers’ (see above; a similar perspective is formulated by Bres, Nowakowska
and Sarale 2016: 80).

By taking into account the linguistic structures in which nature is inte-
grated, this analytical step allows us to relate the semantic roles to surrounding
debates, and to dialogue or interaction with the current public debates. We
analyse how people’s conceptions of nature interact with various discourses
that are currently developing in the context of the climate change debate, and
how the different conceptions of nature are often embedded as part of compet-
ing worldviews and opinions in public debates.

The main types of interaction that are relevant here are a) that which is
oriented towards previous discourse on the same subject, called ‘interdiscur-
sive dialogism’, by which the speaker reproduces or echoes what has already
been expressed on a given topic; and b) the so-called ‘interlocutive dialo-
gism’, where the speaker’s response is oriented towards a possible anticipated
response (Bres, Nowakowska and Sarale 2016). This analytical perspective re-
quires the researcher to perform a constant back and forth comparison between
the actual answers given in the survey and the surrounding socio-political con-
text and public discourse.

In sum, this analysis allows us to link the different answers with the im-
plicit issues they relate to, and the different political ramifications they could
have. A fine-grained approach will be introduced to analyse some answers that
contain specific words marking an explicit presence of other voices than the
one of the respondent — i.e. linguistic polyphony (Nelke, Flottum and Norén
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2004). This approach portrays the discourse as a meeting point between dif-
ferent voices, even different narratives. We postulate that the dialogic and the
polyphonic perspectives are particularly suitable for discourse that is part of
a large and broad debate involving many different voices, such as the climate
change debate. This double perspective of semantics and dialogism, of role
and voices, will constitute the basis for our interpretation of the occurrences of
‘nature’ in the material under study here.

Although our analytical approach is anchored in linguistics, it is highly rel-
evant for the broader scholarly debate on the valuation of nature. Blok (2013)
shows that there exists a multitude of different ways of making ‘nature’ rele-
vant in public debates, and he encourages researchers to pay more attention to
understanding this diversity. This is a type of question that begs a qualitative
approach to interpret the meanings and feelings that actors express. As a con-
sequence, previous analyses have typically been case-based or ethnographic
studies that provide in-depth understanding, but where it is uncertain if the
results can be generalised (Andersen 2017; Anker 2018; Blok 2013; Jasanoff
2005). In our contribution, we add to this research by combining the theoreti-
cal approach outlined above with the analysis of a material of a unique set of
representative surveys with answers to open-ended questions collected as part
of survey panels (2013-2019). This provides a larger material which allows us
to systematically map the many ways the respondents make nature relevant in
their answers. The results display a systematic linguistic mapping of the valu-
ation of nature expressed in our corpus and add an important dimension to the
knowledge provided by previous studies mentioned above.

3. MATERIALS AND METHOD

Materials

The analysis is based on data consisting of a total of 13,507 answers to open-
ended survey questions about climate change through the years 2013-2019,
from the Norwegian Citizen Panel (NCP). The NCP is part of the Digital Social
Science Core Facility (DIGSSCORE, https://www.uib.no/en/citizen), based at
the University of Bergen. It is a unique representative Norwegian online panel
where participants are recruited randomly from Norway’s population register
of people above the age of 18.

This paper focuses entirely on questions of the open-ended type, such as:
‘What comes to mind when you hear or read the expression “climate change”?’
(see table 1 for alternate question wordings that are also included). Answers
to such questions provide insight into more fundamental attitudes and associa-
tions than closed-ended questions with pre-defined response options, selected
and defined by the researchers undertaking the survey (Stoneman, Sturgis and
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Allum 2013).! When respondents can express their views in their own words
and framing, their answers provide richer and more nuanced data than with
fixed-response questions, adding great value to knowledge about the diversity
of people’s ways of speaking about nature. The answers vary in length, from
one single word up to more than 300. Table 1 offers an overview of the data
sets including the open-ended questions.

Table 1: Overview of material of survey questions 2013-2019 from Norwegian
Citizen Panel

Year Panel Question N answers N occurrences Proportion
infield wave wording studied Nature occ.
variable” /Answers
2013 | 1/km31 A” 2115 176 83 %
2014 | 3/kml A 793 89 11.2%
2015a | 4/km12 B 1266 78 6.2%
2015b | 5/km1 B 3370 101 3.0%
2016 | 6 /kmé6la AT 1106 81 7.3%
2017 | 8 /km1l A 4394 411 93%
2018 | 13 /km1l A” 2620 190 73%
2019 | 15/ kmmot c 876 74 8.4%
Total 13,507 1200 8.9 %

*The first number refers to the wave of the Norwegian Citizen Panel in which the question is
included. Abbreviations such as ‘km1’ and ‘kmmot’ refers to the identifier of the question in
the codebook of the actual surveys.

**Question A: What comes to mind when you hear or read the expression ‘climate change’?

***Question B: When it comes to climate change, what do you think should be done?

*#%% Question C: Those answering YES to this question: ‘Have you changed your way of life to
help limit harmful climate change?’ were given an additional open invitation to respond to:
‘We would like you to tell us what has motivated you to change your way of life.”

Method

Our goal is to describe the way that respondents talk about nature, when they
are not explicitly asked about conceptions of nature. The analysis will focus on
the pivotal stem ‘natur’. This choice obviously limits the scope of our analysis
of the representations of nature, since people may express such conceptions
without using the word nature itself. It enables a systematic approach, how-
ever, and more importantly does not allow our own conceptions of nature to
interfere with the analysis. In a nutshell, we can express the question we ask
our corpus in this way: What are the respondents talking about when they use
the stem ‘natur-"?

After anonymising the collected data, all the answers containing an occur-
rence of the noun ‘nature’ (Norsk: ‘natur’), the adjective ‘natural’ (‘naturlig’)
or compounds such as ‘natural catastrophe’ (‘naturkatastrofe’) and ‘nature

1. For other studies using open-ended questions in environmental and climate-related stud-
ies, see Lorenzoni and Pidgeon 2006; Smith and Leiserowitz 2014; Shwom et al. 2010;
Tvinnereim and Flottum 2015.
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conservation/protection’ (‘naturvern’) were extracted, yielding a total of 1,200
answers.” This was followed by several systematic in-depth readings of these
answers in order to classify the semantic roles attributed to nature. This work
was guided by the theoretical framework and our interpretation of the mean-
ing of the answers. For some answers, various interpretations were discussed
among the authors before we concluded on five main categories, including an
‘other’ category for answers that are difficult to fit to a semantic role. In our
first analysis of the answers we were also interested in changes across the data
collection period (2013-2019). We know that, in addition to personal values
and interests, media coverage and political debates influence people’s opinions
and attitudes. In some of the surveys we noted that topics mentioned by the
respondents are to some degree shaped by national Norwegian events. We did
not, however, find clear trends for changes across the study’s time period, in
regard to to the semantic roles attributed to nature. As a consequence, we
combine data from the different surveys, and only report variations between
the three different question wordings (see Table 1)

4. RESULTS OF THE QUALITATIVE ANALY SIS

Semantic roles given to ‘nature’

As a first analytical step, we classified the semantic roles given to nature in
the 1,200 responses. We suggest a rough set of four main categories and a fifth
category of non-classified answers (‘Other’ category). In the presentation of
the categories below, we suggest one or two examples to illustrate the most
frequently represented categories in the data set, viz. agent and patient, and
then provide a more detailed qualitative analysis.

1) Nature as AGENT — Autonomous nature

In the first category, covering answers taken from the data set with quasi-com-
plete clauses or just a simple noun phrase, nature has a clear AGENT role. The
agency can be realised in different ways, however. In some cases, it seems
to represent a conception of nature as autonomous, in the sense of being out
of human reach, taking an active role or producing a specific effect — climate
change, in our case. Answers often refer to ‘natural cycle’ or ‘natural variation’:

(a) The course of nature/Nature’s cycle

From a dialogic perspective, the course of nature (a) can be interpreted as
an elliptic form of ‘Climate change is the result of the course of nature’ with
an implicit contrast to or even express dissent from ‘climate change is human

2. In practical terms, the complete dataset (n=13,507) was imported to the software "R’. We
used the Quanteda data package (Benoit et al. 2018) to identify all answers that contained the
stem ‘natur’ (n=1,200). This dataset was then used in a systematic qualitative analysis.
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induced’. In other cases, as in b), we see some kind of double agency, where
both humans and nature are causes of climate change:

(b) Both human and naturally induced
As a third case, we have observed answers as in c¢), where nature still has
a clear agent role — thus it has autonomy, but is nuanced by human activities:

(¢) Natural phenomenon, but which humans accelerate

In c¢) we note a dialogue between two different points of view, linguistically
marked by the contrastive and concessive connective but. This connective con-
tains the instruction that what is coming before but is agreed to, and that what
is coming after but is considered as the most important argument, here and
now. These two points of view, also explicitly present in b), are discursive
manifestations of the polyphony characterising the current deliberation on
causes of climate change. Through the polyphonic lens we are able to identify
such different points of view brought in by the respondent without making
explicit the source of the point of view with which he/she is conversing. In a
context where anthropogenic climate change is the wide scientific consensus,
this kind of answer may be seen as an euphemisation of human responsibility
towards climate change. It may also be read as a balanced way to advocate for
human responsibility. All in all, the observed variation in this category shows
that the anthropogenic cause of climate is under debate in the general public.

2) Nature as REACTIVE AGENT — Reactive Nature

In the second category too, nature takes on a clear AGENT role. It is different
from Autonomous nature in the sense that it puts a distinct emphasis on na-
ture’s reactions to climate change, mostly through its dramatic consequences.
We therefore name this category ‘reactive nature’. The answers often consist
of lists of different aspects of natural catastrophe as well as various natural and
weather phenomena that can be harmful to people, as in the following example:
Natural catastrophe and extreme weather causing human suffering. Concrete
injury to people is sometimes explicitly mentioned. In general, this category
highlights that the respondents consider climate change a direct threat.

3) Nature as PATIENT, humans as AGENTS — Fragile nature

In the first two categories, nature is interpreted as having the role of AGENT,
in different ways. This changes in the third category where nature assumes the
role of PATIENT, i.e. something fragile that is affected or acted upon. In this
case, humans are clearly the AGENTS, often admitting that they are the cause
of the harm, but most importantly, taking on the role of AGENT in protecting
and/or respecting nature:

(a) All/we should take care of/protect nature

(b) We must stop violating nature
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Here we see two typical linguistic devices used to express obligation, viz. the
modal deontic verb forms should and must. The dimension of taking care of/
protecting nature (as expressed in [a]) is an echo of what is often heard in the
public debate, and in dialogic terms an example of ‘interdiscursive dialogism’.
The respondent reproduces what has already been expressed (what he/she has
heard or read) on a given topic. As it addresses what should be done to tackle
climate change, this category is of special interest for an investigation of the
various policies that can be associated with different conceptions of ‘fragile
nature’. As we will see below, respondents preferred protection policies may
vary strongly depending on the features they associate with nature (as home,
resource or treasure).

4) Nature mentioned as a single word or in a single compound expression
— Mention

This category has a special status since it covers the cases where the answer
contains just the single word ‘nature’ or ‘natural’ or compounds such as ‘natural
catastrophe’. We classify these examples as Mention because it is problematic
to attribute a specific role to a single word when there is no verb included in the
answer; the answer does not have the form of a clause in such cases.

In this category, we also include answers that contain only the single
compound ‘natural catastrophe’. Although the ‘catastrophe’ part definitely ex-
presses something more than just mentioning nature, we also find it difficult to
give these answers any further interpretations.

5) Other

This category has been established to serve as a catch-all for cases that are dif-
ficult to classify within the categories we have proposed, such as the following
example: ‘Norway should use its natural (given) advantages for large-scale
storage of CO, on the (continental) shelf’(2015,4,27).* Other examples in-
clude a few answers where nature is given a semantic role as an object of love
or desire (N=7) and where respondents emphasise the value of knowledge and
information about nature (N=11), helping them to see the importance of tack-
ling climate change. The latter examples are the reason for the high share of
answers from question wording ‘C’ in the Other category.

Distribution of main categories
Table 2 describes the distribution of the five main categories in the material.

3. The numbers inserted after each example, e.g. (2017,8,72), refer to our notation system: 2017
corresponds to the year the actual survey was fielded; 8 to the actual round of the survey; 72
to the number of the actual example.
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Table 2: Distribution of categories in open-ended survey questions, depending of
question wording (percentage share).

Question wording A" Question wording Question wording

B™ c

1. Autonomous nature 52 % 33% 4%
2. Reactive nature 31% 1% 1%

3. Fragile nature 11% 64 % 72 %

4. Mention 5% 0% 0%

5. Other 1% 2% 23 %

100 % 100 % 100 %

Total N 947 179 74

*Question A: What comes to mind when you hear or read the expression ‘climate change’?

**Question B: When it comes to climate change, what do you think should be done?

*** Question C: Those answering YES to this question: ‘Have you changed your way of life to
help limit harmful climate change?” were given an additional open invitation to respond to:
‘We would like you to tell us what has motivated you to change your way of life.”

First, we observe notable differences between the questions directly ask-
ing about associations with ‘climate change’ (question wording A) and the
questions related to specific aspects of the climate change context (question
wording B and C). The main difference is that Fragile nature is most frequent
when question wording B and C are used, related to more specific aspects of
the climate change context, viz. solutions to climate change and motivation for
lifestyle change, respectively. In other words, Fragile nature becomes more
salient when respondents engage with measures to combat anthropogenic
climate change (Question B) as well as with their own motivations for chang-
ing their life style. This points to an interesting link between the valuation
of nature and respondents’ life style choices that will be further addressed in
the Discussion section. Second, we observe that Autonomous nature is most
frequently represented in answers to the general question of associations with
climate change (question wording A), but also quite frequent in answers to
the question related to solutions (B). It is important to note that this category
includes answers denoting a double agency, where both humans and nature are
identified as causes of climate change. Finally, we note that Reactive nature is
the most frequent category in answers to the general question of associations
with climate change (question wording A). This could be a sign of the rising
concern for the increasingly visible consequences of climate change.

Exploring the political ramification of various semantic roles

We now aim to describe the internal heterogeneity of categories 1-3. We focus
on these categories because they are the most frequent, and display large va-
riety in both content and language, and show the most interesting relations
to the public dialogue about climate change. In the work of exploring this
variation within and across them, we found that the three main categories im-
plicitly answer three different questions about climate change: What can we do
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against climate change? What are its consequences? Who is responsible for it?
Secondly, by reading the answers in each category as answers to the different
questions, we teased out interesting variations within each category. Based on
this analysis we develop a typology of the conceptions of nature that illustrates
how the various ways nature is spoken about, also present implicit or explicit
arguments for different policies meant to tackle the climate change issue.

Who’s responsible for climate change?

In category 1, Autonomous nature, we observe an internal variation in the
answers that justify the distinction between two significant positions.* In the
first subcategory, which we call ‘Natural phenomenon’, nature is clearly the
unique agent of climate change. In the second subcategory, ‘Double agency’,
respondents explicitly state that even if they consider climate change a natural
phenomenon, human activity is also a more or less important factor. This dis-
tinction is important since while the first category can be considered ‘climate
denialism’, the second is more balanced. Both subcategories are perfect exam-
ples of dialogism, explicitly reflecting the continuous debate —public, political
and scientific — between denialism and scientific consensus on the causes of
climate change.

The sub-category ‘Natural phenomenon’ includes answers ranging from
single noun phrases (NPs) of the type ‘Natural cycle’ to elaborate and quite
long answers bringing in different aspects more or less related to nature. Here
are some examples:®

(i) That our planet (nature) has a particular ability to repair itself. (2017,8,72)

Answer (i) underlines the autonomy of nature, being independent of human
activity. It is dialogic in the sense that it represents an implicit refusal to ac-
knowledge human-induced climate change. We also find this attitude explicitly
manifested in answers like the following:

(i1) A human being is not able to change the climate. After all, this is nature. It
is very difficult to resist the natural catastrophe. (2013,1,38)

In the polyphonic answer (ii), we see the explicit disagreement, through the
negation not, with the underlying voice saying that ‘a human being is able
to change the climate’. Even though we observe various ways of stating the
answers, there is no doubt that the answers classified in this category express a
firm belief in the strength of nature as an autonomous agent.

4. As a general remark, we emphasise that respondents may include different variations of
their nature conception in one and the same answer, or different formulations susceptible to
various interpretations, which could justify a classification of the example in more than one
category. In spite of this, we have chosen to classify each answer in one category only, based
on what we see as the most salient conception in that answer.

5. All examples have been translated to English (more or less literally) by the authors. See the
appendix for the original language used in the examples.
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The second sub-category of Autonomous nature is Double agency where
answers generally present both nature and humans as agents. The respondents
signal this double agency in different ways. Sometimes they just refer to both
‘human made and natural variations in the climate’ (2018,13, 10), signalling
a coordination or juxtaposition between the two agents. Other answers give
different weight to the two factors. We observe various formulations oriented
towards prioritising one of the two at the expense of the other. In answer (iii),
we see a modest emphasis on nature at the expense of humans:

(iii) That the climate changes over time. These are natural variations. Yet it
cannot be excluded that changes are partly caused by humans. (2013, 1, 1)

Some respondents seem to be uncertain and to question the cause, for example
by adding a ‘perhaps’ to suggest that both are agents, or by formulating their
uncertainty as a question:

(iv) Weather and temperature variations ... the conflict between those who
think it has to do with natural variation and those who say it is human
made. The truth is probably somewhere in between ... perhaps. (2017,8,8)

(v) Changes in weather, temperature and the cleanness of air. What
is human made? What is the natural cycle of the earth? (2013,1,32)
In addition to these non-polemic answers, however, we find several that clearly
argue for one or the other as the most important. In these answers, we see clear
traces of the dialogue on the attribution of climate change in the public debate.
A characteristic trait is the presence of the connective but (‘men’), which, as
explained above, contains the instruction that the argument preceding but is
accepted, while the following argument is considered the most important and
prioritised argument, here and now:

(vi) It has to do with natural variation, but these are heavily intensified by
human emissions. (2014,3,37)

(vii) That the largest part comes from humans, but much comes from nature,
volcanic eruption, earthquakes and certainly other things. (2018,13,7)

The dialogic character of the answers in Double agency is obvious, expressing
both hesitation about the causes of climate change and certainty about what is
the most important agent. The respondents seem to be well aware of the pres-
ence of these different voices in the public debate. Many have sided with one
of the two main points of view, but many still express some ambiguity (see
Tvinnereim and Flettum 2015 for a similar conclusion).

What are the consequences of climate change?

In Reactive nature, the agency of nature is not oriented towards the causes of
climate change but towards its consequences. Simply put, this category in-
cludes answers that talk about dangerous natural phenomena associated with
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climate change. From a dialogic viewpoint, this category may be seen as an
answer to the question ‘what are the consequences of climate change?’ and
it implies an inhospitable nature. The answers focus on nature’s reactions
through spectacular and often dangerous consequences of climate change.
Despite the great variety of answers in this category, unity emerges from the
notion of ‘natural catastrophe’, appearing in the large majority of cases. The
typical answer lists different weather phenomena and natural catastrophes,
such as ‘ice melting, drought, bad air, hurricanes, typhoons ... and other and
more frequent natural catastrophes’ (2013,1,64). The answers sometimes also
detail the potential consequences for humans, and an expectation that dramatic
weather correlates with various human sufferings is frequent:

(viil) Wilder, wetter and warmer weather that leads to more natural catastro-
phes and more hunger, distress and poverty. (2018,13,37)

The listing of ‘wilder, wetter and warmer’ has become a kind of popularised
slogan or discursive ‘formula’ (Krieg-Planque 2010) over the last 10—15 years.
It originates in the scientific community, and describes how climate change
may affect the weather, now and in the future. This formula also echoes the
lived experiences of inhabitants of regions affected by the effects of climate
change across the world, including Norway. Discursive formulae such as this
are examples of interdiscursive dialogism, where the respondent echoes what
has already been frequently expressed in a climate change context. For some
respondents this could also echo what they have experienced. Some answers
that are classified as Reactive nature also point out the loss of biodiversity
(extinction of animals and plants) as a reaction in nature to climate change.

The category of Reactive nature highlights the fact that people tend to
consider climate change as a dangerous process for humanity. We note, how-
ever, that the answers present extreme weather and other natural events as
mere physical responses of the planet to GHG emissions. This observation
is not in line with previous literature that shows a noteworthy presence of
anthropomorphic conceptions of nature. In ‘Gaia’s revenge narratives’, for ex-
ample, an animated nature, presented in the form of ‘Gaia’ or ‘Mother Earth’,
is avenging itself or punishing humanity for its sins, greed, lack of humility
etc. (Skrimshire 2014). We find it interesting to note that we did not find any
occurrence of ‘nature’ being seen as a kind of vengeful entity. Further research
is needed to determine the potential reasons for this absence, as it could be
related to cultural factors, different framings of climate change, or linked to
the specificities of our corpus.

What can we do about climate change?

Although some responses in categories 1 and 2 mention climate change cop-
ing policies, this is the prime topic in the answers classified under category
3, Fragile nature. In this category, where nature appears as PATIENT and
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humans appear as AGENTS, responses often suggest the ‘right’ actions that
are considered necessary. Nature is presented as something fragile, acted upon
by humans.

Generally, this category covers answers expressing that humans have
brought or bring harm to nature while at the same time, and perhaps first and
foremost, that they will take on the AGENT role of ‘protecting’ or ‘respect-
ing’ nature. We also see concern about biodiversity, such as protection of rain
forests, coral reefs and wild animals. Furthermore, there is a clear deontic tone
(especially through the modal verb must) in the answers, pointing at the obliga-
tions that humans have in safeguarding nature, which is another manifestation
of dialogism. Many of the answers seem to echo the imperatives often ex-
pressed by various environmental NGOs. This protecting role is manifested
through the many different verbs used, such as protect, take care of, respect,
preserve, manage, let be, live in harmony with. The important semantic differ-
ences between these verbal expressions lead us to distinguish between three
different kinds of fragile nature: Nature as resource, Nature as a treasure and
Nature as a home.

The Nature as resource subcategory refers to the cases where the harming
of nature is mainly a problem because nature is considered a useful resource
for humans. In this case, answers ask to preserve ecosystemic services, stocks
of food, and other kinds of ‘natural capital’. These answers often call upon the
‘sustainable management’ vocabulary, characterising another public debate on
the UN Sustainable Development Goals, and suggesting that the protection of
nature is a technical/scientific management issue:

(ix) We must manage nature in a sustainable way. (2015,5, 48)

In this perspective, human control of nature and natural processes are seen as
normal and necessary. In respect to dialogism, responses that see nature as a
resource often enter into debate with other environmentalist positions and criti-
cise the idea that ‘nature’ should remain untouched or be considered sacred.
From the ‘nature as a resource’ perspective, nature is primarily an exploitable
material for humans:

(x) exert pressure on, inform environmentalists and the general public that,
unfortunately, nature has to be disturbed in order to produce power that is
not detrimental (wind mills, power cables and dams) to climate. (2015,4,
55)

The Nature as a treasure subcategory is different, primarily because the re-
sponses show a different stand on the issue of protecting nature. The answers
gathered in this category claim that we should aim to preserve an ‘untouched’
nature, using the vocabulary of wilderness, pristine state or patrimony. Nature
is seen as a kind of treasure that has to be preserved from the influence of
human activity. In terms of protection policy, this leads to an inclination
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towards ‘conservationism’ rather than ‘preservationism’, reflecting a tradi-
tional debate in Norway (see Anker 2018):

(xi) We must protect what is left of forests, rainforests and other intact nature.
(2015,5, 46)

(xii) The entire world must cooperate about the shift from coal and oil to
renewable energy. We must let large nature areas remain approximately
untouched by humans. (2015,4,56)

In addition to these constructive requests, we find many direct imperatives
such as the following:

(xiii) Don’t drop litter in nature. (2015,4,59)
(xiv) Stop polluting nature. (2015,4,59)

We classify these answers as a ‘treasure’ subcategory because they suggest a
mainly protective attitude towards nature.

The third and final subcategory under Fragile nature is Nature as a home.
In this perspective, nature is seen neither as a simple material to be manipu-
lated nor as a sacred entity to be protected, but primarily as people’s very living
space. The answers in this category are often characterised by a less dualist
stance than the previous ones, and typically refer to some sort of entangle-
ment between humans and their surrounding nature. They often also advocate
neither for technical management nor devoted guardianship, but for prudent
stewardship:

(xv) We human beings have managed and exploited nature in a way that is
completely reprehensible. What we do against nature, we do against our-
selves. (2017,8,15)

These three subcategories capture ways of speaking about nature that can be
related to the three main modes of nature’s valuation that are widely discussed
in the environmental ethics literature. As mentioned above, it is common to
distinguish between three types of value: instrumental, intrinsic and relational
(O’Neill, Holland and Light 2008).

Instrumental value refers to the case where the valued object is considered
of direct interest for the subject. This position is captured in our classifica-
tion scheme by the category ‘nature as resource’. Intrinsic value refers to the
case where the object is valued for itself, as if it had a value regardless of the
good or bad it does for the subject. In our classification, the category ‘nature
as treasure’ represents this mode of valuation, where the respondent wishes to
preserve nature in its ‘pristine state’. Finally, relational value refers to a very
different mode of valuation that can be called ‘pragmatist’ (Larrére 2010). In
this case, the valuation is deeply context-sensitive and depends on the qualita-
tive relations that have been built between two entities. It encompasses a part
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of both instrumental value and intrinsic value. The best example of this kind of
valuation in everyday life is the love for children or friends. They are beloved
because of their relation to you in particular (you don’t love all people as you
love your children or friends), but they are also loved for themselves, beyond
your self-interest, because you could sacrifice your interest for them.

To designate this kind of active relation, philosophers talk about care and
meaningfulness as opposed to interest or morality (Tronto 1993; Frankfurt
2009). Regarding the question of nature, environmental ethics generally use
the relational value category to describe the valuation of a landscape because it
is particularly meaningful for a community, or to a natural place which is part
of people’s identity because they spend important time in it (such as family
walks, child play and so on) (Neuteleers 2020). All in all, we can consider that
this type of valuation occurs when people feel a deep connection with some-
thing, and, regarding what we call ‘nature’ here, when they feel ‘at home’, or
in their very milieu. This is precisely the kind of valuation that we can find in
the category Nature as home.

5. DISCUSSION

The aim of this paper has been to give an overview of people’s conception
and evaluation of nature, in a climate change context. In a first step, through
an analytical approach based on semantic roles and dialogism, we have identi-
fied variations in how the respondents conceive of nature: as an Autonomous
Nature, as a Reactive Nature or as a Fragile Nature. We have also shown that
there are noteworthy differences between the answers that respondents give
to questions asking directly about associations with ‘climate change’, and the
ones related to specific aspects of the climate change context. In the latter
group of questions (question wording B and C), we observe a predominance
of answers classified in the Fragile nature category, while in the first group
(question wording A), the most frequent category varies between Reactive na-
ture and Autonomous nature.

In a second step, we deepened these results through a qualitative analysis.
We have shown that each category is in a dialogical relation with three implicit
questions related to the climate change issue (who’s responsible for climate
change, what are its consequences, and what to do about it?). For each of these
questions, we showed that we could distinguish between various representa-
tions of nature that have different political ramifications. Table 3 summarises
this analysis.
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Table 3: Summary of categories, sub-categories and their potential political ramifica-
tion developed through the analysis

CATEGORY FRAGILE NATURE REACTIVE NATURE AUTONOMOUS NATURE
DIALOGIC Nature asa | Natureas | Natureas | Inhospitable Nature Double agency | Natural
SUBCATEGORY treasure a a home phenomenon

resource
IMPLICIT What can we do against climate What are the consequences Who's responsible for climate
QUESTION change? of climate change? change?
GUIDING

DIALOGUE
POLITICAL Nature is Nature Nature is Climate change makes our Climate change | Climate
RAMIFICATIONS an offers us our planet inhospitable or is partly change is a

invaluable services habitat dangerous for us natural, partly natural
treasure and we and we induced by process and
and we have to have to humans not induced
have to manage it | take care by humans
protect it well of it

When interpreting these results we should bear in mind that this typology
is based on respondents who used the stem ‘nature’ in their answer to a gen-
eral open-ended-survey question about climate change. As a consequence, our
results provide knowledge about what people say when they use the word ‘na-
ture’, specifically, but not about their general perception of climate change. We
think that the knowledge about this sub-sample may nonetheless provide in-
teresting and relevant knowledge for different stakeholders who promote and
strive to realise measures aiming to limit the dramatic consequences of climate
change, measures that at the same time may involve substantial intervention
in nature. Although further research would be needed to formulate thoughtful
recommendations in this regard, our point here is that understanding the vari-
ous conceptions of nature that can exist in the public sphere, as well as their
political ramifications, can help to build appropriate environmental campaigns
and/or anticipate the reactions to different communications. As a prudent il-
lustration of this suggestion, three main conclusions can be drawn from table 3.

Firstly, we see that climate change is widely understood as a danger for
people (Reactive nature), at least when they are asked to speak about it.
This observation can be interpreted as a good leverage factor for pro-climate
action stakeholders, who can campaign on the necessity to ensure a safe fu-
ture. Indeed, while the literature on the subject highlights the shortcomings
of catastrophic environmental communication — which could cause not just
denialism, apathy, fatalism etc., but also some forms of environmental politici-
sation (Semal 2019) — and emphasises the need to build positive narratives and
suggest concrete actions to tackle climate change (Corner, Shaw and Clarke
2018), we can nevertheless think that a baseline of ‘safety’ in environmental
communication should address public expectations in this regard.

Secondly, despite this acknowledgement of the danger of climate change,
we observe that debates about human responsibility for climate change are
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still a relevant concern in public opinion, regardless of the wide scientific con-
sensus on the subject (Autonomous nature). If the reality and the harmfulness
of climate change does not seem to be challenged, there is still a hesitation,
at least, about the degree of humans’ role in the process. Policy-wise, this
observation is in line with a large part of the environmental communication
literature which reflects on the limits of classical environmental communica-
tion (Nisbet et al. 2018): the efforts made by the scientific community and
pro-environment media or politicians have failed to render the fact of anthro-
pogenic climate change undeniable. Anti-environmental lobbying obviously
has an important role in this (Oreskes and Conway 2010), as does the fact that
climate change can’t be directly experienced as such: people suffer some of its
consequences, but the direct link with anthropic activity is hard to make. This
may be further reinforced by the ‘shifting baseline syndrome’ (Pauly 1995)
and ‘environmental generational amnesia’ (Khan 2002), which lead people to
forget past environmental states and to consider new (degraded) states as the
norm. These elements may partially explain why the feeling of urgency is not
prominent in the public debate about climate change. They could be taken
into account by pro-climate action stakeholders when campaigning about the
urgent need for major human action.

Thirdly, we consider our most important result to be the observation of
three modalities of that can make a Fragile Nature relevant. The first two are
quite widespread: instrumental valuation, for example through the promotion
of ecosystemic services, and intrinsic valuation, through the advocacy for the
protection of a pristine nature. The third is the remarkable manifestation in the
general public discourse of a relational mode of valuation of nature which is
actively discussed in the academic literature. Seeing relational values about
nature expressed in answers to questions which do not directly ask about it
offers an important insight for policy makers and pro-climate stakeholders.
Indeed, as shown in the field of conservation psychology, the feeling of per-
sonal connection with the environment is the basis for attitudes of care and
pro-social and environmental behaviours, as distinct from instrumental man-
agement and devoted protection (Clayton and Myers 2009). Some ethicists
consider that public policies and activist narratives could draw on the ‘trans-
formational power of care’ to tackle environmental issues (Laugier 2015; Petit
2014). The presence of the ‘nature as home’ conception in our corpus suggests
that such a strategy could find some success.

Finally, the study tells us how nature may be valued, and what political
measures may or may not receive support in society.

There are also some limitations to our study. First, the questions asked are
not focused on nature and therefore may miss out on aspects related to topics
other than climate change. Second, it is reasonable to expect that some answers
relate to ‘nature’ but without using the word itself, and our analysis did not
capture such cases. This means that we have not captured indirect references
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to natural entities, such as flora, fauna or biodiversity. Third, the formulation
of the questions is particularly important in the sense that they may orient the
respondents on particular paths. Even though the results related to the high
frequency of the Fragile Nature category may partly be explained by ongoing
public debates and engagements, we believe that the main reason is the form
that these questions have (see table 1), orienting the respondents to think about
solutions to climate change (wording question B) and about motivation for
lifestyle changes (question wording C).

In spite of these limitations, our study illustrates that a systematic semantic
analysis can produce a fine-grained categorisation of the discursive construc-
tion of general notions such as ‘nature’ in the public discourse. Regarding
climate change in particular, our study highlights the noteworthy diffusion of
a relational mode of valuation of nature in the public discourse. Observing
the broad diffusion of this idea outside of the scientific community of envi-
ronmental ethics is in our opinion an interesting sign of the general public’s
permeability to discourses and policies based on the less widespread philoso-
phies of care.
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APPENDIX: ORIGINAL LANGUAGE OF TRANSLATED EXAMPLES

Example quoted in the explanation of the ‘other’ category: Norge ber bruke sine natur-
gitte fortrinn til storskala lagring av CO, pd sokkelen. (2015,4, 27)

At var klode (naturen) har en egen evne til & reparere seg selv. (2017,8,72)

Et menneske er ikke til stand til & forandre klimaet. Dette er jo natur. Dette er veldig
vanskelig motsta naturkatastrofen. (2013,1,38)

At klimaet endrer seg over tid. ... Det er naturlige svingninger. Det kan likevel ikke
utelukkes at endringer kan vare delvis menneskeskapt. (2013, 1, 1)

Ver- og temperatursvingninger, ... konflikten mellom de som mener at dette er
naturlige svingninger og de som sier at dette er menneskeskapt. Sannheten ligger vel et
sted i mellom.....kanskje. (2017,8,8)

Endring av ver, temperatur og luftrenhet. Hva er menneskeskapt? Hva er jordas
naturlige syklus? (2013,1,32)

Det et naturlige svingninger, men disse blir svert forsterket av menneskeskapte utslipp.
(2014,3,37)

At det meste av det kommer fra menneskene, men det er mye som kommer fra naturen,
vulkanutbrudd, jordskjelv og sikkert andre ting. (2018,13,7)

Villere, vatere og varmere ver som forer til flere naturkatastrofer og mer sult, nod og
fattigdom (2018,13,37)

Vi ma forvalte naturen pé en baerekraftig mate. (2015,5, 48)

Sette press pa, og informere miljevernkjemper og folk flest om at naturen mé dessverre
berores for & utvinne kraft som ikke er edeleggende (vindmeller, kraftledninger og
demninger) for klimaet. (2015,4, 55)

Vi mé bevare det som er igjen av skog, regnskog og annen urert natur. (2015,5, 46)

Hele verden ma samarbeide om et skifte fra kull og olje til fornybar energi. Vi ma la
storre naturomrader forbli tilneermet uberert av menneskene. (2015,5, 46)

Ikke kaste ting i naturen. (2015,4,59)
Slutte & forseple nature. (2015,4,59)

Vi mennesker har forvaltet og brukt naturen pa en mate som er helt forkastelig. Det vi
gjor mot naturen gjor vi mot oss selv. (2017,8,15)
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