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In the past decade, global climate change became a widely accepted social problem. Also
referred to as global warming or the anthropogenic greenhouse effect, global climate change is
the discernible increase in mean global temperature resulting from the release of greenhouse
gases produced by human activities. Awareness of this global threat reinforced public concern
about environmental problems and thereby provided environmental activists, scientists, and
policy-makers with new momentum in their efforts to promote environmental protection.
Not surprisingly, opponents of these efforts mobilized in recent years to mount intense opposition to calls for major international action to prevent global warming such as treaties designed
to reduce carbon dioxide emissions (Brown 1997; Gelbspan 1997). The purpose of this paper
is to examine this growing opposition, which has heretofore been relatively ignored.
In particular, we will explore the role played by the American conservative movement in
challenging the legitimacy of the climate change problem. It will be shown that core organizations in the conservative movement mobilized in recent years as a countermovementopposing
the efforts of the environmental movement and its allies to establish the seriousness of global
environmental problems. Specifically, we report the results of a content analysis of publicaWe have benefited from comments and suggestions from Michael Allen, Robert Brulle, Greg Hooks, J. Timmons
Roberts, David A. Smith, the members of the Social Problem Seminar, and several anonymous reviewers. An earlier version of the paper was presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Sociological Association in Chicago, Illinois,
August 1999. Direct correspondence to: Aaron M. McCright, Department of Sociology, Washington State University,
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tions concerning climate change distributed via the Internet sites of key conservative think
tanks, organizations that have influenced policy-making in areas ranging from health care to
taxation. This analysis examines the nature of the counter-claims used by the conservative
movement in its efforts to delegitimate the claim that global warming is a serious threat
deserving governmental action. While there is a large body of literature on the role of framing
in social movements and a rapidly growing body of literature on countermovements, there is,
as yet, very little work on the framing processes of countermovements. Our analysis employs
two existing typologies of counter-rhetoric in an effort to demonstrate the utility of examining
the framing processes employed by countermovements.
The existing body of social scientific literature on global warming has been dominated by
a social constructionist approach (Dunlap and Catton 1994, p. 24; Rosa and Dietz 1998, p. 440);
most particularly, that of a social problems orientation to claims-making. After reviewing these
studies, we turn to a brief theoretical discussion of the parallels and divergences between a
social problems orientation and a social movements orientation, comparing their respective
concepts of claims and frames. We argue that, in order to understand the global warming controversy in the United States, it is necessary to supplement the social problems' focus on claimsmaking with attention to framing processes and movement/countermovement interaction.

Legitimation

of Global Warming as A Problem

In the early 1990s, social scientists began to study how social and political forces facilitated the construction of global warming as a legitimate social problem requiring ameliorative
action. In explaining the variation in public attention to the issue of global warming, most
early studies in the social sciences either utilized Downs' (1972) issue-attention cycle or Hilgartner and Bosk's (1988) public arenas model. The more robust findings that emerged from
these studies include the following. First, media coverage of global warming was minimal prior
to 1988 (Mazur and Lee 1993, p. 695; Miller, et al. 1990, p. 29), but soon peaked between the
middle of 1989 and early 1990 (McComas and Shanahan 1999, p. 43; Trumbo 1995, p. 31; Williams and Frey 1997, p. 289). Claims-makers were able to achieve this increased media attention to global warming for several reasons: (1) through its timely connection to more popular
issues such as nuclear winter and ozone depletion (Mazur and Lee, p. 709; Williams and Frey
1997, p. 291); (2) because of the extreme drought during the summer of 1988 (Mazur and Lee,
p. 709; Ungar 1992, pp. 491-492); and (3) because of James Hansen's dramatic Senate testimony in June 1988 attributing the abnormally hot weather plaguing our nation to global warming (Mazur and Lee, p. 698; Miller, et al., p. 35; Trumbo 1995, p. 25).
Early news stories on global warming relied heavily upon scientists as sources. Over time,
however, economic and political specialists edged out scientific experts as the dominant
sources in these news stories (Lichter and Lichter 1992, p. 3; Miller, et al. 1990, p. 34; Trumbo
1996, p. 277; Wilkins 1993, p. 78). With this shift in sources, the news media altered its focus
from stories about global warming science to stories about policy debates regarding regulations
and treaties (Lichter and Lichter, p. 2; Trumbo 1995, p. 26). At the same time, counter-claims
began to emerge with the growing concern over the economic costs of binding action and the
ascent of the Bush administration (Mazur and Lee 1993, p. 699; Williams and Frey 1997, p. 298).
In general, support for the reality of global warming was higher in news stories than in opinion-editorial articles, where the ideas of the few key scientists skeptical of global warming science flourished (Wilkins, p. 79).
As the proponents of global warming theory eventually lost media dominance, the "skeptics" and politicians critical of the scientific evidence gained more visibility in the media (Lichter
and Lichter 1992, p. 3; McComas and Shanahan 1999, p. 48; Wilkins 1993, p. 78). The prevalence of the "dueling scientists scenario," the tendency of most science-related news articles to
cite scientists with opposing views, probably contributed to this shift in news coverage of global
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warming. Many researchers assert that the rising skepticism also reflected the entry of political
sources, especially members of the Bush administration, into the media debate (Lichter and
Lichter, p. 3; McComas and Shanahan, p. 51; Nissani 1999, p. 36; Trumbo 1995, p. 26; Ungar
1992, p. 494). Media attention eventually began to decrease after 1990 to levels lower than
the peak coverage in 1989, but higher than the level prior to 1988 (Ungar, p. 493; Williams
and Frey 1997, p. 298), consistent with the latter stages of the public arenas model and the
issue-attention cycle.
We believe that this existing sociological research on global warming from a social problems orientation has produced an inadequate understanding of the global warming controversy. Since most of the studies noted above ended in the early 1990s, concluding that global
warming was completing the requisite stages of both the public arenas model and the issueattention cycle, they are unable to shed light on more recent developments. Also, while the
studies do track the claims regarding global warming via the media, they nevertheless fail to
systematically address the historical context of the social actors involved in the problem
definition process. Furthermore, the studies only occasionally acknowledge the existence of
counter-claims, while never really dealing with the content or sources of these counterclaims. This is symptomatic of the more general asymmetric focus on the social construction of
a condition's problematicity at the expense of ignoring what Freudenburg (2000) calls the
social construction of its "non-problematicity."1In particular, Freudenburg argues that analyzing efforts to define issues as non-problematic provides insights into the use of power by dominant interests (also see Schnaiberg 1994:39-42).
We think the dearth of work on the social construction of the non-problematicity of global
warming limits our sociological understanding of the role of power in struggles to place
global warming on the policy agenda. For instance, Ungar (1998) recently argued that the
substantial controversy over global warming is due to it not being as marketable as the more
successfully defined problem of ozone depletion, while the studies noted above claim global
warming merely ran its course as a social problem and now competes with more pressing
problems for attention. Unfortunately, these accounts fail to acknowledge the effects of the
powerful opposition that has arisen to challenge the legitimacy of global warming. Thus,
following Freudenburg (2000), we believe that an adequate account of a social problem's
"career"should address efforts to construct its non-problematicity, as well as those to construct
its problematicity. To overcome the limitations of existing studies analyzing the construction
of global warming as a problem, we shift to a social movements orientation and examine the
framing activities of a countermovement that challenges the legitimacy of global warming's
problem status.

Social Problems

and Social Movements

In the past, some sociologists attempted to bridge the divide between the social problems
literature and social movements literature. Bash (1994, 1995) writes extensively on the differences between these two orientations. He argues that the sociology of continental Europe
adopted a social movements orientation able to accommodate both a macro- and micro-level
focus on social processes. He believes that historicity and broad contextual analysis are integral to this orientation. On the other hand, Bash (1994, p. 257) sees the dominant thrust of
sociology in the United States as having defined its vital concerns as social problems that
"appeared to crop up one by one and each, apprehended individually, begged for expeditious
case-by-case resolution." This results in a relatively ahistorical approach that leads to microlevel situational analyses.
1. Freudenburg (2000, p. 106) uses the term problematicity to mean a condition's status as a legitimate social problem.

501

502

McCRIGHT/DUNLAP

Regardless of these differences, several theorists have attempted to synthesize the social
problems and social movements orientations. In the first major effort to bridge these two literatures, Mauss (1975) suggests that the claims-making approach of social problems theory is
best understood from a social movements perspective. Since claims-making behavior typically
reflects the actions of social movement participants, social problems should simply be seen as
varieties of social movements. Troyer (1989) also ponders the necessity of maintaining two
distinct bodies of literature if both might actually be studying the same phenomena. He found
extensive overlap between social movement approaches and social constructionist approaches
in the social problems literature, pointing out that both give theoretical attention to the meaning construction process and both focus on the interaction between claimants and their target
audiences (pp. 54-55). Troyer eventually erred on the side of caution in his conclusion: "In
the final analysis, the idea that one approach encompasses and subsumes the other seems premature and shortsighted" (p. 56).
While the concept of "claim" is central to recent work in the social problems orientation,
the concept of "frame"is central to recent work in the social movements orientation. The concept of claim is derived from Spector and Kitsuse's (1977) classic exposition of the constructionist approach to social problems, which became dominant in social problems research.2 The
concepts of claim and claims-making now are essential to social problems research (see e.g.,
Loseke 1999). The concept of frame is most extensively developed in Snow, et al. (1986).3 The
concepts of frame and framing processes are now popular in social movements research (see
e.g., Benford and Snow 2000).4
On the surface, the concepts of claim and frame appear to be quite similar. Both are primarily seen as discursive tools of social actors. Because of this, they are often interpreted as
text and analyzed methodologically as rhetorical argumentation. Also, both refer to the everyday activities of social problem definers or social movement participants. As such, they are
both commonly associated with perceived injustices and/or grievances. Thus, claims and frames
are often described as symbolic challenges to the dominant discourse of a society. While these
two concepts may seem similar in some respects, there are, nonetheless, important differences
between them. In the spirit of Bash (1994, 1995), we believe that a brief explication of these
differences can shed light on the divergence between a social problems perspective and a
social movements perspective.5
First, claims are identified as specific products of social problem definers and they are
conceptually integrated with the internal cycle of a social problem. As such, the concept's narrow scope contributes to theoretical overemphasis on the ahistorical and internal characteristics of each individually recognized social problem at the expense of any systematic
examination of the larger historical and social environment in which these definers operate
(Bash 1994). Obviously, social actors defining a condition as problematic and thus seeking res2. In their work, Spector and Kitsuse (1977) write the following: "The activity of making claims, complaints, or
demands for change is the core of what we call social problems activities. Definitions of conditions as social problems are
constructed by members of a society who attempt to call attention to situations they find repugnant and who try to
mobilize the institutions to do something about them....
Claims-making is always a form of interaction: a demand
made by one party to another that something be done about some putative condition. A claim implies that the claimant
has a right at least to be heard, if not to receive satisfaction" (p. 78).
3. In this work, Snow, et al. (1986) write the following: "The term 'frame' (and framework) is borrowed from
Goffman (1974, p. 21) to denote 'schemata of interpretation' that enable individuals 'to locate, perceive, identify, and
label' occurrences within their life space and the world at large. By rendering events or occurrences meaningful, frames
function to organize experience and guide action, whether individual or collective" (p. 464).
4. In our discussion of frames, we concentrate solely on the most prominent intellectual tradition in the literaturethat of Snow and his colleagues. A reader desiring a more comprehensive summary of framing-should consult Benford
and Snow's (2000) recent overview of the social movements literature on framing processes.
5. Because each concept is embedded within a different theoretical orientation, we should be on guard against the
casual substitution of one for the other that seems to be occurring with greater frequency in recent works (e.g., Brulle
1994; Meyer and Staggenborg 1996).
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olution, are simultaneously constrained and enabled by existing structures within the larger
social environment. The theoretical legacy of the concept of frame allows for a more insightful
analysis of phenomena external to this original social movement or group of claims-makers.
In particular, it allows for a more complete examination of the historical and social context in
which movement activists mobilize. Williams' (1998) discussion of frames in his examination
of the role of power in the social construction of environmental problems is a promising
example of how this concept helps transcend a narrow focus on social problem definers by
facilitating consideration of their external environment.
Second, the concept of claim seems to necessitate, or at least overemphasize, the agency
of individual actors. A quick perusal of the social problems literature suggests there is little
recognition, or at least scant analysis, of the constraints social problem definers face in claimsmaking (Loseke 1999). Indeed, claims are regularly construed as the direct product of a sole
entity-the claims-makers. On the other hand, the concept of frame lends itself to efforts that
take account of structure, while still assuming some level of agency on the part of social
actors. The work of Snow and colleagues perhaps best characterizes this theoretical consideration of structure, as well as agency. Benford and Snow (2000) emphasize that frames are
developed, generated, and elaborated through interactive and contested framing processes
involving multiple stakeholders. Snow, et al.'s (1986) identification of the strategic frame
alignment processes of bridging, amplification, extension, and transformation points out how
movement activists are constrained and enabled by existing cultural frames. Furthermore,
Snow and Benford (1992, p. 142) argue that the master frames that transcend different movements are integral to the emergence and course of larger cycles of protest.
Finally, as it has been employed in the literature on the social construction of social problems, the concept of claim is quite closely tied to characterizations of the first, and sometimes
second, face of power (Lukes 1974). That is, with claims-making, the explicit emphasis is on
observable behaviors and the direct confrontation of competing interests. On the other hand,
the concept of framing invokes notions of the third face of power by specifying the ideological
processes of cultural naming. Again, Williams' (1998) discussion of how frames of environmental problems often challenge the cultural stock of knowledge and, therefore, draw attention to the hegemonic activities of the powerful is a recent example of the potential theoretical
depth of the framing concept. Thus, the framing concept provides more leverage for understanding the underlying structures of power in which social problems discourse is embedded.
We are not suggesting that an emphasis on framing processes derived from the social
movements literature should replace the emphasis on claims-making activities derived from
social problems theory in the analysis of social problems. Rather, to the extent that frames
often contain claims and framing processes involve claims-making processes (Benford and
Snow 2000, pp. 119-120), we are arguing that attention to framing processes provides a necessary supplement to an emphasis on claims-making activities for enhancing our understanding of social problems. While future work should aim at synthesizing the conceptual strengths
of framing processes and claims-making activities, we offer a small step in this direction by
illustrating how such an approach may grant us more theoretical purchase in the examination
of one social problem. Thus, to overcome the limitations of the past sociological work on global warming guided by a social problems perspective, we employ recent social movements
work on framing processes and movement/countermovement interaction to guide our analysis of the conservative movement's counter-claims about this problem.
We now turn to a brief discussion of anti-environmental opposition before specifically
addressing the recent mobilization of the conservative movement to oppose the legitimacy of
global environmental problems. We are now able to conceptualize the recent global warming
controversy in the United States as a framing contest (Benford and Snow 2000) between the
environmental establishment and, among others, the conservative movement. Later, we shed
light on the conservative movement's anti-environmental counter-frame through our analysis
of its specific counter-claims about global warming.
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The Emergence

of a Countermovement

According to Brulle (2000) and Switzer (1997), there has always been opposition to environmental movements and protection efforts in the United States, but this opposition "is more
diverse than many observers have recognized" (Switzer 1997, p. xiii). The contemporary
strands of the "green backlash" consist of industry opposition to environmental policy, as well
as "grassroots" opposition as manifest in the wise-use movement, the county supremacy
movement, and the property rights movement. Most of these segments tend to focus on local
or regional issues, particularly challenging government restrictions on natural resource use.
However, in the case of global environmental problems, we see a new thrust of environmental
opposition-the full-scale involvement of the conservative movement. So, while there has
always been opposition to environmental movements and protection, the global frame of
environmental problems is generating even more-especially from the mainstream conservative movement (Beder 1997; Bruner and Oelschlaeger 1994).
The global frame of environmental problems is the "schemata of interpretation" that
enables us to perceive that, for the first time in history, humans are disrupting the global ecosystem in ways that affect, not only "environmental quality," but also the current and future
well-being of our species. This global frame is prominently reflected in the scientific establishment's widespread acknowledgement of global environmental change (GEC) and is clearly
solidified in an official endorsement from the National Academy of Sciences (Silver with
DeFries 1990). Because of this frame's considerable flexibility, numerous environmental problems, especially global warming, are increasingly interpreted as related instances of unprecedented human impact on global ecosystems.
Along with government and university scientists, particularly those involved with the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), environmental organizations such as
the Natural Resources Defense Council played a major role in promoting specific claims about
global warming since the late 1980s. In essence, these environmental proponents claim that
increasing scientific evidence supports the idea that global warming is either occurring now, or
will occur in the near future. Further, they assert that global warming will negatively affect
nearly every aspect of our lives, causing potentially momentous problems in the future. In
addition, they argue that the actions needed to slow or halt global warming are beneficial
overall, since they will also help ameliorate other maladies such as resource depletion and
pollution. Thus, they claim that we should act immediately to avoid future global crises. Over
time, environmentalists promoting these claims have successfully mobilized to define global
warming as a legitimate problem in need of amelioration (see e.g., Schneider 1998). For
example, in a 1992 national survey, a majority of Americans not only saw global warming as a
problem, but also thought that it was already occurring (Dunlap 1998).
In this context, it is not surprising that the conservative movement turned its attention to
global environmental change (GEC) and global warming in particular. Despite assertions
that environmentalism represents a new ideology that is orthogonal to traditional liberalismconservatism (e.g., Paehlke 1989), studies have consistently found conservatism to be negatively
related to pro-environmental attitudes and actions among the general public, and especially
among political elites such as members of Congress (Kamieniecki 1995). The reason is that
pursuit of environmental protection often involves government action that is seen as threatening core elements of conservatism, such as the primacy of individual freedom, private property rights, laissez-faire government, and promotion of free enterprise (e.g., Meyer 1964).
More broadly, conservatives often strongly defend a traditional frame about humans and
nature that some have called the Dominant Social Paradigm (Dunlap and Van Liere 1984)
and others have called Manifest Destiny (Brulle 2000). The Dominant Social Paradigm
includes core elements of conservative ideology, but also faith in science and technology,
support for economic growth, faith in material abundance, and faith in future prosperity
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(Dunlap and Van Liere 1984). The discourse of Manifest Destiny stresses that human welfare
is dependent upon unlimited access to abundant natural resources, development of these
resources, and transformation of these resources into useful commodities through labor
(Brulle 2000).
The degree to which contemporary conservatism's intense commitment to traditional
American values influences its orientation toward environmentalism is reflected in a volume
entitled, AmericanValues:An EnvironmentalVision,published by the conservative Environmental Policy Analysis Network. The introduction notes:
Since the 1970s, American environmental policy has been based on the assumption that the
federal government, through command-and-controllaws and regulations imposed from Washington, D.C., is best suited to provide for the environment. However, this approachhas trod on
our traditionalvalues by limiting individual liberty, unconstitutionally expanding the reach of
government, hinderingfree markets,and harmingour economic prosperity.Also, command-andcontrol was often based on biased value judgments and politics, ratherthan sound science, a key
Americanvalue symbolizedby our technological ingenuity and innovation (Cohen, et al. 1996,
pp. 1-2).
Given conservatism's historical unease with environmentalism and environmental protection, it should come as no surprise that the conservative movement would react negatively
toward growing concern with global environmental problems such as climate change. The
emergence of global warming and the possibility of large-scale social change resulting from
efforts to ameliorate it are seen as far more threatening to American industry, prosperity, lifestyles, and the entire "American way of life" than are traditional pollution control measures
(e.g., Bailey 1993). Specifically, the characterization of global warming as a major problem
and the consequent threat of an internationally binding treaty to curb carbon dioxide emissions are seen as a direct threat to sustained economic growth, the free market, national sovereignty, and the continued abolition of governmental regulations-key goals promoted by
the conservative movement. Given the success of the conservative movement in other policy
areas in recent years (Blumenthal 1986; Diamond 1995; Stefancic and Delgado 1996), it
seems reasonable to expect the conservative movement would vigorously oppose internationally binding global warming policies by challenging environmental proponents' global frame
and their specific claims about global warming.
By examining the specific counter-claims on global warming that are a part of the conservative movement's anti-environmental counter-frame, we build upon social movements research
on countermovements and framing contests.6 Mottl (1980, p. 620) defines a countermovement7
as "a particular kind of protest movement which is a response to the social change advocated
by an initial movement." Zald and Useem (1987) remind us that "a countermovement is likely
to emerge if the [original] movement appears to be accomplishing its goals" (p. 254). The
theoretical need to examine the mobilization of a countermovement to better understand the
ultimate outcome of the original change-oriented social movement was first noted conceptually by Vander Zanden (1959) and empirically supported more recently by Marshall (1985)
and Voss (1996). Our position is that the mainstream conservative movement has taken on
the characteristics of a countermovement in recent years in its opposition to the successful
global thrust of the environmental movement. Thus, following Vander Zanden's advice, we
examine the mobilization of this countermovement to better understand current debates over
the status of global warming as a problem.
6. Whilewe are only focusingon the counter-claimsregardingclimatechange,it shouldbe kept in mind that similar counter-claimsexist regardingother globalenvironmentalproblemssuch as ozone depletion,biodiversityloss, and
tropicalrainforestdestruction(see, e.g., Brown 1997).
7. See also Lo (1982), Zaldand Useem (1987), and Meyer and Staggenborg(1996) for additionalconceptualizations of countermovements.

505

506

McCRIGHT/DUNLAP
Among other types of interaction, movements and countermovements are "involved in
framing contests attempting to persuade authorities and bystanders of the rightness of their
cause" (Zald 1996, p. 269). While some attention has been given to defining and describing
aspects of countermovements as noted above, little research has been performed on countermovement framing processes, and those few existing studies are largely historical case studies
sharing few theoretical links (e.g., Marshall 1985; Warnick 1977).8 Benford and Snow (2000,
p. 626) point out that countermovements "sometimes publicly challenge the [original] movement's diagnostic and prognostic framings." Noting, again, that frames are comprised of
specific claims, we argue that such challenges are present in the counter-claims of a countermovement. To date, the most refined attempts to systematically establish typologies of
"counter-rhetoric" are by Hirschman (1991) and Ibarra and Kitsuse (1993)-the latter work
coming from a social problems perspective. We draw upon both works in the following analysis to illustrate how the conservative movement challenges environmental proponents' diagnostic and prognostic frames about global warming.

The Study
This study systematically examines the nature of the conservative movement's counterclaims regarding global warming as contained in documents circulated by major conservative
think tanks between 1990 and 1997. While performing this task, we are also providing
needed balance to the social science literature on global environmental problems, which, to
date, disproportionately analyzes and deconstructs the claims of environmental proponents.
By examining the conservative movement's counter-claims, we are npt only providing needed
symmetry, but also shedding light on the conservative movement's efforts to construct the
"non-problematicity" of global warming (Freudenburg 2000). In this section, we will first
explain the process we used to identify our sample of documents and then briefly describe the
coding procedures used in our content analysis.

Sampling
In extending previous work on the conservative movement, this research utilizes the
results of past studies that identified the core of the conservative policy-planning network. We
merged the lists of influential conservative think tanks from two academic studies (Allen
1992; Burch 1997) and three nonacademic studies (Dolny 1996; National Committee for
Responsive Philanthropy 1997; People for the American Way 1997). Thus, our composite list
includes all those conservative think tanks that received the largest amount of funding from
conservative foundations, garnered the most media citations in recent years, and have the
strongest affiliations with past Republican administrations. By synthesizing these recent studies,
we attempt to identify the conservative think tanks that would potentially be most influential
in the global warming policy arena.
In addition, three conservative think tanks were added to this list. Even though these
three think tanks were not identified by the earlier studies, it seems imperative to include
them in this analysis due to their specialized concern with environmental issues. The Heartland Institute and the Foundation for Research on Economics and Environment are both
regional think tanks dedicated, primarily, to studying environmental issues, while the National
Center for Public Policy Research is a national think tank that visibly identifies the Environ8. See McCaffrey and Keys (2000) for a recent examination of how a movement reacts to a countermovement's
challenge. Unfortunately, consistent with the authors' sole focus on the framing processes of the original social movement, they fail to systematically analyze the countermovement's counter-framing processes.
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mental Policy Task Force, the Earth Day Information Center, and the Global Warming Information Center as major projects.9 Including these specialty think tanks resulted in a final
composite list of thirty think tanks.'1
At this point, an Internet search was performed for each think tank's official web site. The
Internet was used in this study for four reasons. First, and perhaps most importantly, it
allowed for the timely and inexpensive gathering of data that would otherwise be difficult to
collect. Second, the Internet is increasingly important to the conservative movement for disseminating information quickly and cheaply (National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy 1997, p. 21). Third, the general public appears to be increasingly using the Internet to
find information promptly on issues of the day. Finally, an increasing number of scholars have
begun to recognize the Internet as a stage upon which movement-countermovement interaction takes place (e.g., Peckham 1998). The four think tanks on our composite list without web
sites were dropped from the study at this stage. "
We then conducted a systematic search on the official web sites of the remaining twentysix think tanks for documents written between 1990 and 1997 on "global warming," "greenhouse effect," and "climate change." Nineteen-ninety was chosen as the beginning year, since
it marked the emergence of a concerted backlash against global warming within the Bush
administration and within the conservative movement (Gelbspan 1997). Furthermore, a preliminary search of the web sites revealed no relevant documents published before 1990. Upon
completion of the search in April 1998, the resulting sampling frame of documents consisted
of 278 items on climate change listed on the web sites of fourteen think tanks. This sampling
frame is not exhaustive with regard to the population of documents on global warming
within the conservative policy-planning network, since a few state-level think tanks also
posted documents on global warming. Nevertheless, since these smaller think tanks are neither influential on a national level nor recognized as specializing in environmental issues,
their exclusion here seems appropriate. Thus, it is reasonable to assume the sampling frame
contains the vast majority of documents on global warming circulating within the conservative movement's policy-planning network. The sample in this study consists of 224 publications on global warming, or 80.6% of the 278 originally identified, which could be printed
out from the Internet or obtained directly from a think tank at a reasonable price. 12 Time and
financial limitations prevented the sample from perfectly matching the sampling frame. 3
Table 1 enumerates the exact number of sampled documents listed on each conservative think
tank's web site.
As seen in Table 2, the two most common types of documents produced by conservative
think tanks were "policy study" or "policy analysis" pieces, which constitute 23.7% of the
9. Founded in Chicago, Illinois, in 1984 by Joseph L. Bast, the Heartland Institute has a 100-member board of
advisors that oversees such projects as the publication of a monthly newspaper EnvironmentNews. Founded in Bozeman,
Montana in 1986 by John Baden, the Foundation for Research on Economics and Environment has a staff of eight analysts that routinely produces policy papers on environmental policy. The National Center for Public Policy Research was
founded in 1982 and is located in Washington, D.C. The National Center specializes in research on environmental policy, regulatory policy, fiscal policy, and defense policy.
10. In addition to the fourteen think tanks listed later in Table 1, our composite list of 30 think tanks includes the
following: Hudson Institute, National Bureau of Economic Research, Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis, National Taxpayers Union and Foundation, Political Economy Research Center, Progress and Freedom Foundation, International
Institute for Strategic Studies, Lehrman Institute, Center for the Study of Popular Culture, Madison Center for Educational Affairs, Manhattan Institute, Institute for Contemporary Studies, National Strategy Information Center, Center
for Strategic and International Studies, Institute for Research on the Economics of Taxation, and Free Congress Research
and Education Foundation.
11. These are the National Strategy Information Center, Institute for Research on the Economics of Taxation, Center for the Study of Popular Culture, and Madison Center for Educational Affairs.
12. These publications will be made available upon request.
13. An analysis of the titles of the excluded publications revealed that they closely mirror the titles of the publications within the sample. Thus, there is no compelling reason to believe that the publications not included in the sample
would jeopardize the generalizability of our results.
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Table 1 * Number of Documents On Global Warming Listed on Each Conservative Think
Tank's Web Site
# ofDocuments

ThinkTank
Conservative

NationalCenterfor PolicyAnalysis
HeartlandInstitute
NationalCenterfor PublicPolicyResearch
CompetitiveEnterpriseInstitute
HooverInstitution
MarshallInstitute
CatoInstitute
Citizensfor a Sound EconomyFoundation
HeritageFoundation
AmericanEnterpriseInstitute
ReasonPublicPolicyInstitute
Foundationfor Researchon Economicsand the Environment
PacificResearchInstitute
ClaremontInstitute

45
38
38
34
21
15
13
13
8
7
5
4
4
2

Note: The total number of documents in this table sums to 247 instead of 224 because 17 documents are
identifiedby two think tanksand three documentsare mentionedby three think tanks.

documents, and press releases, which constitute 23.3% of the documents. While the average
policy study was over nine pages long and usually written primarily for policy-makers, the
average press release was under a page in length and written for eventual dissemination to the
general public. Nearly 20% of the documents were articles reprinted from various periodicals
produced by conservative think tanks (e.g., Regulationpublished by Cato Institute). Furthermore, another 11.1 % of the documents were op-ed essays reprinted from popular newspapers
and magazines, while an additional 10.7% were reprinted speech transcripts from scheduled
public appearances. Approximately 6.3% of the documents were articles reprinted from World
ClimateReport, a magazine edited by leading "skeptic," Patrick J. Michaels, and funded by
Western Fuels Association. The final 5.4% of documents were either whole books or chapters
in edited books written for a general audience.
No documents in the sample were produced in 1990, and only a few were produced each
year until 1996. In that year, more documents on global warming were produced than in all
of the previous years combined. This production rate increased even more with a staggering
166 documents on global warming produced in 1997. Concomitant with the rapidly increas-

Table 2 * Type and Year of Publication of Documents on Global Warming Circulated
by Major Conservative Think Tanks
1994

1995

2

3

2

2

3

0

12

0
1

0
0

1
0

1
0

4
7

19
36

25
44

0
6

0
0

0
4

0
3

7
9

7
30

14
53

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

1
0

1
0

22
52

24
52

1

9

3

7

7

31

166

224

1991

Book or section in book

0

0

Op-edessay in popularmedia
Thinktank magazineor newsletterarticle

0
0

0
0

Article in WorldClimateReport
Policy study or policy analysis

0
0

0
1

Speechtranscript
Pressrelease

0
0

Total

0

1992

1996

1997 Total

1993

1990

Typeof Document

Challenging Global Warming
ing rate of production in 1996 and 1997, brief press releases and op-ed essays replaced lengthy
books and policy studies as the most prevalent types of documents produced. Of the 27 documents produced between 1990 and 1995, 85% (23 of 27) were books, chapters in books, or
lengthy policy studies. Of the 197 documents produced in 1996 and 1997, only 21% were
these types of publications, while 45% were shorter news releases or op-ed essays.
These patterns are best understood by situating them within the historical context of two
major international events: the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED) from June 3-14 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and the 1997 Third Conference of the Parties (COP-3) from December 1-7 in Kyoto, Japan. While only one document on global warming was produced in 1990 and 1991, 1992 saw the production of nine documents: two books,
six policy studies, and one article in a think tank magazine. In 1992, only a few conservative
think tanks, most notably the Marshall Institute, produced these rather lengthy documents on
global warming. In the three years after the Rio Conference, there was a relative decline in the
production of documents on global warming. Annual production did not eclipse the 1992
total until it increased dramatically in 1996 and 1997 on the verge of the Kyoto Conference
where the threat of internationally binding action loomed. Increases in the production of
almost all types of documents occurred. However, the general pattern is that a growing number of conservative think tanks began to produce more documents of shorter length tailored
toward brevity and persuasiveness. In short, as the stakes rose on the verge of the Kyoto conference, the conservative movement stepped up mobilization efforts to challenge the legitimacy of global warming as a problem.

Coding
Each of the 224 publications in the sample was coded and analyzed during the summer
of 1998. Fifty documents in the sample were pre-coded in early May to develop a feasible
coding scheme. To better recognize the counter-claims promoted by the conservative movement, we utilized inductive coding procedures. Inductive analysis allowed us optimal observational flexibility for identifying the similarities and dissimilarities in the themes of our
sampled documents (see Babbie 1995, pp. 295-297). Because of the recentness of both the
problem status of global warming and the conservative movement's challenge to global environmental problems in general, it was imperative to examine the publications prior to developing a coding scheme. After identifying the major themes contained in the first 50
documents, we constructed a coding scheme that incorporated these themes in an exhaustive and mutually exclusive fashion. This coding scheme, essentially equivalent to Table 3,
was then used to code the content of all the documents in the sample. Those documents
clearly displaying multiple themes were coded in multiple categories. The fact that no modifications were necessary when coding the full sample confirms the content validity of the coding scheme.
Upon completion of coding the major themes in all the documents, we systematically
grouped the similar and related themes into more general categories to reflect the major
counter-claims used by the conservative movement. While we utilized an inductive coding
process in this study, we will attempt, whenever possible, to demonstrate similarities with two
other works that address counter-claims-making activities. Hirschman (1991) examines how
countermovements calling for inaction invoke a rhetoric of reaction that stresses jeopardy (we
risk losing achievements already gained), futility (any action is a waste of time and resources),
and perverse effects (our actions will only make matters worse). Similarly, Ibarra and Kitsuse
(1993) argue that countermovements utilize counter-rhetorical strategies to either block the
attempted characterization of an original claim by a social movement, or the call for ameliorative action, or both. Thus, in the following section, we will draw parallels between the themes
we explicate and the strategies these researchers identified.
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Table 3 * The Conservative Movement's Counter-Claims Regarding Global Warming
Theme

Description

Counter-ClaimOne
Theevidentiary
basisofglobalwarmingis weakandevenwrong.
1
The scientificevidence for globalwarmingis highly uncertain.
2
Mainstreamclimateresearchis "junk"science.
3
The IPCCintentionallyalteredits reportsto createa "scientificconsensus"on
globalwarming.
4
Globalwarmingis merely a myth or scaretacticproducedand perpetuatedby
environmentalistsand bureaucrats.
5
Globalwarmingis merely a politicaltool of the ClintonAdministration.
Counter-ClaimTwo
Globalwarmingwouldbebeneficial
if it weretooccur.
1
Globalwarmingwould improveour qualityof life.
2
Globalwarmingwould improveour health.
3
Globalwarmingwould improveour agriculture.
Counter-ClaimThree
Globalwarmingpolicieswoulddomoreharmthangood.
1
Proposedaction would harm the nationaleconomy.
2
Proposedaction would weaken nationalsecurity.
3
Proposedaction would threatennationalsovereignty.
4
Proposedaction would actuallyharm the environment.

Counter-Claims

N

%

159
141
30
16

71.0
62.9
13.4
7.1

41

18.3

31

13.8

30
10
10
20

13.4
4.5
4.5
8.9

139
130
4
9
7

62.1
58.0
1.8
4.0
3.1

about Global Warming

Our thematic content analysis identifies three broad counter-claims through which the conservative movement challenges the legitimacy of global warming. Table 3 is a summary outline
of these counter-claims.'4 First, the conservative movement criticizes the scientific evidence and
general beliefs in support of the existence of anthropogenic global warming. That is, the countermovement argues that the problematic conditiondoes not exist. Second, the movement emphasizes
the potential benefits of global warming, if it should occur. That is, the countermovement argues
that the condition, if it should exist, would not be problematic.These two counter-claims specifically challenge environmental proponents' diagnostic framing of global warming as a problem.
Third, conservatives stress that taking any proposed internationally binding action would
have numerous negative consequences. That is, the countermovement argues that solutions
proposed by environmental proponents would be more detrimental than ameliorative. This
counter-claim specifically challenges environmental proponents' prognostic framing of solutions to the global warming problem. Taken as a whole, these three counter-claims support
the conservative movement's advocacy of inaction, thus undercutting the efficacy of environmental proponents' motivational framing to urge ameliorative collective action. Each of these
three broad counter-claims is comprised of more specific themes. In the remainder of this section, we will describe each of these three counter-claims by providing illustrations of their
constituent themes. For each data excerpt we present below, we identify the conservative
think tank that circulated the publication.
14. Our findings are similar to Schnaiberg's (1994:39-42) more sweeping analysis of the nature of counter-claims
promoted by capitalist producers when challenging environmentalists' claims. Schnaiberg argues that capitalist producers
engage in "consciousness-lowering" activities that challenge environmentalists' claims that environmental problems are
serious, are the products of the production system, and can be alleviated without unreasonable costs.
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Criticizing the Evidentiary Basis of Global Warming
The predominant counter-claim, found in 159 sampled documents (71.0%), attempts to
discredit the scientific evidence for global warming and, thereby, undermine its credibility in
the eyes of the public. In short, the five themes that comprise this counter-claim, all debunk
the evidentiary basis for global warming. One theme holds that the scientific evidence for the
existence of anthropogenic global warming is characterized by substantial uncertainty and,
thus, does not support environmental proponents' assertion that global warming is a serious
problem. In the 141 documents displaying this theme, climate science is described with such
words as "contradictory," "flawed," and "murky."With this characterization, some documents
attack the claim that any consensus exists in the scientific community over the global warming
issue. The following examples best illustrate this assertion.
There is no scientific"consensus"about the likelihood, extent, or even reality of human-induced
globalwarming(NationalCenterfor PublicPolicyResearch).
There is no scientific consensus that global warming is a problem or that humans are its cause
(NationalCenterfor PolicyAnalysis).
Not only is there no scientific consensus about the existence of global warming according
to these documents, but also it is strongly suggested that global warming is definitely not
occurring. One document from the National Center for Public Policy Research proclaims,
"Even if scientists haven't developed a consensus on global warming, the scientific data
has: Global warming is not occurring." As the following excerpts indicate, all of this culminates in the assertion that climate scientists simply do not know much, if anything, about
global warming.
A decade of focus on global warming and billions of dollarsof researchfunds have still failed to
establishthat globalwarmingis a significantproblem(CompetitiveEnterpriseInstitute).
Scientistsdo not agree on man's effect on climateand it is unlikely that they will know the answer
to this questionanytime in the near future (Citizensfor a Sound EconomyFoundation).
In the words of a National Center for Policy Analysis publication, this theme proclaims that
the scientific evidence for global warming is "uncertain at best, completely wrong at worst."
Another theme goes further by actually questioning the credibility of mainstream climate
research. In thirty sampled documents (13.4%), the body of mainstream climate science
research that provides evidence for environmental proponents is characterized by such terms
as "junk science" and "tabloid science." In its Issues '96: The Candidate'sBriefingBook, the Heritage Foundation declares that it is not clear whether a warming trend is occurring or would
occur because "the climate models being used are biased in favor of warming." While some
other publications also question the credibility of climate models, many others criticize climate
scientists as well. This is illustrated in the following examples.
For all those who viewed the Union of ConcernedScientists'(UCS)recent foray into "soundscience"as akin to Dr.Kevorkianopening a suicidepreventionhotline, comes this bit of confirmation:
The Tucson,Arizona-basedDoctorsfor DisasterPreparednesshas obtaineda tape of a media training teleconferencefor scientistshosted by the UCSthat exposes the group's"SoundScience Initiative" as merely a tacticaldevice to promote the global warming scare (NationalCenter for Public
PolicyResearch).
The balanceof evidence-to use the UN'slingo-now suggeststhat some scientistswill do anything
to ensure that their access to federalgrants for global warming researchcontinues. We must not
place their greed above the needs of America'smost disadvantagedcitizens (National Center for
PublicPolicyResearch).
In short, this theme closely parallels Ibarra and Kitsuse's (1993) "counter-rhetoric of
insincerity" or the characterization of a claim as suspect because of a supposed hidden agenda
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on the part of the claims-makers. The characterization of mainstream climate research, in general, and global warming theory, specifically, as "junk science" has been particularly strategic
in recent years as it accompanies the conservative movement's claim that it has aligned itself
with "sound science."
A third theme, found in 16 documents (7.1%), claims that the IPCC (Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change) has intentionally "doctored" its reports to create a scientific consensus about global warming and suppress the contrary views of "skeptic" scientists. This public
criticism of the IPCCis aimed at its very foundation as several of the documents claim that the
entire peer-review process within the IPCC is motivated by political interests. Most of these
documents focus on the alleged improprieties of the IPCC's (1996) ClimateChange1995: TheScience of Climate Change.'5The Marshall Institute is the most visible conservative think tank
behind most of the allegations of wrongdoing by the IPCC. In an opinion-editorial essay discussing how the published version of the IPCC's 1996 study differs from the version approved
by its contributing scientists, Frederick Seitz of the Marshall Institute declares that he has
"never witnessed a more disturbing corruption of the peer-review process than the events that
led to this IPCC report."
In a Marshall Institute report, leading "skeptic" scientist, Patrick J. Michaels, concludes,
"The distorting bias lies right at the heart of the IPCC's process." Another Marshall Institute
report claims, "The IPCC process is all about manufacturing . . . a consensus among
researchers, and that makes sense if science is really about interests." In a CEI Updatearticle,
Competitive Enterprise Institute research associate, James M. Sheehan, declares, "What is
clear is that the UN [IPCC] panel is so thoroughly politicized that its integrity and objectivity
cannot be taken for granted." Clearly, this theme also parallels Ibarra and Kitsuse's "counterrhetoric of insincerity." It is interesting that no conservative document ever mentions any
peer-reviewed social science articles also critical of the IPCCand government-funded research
in general.16

Another theme, found in forty-one sampled documents (18.3%), is that global warming
is merely a myth or a scare tactic produced and perpetuated by environmentalists and bureaucrats. Documents containing this theme basically assert that such parties rely upon imaginatively catastrophic scenarios to arouse support for their cause and justify any action that
would maintain the security of their livelihoods. In short, the conservatives criticize what they
perceive to be "doom and gloom" imagery. Phrases such as "doomsday crowd," "greenhouse
alarmists," "millenarian doom saying," "modern-day apocalyptics," and "prophets of doom"
typify the manner through which the conservatives present this assertion.
In general, documents containing this theme tend to involve more name-calling than
actual scientific discussion. As the following excerpts show, conservatives frame the global
warming issue as an attempt on the part of "radical" environmentalists to "take over the
world."
Radicalenvironmentalism-which seeks to impose ever biggergovernmenton society-has become
the last refugeof many of the world'ssocialists(NationalCenterfor PolicyAnalysis).
After the balloon bursts on global warming and it has been incorporatedlike overpopulation,
resourcedepletion,biotech plagues,and the ozone hole into the conventionalwisdom of doom, to
what new doom will the environmentalmillenariansturn next? What new crisiscan be conjured
up and used to promote their sociopoliticalengineeringschemes while enhancingtheir power and
influence over the world'sgovernments?(CatoInstitute).
15. As a response to the critics of this series of events, Edwards and Schneider (1997) have clarified the IPCCpeer
review process and, thereby, disarmed many of the countermovement's allegations.
16. One such notable work is Sonja Boehmer-Christiansen's (1994a, 1994b) two-part article in GlobalEnvironmental Change In this work, Boehmer-Christiansen (1994a) argues that the IPCC is politically driven and more concerned
with research funding than with research: "The primary interest of research is the creation of concern in order to demonstrate policy relevance and attract funding" (p. 141). Conservatives were either unaware of this work or simply chose
not to use it for supporting evidence, even when making the same argument.
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Furthermore, several documents criticize the manner through which these "apocalyptic"
environmentalists present their claims. As a Cato Institute publication declares, "Doomsayers
indiscriminately latch onto and publicize just about any natural anomaly or local disaster as
evidence to bolster their predictions of impending worldwide catastrophe."
A few documents specifically argue that money is the driving force behind the environmentalists' claims of global warming. In his well-known article in Cato Institute's Regulation,
actually a reprinted speech underwritten by OPEC,leading "skeptic"scientist, Richard Lindzen,
makes it clear that self-perpetuation is a major concern with environmental organizations and
that "global warming has become one of the major battle cries in their fundraising efforts."
As a whole, this theme is a good example of what Ibarra and Kitsuse (1993) refer to as the
"counter-rhetoric of hysteria," or the dismissal of a claim because it is merely seen as a stereotypical expression from a hysterical social group. In this case, the conservatives dismiss global
warming's problem status by characterizingit as a mere scare tactic of "radicalenvironmentalists."
A final theme in this first counter-claim is that global warming is primarily a political tool
of the Clinton Administration. The thirty-one documents (13.8%) espousing this theme assert
that the Clinton Administration used the global warming issue as a way to gain more support
and assert more control over the American people. Both a National Center for Policy Analysis
policy brief and a Heritage Foundation backgrounder accuse the Clinton Administration of
suppressing studies that lend support for those parties challenging a global warming treaty.
The scientific community's alleged widespread support for the administration'sglobal warming
agenda is more a reflectionof the White House'spublic relationsskills than real backingfrom the
scientificcommunity (HeartlandInstitute).
Alarmistsin the mediaand the Clintonadministrationclearlyhave decidedthat the best way to win
the globalwarmingdebateis by shoutingdown the oppositionand demonizingthem in the eyes of
the public (CatoInstitute).
Some documents specifically criticize the actions of Vice President Al Gore with regard to the
global warming issue. The Competitive Enterprise Institute ran a bulletin from the Kyoto Conference in CEI Updatecriticizing the activities of the Vice-President, who is referred to as the
"Chief Druid." In a Cato Institute essay, leading skeptic, Patrick J. Michaels, alleges that
the Vice-President's recent activism regarding climate change is merely political posturing.
Other documents implicate the administration in a larger conspiracy. In a Heartland Institute newspaper article, James M. Sheehan, research associate at Competitive Enterprise
Institute, proclaims that the Clinton administration's position and activities on global warming
were heavily directed by environmental organizations. A Competitive Enterprise Institute policy study considers "Clinton-Gore, the United Nations, and the greenhouse lobby" to be one
cohesive group acting in conspiracy on the global warming issue. Similar to the previous
theme, this present theme also exemplifies Ibarra and Kitsuse's (1993) "counter-rhetoric of
insincerity."
Through each of these five themes, the conservative movement attempts to discredit the
scientific evidence for global warming and, thereby, undermine its credibility in the eyes in
the public. Thus, this first and fundamental counter-claim allows the conservative movement
to challenge the scientific basis of global warming as a legitimate problem. This counter-claim
is essential to the conservative movement's agenda, since lay people and policy-makers must
rely primarily upon science for evidence of global warming. By presenting this science as
uncertain at best and completely wrong at worst, the conservative movement directly challenges the claim that global warming is a legitimate problem.
The Potential Benefits from Global Warming
Not only does the conservative movement argue that climate science cannot yet prove
that global warming is occurring, but it uses a second counter-claim to proclaim the benefitsof
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global warming, should it actually occur. While only appearing in 30 of the sampled documents (13.4%), this counter-claim nevertheless is a crucial element of the conservative position. By challenging the allegedly pessimistic claims of environmentalists with an optimistic
counter-claim, the conservatives are able to challenge further the claim that global warming is
a problem.The following excerpts concisely illustrate this counter-claim.
Some research even suggests that a moderately warmer climate would be a far better one for
humanity (CompetitiveEnterpriseInstitute;HeartlandInstitute).
On the whole, mankindshouldbenefitfroman upwardtickin the thermometer(HooverInstitution).
It is especially important to note that this counter-claim is consistent with the previous one,
since it identifies benefits that are explicitly hypothetical. As one Hoover Institution publication states, "Global warming, if it were to occur, would probably benefit most Americans."
Three themes constitute this counter-claim espousing the potential benefits of global warming.
One theme, found in ten documents (4.5%), specifically claims improvements in our
quality of living should global warming occur.'7 Most documents having this theme mention
improvements in our day-to-day lives, including such enhancements as lower heating bills and
reduced transportation delays and accidents. These two selections nicely depict this theme.
Lesscold weather would mean less snow shoveling,fewer days of drivingon icy roads,lower heating bills, and reducedoutlaysfor clothing (HooverInstitution).
Warmerweather means, if anything,fewer power outages and less frequentinterruptionsof wired
communications(HooverInstitution).
Other documents make explicit reference to the probability of an expanding tourism market.
One Hoover Institution publication declares, "New tourist opportunities might develop in
Alaska, Northern Canada, and other locales at higher latitudes or in upper elevations."
Another theme, also found in 10 documents, specifically states that global warming
would improve our general health, if it would occur. According to a Hoover Institution article,
"If the IPCC is right and the globe does warm, history suggests that human health is likely to
improve." Other documents claim that global warming would reduce the amount of disease
and sickness in the world, thus, saving a large number of people from impending death.
Globalwarming could save billions of people from malnutrition(NationalCenterfor PublicPolicy
Research).
A warmerclimatewould actuallyreduce diseaseand cut mortality.Morepeople die of the cold than
of the heat; more die in the winter than the summer (HooverInstitution).
Globalwarmingcould save thousandsof human lives (NationalCenterfor PublicPolicyResearch).
Interestingly, Hoover Institution fellow, Thomas Gale Moore, author of the recent Cato Institute book, Climateof Fear (1998), has written almost all the documents containing this theme,
as well as several containing the next one.
This counter-claim's final theme, found in 20 documents (8.9%), specifically claims that
global warming would benefit agriculture. In general, global warming is seen as "an agricultural boon." The following two excerpts illustrate this assertion.
More carbondioxide in the air would lead to more luxuriantplant growth and greatercrop yields.
The small increase in carbon dioxide experienced, to date, has probably advanced the muchballyhooedgreen revolution,with its strikingincreasesin food production(HeartlandInstitute).
The enrichmentof the atmospherewith carbondioxide will fertilizeplants and make for more vigorous growth (HooverInstitution).
17. This theme seems to indicate both a total lack of concern for ecological impacts and very little understanding
of basic ecology.
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This agricultural boon would, presumably, come about both by an increase in the amount of
arable land and by an increase in agricultural productivity as the next two selections indicate.
Globalwarmingwould expand the world'sagriculturalbelt (HeritageFoundation).
Doublingcarbondioxide levels ... may increaseaveragecropyield by an estimated33% (Foundation for Researchon Economicsand the Environment).
Once again, all the documents exhibiting this counter-claim hold that global warming
would offer ample benefits if it does occur. In fact, as noted earlier, most assert that the
benefits would outweigh the costs. This counter-claim is essential to the conservative movement's position in two ways. First, by identifying hypothetical conditions, conservatives are
further strengthening their position that global warming is not yet occurring, and still might
not occur in the future. Second, by identifying benefits that lay people and policy-makers can
easily identify, they are able to problematize environmentalists' claims that global warming is
a problem. The synthesis of the first two counter-claims provides the basis for the conservative
movement's position on global warming-that is, global warming is not occurring, but if it
should occur in the future, it would not be a problem. These counter-claims provide a foundation for the final one.
The Harmful Effects of Proposed Action
The third counter-claim, which stresses the negative impacts of proposed international
action, is found in 139 of the sampled documents (62.1%). This counter-claim is comprised of
four specific themes that respectively assert that any proposed internationally binding action
will be harmful to the national economy, national security, national sovereignty, and-quite
ironically-the environment. On the whole, this counter-claim parallels a strategy identified
by Ibarra and Kitsuse (1993) as the "counter-rhetoric of the costs involved." This counterclaim argues that the proposed ameliorative treaties would cause more harm than would the
threat of global warming. This counter-claim is also a prime example of how countermovements tend to invoke a reactionary rhetoric stressing futility and jeopardy (Hirschman 1991).
Through this counter-claim, the conservative movement argues that proposed actions would
waste time and resources and such actions could even make matters worse.
The first theme, found in 130 documents (58.0%), is that the proposed actions to ameliorate global warming will harm the national economy. These documents describe the potential
impacts on the U.S. economy using such terms as "devastating" and "staggering." The following excerpts illustrate the general claim that our economy would suffer.
A bindingU.N. Treatywill crippleour economy (CompetitiveEnterpriseInstitute).
The implicationsof the proposed climate change commitmentsfor the U.S. economy are grave
(NationalCenterfor PolicyAnalysis).
These documents particularly argue that the United States will be at a disadvantage in the global economy since developing countries will not be obligated to sign the proposed treaties to
limit carbon dioxide emissions. Most of these publications make specific references to a loss of
economic output or a decrease in economic growth as a result of the proposed binding action.
The national economy, permanently,would lose $3.3 trillion in output between 2001 and 2020
(HeritageFoundation).
Annual GDPlevels are expected to fall between $200 and $300 billion (Citizensfor a Sound Economy Foundation).
The [Kyoto]treatywould cut economicgrowthby 50% by the year 2005 (HeartlandInstitute).
Moreover, these documents often identify more specific sectors or elements of the national
economy that would suffer greatly. For instance, the conservative movement claims that pro-
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posed actions harm such generalized groups as the business community and industry, while
also threatening the well being of individual workers and consumers.
Another theme, found in only four documents (1.8%), asserts that proposed treaties will
be a detriment to national security. Such a small number of documents is surprising given the
conservative movement's emphasis on a strong national defense. Some examples are as follows.
The areasthat will be at riskif we must reduceour militaryfossil fuel emissionsare the readinessof
our forces and the literal day-to-dayability to go fight the nation's wars if we have to (National
Centerfor PolicyAnalysis).
Opportunitiesfor militaryespionageincreaseif internationalrepresentativesare allowed to inspect
U.S. planes, ships, and tanks to ensure that they meet emissions standards(HeritageFoundation;
NationalCenterfor PublicPolicyResearch).
In sum, the conservative movement claims that proposed treaties jeopardize our military
intelligence and readiness and, thereby, our national security.
A third theme, found in nine documents (4.0%), is that proposed treaties will threaten
our national sovereignty. On the whole, the conservative movement claims that the United
States will be turning over its sovereignty to powerful international bureaucrats who are
"responsible neither to any nation nor to any individual." The following examples illustrate
this theme.
One of the most disturbingaspects of this treaty is the threat to U.S. sovereignty.Is this country
reallyreadyand preparedto turn over its industryand responsibilityfor its manufacturingto multilateralinternationalorganizationswith the power to close our own industriesdown? (Competitive
EnterpriseInstitute).
When you subjectAmericanindustryand businessand jobs and all dynamicsof our society,of our
culture,of our country,of our governmentto internationalbodies with awesome power, the power
to dictateindustriesbeing shut down, levying fines, we've crossedanother line here ... we have a
majorproblem(HeartlandInstitute).
This theme takes on further significance when one remembers that two themes within the
first counter-claim implicate these same international bureaucrats as being party to a conspiracy to elevate global warming as a problem in need of a solution. This current theme complements these conspiratorial allegations by identifying what these "powerful interests" would
allegedly control if any proposed treaty is accepted.
This counter-claim's final theme, found in seven documents (3.1%), ironically declares
that the proposed treaties designed to ameliorate global warming will actually promote environmental degradation. The following examples illustrate this theme.
The treaty could actually cause environmentaldamage and preclude efforts to continue environmental improvements,not only in the developedworld, but more importantly,in developingcountries (NationalCenterfor PolicyAnalysis).
To those who believe that industrialeconomies, as we know them, are at the root of all that is
wrong with the world, curtailingindustrialactivityin the name of protectingpublichealth and the
environment, makes certainsense. But the real consequence of this will be to harm public health
and the environment (HeartlandInstitute).
In examining how countermovements call for inaction, Hirschman (1991) argues that they
invoke a rhetoric of reaction stressing jeopardy, the risk of losing achievements that we have
already gained. This last theme runs parallel to Hirschman's (1991) argument by asserting that
the environmental improvements of recent decades are at risk with any new treaty.
All of the themes in this counter-claim assert that there will definitely be harmful effects
from any proposed treaty aimed at reducing carbon dioxide emissions. Proposed treaties are
claimed to have harmful effects on most, if not all, sectors of the national economy, on national
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security, on national sovereignty, and on the environment. It is quite interesting that, while
the conservatives harshly criticize the apocalyptic imagery of environmentalists, they also rely
strongly upon apocalyptic imagery of their own when discussing these purported harmful
effects of taking action to halt global warming. The themes in this counter-claim are essential
to the conservative movement's position, since they emphasize the supposedly certain, harmful
effects of policies to control global warming. Thus, the certainty of this counter-claim appears
in stark opposition to the alleged uncertainty of the environmental proponents' claims.

Summary and Conclusion
In the past decade, the environmental movement successfully extended its mobilization
to the international level by collaborating with scientists and policy-makers to bring several
global environmental problems to the public's attention. Not surprisingly, those who oppose
environmental protection efforts have begun to challenge the legitimacy of these problems. In
this paper, we focus specifically on global climate change. Global warming was successfully
defined as a social problem and placed on the policy agenda by the early 1990s, but its problem status was quickly challenged. While Brulle (2000) and Switzer (1997) identify several
strands of "green backlash" in the United States, we argue that a new strand of environmental
opposition-the conservative movement-is at the core of recent challenges to global environmental problems, particularly global warming.
It was noted earlier that much sociological research on GEC focuses on how various conditions, such as global warming, were successfully defined as social problems. This led some
social scientists to "deconstruct" the claims of environmentalists and their scientific allies (e.g.,
Boehmer-Christiansen 1994a, 1994b; Taylor and Buttel 1992), and others to highlight the role
of the media (e.g., Mazur and Lee 1993; McComas and Shanahan 1999; Trumbo 1995, 1996)
or the unique characteristics of climate change relative to other problems (e.g., Ungar 1992,
1998) to account for the waxing and waning of global warming as a salient social problem.
What is surprising, given sociology's sensitivity to power structures, is this literature's general
neglect of organized opposition to the environmental lobby's framing of global warming as a
serious problem. Specifically, social scientists paid little attention to the intense efforts of
industry and the conservative movement to construct what Freudenburg (2000) calls the
"non-problematicity"of global warming.
By focusing on the mobilization of the conservative movement into an effective countermovement directly opposing environmental proponents' framing of global warming as a
problem, our research is an effort to add needed balance to existing literature. Even though
our study is limited to analyzing the content of the counter-claims used by the conservative
movement to establish global warming's non-problematicity, it is a necessary first step in
demonstrating that the controversy over global warming-and the resulting difficulty its
advocates have in keeping it on the public agenda-is not simply a function of waning media
attention, the ambiguities of climate change signals, or the complexities of climate science,
but stems, in large part, from the concerted efforts of a powerful countermovement. Drawing
upon recent social movements research on countermovements and frames, supplemented by
work on counter-rhetoric, we provide insight into the sources and nature of the controversy
over global warming and consequent difficulty in implementing policies to deal with it. The
controversy is not an inevitable outcome of the issue-attention cycle or of the competitiveness of the public arena, but a direct function of the exercise of power by an influential countermovement.
Our research identifies three counter-claims through which the conservative movement
challenged global warming's legitimacy as a social problem. First, conservatives claim that the
evidentiary basis of global warming is weak, if not wrong. Second, conservatives argue that
the net effect of global warming would be beneficial should it occur. Third, conservatives
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argue that the policies proposed to ameliorate the alleged global warming problem would do
more harm than good. Briefly then, the conservative movement asserts that, while the science
of global warming is becoming more uncertain,the harmful effects of climate change policy are
becoming more certain. This view, the essence of the conservative movement's position, is
illustrated in the following excerpts.
While globalwarmingis highly uncertain,the impactsof globalwarmingpoliciesare not (Heartland
Institute;CompetitiveEnterpriseInstitute).
The risksof climatechange are speculative;those of climatechange policy are all too real (National
Centerfor PublicPolicyResearch).
The coupling of uncertain risks from global warming with certain economic risks from
proposed action epitomizes the complementary relationships among these counter-claims. In
total, these three counter-claims comprise the conservative movement's response to environmental proponents' call for ameliorative action. Consistent with both Hirschman's (1991) and
Ibarra and Kitsuse's (1993) work on counter-rhetorical strategies, we see that the conservative
movement employs counter-claims that serve to block any proposed action on global warming that challenges its interests. Mottl (1980) identified this strategy as the defining trait
of a countermovement. Not surprisingly, the conservative movement's challenge of global
warming's problem status is consistent with the fundamental tenets of conservative ideology
(Meyer 1964).
The counter-claims identified in this paper were highly visible and widely employed by
conservative activists in an effort to halt United States' endorsement of the Kyoto Protocol in
1997. Almost 75% (166 of 224) of the sampled documents were written in 1997 alone, and
most of these were published on the verge of the Kyoto Conference. Besides distributing documents on global warming, several conservative think tanks also sponsored press conferences
and public speeches to promote their position. For instance, the National Center for Policy
Analysis held a press conference on global warming for members of the House of Representatives on June 13, 1997, and the Competitive Enterprise Institute hosted a similar press conference at the National Press Club two days later. These two conservative think tanks then cosponsored a press conference of the same nature for members of the Senate on September 29,
1997. Also, David Ridenour, Vice-President of the National Center for Public Policy Research,
spoke at a rally against climate policy held on the West side of the U.S. Capitol Building on
October 30, 1997. Furthermore, prior to and during the Kyoto Conference, several conservative think tanks sent representatives to Kyoto to promote their views to the media. Most
prominently, the Competitive Enterprise Institute and the National Center for Public Policy
Research published daily media bulletins. These and other examples of the conservative
movement's heightened activities seem to indicate that the counter-claims identified in this
paper have real-world practicality. As such, we expect to see the conservative movement
heighten its mobilization efforts whenever the possibility increases that the United States will
sign a climate treaty to reduce carbon dioxide emissions.
While our study provides insight into the nature of the conservative movement's
counter-claims regarding global warming, future research is needed to examine the structure
and operation of this countermovement with regard to global warming. Existing journalistic
(Gelbspan 1997) and activist (Ozone Action 1996a, 1996b) analyses highlight the crucial
roles of conservative foundations, conservative think tanks, and sympathetic "skeptic" scientists in debates over global warming, and it is time for in-depth sociological analyses of these
phenomena as well. Future work on global warming and GEC in general, needs to move
beyond analyses of the claims of environmentalists and their scientific and policy allies to a
consideration of the social forces opposing the "environmental lobby." Thus, we clearly need
to pay more attention to the efforts of the conservative movement and its industry allies to
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mobilize

an effective
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dedicated
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global warming.

References
Allen, Michael Patrick
1992
"Elite social movement organizations and the state: The rise of the conservative policyplanning network." Researchin Politicsand Society4:87-109.
Babbie, Earl
1995
ThePracticeof SocialResearch,Seventh Edition. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.
Bailey, Ronald
1993
Eco-Scam:TheFalse Prophetsof EcologicalApocalypse.New York: St. Martin's Press.
Bash, Harry H.
1994
"Social movements and social problems: Toward a conceptual rapprochement." Researchin
SocialMovements,Conflicts,and Change 17:247-284.
1995
SocialProblemsand SocialMovements:An Explorationinto the SociologicalConstructionof
AlternativeRealities.Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press.
Beder, Sharon
1997
GlobalSpin: The CorporateAssault on Environmentalism.White River Junction, VT: Chelsea
Green Publishing Company.
Benford, Robert D. and David A. Snow
2000
"Framing processes and social movements: An overview and assessment." Annual Reviewof
Sociology26:611-639.
Blumenthal, Sidney
1986
TheRiseof the Counter-Establishment:
From ConservativeIdeologyto PoliticalPower.New York:
Times Books.
Boehmer-Christiansen, Sonja
1994a "Global climate protection policy: The limits of scientific advice, part 1." Global
EnvironmentalChange4:140-159.
1994b "Global climate protection policy: The limits of scientific advice, part 2." Global
EnvironmentalChange4:185-200.
Brown, Rep. George E., Jr.
1997
"Environmental science under siege in the U.S. Congress." Environment39:12-31.
Brulle, Robert J.
1994
"Power, discourse, and social problems: Social problems from a rhetorical perspective."
Perspectiveson SocialProblems5:95-121.
2000
Agency,Democracy,and Nature: The U.S. EnvironmentalMovementfrom a CriticalTheory
Perspective.Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Bruner, Michael and Max Oelschlaeger
1994
"Rhetoric, environmentalism, and environmental ethics." EnvironmentalEthics 16:377-396.
Burch, Philip H.
1997
Reagan,Bush, and Right-WingPolitics,VolumeI, TheAmericanRight Wing TakesCommand:Key
ExecutiveAppointments.Greenwich, CT:JAI Press.
Cohen, Bonner R., Steven J. Milloy, and Steven J. Zrake, eds.
1996
AmericanValues:An EnvironmentalVision.Washington, D.C.: Environmental Policy Analysis
Network.
Diamond, Sara
1995
Roadsto Dominion:Right WingMovementsand PoliticalPower in the UnitedStates.New York:
Guilford Press.
Dolny, Michael
1996
"The think tank spectrum." Extra! 5:21.
Downs, Anthony
1972
"Up and down with ecology-The 'Issue-Attention Cycle'." PublicInterest28:38-50.

519

520

McCRIGHT/DUNLAP
Dunlap, Riley E.
1998
"Layperceptions of global risk: Public views of global warming in cross-national context."
InternationalSociology13:473-498.
Dunlap, Riley E. and William R. Catton, Jr.
1994
"Struggling with human exemptionalism: The rise, decline, and revitalization of
environmental sociology." TheAmericanSociologist25:5-30.
Dunlap, Riley E. and Kent D. Van Liere
1984
"Commitment to the dominant social paradigm and concern for environmental quality."
SocialScienceQuarterly65:1013-1028.
Edwards, Paul N. and Stephen H. Schneider
1997
"The 1995 IPCCReport: Broad consensus or 'scientific cleansing?'" Ecofable/Ecoscience
1, 1:3-9.
Freudenburg, William R.
2000
"Social constructions and social constrictions: Toward analyzing the social construction of
'the naturalized' as well as 'the natural." In Environmentand GlobalModernity,Gert
Spaargaren, Arthur P. J. Mol, and Frederick H. Buttel, eds., 103-119. London: Sage.
Gelbspan, Ross
1997
TheHeat Is On: TheHigh StakesBattleoverEarth's ThreatenedClimate.Reading, MA: AddisonWesley Publishing.
Hilgartner, Stephen and Charles L. Bosk
1988
"The rise and fall of SocialProblems:A public arena's model." AmericanJournal of Sociology
94:53-78.
Hirschman, Albert
1991
TheRhetoricof Reaction.Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Ibarra, Peter R., and John I. Kitsuse
1993
"Vernacular constituents of moral discourse: An interactionist proposal for the study of
Issuesin SocialProblemsTheory,Gale Miller
social problems." In ConstructionistControversies:
and James Holstein, eds., 21-54. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.
Kamieniecki, Sheldon
1995
"Political parties and environmental policy." In EnvironmentalPoliticsand Policy,James P.
Lester, ed., 146-167. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Lichter, S. Robert and Linda S. Lichter
1992
"The great greenhouse debate: Media coverage and expert opinion on global warming."
MediaMonitor 6, 10:1-6.
Lo, Clarence Y. H.
1982
"Countermovements and conservative movements in the contemporary U.S." Annual
Reviewof Sociology8:107-134.
Loseke, Donileen R.
1999
Perspectives.New York: Aldine
ThinkingAbout SocialProblems:An Introductionto Constructionist
de Gruyter.
Lukes, Steven
1974
Power:A Radical View.London: Macmillan Press.
Marshall, Susan E.
1985
"Ladies against women: Mobilization dilemmas of antifeminist movements." SocialProblems
32:348-362.
Mauss, Armand L.
1975
SocialProblemsas SocialMovements.Philadelphia: Lippincott.
Mazur, Allan and Jinling Lee
1993
"Sounding the global alarm: Environmental issues in the U.S. National News." SocialStudies
of Science23:681-720.
McCaffrey, Dawn and Jennifer Keys
2000
"Competitive framing processes in the abortion debate: Polarization-vilification, framingsaving, and frame debunking." The SociologicalQuarterly41:41-61.
McComas, Katherine and James Shanahan
1999
"Telling stories about global climate change: Measuring the impact of narratives on issue
cycles." CommunicationResearch26, 1:30-57.
Meyer, David S. and Suzanne Staggenborg
1996
"Movements, countermovements, and the structure of political opportunity." American
Journal of Sociology101:1628-1660.

Challenging Global Warming
Meyer, Frank S.
1964
"Consensus and divergence." In What is Conservatism?,Frank S. Meyer, ed., 229-232. New
York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston.
Miller, Mark, Jeff Boone, and David Fowler
1990
"The emergence of the greenhouse effect on the issue agenda: A news stream analysis."
News ComputingJournal 7:25-38.
Mottl, Tahi L.
"The analysis of countermovements." SocialProblems27:620-635.
1980
National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy
1997
Movinga PolicyAgenda: The StrategicPhilanthropyof ConservativeFoundations.Washington,
D.C.: National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy.
Nissani, Moti
1999
"Media coverage of the greenhouse effect." Populationand Environment:A Journal of
InterdisciplinaryStudies21:27-43.
Ozone Action
1996a "Ties that blind I: Case studies of corporate influence on climate change policy." Ozone
ActionReport.Washington, D.C.
1996b "Tiesthat blind II: Parading opinion as scientific truth." OzoneActionReport.Washington, D.C.
Paehlke, Robert C.
1989
Environmentalismand the Futureof ProgressivePolitics.New Haven, CT:Yale University Press.
Peckham, Michael
1998
"New dimensions of social movement/countermovement interaction: The case of
Scientology and its internet critics." CanadianJournal of Sociology23:317-347.
People for the American Way
1997
Buying a Movement:Right-WingFoundationsand AmericanPolitics.Washington, D.C.: People
for the American Way.
Rosa, Eugene A. and Thomas Dietz
1998
"Climate change and society: Speculation, construction, and scientific investigation."
InternationalSociology13:421-455.
Schnaiberg, Allan
1994
"The political economy of environmental problems and policies: Consciousness, conflict,
and control capacity." Advancesin Human Ecology3:23-64.
Schneider, Stephen H.
1998
LaboratoryEarth. New York: Basic Books.
Silver, Cheryl Simon, with Ruth S. DeFries
1990
OneEarth/OneFuture:Our ChangingGlobalEnvironment.Washington, D.C.: National
Academy Press.
Snow, David A. and Robert D. Benford
1992
"Master frames and cycles of protest." In Frontiersin SocialMovementTheory,Aldon Morris
and Carol McClurg Mueller, eds., 133-155. New HaVen: Yale University Press.
Snow, David A., E. Burke Rochford, Jr., Steven K. Worden, and Robert D. Benford
1986
"Frame alignment processes, micro-mobilization, and movement participation." American
SociologicalReview 51:464-481.
Spector, Malcolm and John I. Kitsuse
1977
ConstructingSocialProblems.Menlo Park, CA: Cummings Publishing Company.
Stefancic, Jean and Richard Delgado
1996
No Mercy:How ConservativeThink Tanksand FoundationsChangedAmerica'sSocialAgenda.
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Switzer, Jacqueline Vaughn
1997
GreenBacklash:TheHistoryand Politicsof EnvironmentalOppositionin the U.S. Boulder, CO:
Lynne Rienner Publishers.
Taylor, Peter J. and Frederick H. Buttel
1992
"How do we know we have global environmental problems?: Science and the globalization
of environmental discourse." Geoforum23:405-416.
Troyer, Ronald J.
1989
"Are social problems and social movements the same thing?" Perspectiveson SocialProblems
1:41-58.

521

522

McCRIGHT/DUNLAP
Trumbo, Craig
1995
"Longitudinal modeling of public issues: An application of the agenda-setting process to the
issue of global warming." Journalismand Mass CommunicationMonographs,John Soloski, ed.
No. 152.
1996
"Constructing climate change: Claims and frames in U.S. news coverage of an
environmental issue." Public Understandingof Science5:269-283.
Ungar, Sheldon
1992
"The rise and (relative) decline of global warming as a social problem." TheSociological
Quarterly33:483-501.
1998
"Bringing the issue back in: Comparing the marketability of the ozone hole and global
warming." SocialProblems45:510-527.
Vander Zanden, James W.
1959
"Resistance and social movements." SocialForces37:312-315.
Voss, Kim
1996
"The collapse of a social movement: The interplay of mobilizing structures, framing, and
political opportunities in the Knights of Labor."In ComparativePerspectiveson Social
Movements,Doug McAdam, John D. McCarthy, and Mayer N. Zald, eds., 277-258. New
York: Cambridge University Press.
Warnick, Barbara
1977
"The rhetoric of conservative resistance." TheSouthernSpeechCommunicationJournal 42:256273.
Wilkins, Lee
1993
"Between facts and values: Print media coverage of the greenhouse effect, 1987-1990."
Public Understandingof Science2:71-84.
Williams, Jerry
1998
"Knowledge, consequences, and experience: The social construction of environmental
problems." SociologicalInquiry 68:476-497.
Williams, Jerry and R. Scott Frey
1997
"The changing status of global warming as a social problem: Competing factors in two
public arenas." Researchin CommunitySociology7:279-299.
Zald, Mayer N.
1996
"Culture, ideology, and strategic framing." In ComparativePerspectiveson SocialMovements:
Political Opportunities,MobilizingStructures,and CulturalFraming, Doug McAdam, John D.
McCarthy, and Mayer N. Zald, eds. 261-274. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Zald, Mayer N. and Bert Useem
1987
"Movement and countermovement interaction: Mobilization, tactics, and state
involvement." In SocialMovementsin an OrganizationalSociety:CollectedEssays, Mayer N. Zald
and John D. McCarthy, eds., 247-271. New Brunswick: Transaction Books.

