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Introduction

This volume contains adaptions of three noteworthy master
theses written within the international master’s programme in
Media, Communication, and Cultural Analysis at S6dertorn Uni-
versity and defended in 2022. Running since 2009, the program-
me has more than 100 alumni who are employed in the media,
academia and education. In 2020, the department chose to distin-
guish the best these in a printed volume. This is the third volume
in the series.

The contributions cover a broad range of topics: how the Sami
community is implicated and affected by the data center industry
that is increasingly being established in the Northern parts of
Sweden, Finland and Norway directly impacting Sapmi; how the
NIPCC (The Non-Governmental International Panel on Climate
Change) can be understood as a cultural industry producing social
meaning, not knowledge, in its dissemination of climate disin-
formation; how what has been coined the contemporary space
race has very little to do with its precursor in the 1960s, today it
stands for a particular vision for humanity envisioned by tech
billionaires such as Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos.

Although stretching across such a broad range of topics, the
three chapters share an interest in zooming in on the margins of
contemporary media and digital culture highlighting the crucial
importance of the periphery. The margins stabilize and in many
ways make the center possible. The three chapters provide a
critical re-reading of these peripheral areas of the media ecology



and fruitfully re-center our attention to the necessary pre-con-
ditions of our everyday digital practices and discourses.

The department for media and communications studies
invites readers to engage with this crucial and critical work con-
ducted by our master’s students.

Stockholm, 2 February 2023

Anne Kaun, Professor
Patrik Aker, Programme Director



Data centers and indigenous sovereignty

Sati Sargsyan

In a September 2016 Facebook post, Mark Zuckerberg shared a
sneak peek from inside Meta’s first data center in Sweden, in Lulea
(Zuckerberg 2016). The pictures — most of them in greyscale -
featured futuristic images of pristine and cold-looking bunkers of
methodically organized fans, neatly stacked pipes and server racks
in what appeared to be their natural state: machines without out-
side interference (Taylor 2019). Of the 16 pictures in the post, only
7 featured people: all shots of single data center employees, inside
the data center, looking not directly at but beyond the camera. The
main photo of the post (Fig. 1) featured a low-angle shot of the
data center’s cooling fans, followed by a caption:

I love this shot because it looks like a sci-fi movie. These enor-
mous fans draw in the outside air to cool the tens of thousands of
servers in the data hall. In the winter, when temperatures plunge
to -30 degrees the situation is reversed, and the heat from the
servers warm the massive buildings (Zuckerberg 2016).

Zuckerberg’s quote and other pictures in the post blended the
futuristic machine to another predominant feature: the surroun-
ding (cold) environment and nature. Two pictures feature the
clean architectural lines of the top of the building merging into
the dark blue, cloudy skies above, forecasting the upcoming
winter in Luled, and one featured a birds-eye panoramic view of
the entirety of the data center - dominant, centered, surrounded
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by Arctic pine trees, well-groomed green lawns, with glimpses of
rivers in the background.

What is missing in Zuckerberg’s post — and often in data cen-
ters representations — people — raises essential, critical questions
about how data centers are understood by and impact the lives of
local communities. What are the lived realities of people in
proximity to data center sites and discourses, and how do these
help us understand the data center industrial complex? This
article centers Sami communities, Indigenous to Sapmi in the
Arctic and near-Arctic regions of modern-day northern Sweden,
a hotspot of data centers, and the Sami accounts of data centers.

Statement of purpose and research questions

In this chapter, I explore and critically examine data centers from
the perspective of Sami communities. Grounded in interviews and
first-hand accounts of Sdmi community leaders, the article en-
gages with the question how the data center representations -
materialities continuum relates to data centers as sites of power,
politics and promise for Sami in northern Sweden/Sapmi.
Research questions are as follows:

1) What are the key tensions in materialities and
representations of data centers, as they relate to
the Indigenous Sdmi struggle for self-determin-
ation?

2) How do data center materialities and represent-
tations relate to (the making of) imaginaries of
Sapmi?

3) How do data centers inform Indigenous Sami
agency in Sapmi?

10
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Mark Zuckerberg's past
hotos

Fig. 1. Screenshot of the main photo from Zuckerberg’s 2016 post of the
Lulea data center.

Data centers: Literature review and

analytical framework

What is data? The ethereal non-thing

In A Prehistory of the Cloud Tung-Hui Hu (2015) argued that data
centers reveal “the politics of digital culture” (p. 1) through the
contradiction between the seemingly ‘airy,” ‘placeless’ cloud and
the heavy, bunker-like place where it exists — the data center.
Transcending its steel home, the “ephemeral, ethereal data aura”
(Mayer 2019, p. 6) — simultaneously “here and not here” (Mayer
2019, p. 2) - allows tech companies to rely on “global virtual visi-
bility while downplaying the role of local infrastructural sites”
(2019, p.708) as a key strategy to move away from “local material-
ities” (Vonderau 2019, p. 708).

Historically, the strive for invisibility is characteristic of infra-
structures’ ways of maintaining dominance (Holt and Vonderau
2015), as for instance, the elaborate underground world of cables
(Starosielski 2015) and hidden cell phone towers (Parks, 2010). As
the material visibility of data and data centers has become in-

11
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evitable, tech companies and media alike have often relied on
ecological metaphors to describe digital cultures, as for instance,
media ecology and media environment, and more specifically pert-
aining to cloud computing and data centers — “server farms and
the hive mind, mountains of data and streaming content, and the
most ubiquitous of all - the cloud,” as Allison Carruth (2014, p.
339) observed. The omnipresence of ecological metaphors allows
for “an additional brand asset which helps to cloud the data cen-
ter’s actual resource and energy needs and problematic environ-
mental effects” (Vonderau 2018, p. 704). The conceptualization of
the data center as a nature (natural metaphor) is therefore a
crucial part of data center representations.

Where is data? Data and the material site

With increasing visibility, data center discourses are also shifting
from nowhere and everywhere to specific sites with new represen-
tations. From occupying industrial building areas and “factories
of the past” in Chicago (Pickren 2018) to bunkers with a promise
of “power, preservation and resurrection” (Fish & Garett 2019, p.
11) to transforming the cold air in the north of Sweden into an
exciting commodity (Vonderau 2018, 2019) to occupying old
military infrastructure (Hu 2015), data centers change the topo-
graphy of not only a specific site, region or a country (Johson and
Hogan 2018), but force consideration of a new “earth-writing”
(Kaminska and Ruiz 2021, p. 144).

At their immediate sites, data centers often replace or are built
on already-existing industrial areas or abandoned infrastructure
(Hu 2015, Vonderau 2019, Pickren 2018) that emplaces a new
“clean” narrative to replace the former “dirty” industries (Vonderau
2019). Data centers are, as a rule, placed in rural areas, in colder
climates and near rivers and lakes that provide the sources for
renewable energy - a feature firmly embedded in the strategies of
the tech industry on the global scale (Pasek 2019). Data centers
use electricity to run servers, air and water to cool them down and
produce heat as a result of their functioning, and by doing so “re-
configure the systems of energy and heat supply” (Velkova 2016).

12
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On a global scale, data center imaginaries are derived from an
urban point of view, shaping ideas of a place as, for instance, the
data center industry’s shaping of Iceland as its ostensible home
pregnant with “long-standing and imperial imaginaries” (John-
son 2019, p. 1) or naturalizing Ireland as an apparent home for
data centers by commodifying its “hosting culture” (Brodie 2021).

Consequently, looking closer into where data centers exist
reveals not only locations but also the naturalizing and neutral-
izing narratives employed for the specific tangible materialities
and sites, and opens up for an analysis of power relations that
occur when christening data centers with these particular nar-
ratives of place.

How data centers become techno-social assemblages
of power, promise and agency

Another element of data center homes - “stable institutions and
political climate” (Rone 2021) or in other words, hosting culture
(Brodie 2021) - emerges as not by chance, but rather as a crucial
element of embedding data centers with sustainability and
democratic responsibility. Data center rely on inherent greening
in stable economies as a frequent feature of establishing industry
in the Arctic region (Normann 2020). While green politics is at
the heart of data center narratives from the beginning, the estab-
lishment of data centers often necessitates, accelerates and scales
up energy industries (Pasek 2019).

Simultaneously, “assumptions about the permanence and
profitability of data center infrastructure” (Velkova 2019, p.1)
result in government concessions to tech companies by ways of
tax advantages and cheap land. Data centers - inherently “imper-
manent infrastructures” (Velkova 2019) - configure socio-poli-
tical realities and place Sdpmi at the heart of the discussion.

Another important aspect — when is data center - could have
warranted a separate section in this literature review. However, I
have chosen to include temporality as a part of the how as the two
are largely intertwined when informing issues of power and
agency. Infrastructures “configure time, enable certain kinds of

13
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social time while disabling others, and make some temporalities
possible while foreclosing alternatives” (Anand, Gupta and Appel,
p. 15), and “infrastructure time” is rooted in a false premise of
linear progression of modernity.

Data centers promise connectivity with minimum damage to
the environment, and strong traditions of transparency are the
guarantors of tech practices’ legitimacy. The “promise of the
infrastructure,” from the vantage point of the tech industry, is,
therefore, not only sociality but also built-in accountability and
transparency.

The question of how data centers come to be techno-social
assemblages — technological sites in constant negotiation with and
relating to social practices — embedded with power combines the
metaphor of what data and data centers are, where they are situa-
ted and what they signal about the past, present and future. The
interaction of sustainability narratives — by industry and state -
and the representations and materialities of data centers - land,
water and air - allow for an examination of power, politics and
promise embedded in data centers.

Analytical framework

In this research, I have chosen to synthesize an analytical model,
comprising of several theories and approaches that first map out
and outline materialities and representations of data centers as they
relate to Sdmi realities and then critically examine how this mater-
ialities - representation continuum relates to issues of power, po-
litics and promise of data centers for Indigenous self-determin-
ation. I employ Lisa Park’s (2020) contrapuntal node as a central
framework throughout the discussion and analysis of this research.

Parks employed the contrapuntal node to understand the
politics and power embedded in the Mercury earth station in Zan-
zibar through visibilizing and historicizing the local struggle and
resistance to the earth station, established by the US and brokered
by the British Protectorate (Parks 2020, p.43). Parks defines the
earth station as a contrapuntal node - a “site opposed by local
publics” (p.43) to raise questions about the colonial imaginaries,

14
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narratives and power infused in one of the first real-time com-
puting nodes in networked communication. While not fully
transferrable to Indigenous Sdmi struggle for self-determination
in Sweden, the contrapuntal is a valuable tool to deconstruct the
power dynamics inherent in data centers in examining the
relationship of industry, state and Sdmi.

Approaches, materials and methodology

The primary method for this research is interviews, complemen-
ted by textual analysis of archival material, while simultaneously
an Indigenous and post-colonial methodological lens is em-
ployed. Two specific cases are referenced and studied: the earlier-
mentioned Meta data center in Luled/NorthenSapmi and plans to
establish a data center in Midskog, in Ostersund municipal-
ity/southern Sdpmi that were eventually placed on hold.

Indigenous methodologies and postcolonial theory lens

In this research, recognizing Indigenous ways of knowing — while
also being mindful of the pitfalls of exotification or creations of an
‘ultimate truth’ via a manufactured unified Indigenous voice
(Tuhiwai Smith 2012) - has been a key point of departure. Ethical
qualms on my own position as a non-Indigenous researcher and
elaborating the situatedness of this research within academic in-
quiry were crucial starting points. Among others, recognizing
research as a colonizing practice (Tuhiwai Smith2012), I raised my
position as non-Indigenous researcher with research participants
as an opportunity to discuss and address possible tensions, con-
cerns and reflections. I use several direct quotes to stay true to the
research participants’ perspectives as well as a first-person pro-
noun to further highlight the role of the researcher in interpreting
Indigenous perspectives.

Research with the aim of Indigenous knowledge-production is
often connected to the question Who benefits? (Denzin et al.
2018). While it is difficult to assess if this contribution can or will
be deemed helpful as a tool for Indigenous activism, this research

15
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aspires to, at the very least, bring forward perspectives of some
highly-regarded Sami community members in Sweden as a way of
visibilizing and raising Sami perspectives that have largely been
invisiblized in the discourse of data centers.

Interviews and archival materials

I conducted seven semi-structured, open-ended interviews with
seven Sami activists, politicians, reindeer herders and community
leaders. Most of the participants lived in Sdpmi/northern Sweden,
with one participant residing in Stockholm at the time of the
interview. Some are involved in reindeer herding while others are
not. I complemented the research by studying archival materials
from Ostersund municipality in Jimtland on a planned data
center near Midskog.

Limitations and assumptions

The opinions and conclusions expressed in this study should not
be read as exhaustive and representative of all Sami people in
Sweden. As a first exploratory study of this kind in Sweden, this
research maps out and outlines some perspectives of Sdmi leaders
and decision-makers and offers primary insights as a basis for
future academic inquiry.

Sami and Sweden

Sami are an Indigenous people who have lived in modern-day
Northern Europe and Russia since time immemorial. The ter-
ritory, home to Indigenous Sami people - Sapmi - extends to cur-
rent Russia, Finland, Norway and Sweden (Sapmi 2022). While
Sami have been recognized as an Indigenous people in Sweden
since 1977, the Sami “history, culture, languages, traditions are to
a large extent erased from academia, from the books of the whole
school system, within museums, and the society in general”
(Ohman 2015, p. 6-7). In the few cases where Sami are represen-
ted, it is often within the dichotomy of “either victims or the Other”
(ibid 6-7). These strategies relate to justifications for exploitation
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of historically Sami land and water (Sehlin-MacNeil, 2018,
Kuokkanen, 2007, Ohman, 2015).

The connection to land is central to Indigenous Sami realities,
as expressed by both the participants of this research and Indi-
genous studies. However, a singular focus on the connection to
nature as ultimately defining Sami identities would be a crude
oversimplification. May-Britt Ohman (2015) relates Indigenous
identities to Haraway’s cyborg — interconnected assemblages of
nature and machine where both parts are crucial for a full identity.

Sami and self-determination

The colonization of Sapmi meant a new reality for Sami not only
in terms of borders but also in terms of preservation of identity,
culture and language, as citizenship in the four new nation-states
“became a tool for a stronger control and eventual assimilation of
the Sémi (Lantto 2010, p. 553 in Ohman 2015).” From signing
over lands to the state in the 19" century (Ohman 2015, 2020) to
Swedish Church-sanctioned destruction of Sdmi religious prac-
tices and state-sanctioned segregation of Sami in the 20" century
into compulsory nomadic schools (Lundmark 2008), Swedish
history is ripe with marginalization of Sdmi. Ohman (2015) de-
scribes the historical and current colonizing practices as “destruc-
tion of both lands and waters, destruction of reindeer grazing
lands, and a destruction of our cultural identity through ... State-
led policies” (p. 15). The complicated role of the Sami Parliament,
created in 1993, as both a state agency and a popularly elected body
by Sami further complicates the Sami right to self-determination.
Sami resistance and agency has taken on different forms overtime,
often involving technologies of communication against exploit-
ative and extractive practices (Cocq and Dubois 2020).

The right to cultural heritage

The United Nations General Assembly (p. 4) describes Indi-
genous people’s right to cultural heritage as “tangible and intan-
gible manifestations of (Indigenous) ways of lifes.” In this article,
I focus on the tangible aspects of cultural heritage — primarily,

17
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land and water - although they are inalienably interconnected to
the Sami cultural identity and spiritual practice at large (Ohman
2015, MacNeil 2018) as these materialities relate to and sometimes
intersect with the materialities of data centers. Within this
discussion, reindeer grazing areas occupy a central place.

Reindeer husbandry is legally protected as a part of cultural
heritage through a series of acts over more than a century, since
1886. Currently, only those who are members in a sameby - Sami
administrative unit — have the right to reindeer husbandry (Riks-
dagen 1971). Reindeer grazing areas are classified as riksintresse -
regulated areas of national interest for specific industries (Riks-
dagen 1998) - the same designation as for protected areas of
mineral resources, cultural heritage sites and access to outdoor life
(Riksdagen 2018).

Despite the formal legal protections, reindeer grazing areas are
a topic of contentious debate. Sweden has not ratified ILO-169,
the convention on the rights of Indigenous peoples which would
guarantee the right to land to Sami. Highly affected by climate
change, winter pastures exacerbate the unresolved conflict between
Sami communities, private land-owners and the Swedish state.
While there are some recent positive developments — most notab-
ly the Girjas decision (Hogsta domstolen 2020) in January 2020 —
where the High Court ruled that the Girjassameby has the
exclusive right to fishing and hunting - the right to land still
remains unresolved.

Data centers in Sdpmi: Sdmi perspectives

Materialities and representations of data centers:
Contesting the nature metaphor of neutral materialities
of data centers in Sdpmi

When asked about how research participants knew about data
centers, most inditacted that they experienced them primarily
through their specific materialities and how they relate to Sami
livelihoods, struggle for self-determination, land and customary
rights.

18
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Indeed, zooming into the Meta data center in Lulea and the
2017 Midskog one the “data aura” (Meyer 2019) meets the very
real local site. The latters required 338 hectares of land with the
nearby Indalsélven river and Sdnnsjon lake as the necessary water
sources. In Luled, the Meta data center has expanded twice in less
than 10 years, currently occupying 94.000 square meters of land
(Meta data centers 2022) and estimated to draw one terawatt hour
of electricity of the entirety of the Swedish industry at 55 terawatt
hours (Eriksson 2013). In its formal introduction of the data
center in Luled, Meta describes it as running on “100 percent
renewable energy” (Meta data centers 2022). The remainder of the
short, official description of the data center reads:

Meta partners with utilities and other stakeholders to develop
renewable energy resources... The Luled Data Center is suppor-
ted by a blend of local hydropower, generated on the nearby Lule
River, and wind from two new Nordic projects.

Environmental neutrality is, by and large, an integral part of data
center narratives and policies from the beginning to adjust to the
logic of woke capitalism of the digital economy (Pasek 2019, Hurt
2022). Meta positions the data center as a kind of neutral industry
on the local site. Nature, therefore, becomes the very (narrative
and material) means necessary in upkeeping data as the neutral
“ethereal non-thing” (Meyer 2019).

All research participants raised questions about the very ma-
terials needed and extracted to support the existence and func-
tioning of data centers. Land, landscape, wind (power) and water
took up the central themes of discussions. There was significant
concern and criticism about how these materialities currently
relate to and can potentially inform developments in Sapmi.
Drawing on previous experiences — and the impact that earlier
struggles for land and water have had on Indigenous rights in
Sweden - research participants raised critical questions in relation
to the establishment of data centers: How will data centers impact
land and landscape in Sdpmi? Are there already power lines
leading up to the data center that interfere with reindeer grazing

19
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areas? How will this affect the water in Sapmi? How will data cen-
ters impact reindeer grazing areas? Is there/will there be a need to
dig new roads to sites of data centers, and will this, in turn, cause
damage to reindeer husbandry?

These questions helped further categorize data center ma-
terials, as they pertain to Sami lived realities. I have categorized
these materialities as site materialities and supporting infrastruc-
ture to understand the specific and distinct roles they play in the
narratives around and representations of data centers. I define site
materialities as the natural matter needed at the specific locations
of data centers - land that data center budlings occupy and energy
consumed and produced at the immediate site of the data center.
I define supporting infrastructure — water and wind that generate
electricity oft-site, land needed for the industries or for con-
tinuous logistics, such as the transfer of electricity and other
materials to data centers.

Nature

Before delving into a deeper discussion, a closer look at how
nature is understood in this research is needed. In the description
of the Meta data center (2020), nature is employed as a resource
to signal the data center’s neutral or, at the very least, friendly
relationship to the environment.

Sami research participants strongly challenged the idea of
nature-as-a-resource through the cultural and spiritual impor-
tance of nature for Sdmi identities, culture and tradition. The
relationship between nature and Sami is at the very core of the
Sami way of knowing and at the heart of the Sdmi struggle for self-
determination. Knowledge of land is “inherent in Sami culture
and “Indigenous ways of being and knowing” (Ohman2015,
2020). Research Participant E (RPE) said:

We as a Sami people, we recognize ourselves as being a part of
nature... For modern humans to really see the whole landscape,
you have to have close dialogues between politicians, organiza-
tions, agencies, regional boards and even individuals, so that

20
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everyone sees their part within this landscape and takes res-
ponsibility for their part as well.

Over the course of history, Sdmi communities have had to
struggle to maintain Indigenous sovereignty and a way of life as
the “nature-as-a-resource” argument was employed to contest
and limit Sami rights to land in favor of industrial exploitation.
Research Participant A (RPA) said:

We are our lands, and we are connected to nature. You cannot
talk about people and landscape as resources. Talking about
people and nature as resources, when you talk about the industry,
is just saying that this is disposable for us to make money. ... We
are our lands; we are connected to nature. So, when they say they
have land resources, which means disposable resources, they are
also talking about us as disposable.

The nature-as-resource rhetoric has often played a crucial role in
exerting colonial and imperial imaginaries over Indigenous lands
around the world. Most research participants indicated, to one
degree or another, that industrial development is often prioritized
over the need for the protection of Indigenous lands and safe-
guarding Indigenous ties to nature and land. Infrastructures and
industry “have mediated the dispossession of Indigenous lands,
the sundering of relations redefined as ‘resources,” and erasure of
Indigenous legal orders and jurisdiction, as well as resistance to
these injustices” (Barney 2021, p. 226), Therefore, opposing ap-
propriation of nature and land is hardly ever about opposing only
industry itself but primarily how it “threatens languages and cul-
tures, social systems and livelihoods” (Sehlin-MacNeil 2018, p. 98).
Therefore, nature and land are understood through the
interviews in this research not only as matter but also as a central
manifestation of the Sami right to self-determination.

Site materialities: Land on-site

“Land/lands” was one of the most commonly occurring word in
interviews, sometimes used interchangeably with “landscape.”
Three of the research participants themselves had first-hand
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experience with the sites of data centers either through an active
role in the planning process or due to the data center’s vicinity to
and interaction with their reindeer grazing area.

In relation to data centers, concerns and grief for loss of Indi-
genous land and energy production were the two most common
discussions that came up. For those who had first-hand experien-
ces with data centers, land at the immediate sites of data centers-
site materialities — was the first association.

For Research Participant B (RPB), the Meta data center in
Lulea formally constitutes the outer edge of the winter grazing
area for their sameby, and the gradual expansion of the data center
poses a risk for reindeer grazing. However, the legal designation
of the Meta data center location in Luled as an urban planning
area means that there is no formal requirement for the state to
consult with Sdmi communities. This poses a number of chal-
lenges for reindeer herding. RPB continues:

They are on my land. Luled is my grazing area. I'm sitting on the
border of the sameby... They are always going out in the
newspaper first and promise like 1 000 new jobs... They get this
out first, and then maybe (after) they hear with us or don’t hear
with us. But then we have a much worse position to discuss this
problem... If they promise 1 000 more jobs then we say no, then
we get all the population against us that live up here.

Other research participants with an immediate relationship to the
planned data center in Midskog, a rural area, shared slightly dif-
ferent but similar concerns on considerations for reindeer grazing
areas. One research participant (RPC) considered the data centers
as green industry and a better alternative to possible other indus-
tries, so long a proper process was in place to ensure that data
centers did not interfere with reindeer grazing areas. The other
research participant (RPD) considered the vastness of required
land and the hinted aspirations of expansion as detrimental for
the future of Sami reindeer herding in the area. Both research
participants mentioned that the large size of required land was
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one of the first things they noticed when presented with the
request from the tech company.

In the Midskog proposal, the business administration’s sug-
gested area for a data center overlapped with an area of riksintresse
for reindeer husbandry, where the municipality is obligated to
consult samebys to ensure that establishing industries will not
cause “considerable disadvantage” (Sametinget 2022) to reindeer
husbandry. During the consultation process, one of the four affec-
ted samebys, Jovnevarie, expressed opposition to the zoning sug-
gestion, as they used the area as winter pastures.

In the Audit Statement (2017), the Ostersund municipality
contested this opposition stating, among other things, that Same-
tinget’s maps of reindeer husbandry in the area were outdated.
The Statement recognized the “great importance” of the infor-
mation provided by Jovnevarie sameby as “those who have the
best knowledge of reindeer husbandry needs” (p. 2), however
went on to contest if reindeer husbandry was “obstructed enough”
(p-2) according to regulations (Riksdagen 1998). Both research
participants, closely familiar with the case, testified that there were
significant shortcomings in municipality administration’s consul-
tation process with Sdmi.

What became apparent during these discussions, is that for the
research participants with first-hand experiences with data cen-
ters, the initial concern is, first and foremost, how site material-
ities of data centers relate to reindeer grazing areas in the vicinity.

For other research participants without first-hand encounters
with data centers, the deep distress about loss of Indigenous lands
is connected not (only) to the specific sites of data centers but
rather as accumulated effects of all industries in general. Research
participants raised concerns about how data centers fit into a
larger ecosystem of extractive industries, and in turn, how the use
of land and nature impacts the legally-protected Sami cultural
right to reindeer herding. Research Participant F said:

You have the forest industry, you have mining and, and so this
has been an ongoing growing conflict for many years, and even if
the legal situation and understanding is much better now,
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compared to, if you go back 50 years, the total accumulated pres-
sure is very high.

Site materialities of data centers, therefore, transcend their im-
mediate site and gain meaning as representations of further
appropriation of Indigenous lands and a threat to Sdmi culture
and livelihoods in favor of industrial exploitation. RPE observes:

A major problem is that when you're talking about server halls,
you're sort of only looking at that building. And that building is,
of course, only one small part of the vastness of the landscape.
And you have to, of course, within this calculus, look at what this
will do to the landscape in the long term.

Data centers, therefore, come into Sapmi as already a part of an
existing, accumulated concern for survival for Sémi communities.
Although the impact of land on the site of data centers on reindeer
grazing appears to be the first instance of concern for some Sdmi
research participants, the context and fear of extractive violence
(Sehlin-MacNeil 2019) and colonial expansion extends beyond
the immediate sites into a larger landscape of unclear legal frame-
works and a sociopolitical environment.

Supporting infrastructure: Wind (power) and
water (power)

All research participants raised energy production - specifically
the production of green energy - as a central contemporary ten-
sion of contested practices relevant to Sami livelihoods and
agency. As Sweden strives for the production of alternatives to the
fossil fuel industry in general and the establishment of more wind
power plants in particular in northern Sweden/Sdpmi, so does the
necessity to safeguard the right to reindeer grazing areas in Sapmi
become more prevalent for Sami communities. While research
participants brought up hydropower plants, the focus was largely
on wind power plants.

Two research participants viewed data centers themselves as
less invasive and a preferred alternative to mining and other
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industries. Most considered all forms of detachment from land in
Indigenous areas as a threat to Sami survival. Research partici-
pants raised concern and stark criticism not only on the produc-
tion of (renewable) energy but also its transportation and the
conditions they create in conjunction with reindeer herding.
Research Participant F said:

I have quite many years ago said that this is kind of a green
colonialism. It is the same name of the game. But the problem is
not actually the production of energy itself but it’s the framework,
you know, the legislation: not recognizing Sami land rights; not
recognizing hunting and fishing rights ... And even in Sweden, if
it’s quite civilized, we have, you know, formally, we have rights,
and they are protected, but in the end, it is difficult to have that
implemented.

Three other research participants raised that Sweden’s aspirations
for green energy are in stark tension with the unresolved issue of
land rights in the contemporary debate. However, while discus-
sions often circulated around wind power plants participants did
not always directly connect these industries to data centers.
Despite the fact that data centers consumed at least 3 percent of
the world’s energy production as of 2017 (Vonderau 2017) and
counting, they have managed to maintain a discursive distance to
being a renewable-energy-related industry.

In discussing the question of what the key tensions, embedded
in materialities of data centers from Sdmi perspectives are, I con-
clude that data centers are largely seen by Sami research parti-
cipants as another industry in an accumulation of extractive
industries in Sdpmi in direct conflict with nature, as understood
by the Sami plight for self-determination. Site materialities of data
centers are the primary sites of conflict, tension and resistance,
whereas supporting infrastructures, while central to the struggle
for self-determination, appear, to some degree, disconnected
from the discourse of data centers themselves. The data center
infrastructuring of nature to keep data ubiquitous - to borrow and
expand on Asta Vonderau’s definition - places yet another re-
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newed claim on land and water in Sapmi, and data centers, by and
large, become another manifestation of detachment and up-
rooting from Indigenous lands. The natural metaphor to neutral-
ize data center materialities, is therefore, in dialectical tension
with the deeply spiritual Indigenous experience of nature.

Data center materialities and the imaginaries of Sdpmi:

Deconstructing the neutralized/naturized home

Everywhere and nowhere in Sapmi

When asked about data centers in Sami realities and struggle, all
7 research participants stated that data centers have been present
in larger societal debate in recent years but had largely remained
at the peripheries of extractivist concern. Two research parti-
cipants indicated that they had first meaningfully come across
data centers because of the Midskog plans. One research parti-
cipant also had first-hand experience as the data center in Luled
interfered with the reindeer grazing area of their sameby. Another
research participant — a politician and a thought leader with se-
veral decades of national and international expertise of Indi-
genous advocacy - noted that data centers were briefly discussed
in the Sami Council, although the focus had largely been on
Norway. Sami civil servants indicated that data centers had not
been a large part of their work, and the familiarity with the
specifics of data centers varied but remained surface-level and
largely derived from national news.

Asked specifically if data centers are relevant or prioritized in
the Sdmi struggle for self-determination, RPA said:

It’s not that one thing is more important than the other. You can
never compare struggles by what is more important because then
you’re still in the thought process of putting people and things
into hierarchies. But it is often about what is most critical right
now. Who is hungry right now? Who is dying right now? What
forest are they cutting down right now? So, it’s not about what is
most important, but rather where is the violence the most
extreme right now.
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RPB stated that data centers as such had, so far, been “low on the
agenda” at Sametinget. The relative invisibility of data centers can
be partially attributed to their fairly new nature, however the (lack
of) meaningful visibility of data centers as a digital and commu-
nications industry is in line with the larger themes of the visibility
dilemma of data centers. Data centers deliberately operate under
and thrive at the crossroads of “invisibility and hypervisibility”
(Rone 2021): the ever-present “mystical aura” of Google coming
to Groningen while simultaneously remaining “invisible to the
spectator” (Benjamin 2015, 224 in Mayer 2019, 4); Meta’s strategy
of “global virtual visibility” (Vonderau 2018, 708) and “local infra-
structural site” invisibility in Lulea.

The relative discursive distance of data centers to their sup-
porting infrastructures, as established in the earlier section, has
allowed data centers to maintain a certain level of invisibility in
Sapmi and Sami discourses.

The neutralized/naturized home - Sdpmi

Having ‘grounded’ the cloud in Sapmi, another question arises as
to how the choice of data center location relates to making the
imaginaries of Sdpmi/northern Sweden from a global perspective.
What does examining the material presence of data center in the
particular location of Sapmi tell us about the imaginaries of Sapmi
and the north of Sweden?

In her long-standing research into data centers in the north of
Sweden, Asta Vonderau (2017) has already conceptualized infra-
structuring cold air as an integral part of data center strategies and
stories. Several research participants recognized commodifying
cold air in Sdpmi as a common practice. RPA mentioned that the
Swedish expression luften dr fri (the air is free) is contested in
Sapmi under global capitalism while RPC said:

If you look at it globally, if you have to place a data center some-
where where it can use as little energy as possible it should be
quite a cold place. So, our climate is nice for a sever hall.
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Infrastructuring of the air, therefore, appears as a familiar practice
to the research participants. Vondearu establishes that infrastruc-
turing relies and simultaneously employs technologies of imagin-
ation in making northern Sweden the natural home of the data
center. Alix Johnson (2019), building on Vonderau’s insights,
charted how data centers’ narratives of Iceland as a “natural fit”
were based not only on Iceland’s climate and energy but also
stories of Iceland’s “wildness,” therefore participating in pro-
ducing and reproducing imperial imaginaries of Iceland.

When asked about the imaginations of the vast, unused lands
in the north of Sweden/Sdpmi, research participants recognized it
as a historical and contemporary explanation land exploitation.
Perhaps most notably, at an international conference in Stock-
holm in 2011, when the chairperson of Beowulf mining Clive Sin-
clair-Poulton announced plans to start drilling in Gallok/Kallak
was asked what the local people thought of the project, Sinclair-
Poulton, holding up a picture of empty, deforested lands, in-
famously said: “What local people?” This incident galvanized
Sami resistance and caused international backlash. The following
year, the annual market in Jokkmok featured a wall of portraits of
Sami people, titled Us Local People, and a website was created with
the same name. RPA, an activist involved in the Us Local People
movement said:

(With Us, local people) we said that we, we are the local people.
They do this again with mining, with military and they honestly
don’t give a f*ck about us... No matter the business, they’re going
to place it on our lands, claiming that it’s for the greater good and
that people need jobs, which creates a lot of racism (toward
Sami), because people don’t know that much about us. Because
the Swedish government doesn’t want people to know about us,
otherwise, they would have taught their actual history in school,
making it look like Sdmis want to have special rights when it’s the
exact opposite.

What becomes apparent in the discussions of Sdpmi represen-

tations as a natural fit for data centers appears to be the reliance
on existing technologies of imagination that have been employed
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for the establishment of other industries over time: represen-
tations of de-peopled lands ripe with a promise of renewable ener-
gies for a new type of industry. The reproduction of these ideas
that is present in Zuckerberg’s post even for the urban Lulea data
center site further solidifies northern Sweden/Sapmi as the home
of a new industry. The narratives of vast, idle lands of northern
Sweden/Sapmi, lakes and rivers are given (new) meaning through
the presence of data centers in these imaginaries.

Data center materialities — representations and

indigenous agency. Making of the contrapuntal node

Hosting cultures

The narrative of a neutralized and a naturalized home for data
centers in Sdpmi simultaneously employs and participates in the
making of northern Sweden/Sapmi (as) a distant, vast, cold wil-
derness without people while the narrative of the entirety of the
Swedish state is that of a progressive, democratic state with strong
institutions and a climate of innovation (Node Pole 2021, Nordic
Council of Ministers).

Research participants experienced that although north of Swe-
den/Sapmi has been exploited for its wealth of resources, it is still
largely understood as reliant on the south. This distinction
between hosting culture representations of Sweden in its entirety
and northern Sweden/Sapmi can be attributed to at least three
factors: prescriptions of modernity and tradition; permanence and
impermanence; and the relationship between state, industry and
local - Indigenous - populations.

Modernity and tradition

While both infrastructure and Indigenous peoples are often
ascribed permanence, infrastructures are often described as
future-in-modernity — simultaneously describing modernity and
providing a promise of the future (Annand et al, 2018); while
Indigenous communities are often perceived as historical and
persistent to time and change. Data centers are often described as
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“promissory infrastructures” (Annand et al 2018) that signal
modernity in the present and envision a future of fast communi-
cation and technological advancement.

Research participants raised that in majority societies, Indi-
genous traditions and ways of life are often (mis)understood as
contradictory to modern aspirations for technological advance-
ment. Because of the Sami relationship to nature and environ-
ment and traditional livelihoods, the Western narratives general-
ize the Indigenous way of life as incompatible with modernity.
Participants rejected these colonial dichotomies between tradition
and modernity. Sami have often been pioneers and early users of
technology. One research participant, RPF, a reindeer herder, re-
called that reindeer herders in Sweden were among the first users
to test cellular technologies in the mountains to quality assure the
functionality of the new devices in remote areas. Another research
participant, RPC, raised the ongoing efforts of Sami decision-
makers in ensuring digital communication for reindeer herders to
access healthcare while in remote areas. RPF also raised that Sdmi
have been using digital education solutions to teach Sami lan-
guages across the nation-states in Sapmi. RPE explained that GPS
tracking is essential in Sami lived realities and politics in order to
visualize reindeer movement patterns to create maps of reindeer
movements; identify when reindeer is in distress; and predict
upcoming patterns and needs.

Perhaps most notably, Sami, as early adapters of the Internet,
created SameNet in 1990s, a pre-social network social networking
platform to “provide a collaborative social networking environ-
ment that supports the already existing cultural interaction and
democratic structure of Sdmi people” (Cocq and Dubois 2020, p.
224). SameNet facilitated Sdmi communication and was crucial in
ensuring the inclusion of Russian Sami people into the communi-
cations infrastructures across Sdpmi as Russian Sdmi commu-
nities often face higher thresholds to communication with the
Scandinavian Sami people, as RPF testified.

Modernity, therefore, emerges as an essential part of Sami
lived realities. Then, a fundamental question arises as to how Sdmi
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communities are included in the modern promise of the future of
data centers.

The data centers’ promise of the future is understood in this
research as continued sociality as well as accountability and trans-
parency through communication infrastructures. While Sami
communities certainly benefit from the sociality of communica-
tion, facilitated by data centers, data centers’ promise is chal-
lenged through the lived experiences of their materialities - in
conflict with the contested right to land and water for Sami com-
munities, and by extension, Sdmi self-determination in Sdpmi.
The promise of the infrastructure, therefore, fails to include Sami
communities. RPB observed:

For me, all the exploiters are the same. Anything that’s taking
land, I don’t want... No one pays me extra to buy some food that
they (reindeer) need because for example, they don’t have food
enough because we have too many exploiters on our land.

Permanence/Impermanence

Another aspect of hosting cultures relates to ascribed permanence
of infrastructure. As Julia Velkova has established in her work on
data centers, government concessions are often made in favor of
data centers based on assumptions of permanence. Velkova (2019,
2021) contests the idea of data centers as permanent, ultimately
making the case for the discursive rather than material nature of
the permanence of data centers.

In my conversations with Simi community leaders in Sweden,
some participants expressed anger, frustration, worry and fear in
relation to wind power development in Saépmi where Sami pers-
pectives are not meaningfully taken into consideration. When
discussing sustainability, several research participants raised that
the Sdmi relationship with nature allows Sami to see early signs of
changes in climate and biodiversity. The holistic Indigenous view
on nature and biodiversity is, therefore, crucial in creating per-
manent, sustainable change for the planet.
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In relation to northern Sweden/Sapmi, some research parti-
cipants raised that politics of greenness — and ultimately per-
manence — should take into consideration how infrastructures of
green politics will affect Indigenous realities in the long-term.
These research participants raised questions about the infrastruc-
ture surrounding green energy, such as its distribution and ex-
pressed deep worries about the transfer of energy and the poten-
tial impact additional power lines and energy grids might have for
reindeer grazing areas and patterns of movement. Not only do the
actual sites of green industries — wind power plants and hydro-
power plants — announce a claim on land, water and air, but so
does the distribution infrastructure — power lines and roads. Both
with the 2022 energy crisis in Europe and prior, there have been
serious concerns about energy production, capacities and trans-
port by the Energy Market Inspection Agency in relation to data
centers (Mossige-Norrheim 2020).

And while the Swedish government and Nordic Council of
Ministers are invested in creating further competitive advantages
for data center expansion in Nordic countries (Nordic Council of
Ministers 2018), the lack of recognition for Indigenous land and
water rights exposes ‘imperial time’ (Appel 2018, p.12), ‘green
colonialism’ (Normann 2020) and ‘settler colonial invasion’ (Bar-
ney 2021, p. 7).

As climate change disproportionately affects Indigenous com-
munities (Roosvall and Tegelberg 2016), the promise of per-
manence for the Indigenous way of life is increasingly threatened.
The development of renewable energy infrastructures poses addi-
tional risks to Indigenous livelihoods and the permanence of Indi-
genous communities through contested lands and failure to
meaningfully involve Indigenous communities in renewable ener-
gies discourse. In their promise of permanence data centers create
detachment from the land for Sami communities.

State, industry and Sdmi

The Node Pole, a public-private company that manages the data
center in Luled, markets northern Sweden/Sapmi as a place of
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“surplus renewable energy at a low cost,” with a “stable industrial
economy with a high level of innovation” (Node Pole 2020). State
and industry interests merge in the message, raising the question
of how politics of innovation informs Indigenous agency.

During my conversations with Sami research participants,
they often referred to state and industry interchangeably to
describe the colonizing practices of establishing new industries,
including the renewable energies, without a meaningful legal con-
sultation process. At the time of conducting the interviews in
March-April 2021, no formal, comprehensive consultation pro-
cess was in place that would require local municipalities to consult
with Sdmi communities on issues that affected them. In late
January 2022, a new legislation was put in place mandating that
effective March 1, 2022 government and state agencies are obli-
gated to consult Sami communities on matters of significant im-
portance. For municipal administrations the legislation will only
enter into force on March 1, 2024 (Regeringen 2022). While an
important step toward ensuring meaningful Sami participation, the
legislation does not resolve the rights to land and water.

The state’s desire to signal modernity, paired with an industrial
promise of sociality and accountability, allows for and encourages
accumulation of new, clean industries in northern Sweden/Sapmi.
In this discourse, while data center supporting infrastructures are
at the center of the debate, data centers as an industry remain
relatively invisible for Sémi communities.

In her 2019 Storing Data, Infrastructuring the Air: Thermo-
cultures of the Cloud, Asta Vonderau writes:

It seems not only important to ask how and by which means the
cloud’s infrastructural normalcy and ‘invisible visibility’ is pro-
duced and maintained, but also to analyze that maintenance as a
governmental act... Whose sustainability and whose economic
effectivity does the new climate of innovation stand for? (Von-
derau 2019, p.10).

Exploring the current materialities and representations of data
centers and examining the relationship between state, the tech
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industry and Sami communities reveals historical mechanisms
used to establish other industries in northern Sweden/Sapmi. The
intentional obscurity of data and attempts to neutralize and
naturalize it reveals a form of politics (Barney 2021), and the data
center itself emerges as a contrapuntal node in the way that it
visibilizes and simultaneously reproduces past colonial imagi-
naries of northern Sweden/Sapmi.

Conclusion

In this research, through their materialities and interaction with
Sami lived realities, data centers emerge as detachment from land
and nature, facilitated by historical colonial imaginaries of Indi-
genous communities in northern Sweden/Sapmi. Within the con-
text of extractive industries, overall, Sami research participants, by
and large, had not considered data centers themselves as a distinct
category in their own rights — or at the very least, not one as high
on the agenda for contemporary debate — but rather, as a partin a
large accumulation of extractivist industries.

Through a deeper look into nature as the ultimate resource for
functionality and analysis of the supporting infrastructures of
data centers, they emerge as tangible industries that inform and
reproduce colonial contestations. The representational strategies
and practices of the industry, the lack of recognition for Sami land
rights and previous practices by state and industry raise deep
concerns for Sami communities about expanding infrastructure
that encroaches on reindeer grazing areas, and by extension,
Indigenous livelihoods.

Ideas of modernity and tradition, permanence and imper-
manence are employed to differentiate the hosting cultures of
democratic responsibility and sustainability of Sweden as a state,
while making northern Sweden/Sapmi a de-peopled, cold, distant
home of the data centers with renewable industries. Data centers,
therefore, become a contrapuntal node, where the nation-state and
the tech industry rely on ideas of modernity — liberal democracy
and renewable energies — as a way to dismiss the materialities of

34



DATA CENTERS AND INDIGENOUS SOVEREIGNTY

data centers, entangled with the Sami right to land and water and
Indigenous sovereignty. The promise of the data center industry
ultimately fails to meaningfully include Indigenous communities.
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The cultural production of climate
disinformation

Erik Bjorklund

In 2016 350,000 copies of the book Why Scientists Disagree About
Global Warming: The NIPCC Report on Scientific Consensus were
mailed across the U.S. to teachers, college professors, elected
officials, and influential members of the media. Behind this was
The Non-Governmental International Panel on Climate Change
(NIPCC for short). The book argues against the existence of a
scientific consensus on climate change and claims that “scientists
do not support the alarmist claims of the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change.”

This study suggests that these kinds of texts are not only false
publications but cases of disinformation, namely deliberate de-
ception, if not outright fabrication (Armitage & Vaccari 2021, 38).
If what the NIPCC produces is disinformation, it is arguably more
akin to propaganda, than science. Therefore, this study argues
that this should be analyzed as cultural production of social
meaning instead of knowledge. Arguing that the NIPCC and its
affiliates are producers of culture is an attempt to separate them
from actual producers of knowledge, such as universities. The
point is not that the NIPCC are necessarily comparable to Netflix,
Disney, or Time Warner but that they are more akin to marketing
and public relation firms than any academic institutions. It is also
a normative effort to reframe the discourse from “climate skep-
ticism” and “denial” to one of climate disinformation.
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The aim of this study is to analyze the production and dis-
semination of climate disinformation by NIPCC. Building upon
Lewandowsky’s claim that “disinformation about climate change
is disseminated in an organized manner through well-funded
networks” (2016, 6). By regarding the NIPCC’s production of
texts as a cultural effort it enables this study to employ a synthetic
approach consisting of Hesmondhalgh’s Cultural Industries,
Social Networks Analysis, and Disinformation Theory.

To examine this first the question of “can the NIPCC's text be
classified as climate disinformation?” be asked and if so: How are
they producing and disseminating disinformation about climate
change? Lastly will be a discussion on the motivations behind this
proposed production of climate disinformation.

Theoretical framework

As previously mentioned, the approach of this study is built upon
a synthesis of a number of different theoretical approaches and
perspectives, namely Hesmondhalgh’s Cultural Industries, Social
Networks Analysis, and Disinformation Theory. This section will
begin with providing individual descriptions of the theories and the
concepts that will be used. First Disinformation Theory, then Social
Network Analysis, and third The Cultural Industries. Lastly, will be
abrief discussion on how they are to be synthesized together, where
the concepts relate to each other and where they differ.

Disinformation is differentiated from misinformation by in-
tent. Misinformation is the unintentional dissemination of incor-
rect information, while disinformation “is the deliberate dissemi-
nation of false information for political, economic or other bene-
fits.” (Tumber & Waisboard 2021, 15) This definition will be the
basis for this thesis.

Attempting to prove what another individual truly believes is
hard and would not result in a productive effort. Instead, I will
argue that the focus should be on the intent and benefit gained
from the misinformation. This is what separates the average
citizen sharing a Facebook post claiming that global warming is a
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hoax from a professional who enjoys corporate patronage, book
deals, and media attention from the same type of misinformation.

Disinformation itself is nothing new. It is arguably as old as
public communications and politics itself. But with the develop-
ment of new and ever-expanding media and information eco-
logies, disinformation presents itself in more complex ways than
before (Tumber & Waisboard 2021, 22). Digital technology and
social media have lowered the cost of production and distribution.
For example, the use of bots can facilitate inflation of the content’s
visibility (Armitage & Vaccari 2021, 38).

According to Earl and colleagues (2021), the most successful
form of repression of a social movement is creating quiescence.
Quiescence is to instill dormancy or inactiveness of the move-
ment. An example they give is how the fossil fuel industry has
funded disinformation campaigns to sow doubt in the scientific
consensus of anthropogenic climate change. Instilling uncertain-
ness through an overwhelming of contradictory information,
limiting people’s willingness to find the truth and instead leaves
them feeling disillusioned (Earl et al., 2021, 292-296).

Baker and Chadwick (2021) discuss the affordances of digital
technology and social media as “corrupted infrastructures of
meanings”. It is an adaptation of the term taken from an appearance
in Weinberger’s web 2.0 prophecy Everything Is Miscellaneous.
Baker and Chadwick reject Weinberger’s optimism and instead use
the term to critically make sense of post-truth identities. Their
overarching argument is that post-truth identities emerge from “a
confluence of individual-level and contextual factors” (2021, 312).
Drawing upon social identity theory they assume that identity is
inextricably tied to group formation and the maintenance of
group belonging coupled together with cognitive biases shape
how individuals encounter and process information.

According to Baker and Chadwick post-truth identities rely
upon “corrupted, self-initiated infrastructures of meaning” driven
by emotional narratives, cherry-picked evidence, and misrep-
resented facts. Upon these “corrupted infrastructures of meaning”
online communities form generating their own norms, values,
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and distorted knowledge (ibid, 312-320). Not all of the infrastruc-
tures exist on social media. Much can be found on dedicated
places such as forums, wikis, email lists, podcasts, and alternative
news sites (ibid, 312-320).

Lewandowsky, Ecker, and Cook (2017) make use of the terms
alternative epistemology, and alternative epistemic realities refer-
ring to what does not conform to conventional standards of evi-
dentiary support. The term alternative epistemic realities arguably
encapsulates both the technological aspects of “corrupted infra-
structures of meaning” and the social identity crafting of post-
truth identities while remaining respectful to the fact that some
people base their perception of reality upon these beliefs.

But when discussing disinformation and post-truth one first
must engage with what constitutes truth and knowledge. In this
thesis, I take a position based on the idea of scientific realism. This
can be broadly described as the position that scientific theories
and models are the best approximation of the real world, therefore
they should be regarded as “the truth”. To be more precise scien-
tific realism are a “positive epistemic attitude toward the content
of our best theories and models, recommending belief in both
observable and unobservable aspects of the world described by the
sciences” (Chakravartty 2017).

It is important to note that scientific realism does not mean
blind faith in every result from every scientific study. It is a com-
mitment to the scientific process. This includes being fallibilists.
Meaning that even many of the best scientific theories are likely,
strictly speaking, false. This is why it is important to stress that
theories are approximately true. Granting this possibility that
even the best theories could conceivably turn out to be signi-
ficantly mistaken, scientific realism maintains that there are
grounds for realism, nonetheless (ibid). This is the reason for the
semantic commitment to defining it as “the truth”. Because it is the
closest thing to it.

Social Network Analysis is based on the idea that the social
world consists of a plurality of social actors and the ties of inter-
action between them (Crossley et al., 2015, 3). The approach is
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grounded in the intuitive notion that the patterns of relational ties
that actors are engaged in have important consequences on them
(Freeman 2004, 2). Actors influence one another, exchange re-
sources, and become interdependent. These ties take the form of
cooperation, competition, conflict, and support. Social Network
Analysis is a methodological approach to capturing and analyzing
this relational phenomenon (Crossley et al., 2015, 3).

Social Network Analysis is a label for a set of interconnected
concepts, theories, and techniques. A network is comprised of two
essential elements: nodes and ties. While the theoretical con-
straints of what can constitute a node or a tie are relatively open,
a network analysis is only as good as its data. Therefore, this must
be carefully selected and defined in reference to the ideas and
theories central to the research project (Crossley et al., 2015, 3-7).

David Hesmondhalgh’s book The Cultural Industries is a con-
tinuous attempt to provide a theoretical framework to analyze
cultural production. Focusing on production, organization, cir-
culation, ownership, and digitalization. This study uses Hesmond-
halgh’s chosen nomenclature of the cultural industries and cul-
tural production over similar terms such as media production and
creative industries. This is for consistency with the theory of use.
Hesmondhalgh defines the cultural industries as the institutions
which are most directly involved with the production of social
meaning and the industrial productions and circulations of texts
(2019, 23-24). By this definition, I will argue that the production
and dissemination of disinformation, in the form of media
content i.e., texts, which use a creative blend of fact with fiction
are, by Hesmondhalgh’s definition, cultural production.

The use of texts does not only refer to books and articles but all
forms of cultural works. Symbol creators are used instead of artists,
writers, directors, and musicians. This is to avoid words like art
and artist with all their connotations. Instead, Hesmondhalgh
(2019) suggests the use of the term symbolic creativity to include
all these producers of text without any values attached to them In
this thesis these terms will be used somewhat reversely, serving to
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strip the NIPCC of words with academic and scientific values attac-
hed to them. Examples are “institute”, “reports” and “scientist”.

The patronage system refers to a variety of systems dating back
to the Middle Ages. Artists such as poets, painters, and musicians
would be “retained” by the Church or aristocracy who financed
and protected them in exchange for their services. This was the
dominant system in the West up until the early nineteenth
century (Hesmondhalgh 2019, 84).

While the complex professional form has been the dominant
system of cultural production since the 1950s this does not mean
the other systems have completely disappeared. Instead, they have
continued alongside, in residual forms, together with other
systems such as state and public service-funded cultural produc-
tion (ibid, 84-86).

Using Hesmondhalgh'’s theoretical framework, the production
of disinformation can be defined as a form of symbolic creativity
and can be treated as a form of cultural production. The NIPCC
and its surrounding network can be analyzed as a form of cultural
industry. Solving the previously stated problem of classifying
disinformation, by defining it as texts and the “scientists” as sym-
bol creators. The study of cultural industries is important because
of their ability to shape knowledge and understanding through
texts, their role as a system for management of creativity and
knowledge, and their effects as agents of economic, social, and
cultural change (Hesmondhalgh 2019, 7)

The recent increase of disinformation online mirrors Hes-
mondhalgh’s discussion about digitalization’s effect on the cul-
tural industries. Viewing it as a commodity (Earl et al., 2021, 296)
allows it to be analyzed as a form of cultural production. The
discussion of post-truth identities and online communities brings
forth the importance of analyzing network structures, which in
turn can be done with social network analysis. The network struc-
ture can then be used to analyze the organization of labor, pro-
duction, social capital, and flow of resources.
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Method

The study is conducted in three parts. First, classifying if the
NIPCC in fact is producing disinformation about climate change.
Secondly, a social network analysis coupled together with Hes-
mondhalgh’s theory of cultural industries. Illustrating the sur-
rounding network and examine the chain of production behind
the disinformation to answer the question of how it is produced.
Lastly will be a discussion of why. Using concepts from disinfor-
mation theory and The Cultural Industries to find the reasons for
its occurrence.

Methodology

Step 1: Classification of Disinformation

First will be a short analysis of the NIPCC’s cultural production
regarding anthropogenic climate change to determine whether it
can be classified as disinformation. This will be done through a
discussion of the definition of disinformation, the scientific
consensus, and the scientific realist semantic commitment to the
truth. Focusing on four main arguments from their publications
and information on their website.

Step 2: Social Network Analysis

This thesis will employ social network analysis to investigate the
network of actors behind the NIPCC including donors, spon-
soring think tanks, “scientists” and editors. Data will be collected
from websites, their publications, and prior research in the field.
The data will then be entered into Gephi, a network analysis
software. The main method of analysis will be visualization,
drawing upon the tradition of graph theory and gestalt. This is
done through the creation of sociograms, or graphs (Scott 2013).
Emerging patterns, clusters, and pathways in the network will
then be analyzed.
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Step 3: Discussing the Question of “Why?”

The last part of the analysis will be a discussion of interests,
ideology, and beliefs. Trying to examine why this production of
climate disinformation is occurring. To avoid reductions of com-
plicated webs of causality and resorting to determinism (Hes-
mondhalgh 2019) this will be done in a couple of separate
approaches. It will not eliminate the issue of reductionism, but it
is an effort to mitigate it.

Material

This study will be based on a couple of different sources of data.
The study relies on existing research on climate change and speci-
fically material produced by the climate change counter move-
ment (CCCM) including the NIPCC, conservative think tanks,
and industrial actors.

The second source is the NIPCC’s own material focusing
primarily on their six publications, the Climate Change Recon-
sidered series (2009-2018) and the book Why Scientists Disagree
About Global Warming (Singer, Idso & Carter 2016).

The third source of material will be various web pages and
searches. For example, Heartland.org for data regarding their
associated “policy experts” and their distribution of the texts.
Adding to this are online booksellers such as Amazon.com,
Abebook.com, and Barnesandnoble.com.

The last primary source of data is from Conservative trans
parency.org. It is an interactive database that tracks the flow of
money among conservative donors, advocacy groups, political
committees, and candidates. They extract data by reviewing pub-
licly available forms filed with the IRS. Contributions from indi-
viduals to super PACs, party committees, political action com-
mittees, and federal candidates are based on information from
Political Moneyline and the Federal Election Commission.
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Key findings and analysis

The key findings of this study can be summarized in few points.
The NIPCC are producing climate disinformation in accordance
with Hesmondhalgh’s definition of cultural production. This is
done through a highly interconnected network of symbol creators
and creative managers. This process in turn financed at least in
part through a system of patronage by the fossil fuels industry.
These findings will be illustrated with selection of graphs and ana-
lysis from the study. After that this section will shift to the critical
question of why this is happening.

Classifying it as disinformation
The analysis of main themes of NIPCC’s texts shows that it can be
classified as climate disinformation. Based on Tumber and Wais-
board’s (2021, 15) definition, climate disinformation will hereby
be defined as the following: deliberate dissemination of false
information about climate change for political, economic or other
benefits. Adding to it are Brown’s (2017) examples of tactics em-
ployed in “the climate change disinformation campaign” such as:

e Focusing on the unknowns instead of the knowns

e  Specious claims of bad science

e Manufacturing “bogus” non-peer reviewed climate
science papers

e  Think tank campaigns publicizing these papers
(Brown 2017, 128)

The NIPCC’s production of text will first be classified as false
information in relation to the scientific realist definition of truth.
The NIPCC’s main themes was narrowed down to four central
arguments. The argument can be summarized as such:

e  There is no scientific consensus on climate change

e  Climate change is not caused by human activities
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e Climate change does not pose any consequential risks
to humanity or nature

e The UN is a corrupt body using the issue of climate
change to tax wealthy nations

These arguments can be countered using existing climate science.
Beginning with the first two of the NIPCC’s arguments: Climate
scientists overwhelmingly agree about climate change. The con-
sensus is that humans are causing recent global warming i.e.,
anthropogenic climate change. (Cook 2016; Qin et al., 2014). The
scientific consensus on anthropogenic climate change is the best
approximation of “the truth” regarding the effect of carbon
dioxide on the environment. Claiming otherwise, from a scientific
realism perspective, is untrue.

The third argument is that climate change does not pose any
risks. This is not true either. The IPCC’s reports show that global
warming already has caused multiple observed changes in the
climate system. Both frequent heatwaves and heavy precipitation.
Many risks may be long-lasting and irreversible, such as the loss
of some ecosystems. Its effect on food, water, and energy could
overlap creating new, and exacerbating current hazards (Hoegh-
Guldberg et al., 2018, 177-178).

For the fourth argument, I will not engage with the broad
accusation that the UN is corrupt since it falls outside of the scope
of this thesis, and I don’t have any data regarding it. But the claim
that climate change is a conspiracy to tax wealthy nations I will
counter. According to the scientific consensus climate change is
real, and the already economically disadvantaged populations are
likely affected more by it. Responsibility should be divided between
nations based on ability (ibid, 178).

Concluding that the NIPCC’s central arguments are false I
argue that the texts being produced and disseminated by the
NIPCC should be counted as misinformation. This does not mean
that every claim or argument in them is necessarily false but that
the general message they propagate is false. But the question is if
qualifies as disinformation. So, next are the issue of intent and
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gain. Getting donations from the fossil fuel industries (Brulle
2019) for producing texts would count as both intent and gain,
thus concluding my argument that the NIPCC is producing
climate disinformation.

The act of producing disinformation is fabrication (Armitage
& Vaccari 2021, 38), a creative effort to seamlessly blend reality
with the fiction (Hart & Hart 2021). This is an act of creating
social meaning, not knowledge (Hesmondhalgh 2019). This sup-
ports my argument that the NIPCC and its affiliates are producers
of culture more akin to advertising or public relations agencies
than producers of knowledge, such as universities.

An interconnected network of producers

To answer the first research question “How is the NIPCC pro-
ducing and disseminating disinformation about climate change?” a
social network analysis was performed, structured after the theore-
tical framework of The Cultural Industries (Hesmondhalgh 2019).
The first set of data is generated from the author section of the
six texts (Idso & Singer 2009; Idso, Carter & Singer 2011; Idso et
al,, 2013; Idso et al., 2014; Singer, Idso & Carter 2016; Bezdek et
al,, 2018) available for free from the NIPCC'’s website. Adding to
it was data generated from the “Who we are” section of
Heartland.org (The Heartland Institute 2022) and selecting the
filter “policy experts”. The authors and editors were divided into
three categories in accordance with Hemondhalgh’s functions:

e Lead authors/editors

e  Contributing authors
e Editors
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Figure 1. The darker red nodes represent association with The Heartland
Institute. The lighter shade of red represents nodes are identified as
“policy experts” on Heartland.org. Each edge attached to one of them is
colored accordingly.
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A general pattern that can be observed in Figure I is a central
cluster in the middle consisting of the lead authors and editors
forming a nexus in charge of the creative management of the
production. In contrast, there are a lot of individuals who only
contribute to a single text. Analyzing who has the highest degree
of centrality three names show up: S. Fred Singer, Craig Idso, and
Diane Carol Bast. They all have edges to all six texts. The first two
names are not surprising. Singer is the founder of the NIPCC and
Idso is their lead writer and researcher. Both serve as chairman of
their respective sponsoring think tank. According to their website,
the third man in the lead is Joseph L. Bast, president of The
Heartland Institute and lead of the publication and promotional
efforts. In contrast, Diane Carol Bast’s function as editor is not
widely promoted. But she has served as editor on all their available
publications, giving her a very central role in the production process
as a creative manager. While their personal life is not of particular
interest it would be an oversight in a study of relational ties not to
mention that Diane and Joseph Bast are a married couple.

The three main sponsors, The Center for the Study of Carbon
Dioxide and Global Change (CO2 Science), The Heartland Insti-
tute, and The Science and Environmental Policy Project (SEPP)
can be seen as the owners and executives of the NIPCC with the
founders of the project and most of the lead authors and editors
employed by these think tanks/organizations.

These are heuristics and not a perfect fit, but it gives an under-
standing of the organization and hierarchy of the NIPCC. Ana-
lyzing who occupies these functions we can discern positions of
power and influence in the network. Singer, Idzo, and Joseph L.
Bast are simultaneously executives, managers, and symbol crea-
tors thus having input in both stages of cultural production. Giving
them a lot of power over it.

The full extent of The Heartland Institutes’ reach in the net-
work is displayed in red. 35,59% of the writers in the network are
listed on their websites as policy experts or advisors to the organ-
izations, including the lead authors of all the texts except for Carter.
Analyzing this from a cultural industrial perspective one can see
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how they are “connected to each other in a complex web of inter-
dependence.” According to Hesmondhalgh these “webs of collabor-
ation” help reinforce the economic, political, and cultural power of
the biggest organizations and entrench their way of business (2019,
234-244). Relating this to Putnam’s structural approach to social
capital, characterized by homogeny, cooperation, and belonging
(Crossley et al., 2015, 31-32) the interdependence affords The
Heartland Institute huge influence over the NIPCC and sub-
sequently their production of climate disinformation.

An insight provided by this graph is that when going through
the author directories in the texts one can get the impression that
this is a diverse group of writers from unrelated backgrounds
arguing for a second opinion in the field of climate sciences. In-
stead, as shown, they are a dense, highly integrated, and politically
homogeneous network of professional symbol creators and creative
managers. The concluding analysis of this graph is that while they
are creative contributions from a large number of writers/symbolic
creators, the managerial functions (the editors and lead authors)
are concentrated around a small group of people.

Circulation, funding and flow of capital

A central to the tactic employed by CTTs to influence public
opinion. Producing an endless flow of printed material (Jacques
etal,, 2008, p. 255). Focusing on the example of the 350 000 copies
of Why Scientists Disagree About Global Warming that The Heart-
land Institute sent to distributed to teachers, college professors,
elected officials, and influential members of the media in 2017
(NIPCC 2022). The low reproduction costs of cultural goods (Hes-
mondhalgh 2019), including physical books since the arrival of
digital printing technologies, make dissemination relatively cheap.
Both the book Why Scientists Disagree About Global Warming
and all the volumes of their report series Climate Change Recon-
sidered are also available for free as digital copies in PDF format
on their webpage (NIPCC 2022). Further illustrating digitaliza-
tion’s effect on circulation. These examples show a contrast to the
tight control over circulation that Hesmondhalgh (2019) views as
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“a distinctive pattern in the cultural industries”. What this sig-
nifies is that NIPCC’s goal is not to maximize its profit through
the distribution of these texts.

Returning to the question of: “Who funded this phony climate
science denial textbook” (Brulle et al., 2021, 2) I want to refer to
quote from the book itself: “Donors to The Heartland Institute are
making it possible for this new edition to be sent to large numbers
of teachers, university professors, and the CEOs of major com-
panies in the United States. We greatly appreciate their financial
support” (Singer, Idso & Carter 2016, xvi)

The NIPCC does not maximize their profit from their texts
through tight control of the circulation. Instead, they are rather
“loose” with it. Following Hesmondhalgh’s theory of cultural pro-
duction, this would indicate that they have other streams of
revenue to support their work.

For this graph the data are generated from Conservative
transperacy.org based on reviewing publicly available forms filed
with the IRS. Consisting of contributions from individuals to
super PACs, party committees, political action committees, and
federal candidates are based on information from Political
Moneyline and the Federal Election Commission (Conservative
Transparency 2022).
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Figure 2. Pink edges represents donations. Green edges other types of
relations.

What Figure 2 illustrates is a network of donors and recipients and
how they are linked together. What is evident is the huge number
of donors The Heartland Institute has. This graph is based on
information reported by the donors and excludes “dark money”
raised by the recipients from unknown donors that are not in the
Conservative Transparency database. With 50 different donors
and a total of $43 295 354, this partly provides an answer to the
question about who paid The Heartland Institute and NIPCC for
the 350 000 copies. The Heartland Institute is in turn one of only
three donors to Singer’s SEPP (Conservative Transparency 2022).
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Figure 3. Pink edges represents donations. Green edges other types of
relations.

Figure 3 is the same as Figure 2 but with all nodes with only a
single tie filtered out. By doing that it is easier to analyze the pat-
tern of interdependence and cooperation between the actors. An
interesting node with a high degree of centrality is the DonorTrust
& Donors Capital Fund. Not only is it the largest donor to both
The Heartland Institute and CO2 Science but is also a recipient of
many of the other foundations in the network.

The reason for this is that the DonorTrust & Donors Capital
Fund functions as cover for other donors. Founded in 1999 with
the goal of “safeguarding the intent of libertarian and conservative
donors” (Callahan 2016). One can donate to them and remain
anonymous as being a donor-advised fund it is not legally re-
quired to disclose the identity of its donors. The funds are then
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distributed to various conservative and libertarian organizations.
A reminding note is that the ties displayed in these graphs only
represent information about donors that can be generated from
public documents. Kroll (2013) explains that funders can ask
Donor Trust to publicly identify their donations, but very few do.
He calls it a “dark money ATM” of the political right. Allowing
contributors who want to donate millions to do so anonymous-
ly, “essentially scrubbing the identity” of them (Kroll 2013).

Approaching this network of funding from a cultural industry
perspective we can see a restitute form of the patronage system for
cultural production. The writers and “scientists” as symbol
creators are financed to produce texts (Hesmondhalgh 2019, 84)
by an economic elite “as a means of influencing public opinion
and the agendas of political elites” (Allen 1992, 90). Instead of the
church or aristocracy, the money is coming from the fossil fuel-
related organizations, especially Coal/Rail/Steel and Electric Util-
ities and the Conservative Movement (Brulle 2019, 616). This is
not a change or “return” to a patronage system but a continuity of
it during the complex professional era of cultural production (Hes-
mondhalgh 2019, 84) The argument for patronage instead of a
corporate or complex professional form of financing is that they are
not paying directly or commissioning the production of disinfor-
mation but instead are donating through a network of inter-
mediaries to the NIPCC.

The concluding analysis of the two graphs is this. While far
from definitive or all-encompassing, the network structure dis-
played here shows how funds travel from industrial conglomer-
ations to the NIPCC. This is done through intermediaries, con-
centrated first around The DonorTrust & Donors Capital Fund
and then The Heartland Institute. While no direct insight into any
of the sponsor’s internal economy is provided here, what can be
argued is that donations from this network constitute a substan-
tial stream of revenue and enables the NIPCC’s production of
climate disinformation.
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Chain of production

Based on all data generated in the study a rough chain of produc-
tion can be sketched. This answer the first research question: How
is the NIPCC producing and disseminating disinformation about
climate change?
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Figure 4. Including all previous data, the color scheme adheres to the
already established system.
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Figure 4 illustrate the chain of production, beginning with patrons
such as the DonorTrust & Donors Capital Fund and ending with
the retailers like Amazon. It also includes each sponsor, the
NIPCC itself, the six texts, and their authors and editors.

Following the chain of production from the beginning it starts
with financing. The money is moved through a network of inter-
mediaries, mainly The DonorTrust & Donors Capital Fund and
The Heartland Institute. Then entering the creation stage of cul-
tural production. Led by a small circle of executives and creative
managers that mainly consisted of Singer, Idso, Carter, and the
Bast spouses. The primary creative personnel are writers/authors
(symbol creators). Each chapter has both lead authors and
contributing authors, but the exact division of labor was not dis-
covered. Lastly, the editors compile and prepare the texts for
reproduction.

The second stage of cultural production is circulation. In charge
of the publication and promotional efforts is Joseph L. Bast. The
text is retailed on Heartland.org, Amazon.com, and Abeland.com.
They are also accessed for free as digital copies on the NIPCC’s
website. Not included in the graph is the 350 000 physical copies
of Why Scientists Disagree On Climate Change were also sent out
to educators, libraries, and others for free. The Heartland Institute
is mainly responsible for this stage of cultural production.

Discussing the question of why?

After establishing that the NIPCC are producing climate disinfor-
mation and how they are doing it, the question shifts to why? To
answer that question, one needs to ask whose interest the produc-
tion of culture serve? According to Hesmondhalgh this can be done
by analyzing three types of interests (Hesmondhalgh 2019, 105).
The first type of interest is their own.The NIPCC’s cultural
production generates revenue through sales of its texts, and
donations. This is done through the commodification of disinfor-
mation (Earl et al., 2021). Since I argue that the NIPCC is pro-
ducing culture, in contrast to knowledge, they are more akin to an
advertisement or PR firm than a scientific institution. Using the
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information from Conservative Transparency (2022)" it can be
calculated that the Heartland Institute has received a total of 43
295 354 dollars in donations. But this is only the money one can
trace. There is probably a lot more “dark money” (Kroll 2013;
Plehwe 2019, 149). In conclusion, The NIPCC enjoy patronage
from industrial and private actors for their work. I think it is
reasonable to argue that the NIPCC and their sponsors receive
donations based on the content of what they produce. It is also
reasonable to assume that the symbol creators and other person-
nel involved in the production are compensated for their work.
Thereby showing how the production of climate disinformation
serves the economic interests of the NIPCC.

The second type of interest is the cultural industry as a whole,
or of “fellow members of oligopolistic structures” (Hesmond-
halgh 2019, 105). While I do not think that the production of
climate disinformation necessarily serves the cultural industry as
a whole, it can serve the interests of digital networks. Three key
actors profit from disinformation as an online commodity: the
producers, ad placement companies, and social media plat-
forms/digital networks (Earl et al., 2021, 296). Digital networks
need massive amounts of revenue and mainly rely on advertising
and the sale of user data as sources for it (Hesmondhalgh 2019,
280). This is the so-called “attention economy” (Napoli 2016,
262). Amazon’s retailing of the texts can be seen as an example of
this. The interconnectedness and interdependence of the NIPCC
network illustrated in the graphs also show how they serve the
interests of “fellow members of oligopolistic structures”.

This is a study of a particular form of cultural production, the
specific question to ask is: What interest does the production of
climate disinformation serve, and what social class owns them?
Countermovements typically represent the economic interests
directly challenged by the emergent social movement. The elite of
these interests then responds to this threat by fostering counter-
movement to protect them. The maintenance of the status quo

59



CENTERING THE MARGINS

becomes a vested interest of those who enjoy economic gain and
political power in the current social order (Brulle, 2019).

According to Earl and colleagues, the most successful form of
repression of a social movement is creating quiescence. Instilling
dormancy in the movement by propagating uncertainness through
an overwhelming of contradictory information (2021, 292-296).
Supporting non-decision making is a key tactic to defer change
(Brulle, 2019). Central to this tactic is the endless flow of printed
material (Jacques et al., 2008, 255) provided by organizations like
the NIPCC.

The NIPCC is not producing knowledge, they are producing
social meaning. Using the cultural industries’ role as a system for
management of creativity and knowledge to try to shape know-
ledge and understanding through texts and act as agents of eco-
nomic, social, and cultural change (Hesmondhalgh 2019, 7). Or
more correctly, hinder any change from happening.

To sum it up: Why is the NIPCC producing and disseminating
climate disinformation? Because they are getting paid for it by an
elite social class for protecting their economic and political
interests by creating quiescence in the climate movement.

At least, that is part of the answer. Reducing social and cultural
processes to focus only on the economic interests of the subject is
a form of economical determinism. Putting an overemphasis on
the monetary gain might fail to provide explanations of other
factors. Hesmondhalgh argues one should try to avoid reducing
“complicated, interwoven webs of causality to a single driving
force” (2019, 110). Therefore, I approach the subject a second time
from a different perspective.

Why is the NIPCC producing and disseminating climate dis-
information? Because of their belief. The NIPCC believes that the
IPCC was created by the United Nations to give them “the
authority to tax businesses in developed countries and redistribute
trillions of dollars a year to developing nations”. UN is regarded as
a “corrupt body in which most votes are controlled by kleptocracies
and outright dictatorships.” Referring to “Communist China and
Putinist Russia” (NIPCC 2022). This is what they claim to oppose,
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a global conspiracy that uses the threat of climate change to sup-
posedly “wage war on capitalism” (Bell 2013).

This is unarguably a conspiracy theory. I cannot prove if they
truly believe in it or not. Some of them might do, others might
not. The NIPCC is not a monolithic organization. Either way this
part of the analysis will treat these beliefs as genuine. Discussing
the dimension of belief, ideology, and identity that is motivating
the production of climate disinformation.

Post-truth identities emerge from “a confluence of individual-
level and contextual factors” (Baker & Chadwick 2021, 312).
Humans respond to uncertainties in the world through “shared
sensemaking”. Seeking certainty, we turn to societal groups that
we identify with. The shared (un)certainty reinforces the feeling
of in-group belonging and out-group enmity (Armitage &Vaccari
2021, 40). One’s identity becomes inextricably tied to the group
formation. The maintenance of group belonging together with
other cognitive biases begins to shape the processing of infor-
mation (Baker & Chadwick 2021, 312.) Possible leading to
behavior such as selective attention and motivated reasoning
(Salgado 2021; Dunaway 2021).

Post-truth identities rely upon “corrupted, self-initiated infra-
structures of meaning” (Baker & Chadwick 2021, 312-322).
Websites and digital networks, like those that the NIPCC uses to
circulate their texts, provide scaffolding for these infrastructures.
This is the effect digitalization has had on disinformation. Sur-
rounding these “corrupted infrastructure” alternative epistemic
communities form. That is why the NIPCC produces and dis-
seminates it. To support their alternative epistemic reality. To
reiterate the argument that the NIPCC is not producing know-
ledge but social meaning. This social meaning provides a form of
“shared sensemaking” for climate deniers. In essence, they are
trying to justify their own existence.

The concepts of alternative epistemic realities and post-truth
identities provide a second explanation to the question of why the
NIPCC produces and disseminate climate disinformation. From
a myriad of intersecting factors, including a “war of ideas” invol-
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ving conservatism and the disruptive force of digitalization, a
post-truth identity has emerged. The NIPCC’s texts and website,
together with heartland.org and even Amazon.com serve as “cor-
rupted infrastructures of meaning” upon which this post-truth
identity is created. This post-truth identity believes in an alter-
native epistemological reality, in which climate change is a con-
spiracy by the UN to tax and redistribute trillions of dollars from
“developed nations”. The NIPCC produces climate disinforma-
tion to support and justify this belief.

Conclusion

The NIPCC is producing and disseminating climate disinfor-
mation. This conclusion is reached from an argument based on
climate science, scientific realism, and Tumber and Waisboard’s
definition of disinformation. The disinformation is produced
through a process of cultural production. It is a creative effort of
fabrication in an attempt to produce social meaning.

The start of the production chain can be traced to the indus-
trial actors, with funding stemming from the fossil fuel industries.
Notable examples are Exxon and Koch Industries. The money
often goes through intermediaries where The DonorTrust &
Donors Capital Fund plays a key role in concealing many of the
original sources.

The creation stage of production is controlled by a small group
of people all belonging to one of the three sponsoring think tanks,
except for Robert M. Carter. The Heartland Institute is the most
influential of the three sponsors employing the most members
and being the main direct financier of the NIPCC, functioning as
an intermediary for most of the funding.

Utilizing the affordances of digital technology, the aim seems
to be to distribute their texts widely and freely and not maximize
their profits. Suggesting a different source of revenue is financing
the production. This study indicates the patronage of industrial
and private actors within the larger climate change countermove-
ment as this source. Patronage being a historical form of financing
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within the cultural industries (Hesmondhalgh 2019). The inter-
section of money, belief, and cultural production is nothing new
in the cultural industries. Patronage is the oldest of the three
financial systems in the cultural industries (ibid, 84). What has
changed is the system of belief and subsequently who finances it.

This study found two main reasons why the NIPCC is pro-
ducing and disseminating climate disinformation. The first one is
that they are getting paid for it in form of patronage and support
from an elite social class that is financing the production of
climate disinformation to protect their economic and political
interests. This is done by creating quiescence in the climate move-
ment. Central to this tactic is the printed material (Jacques et al.,
2008, 255) provided by organizations like the NIPCC.

The second reason is the belief that climate change is a con-
spiracy created by the United Nations to give them “the authority
to tax businesses in developed countries and redistribute trillions
of dollars a year to developing nations”. The production of climate
disinformation functions as a part of “corrupted infrastructures of
meaning” (Baker & Chadwick 2021, 312) supporting an alter-
native epistemological reality. Intertwined in this alternative
reality is a complex mesh of ideology, post-truth identities, and
uncertainty. Disinformation as production of social meaning serves
as a form of “shared sensemaking”. Neither of the two reasons is
mutually exclusive and should instead be recognized as part of the
contractionary nature of cultural production under capitalism.

In conclusion, the network structure behind the production of
climate disinformation can be understood “as a movement of cor-
porations, organizations, and individuals that have systematically
attacked mainstream climate science using tactics that are radi-
cally inconsistent with responsible scientific skepticism” (Brown
2017, 128). A key organizational component in this network is
organizations like the NIPCC that produce and disseminate
disinformation through a wide variety of media channels. Affor-
dances of digital technology have allowed them new ways to
develop. By creating coalitions like the NIPCC, actors in the
CCCM can pool resources and enhance their legitimacy by
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demonstrating wide organizational support. Playing an important
role in shaping the public discourse about climate change by
coordinating member organization advocacy efforts and funding
(ibid, 208). The NIPCC can be described as a “professional social
movement organizations that have been sponsored by economic
elites as a means of influencing public opinion and the agendas of
political elites” (Allen, 1992, p. 90).
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Media and outer space. Imaginaries and
discourses of the new space race

Graham Minenor-Matheson

“Space, the final frontier. These are the voyages of the Starship
Enterprise...” So begins one of the most famous phrases ever aired
on television, the opening words to the original series of Star Trek
first broadcast in the 1960s, that promised a future of galactic
exploration but after half a century of public and private space
exploration efforts, outer space is a frontier that only a special few
have had the opportunity to experience. As of writing, only a little
over six hundred people have travelled into outer space (Roulette
2021) so our collective experience, our social imaginary, of space
exploration is wholly a mediated one. Social imaginaries and the
cultural products of our media industries are still the only outlets
by which most of humanity can dream of a life among the stars.
When Star Trek first aired in 1966, five years had passed since
President Kennedy announced the first official confirmation that
the West (the United States) was engaged in a space race with the
East (the Soviet Union). Both Star Trek and President Kennedy
envisioned a future of governmental exploration of the universe,
but after the United States landed a man on the moon in 1969, the
Nixon administration viewed the space race as being won and
subsequently reduced NASA’s funding and, thus, severely cur-
tailing plans for space exploration. Due to the unique nature of
the political climate of this period, both visions left out a thriving
and successful private sector engaged in space exploration. Given
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the political complexities of the time, it is understandable that the
success of a commercial company like SpaceX in designing, buil-
ding and launching rockets was missed. Today, it is not govern-
ments and science fiction that dominate in building visions of the
future but private billionaires like Elon Musk whose SpaceX have,
with funding from NASA, developed and built reusable rockets in
what some argue as being a new space race.

The start, and end, point of this chapter is a phrase: the space
race. More specifically, it is about how the use of that phrase has
been operationalised within mainstream newspapers in the
United States and the United Kingdom. The subject of space and
the activities of those building metal machines powered by ex-
plosive material to break the Earth’s barrier is covered in various
ways by a variety of media, but nothing has been written about
how this phrase has been used and the broader subject of outer
space is not widely studied within the media and communications
field. This chapter aims to change that, firstly by analysing the use
of the phrase within a twenty-year period and secondly by arguing
its importance to the field.

RQ1: What themes can be detected in the current debates regar-
ding the ‘the space race’ and how are they represented in main-
stream news media? Particularly, how is the future of space travel
in the context of the new space race being communicated?

RQ2: How can we understand the contemporary space race?

In proceeding, three theoretical frameworks will be employed.
The first, critical futures studies, is an interdisciplinary theoretical
framework and methodological toolkit developed to analyse
discourses of the future. Allied to this will be the theory of social
and sociotechnical imaginaries, described as collectively held
visions of what is attainable through science and technology but
also of how life ought, or ought not, to be lived (Jasanoff and Kim
2015). Using thematic analysis the analysis section will discuss the
findings from the sampled material before briefly discussing
similarities and differences with the themes from the scholarship
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on the space race in the 1960s. The third theory employed is John
Durham Peters’ theorising on space, time and communication
which I will utilise with some speculative musings to connect what
I think this means for media and communications studies before
ending with some concluding remarks.

Literature review:

Discourses of ‘the space race’ in scholarship

Barring some interesting media infrastructural perspectives by
Lisa Parks on satellites, Katarina Damjanov on media infrastruc-
ture of space stations and space debris, or Hunter and Nelson’s
(2021) work using the framework of geographical imaginations to
explore how outer space is framed and imagined as a place
through entanglements of narrative, power, place and meaning-
making, very little attention has been devoted to thinking about
outer space within the field of media and communications. Most
studies are of an interdisciplinary nature.

MacDonald (2019) argues that the origins of space flight
emerge from deeper in American history with entrepreneurs and
individuals developing rockets and providing funding for astro-
nomical observatories long before the Cold War (1-3). Hertzfeld
(2007) argues that there are increasing opportunities for the com-
mercial sector to profit from space activities as the landscape is no
longer restricted to the activities of states and, further, global-
isation is “stimulating further growth of commercial space”
through larger markets (210) incentivised by US government po-
licies that have transferred responsibility from “purely govern-
ment programs to the domestic commercial sector” (210-11).
Newlove-Eriksson and Eriksson (2013) agree that globalisation
has played an important role in the commercial space sector, fur-
ther arguing that public accountability is increasingly at stake
“because... the widening of security in space policy” has developed
a blurring of the lines between civilian use and the military (278).

In thinking about international relations and the (potential)
militarisation of outer space, Sheehan (2007) argues that politics
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has always been at the heart of mankind’s exploration and utili-
sation of space, arguing that any study disabuses us of the notion
that NASA (and other space agencies) are “science-driven bureau-
cracies” divorced from political influence, noting a dichotomy
between the idealised view of space exploration represented by
agencies like NASA and ESA, with the “sordid militarisation”
efforts of the armed forces, however, he points out that space has
always had military “considerations at the heart of the original
efforts to enter space” (2).

Regarding international relations and the news media, studies
focus on different aspects such as the CNN effect (Robinson 2002)
which argues that media (the power of CNN images of suffering
mostly) can influence government policy when that policy is un-
certain and broadcast news images are empathic towards the
distant suffering of others (25-35). Shahin (2022) argues that news
coverage of international relations presents a “neoliberal orien-
tation” as “neoliberalism underpins a hierarchical structure of rela-
tions that privileges some nations as superior and makes other
nations willing participants in their own subordination” with
Shahin arguing that news and policymaking “reproduce a shared
conception of national identity vis-a-vis other nations” (1). This has
important implications for the analysis of data later in this thesis.

Countering scholarship that argues there is a developing arms
race in outer space, Sonnichsen and Lambach (2020) in exa-
mining Indian rocket tests that “risks of escalation are lower than
might be expected”. Their reasoning being that, whilst states do
indeed develop weapons for security in space, their primary
reason for space program development is “status-seeking and the
symbolic capital of being a member of the space club” and that
these goals are achieved through “the development of military
capabilities in space” (8-9). Hickman (2019) is of the view that
there is a second space race and this is being fought between the
United States and China, arguing realism is the defining logic to
explain tensions between the United States and China (178-80).
In policy terms, there has been a “pivot” towards the Asian region
for over two decades culminating in the recent Biden policy of
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“outcompeting China and preserving a free and open Indo-Pacific
region” achieved through “international cooperation” (Kuo
2022). Christiansen, Kirchner and Wissenbach (2018) argue
cooperation between the EU and China has been ongoing since
1975, however it is a cooperative relationship fraught with “pro-
found differences and frequent conflicts” due to each side starting
“from a unique historical experience” (1). If China is indeed such
a threat to the West, why so much cooperation?

Writing about Latin America Press attitudes towards the Space
Race between the US and USSR in the late fifties and early sixties,
Smith (1964) argues that newspapers across the region generally
favoured endeavours to reach outer space, predominantly for the
overall goal of peace between the two superpowers. Reflecting geo-
political concerns and understandable fears of nuclear war, this
commitment to “peaceful cooperation” was a theme across press
outlets from Conservative to Socialist in the Latin American region.

Lule (1991) analysed the language used to report on Sputnik in
American newspapers in 1957 to discover how such language “can
shape and sustain ways of understanding” (76). Following the
successful launch of Sputnik by the USSR in 1957, the language of
newspapers “portrayed the launch as a major defeat suffered by
the United States” situating defeat in the context of the ongoing
Cold War that was both a defeat in terms of a “race” and a “pro-
paganda victory” for the USSR (80-81). Analysing the reactions of
the British press (and public) to the launch of Sputnik, Barnett
(2013) argues the launch “provoked huge interest in space explor-
ation” thrusting the reality of space travel into the imaginaries of
the British public and not just the “imagination of science-fiction
writers” whilst prompting a “reappraisal” of Britain’s post-im-
perial decline versus the growing technological fortunes of the
Soviets. Also, following the launch of the second satellite with the
dog, Laika, a complete reversal in support for the Soviet accomp-
lishments occurred as the British “love of domestic animals” saw
a return to cold war hostilities, (183).

Aker (2015), argues for the ability of television to “identify and
define what is important and real in society” by showing how the
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Swedish press constructed “significant events during the space
race” and how this relates to the international politics of the Cold
War (148) and their relation to the importance of television as a
technology are highlighted noting how the press framed US open-
ness versus the Soviet “secrecy” (162-3). Davis Cross (2019) argues
that the ‘Space Race’ was largely constructed, first by a panicked
US press who saw the launch of the Sputnik satellite in 1957 as
assuming “Soviet superiority” and, second, by John F. Kennedy
who “used the issue to spark fear in the public” to get elected, a
threat that “had not previously existed. Like attitudes in the Latin
American Press, the two superpowers were cooperating on scien-
tific endeavours relating to space exploration and the US public
were generally curious and in favour. Kennedy’s rhetoric of fear
and jealous competition were, despite his “about-face” midway
through his presidency, to champion cooperation with the USSR,
were so damaging that the narrative “continued to occupy” minds
until it “became conventional wisdom”, (1415-16).

Critical futures studies and sociotechnical imaginaries

Theoretically, I draw on three disparate but interconnected theo-
retical frameworks. The first, Critical Futures Studies (CFS), is an
interdisciplinary theoretical framework and methodological tool-
kit developed from the long-established field of Futures Studies.
Its chief architects, Goode and Godhe (2017), argue CFS “inves-
tigates the scope and constraints within public culture for
imagining and debating different potential futures” (2017: 109)
through an “exploration and interrogation of ways in which
society thinks, imagines and talks about the future” but not just a
future, “possible futures” (2018: 152). It may seem an obvious
point, but the future is not set in stone. CFS sees the future, or
imagined futures, as “contestable” seeking to expand rather than
narrow “futural frames of reference and possibility”, (2018: 153).
This has implications for the subject of this chapter as space
exploration may seem to have a single teleological imaginary
(humans as a “multiplanetary species”) that requires analysis.
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Goode and Godhe utililise Ruth Levitas’ utopian theory as a core
component of CFS, which extrapolates a distinction “between
present future and future present” meaning that any future being
discussed or imagined within a given text is “imagined, planned
and projected” both within and for the present (116-7). The future
in this envisioning is an act of ideological construction for the pur-
poses of gaining power in the present and CES develops this foun-
dation that science, knowledge and reason are also bound up with
imagination, storytelling and affect” (2018: 154). Goode and Godhe
argue that such futures can appear as inevitable because of their
ideological constructions. The job of CFS is to unpack such construc-
tions to reveal the power relations shaping imaginaries of the future.

Central to CFS is the notion of imaginaries. This study will be
drawing on an updated version of imaginaries by Jasanoff and Kim
which draws heavily on the work of Charles Taylor whose work on
social imaginaries is the starting point for more recent theorising
on the link between social imaginaries and technology by Jasanoff
and Kim (2015) who argue sociotechnical imaginaries are

collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and publicly perfor-
med visions of desirable futures, animated by shared understan-
dings of forms of social life and social order attainable through,
and supportive of, advances in science and technology (322).

Jasanoff and Kim (2015) argue that when considering the origins
of imaginaries, visions, dreams and ambitions of individuals are
often a form of inspiration for imaginaries to take hold among the
larger collective (society), in particular the inspiration of “speci-
ally gifted people” with the “childlike capacity for wonder” to “call
new worlds into being through sheer creative brilliance” (326).
Though sociotechnical imaginaries are collectively held, their
origin through a singular elite vision gains “traction through
blatant exercises of power or sustained acts of coalition building”
with imaginaries encoding “visions of what is attainable through
science and technology but also of how life ought, or ought not,
to be lived” (4). Jasanoff and Kim argue that the word “desirable”
is important because “efforts to build sociotechnical futures are
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typically grounded in positive visions of social progress” but such
visions also correlate to opposing visions of dystopia (4-5).

As outer space has not been given much attention by media
and communications studies, this chapter draws on the work of
John Durham Peters theory of space and time. Peter’s (2003) goal
is to show how media “have shaped visions of the cosmos” (398)
through a discussion that ranges from the theory of Innis and
McLuhan to a discussion of the “temporal imagination of com-
munication theory” linking the history of media to the discovery
of “deep time” in other scientific disciplines. Peters’ argument
extends Innis’ point that “communication has greatly changed the
experience of time and space” of civilisations through how techno-
logies, and media technologies in particular, and McLuhan’s theory
that radio and the telegraph were “inspirations for modern
physics’ revolution in space and time”, adding a point about the
telegraph by Carey that a “key consequence... was the historic
separation of communication from transportation” (398). This
leads Peters to consider how the “temporal imagination of com-
munication theory” is rooted in a timespan stretching between
“face-to-face interaction to the millennia of civilisation” sugges-
ting such limitations could be stretched to encompass universal
time as opposed to human civilisational time (399). For Peters,
hard sciences like physics, geography, astronomy and mathe-
matics are intimately related to the field of communication as
most media in their digital form “consist of math” whilst tradi-
tional media like the camera and the phonograph “emerge out of
research on physics and physiology” (399). Astronomy, geology
and physics in particular are sciences that “extend the scale of
time” with both astronomy and geology “interpreting messages
that come posthumously... after long delays” (405) with Peters
considering both as being also sciences of media studies because
both “study not only content, but signal and channel properties”
with each science (media sciences if you will) bringing back
signals and images from deep time/space. The universe is a “fossil
record” and telescopes “are machines of time travel as of space-
spanning”:

80



MEDIA AND OUTER SPACE

All transmissions are records. Outer space is outer time (405).

Peters’ Space, Time, and Communication Theory is a first foray
into developing a theory of media and outer space, but what he
presents us with is something that is intimately linked to our past.
This McLuhanian view is most insightful as the history of techno-
logy (media technologies) is one of building on the past rather
than the creation of something wholly new. Rockets are still the
technology of space travel, satellites and radio our communica-
tion mediums in space beaming information back to Earth. What
follows is an analysis of space, time and communication through
the legacy medium of news. Following the analysis, I will return
to consider Peters’ musings with some tentative musings of my
own for what I think this study, and outer space in particular,
means for communications studies.

Material and method

To fully explore and answer the research question of themes and
representation of the ‘New Space Race’, it was necessary to
generate a wide sample of newspapers from the United States and
the United Kingdom. As the prompt for this research was reading
reporting in the mainstream press about Elon Musk and Jeff
Bezos’ space exploration efforts, the date range was limited to the
founding of SpaceX on 14" March 2002 through to the end of
December 2021. Further limitations were restricted to national
newspapers from both the US and the UK using the search term
“the space race” OR “space race” in Factiva news archive. In my
search, I restricted the sample to articles from the U.S. including
The New York Times, The New York Post, The Washington Post,
The Wall Street Journal, USA Today and from the U.K. including
The Guardian, The Times, The Sunday Times, The Daily Mail, The
Mail On Sunday, The Daily Telegraph, The Sunday Telegraph, and
The Independent. After cleaning the data, a corpus of four hun-
dred and forty-six (446) articles were produced most relevant to
the research question and aims.
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A note on the method for this study. To analyse the sample
data, I will be using thematic analysis, a highly flexible “research
tool” (Braun and Clarke 2006: 78) employed throughout the social
sciences in analysing large amounts of qualitative (textual) data
with a wide variety of strategies used by researchers (McAllum et
al 2019). Thematic analysis is a method for “systematically iden-
tifying, organizing, and offering insight into patterns of meaning
(themes) across a data set” (Braun and Clarke 2012: 57) and a way
of identifying commonalities across a range of data to make “sense
of those commonalities” (Braun and Clarke 2012: 57).

Analysis of ‘New Space Race’

Twenty years of reporting on the space race reveals a complex col-
lection of narratives but the overarching one is a shift from
discussing NASA (broadly in the negative) to the private sector’s
attempts (broadly in the positive) to take over from where NASA
left off. This is not a perfectly delineated, clean split but a trans-
formation with considerable overlap, however, the first half dis-
cusses NASA and the second the rise of the private sector
(billionaires, in particular) space race.

NASA and the public sector

Within the master theme of NASA and the public sector seven
themes emerge but two are of particular importance: disaster and
failure and moon landings and orbits. The Moon landings of 1969
are very briefly discussed in reference to the Fortieth (three
references) and Fiftieth (nine references) anniversaries in 2009
and 2019. For the Fortieth anniversary, the astronauts from the
mission “met the President at the White House” to urge Obama
to “boldly go again on a new mission of exploration” and change
NASA’s focus from the moon to Mars (Daily Mail 2009). Repor-
ting here is not commentary by journalists but reportage of an
elite actor’s views (Neil Armstrong mostly) that uses symbolic
words connected to the astronaut’s heroic status as “pioneers”
who broke “frontiers” (The Independent 2009). For the Fiftieth
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anniversary, references range from a mixture of nostalgic re-
verence for the feat to mild annoyance that it is remembered over
more contemporary pursuits. NASA’s leaders were “motivated”
by the tragedy of Apollo 1 which “changed the course of the U.S.
space program” by undertaking “something risky” in changing
mission parameters from “orbiting Earth” to “putting the first
men on the moon” (The Washington Post 2018) while President
Kennedy’s “goal was reckless, and exhilarating leadership” (The
Washington Post 2019).

The failures of NASA are a salient theme discussed in the
context of the widely reported Columbia shuttle disaster in 2003
which claimed the lives of seven astronauts (Howell and Do-
brijevic 2021). These highly publicised disasters seem etched in
the public’s imagination to the extent that they have severely
impacted confidence in America’s engineering capability as
“Discovery’s engineering glitches have provoked a wave of self-
doubt” (New York Times 2005). The spectacle of tragedy takes
centre stage over any sensible or considered analysis of NASA
successes and failures, particularly the fact that going to space is a
difficult endeavour that involves risk. Critics of Nasa’s failures
loom large as “cries for Nasa to “scuttle the shuttle™
louder” pointing to the flight in 2005 of the shuttle Discovery and

have grown

its “terrifying risks and the sheer pointlessness of its programs”
(Daily Telegraph 2005). The failures of NASA are also linked to
technological decline. Critics focus on the tragedies and use these
to question NASA’s technological progress often “wondering
what is so hard” about making sure “the same problem” (deaths
of astronauts) “does not recur’:

If the shuttle’s problems have tapped into a larger cultural in-
security, historians say it may be for the best. To accept that
America’s technological power is no longer as invincible as it
once seemed may be necessary to make rational decisions about
the space program and beyond (New York Times 2005).
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Private sector

The overwhelming focus here is on billionaires and a new
billionaire space race with references to Bezos; Branson; Musk;
Future Vision; and Paul Allen. Mentions within reporting that
these four billionaires are engaged in a space race begin, in ear-
nest, in 2012 with one article stating, “Musk knows he is in a space
race with his fellow internet billionaires” (The Sunday Times
2012). This new space race “is shaping up as a matchup of bil-
lionaires” with Bezos “facing off against Elon Musk... over the
future of human spaceflight” (The New York Times 2014) and are
“locked into their own, miniature version of the Cold War space
race” (The Sunday Times 2015) with Musk’s successful launch of
a reusable rocket being a “breakthrough” that “heats up the
private sector space race” (Daily Mail 2015) even the “billionaire
tycoon” Donald Trump is “in the space race” (The Sunday Times
2015). The vast majority of references to billionaires concentrate
on the triumvirate of Bezos, Branson and Musk but some other
ventures by billionaires are accorded space within the data such
as Paul Allen who enters “the billionaire space race” and whose
“ultimate goal is to colonise Mars” (The Times 2016).

References to “the billionaire space race” are replete. In jour-
nalism theory, the concept of horse race reporting, argue
Matthews, Pickup and Cutler (2012) refers to how media cover
elections dominated by a focus “on poll results and relative party
standings, rather than, for instance, substantive treatment of
election issues” (261). This focus on “who is leading and who is
trailing behind” results in, argues Zoizner (2021), an increase in
political cynicism and lack of substantial political knowledge
about issues (1-5). This dominant method of covering political
elections is replicated in coverage of the ‘billionaire space race’.
Throughout the data, journalists refer to who enters the race, who
is winning and who is losing. Spectacle and tabloidisation are the
preferred modes of reporting over substance. Musk is reported as
advising Bezos to “work harder” as Musk thinks Bezos takes
“himself a bit too seriously” (New York Post 2021).
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This tabloidised “focus on the personal” (Bird 2009: 42) is
reflected through the theme of personalisation. According to a
“former commander” of the ISS, Bezos is “the speak softly and
carry a big stick kind of guy” who “will outshine rivals” (Daily
Mail 2018). Buzz Aldrin is quoted describing Bezos as “a space-
geek extraordinaire” who is a “passionate patron of helping to
shape the future” of the US space program (New York Post 2017).
Branson is the “irrepressible English billionaire industrialist”
whose “global empire” only needs outer space to conquer next
(The New York Times 2013) as well as being an “adventure-
seeking mogul” (New York Post 2013) and a “pioneer for space
tourism” that is “willing and wealthy enough” to “fly paying pas-
sengers to the edge of space” (The Times 2014), Branson is also a
“billionaire space pioneer” (New York Post 2021). Such glowing
superlatives are reserved mostly for Musk the “South African
physics whiz” who is a “self-professed space geek” with a “feisty
personality” (The Wall Street Journal 2010), Musk is also a “thil-
lionaire” turning “science fiction dreams into reality” (The Times
2010), an “internet banking pioneer” (The Times 2012) with a
“long-term vision” (The Guardian 2016) who is also “the pioneer
of space travel” [author emphasis] (New York Post 2013; The Times
2018) often compared to “eponymous Iron Man superhero Tony
Stark”, who has a “nimble, fail-fast approach” to rocketry that
“contrasts with the sluggish bureaucracy of government-funded
programs” (The Guardian 2016) continuing with the theme of
contrasting private sector success with the perceived failures of
NASA. Failures of the private sector are reported by newspapers,
but the difference between reporting on the private sector and
reporting on the public sector is that billionaire “pioneers” are not
defined by their failures in the same way as the public sector.

Science fiction

References begin in 2003 with an article discussing “NASA
exploits” of “suborbital spaceflight” in 1961 and 1962 which are
described as “the stuff of science fiction” (The New York Times
2003) whilst science fiction seems to have driven high expec-
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tations of “humans sailing effortlessly through space on sleek
“Star Trek”-inspired ships” but instead images are beamed back
of a shuttle “with big rolls of duct tape” that “seemed like a slap-
dash effort to patch up” (The New York Times 2005). References
like this to Star Trek or its characters abound throughout as an
early reference to the “race” between Bezos and Branson states
both “grew up watching Star Trek” and who each “share a dream
to fill the roll of a latter-day Captain Kirk” (The Mail on Sunday
2005) whilst ‘rivalry’ between the United States, China and Russia
to “exploit” the resources of the moon is described as “once the
preserve of science fiction” (The Times 2006). Even if plans by the
Obama administration to “bypass the Moon in favour of a mission
that sounds as if it is straight out of science fiction” it is references
to Star Trek which are the most common though. Especially when
referencing the ‘new billionaire space race’. Virgin Galactic’s
proposed “VSS Voyager” is a “tribute to both NASA and Star
Trek” (The Sunday Times 2014), a giant hanger for another of
Branson’s vessels gives the impression “you’ve walked into a 23
century space dock from Star Trek” (The Times 2016). References
to Star Trek intensify in 2021 as Bezos sent “aging members of the
Star Trek cast” (The Times 2021), notably, actor William Shatner,
into space on the maiden flight of Bezos’ rocket. As Shatner played
the iconic role of Captain James T. Kirk, it was inevitable that
most articles would reference his character or the show as part of
reporting. Shatner “captivated the world in his role” as Kirk (The
Guardian 2021) and was a “stroke of PR genius” by Bezos to have
Shatner aboard (Daily Mail 2021). Bezos “has long been fascinated
with space” and is “an avid science fiction reader and “big Star
Trek” fan” or “Trekkie obsessive” (Daily Mail 2021) who Blue
Origin after “a conversation with his friend, the science fiction
author, Neal Stephenson” (The Guardian 2021).

Future verbs

One method of understanding for how the future(s) can be con-
structed is through language, particularly verbs that signal the
future and references to the future are treated within the data.
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While the future is here, it is “unevenly distributed” notes an
article on approval of a “feasibility study for the creation of an
African Space Agency” acknowledging the growing role of de-
veloping countries in global space activity (The Observer 2010).
This future was a disappointment for some as a “humanoid robot”
was delivered to the ISS with technology such as “satellites, tele-
scopes and robots... not the future of which we dreamed” (The
Independent 2011). The “unmanned... Curiosity rover” Mission
to Mars was “an important victory for NASA” and a “sign that the
U.S. is staying in the space race” but more importantly “a pre-
cursor for a future manned mission” (The Wall Street Journal
2012). Technology plays an integral role in discourses of the
future, but the role of the private sector in realising that techno-
logised future is equally crucial with the “industry making
progress in leaps and bounds” breathing life into a previously
“dormant... Cape Canaveral” that is “now bustling with activity”
(The New York Times 2018).

Such projects are touted as hopes to inspire “kids to study math
and science” (New York Post 2004) as the United States is
“beginning to suffer from a shortage of young engineers” (The
Times 2003) and the celebrations for the fortieth anniversary of
the moon landings are a chance to roll out astronauts in the hope
of “encouraging [schoolchildren] to fulfil their ambitions... parti-
cularly to inspire them to take up subjects such as science, engine-
ering and maths” (The Times 2009). Even failure is a reason for
inspiration as the “failed British attempt to put a lander on Mars”
has “created a new generation of space enthusiasts” (The Inde-
pendent 2004). The lack of human involvement in favour of
robotic missions is a cause for consternation even if such techno-
logy has “increased knowledge of the universe” it is “hoped that
new manned missions... can capture the romance” of past glories
(The Times 2007).

So, the future is both here and it is necessary to inspire future
generations to maintain a specific material relation to said future
through science and technology. References to the future are
plentiful throughout the data with particular focus on how the
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future belongs to the private sector. Stemming from a vision of the
future being in danger if “humans do not venture into space the
future will not be bright” (The Guardian 2006) because of the
dangers of a catastrophic event such as a “strike by a medium-
sized asteroid” we are urged to land on an asteroid so that we can
develop “a method of diverting one in the future” (The Sunday
Telegraph 2009). The private sector is where “the future of man-
ned space flight lies” as “individuals prepared to take enormous
risks” (The Daily Telegraph 2005) will “revolutionise the future of
space travel” (The Daily Telegraph 2004). This space for private
sector expansion required government intervention as “President
Barack Obama’s new agenda for space exploration... NASA will
turn its sights more intensely on entrepreneurs” (The Times 2010)
the language here suggesting NASA has already existing relation-
ships with the private sector, a fascinating revelation we are
unfortunately not to learn more about.

The new ‘Space Race’

In the opening paragraph of the introduction to this chapter, I
opened with a fact: only six hundred people have actually been to
space. This should be a revelation for media and communications
studies because it shows outer space as being a mediatised space
wholly represented to us through the media we consume and, as
such is vitally important for the discipline to study further. But
there is also a whole industry which both utilises communications
equipment like satellites and sensing equipment as well as using
communications as both a strategy and as a daily part of its
operations that requires further study much in the same way we
study the communications of other non-media-specific sectors.
The process of mediatisation has not escaped this sector. As
briefly detailed in the literature review, telescopes mediate images
and knowledge of the cosmos and space and time back to us.
Without such media our grasp of such deep time would be left to
theology and speculation. The James Webb Telescope has recently
been launched and provided us with new understandings of the
universe already. It behoves us, as media and communications
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scholars, to reckon with such media technologies and their use
rather than concentrating on the more mundane Big Tech soft-
ware companies which predominates the field. Media are not just
things we play with to while away the time or perform our
identities with but mediators between knowledge of what is out
there and us. Our field is not averse to speculating on the future nor
recommending what a future involving media being studied should
look like, so our attention should encompass a sector to which so
many actors, companies and government entities are putting con-
siderable effort and capital into realising one of a number of futures
including the use of media and communications.

The analysis revealed something very interesting about the
nature of the ‘space race’ in the current debates, as detailed at the
end of the previous section: the use of the phrase was largely an
empty signifier. What is an empty signifier? According to Mac-
Killop (2016), an empty signifier is a demand which has “been
‘tendentially’ emptied of meaning to represent an infinite number
of demands” (187). MacKillop argues that empty signifier lose
their credibility and become “floating signifiers” or signifiers that
“continue to see their meaning shift across context and perspec-
tives [with] different demands fighting over their definition”
(190-1). Taking a Laclauian approach, Farkas (2021) argues
floating signifiers are “used by fundamentally different and in
many ways deeply opposing political projects as a means of con-
structing political identities, conflicts and antagonisms” (300).
Virtually every single article reporting on any aspect of space,
whether that be satellite launches of non-Western nation states,
information regarding private sector activities, mundane eco-
nomic news of space investment, are all either framed in terms of
being part of a “space race” or have the term inserted into the text
regardless of whether it accurately describes the phenomena being
reported on. This is where evidence of MacKillop’s use of the term
empty signifier appears with the “space race” as a term being used
to describe any activity regarding the space sector in every article
over twenty years, thus emptying the phrase of its meaning. In
effect, I argue that the term is more a legacy of the Cold War and
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a powerful descriptor in our social imaginary. It is at once
meaningless (it is highly doubtful that a ‘race’ is being conducted
and certainly not in the context in which the term was coined for
the Cold War of the 1960s) and used as a catch-all term associated
with space-related activities. It may be a floating signifier because
it is used by a number of different actors across different political
projects largely to describe or construct (or at the very least to
create the illusion of construction) antagonism or conflict.

The second most important finding is evidence for what is
collectively known across a number of scholarly disciplines as a
neoliberal imaginary (Fraser 2009; Brown 2015; Houser 2020,)
which O’Gorman (2016) argues “entails a discourse of transcen-
dence that appeals to invisible, unrepresentable orders as the
overarching means of organising and safeguarding society” (XI).
Mostly used to describe the impact of neoliberal reforms and
marketisation of the education sector(s) in European countries,
the way I use it here is to describe the widely held assumption that
the public sector is not as capable as the private sector in
delivering on the promises of space travel and exploration, emer-
ging through either specific language that both denigrates the
public sector and elevates the private sector as well as framing the
public sector through narratives failure that are not applied to the
private sector. The neoliberal imaginary of the space race is one
that is either reminiscent of or, at the very least, working towards
what Mark Fisher (2009) dubbed capitalist realism or “the
widespread sense that not only is capitalism the only viable poli-
tical and economic system, but also that it is now impossible even
to imagine a coherent alternative to it” (2). Within the data there
emerges a sense that the private sector is the best, and only,
solution to providing effective and cheaper access to space rather
than a public sector linked with failure. This unquestioning re-
verence for the market is noted by sociologist Zygmunt Bauman
(1999) as being “closer to uncontested hegemony than any of its
[ideological] predecessors” whose absence of questioning beckons
a “surrender to what is seen as the implacable and irreversible
logic of social reality” or the “apotheosis of economic results,
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productivity and competitiveness” that promotes a “cult of the
winner” (127).

References to science fiction are abundant throughout the data
and the analysis shows it as being an important theme, however,
it was a surprise that there were not more references with the bulk
being confined to commentary on William Shatner’s flight aboard
Bezos” Blue Origin rocket by referencing his character on the
science fiction television show, Star Trek. Science fiction imagin-
aries of outer space are all concerned primarily with communica-
tion, whether consciously or not. Communication is the theme
that binds the genre together through its current disparate forms
as well as through time. This is where the theory of John Durham
Peters (2003) is instructive. Peters asks us to consider deep time
and space in relation to outer space and, following McLuhan, if
“communication has greatly changed the experience of time and
space” (398) with reference to how communications technologies
have changed our relationship to communicating with one an-
other on this planet, I would argue that this relationship is, in
effect, reversed: time and space will greatly change our experience
(methods) of communication. To put it simply, the farther we
venture the longer it takes to communicate with Earth. This
makes the task of space travel and colonisation much harder.

Conclusion

The theoretical framework used for this thesis was critical futures
studies which, at its most basic, analyses discourses of the future
to understand the embedded power relations within discourses
and identify contestations. Within the sample, there was very little
in the way of contestation or disagreement about the future
visions of space exploration by journalists. Contestation primarily
came in the form of the standard journalistic practice of providing
an alternative source but even that was either conspicuous by its
absence or may as well have been missing given the lack of im-
portance placed on the contradictory voices within some articles.
The future as it has been constructed within the data has the sense
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of being deterministic with a set goal of a particular vision for
humanity envisioned by tech billionaires and very little criticism
within the data of whether such a vision is the correct one for
humanity, whether the private sector should in fact be granted
such power to craft a sweeping narrative for humanity nor the
provision of any serious contemplation within the data of alter-
native visions of space travel.

To answer the first research question which was to ascertain
what kind of themes were contained in the sample, a thematic
analysis was conducted of over twenty years of newspaper articles.
Out of over four hundred articles analysed, it was found that
themes of the positive role of the private sector in space explor-
ation were most predominant with the theme of international
relations a close second followed by verbs that describe the future
and themes discussing NASA and the public sector. What was
most salient was the dichotomy between considering the positive
coverage of the private sector and the overwhelmingly negative
portrayal of the public sector within the data. This is not to be
confused with the international relations theme which followed
governmental signalling on the supposed menace of China.
Disaster and panic governed the public sector whilst the private
sector, particularly tech billionaires like Musk and Bezos, were
lauded as visionaries and pioneers.

For the second research question, it was firstly noted that the
data has shown how important the concept of mediatisation is to
understand the relationship between outer space and media. Our
knowledge of the universe and the working practices of the space
sector is a wholly mediated one and this will continue for some
time. There is considerable room for media and communications
to understand the relationship between outer space and media
especially as the sector and space exploration grows. Secondly,
analysis of the data points to the use of the phrase ‘space race’ as
being largely an empty signifier. Stripped of its original meaning
(there are, however, some doubts as to whether there was even
space race during the Cold War) references to a ‘space race’
abound when discussing space-related activity within mainstream
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media reported, however, it is used with such alacrity and aban-
don even minor satellite launches by companies are reported as
“joining the space race”. The overuse of the phrase has stripped it
of all of its meaning. I would suggest it retains only a sliver of rele-
vance due to the unique nature of the phenomenon being repor-
ted on. The context today is materially and rhetorically different
to the context of the Cold War and probably meaningful solely as
a shorthand descriptor. Thirdly, the focus on the private sector is
redolent of a neoliberal imaginary with the public sector painted
as being incapable of progress without being associated with
failure. Any good news is invariably framed alongside its failures.
No consideration is ever made of the positive contribution that
failure makes to progress or that the nature of the terrain is a
significant feat to overcome. Space is hard although one would not
know that from most of the reporting. Finally, science fiction is
important both as an imaginary in itself but also as an imaginary
in understanding how space exploration efforts are reported.
Although, much like the term ‘space race’ there is a possibility that
the use of science fiction may either be an empty signifier itself or,
at the very least, a tired cliché. Either way, it is important in
understanding how visions of space exploration are conceived of
occasionally within the data.
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