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Abstract 

Hydraulic fracturing is a geo-engineering procedure designed to extract shale gas from below 

the earth’s surface. Shale gas is often considered a natural, alternative source of energy that 

has the potential to increase global energy supplies but the scientific literature is not 

unanimous regarding the implications that hydraulic fracturing may have, and whether it 

should continue (Vermeulen 2012). 

Given the contentious nature of hydraulic fracturing, this study investigates the ways in 

which hydraulic fracturing is represented in South African media texts. The study draws on 

Gee’s (1996) model of critical discourse analysis (CDA), which views discourse as a means 

to represent and reproduce social practices. Thus, the study conceptualises hydraulic 

fracturing as a social practice with an affiliated discourse or discourses, which represent or 

construct the process of hydraulic fracturing, as well as the participants involved and context 

in which it takes place. Furthermore, these discourses are also presumed to have the power to 

legitimise, and thus perpetuate hydraulic fracturing, or to critique it. 

Subsequent to an examination of 32 South African news articles, and a close and critical 

analysis of four of them, this study reveals that hydraulic fracturing is presented in both 

positive and negative ways. Where positive constructions prevail, writers draw on the 

perspectives of those working in multinational corporations (MNCs) to construct shale gas as 

a way to increase energy supplies and achieve economic prosperity. Where negative 

constructions prevail, writers draw on the perspectives of environmentalists to construct 

hydraulic fracturing as an environmentally-harmful activity that depletes natural resources. In 

doing so, the study not only highlights the media’s role in perpetuating confusion about 

hydraulic fracturing, but highlights dominant ideologies that give rise to common 

representations of hydraulic fracturing in media texts.  
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Opsomming 

Hidrobreking is ’n geo-ingenieursprosedure waardeur ondergrondse skaliegas ontgin word. 

Skaliegas word dikwels beskou as ’n natuurlike, alternatiewe energiebron met die potensiaal 

om die wêreld-energievoorraad te verhoog, maar die wetenskaplike literatuur is verdeeld oor 

die effek van hidrobreking en die voortsetting van hierdie praktyk (Vermeulen 2012). 

Gegee die netelige aard van die onderwerp, word daar in hierdie studie ondersoek gedoen na 

die wyses waarop hidrobreking voorgestel word in Suid-Afrikaanse mediatekste. Die analise 

word gerig deur Gee (1996) se model van kritiese diskoersanalise waarvolgens diskoers dien 

as instrument in die voorstelling en voortsetting van sosiale praktyke. As sodanig word 

hidrobreking in hierdie studie gekonsepsualiseer as ’n sosiale praktyk met een of meer 

gepaardgaande diskoerse wat die proses van hidrobreking, die deelnmers in hierdie proses 

asook die konteks waarin hierdie proses plaasvind, voorstel of konstrueer. Verder word daar 

veronderstel dat hierdie diskoerse die krag het om hidrobreking te regverdig en sodoende 

voor te sit, of om dit te kritiseer. 

Op grond van die bestudering van 34 Suid-Afrikaanse nuusberigte en ’n kritiese ontleding 

van vier daarvan, word daar bevind dat hidrobreking op beide positiewe en negatiewe wyses 

voorgestel word. In die geval van positiewe konstruksies steun skrywers op die uitgangspunte 

van persone in multinasionale korporasies om skaliegas te konstrueer as ’n manier om 

energievoorrade te verhoog en ekonomiese vooruitgang te bevorder. In die geval van 

negatiewe konstruksies steun skrywers op die uitgangspunte van omgewingsdeskundiges om 

hidrobreking te konstrueer as ’n omgewingskadelike aktiwiteit wat natuurlike hulpbronne 

uitput. Hierdie bevindinge beklemtoon die rol van die media in die voortgesette verwarring 

aangaande hidrobreking, asook die dominante ideologieë wat aanleiding gee tot algemene 

voorstellings van hidrobreking in mediatekste. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research Problem 

 

1.1 Background 

Since the 1960s environmental concerns have become more prominent in public media and 

entered the realm of public and media debate on a global level (Straughan and Roberts 1999: 

558). These concerns include pollution, the destruction of the ozone layer, global warming, 

climate change and the depletion of natural resources. For at least the past two decades, 

scholars have used methods of discourse analysis to investigate the ways in which these 

environmental issues are discursively constructed and represented in public and corporate 

texts (see, for example, Alexander 2009; Bowers 2010; Burchell and Cook 2006; Dermitt 

2002; Dryzek 1997; Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäusler 1999; Litfin 1994). Such studies are 

not only concerned with common representations or discourses of environmental issues, but 

also with powerful ideologies that give rise to common representations and which cause the 

public to respond and react to environmental issues, often in predictable ways.  

 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate media discourses of hydraulic fracturing in a South 

African context. As a form of geo-engineering, hydraulic fracturing receives much public and 

media attention and is represented in both positive and negative ways. Positive 

representations construct hydraulic fracturing as a safe method of extracting shale gas, which 

is simultaneously referred to as an “alternative” or “natural” gas and a way to reduce a 

country’s carbon emissions and increase their economic capital. Negative representations 

focus on the contamination of local water supplies and frequently draw on dystopic imagery 

to construct a future world that is both barren and desolate. This thesis investigates common 

media representations of hydraulic fracturing in a South African context. By using methods 

of critical discourse analysis (CDA), the primary aim is to uncover hidden ideologies that 

give rise to common discourses about hydraulic fracturing in media texts.  

 

1.2 Situational context 

Hydraulic fracturing, also termed “fracking”
1
, refers to a process whereby water is used at a 

very high pressure to drill and force open fissures in rocks to reach and extract shale gas 

buried deep under the earth’s surface (Howarth, Ingraffea and Engelder 2011: 272). Since 

                                                                 
1
 For purposes of clarity and consistency, the term “hydraulic fracturing” will be used throughout this 

thesis. 
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shale gas is an alternative energy source
2
, and the process of hydraulic fracturing has led to 

many technological advances, hydraulic fracturing has revolutionized the oil and gas 

industry, and has changed the roles and functions of many big oil and gas companies, 

including Royal Dutch Shell and British Petroleum (BP) (de Wit 2011: 3). Due to the key 

role that these companies play in hydraulic fracturing, they are often the focus of public and 

media discourses on hydraulic fracturing. On the other hand, given the power of these 

institutions as multinational corporations (MNCs), they also have the power to control public 

perceptions and debates about hydraulic fracturing (Bednarek and Caple 2012: 6; Wodak and 

Busch 2004: 111). 

 

There are two primary ways to carry out the hydraulic fracturing process, namely vertical 

drilling or horizontal drilling (de Wit 2011: 2-4). Horizontal drilling is able to harvest shale 

gas resources from a larger geographical area than that of vertical drilling, and also reduces 

the number of well sites over the vast terrain (de Wit 2011: 3). This would mean that less 

construction is needed and therefore fewer natural habitats would be disturbed (de Wit 2011: 

3). However, horizontal wells pose a threat to subsurface aquifers (where natural groundwater 

resources are located) as they can produce high seismic events, and require multi-directional 

hydraulic fracturing which uses up to 20 million litres of water, most of which remains 

underground and may contaminate subsurface aquifers, thus degrading the quality of the 

groundwater supply (de Wit 2011: 4). While vertical drilling remains the most common 

method of hydraulic fracturing, the scientific literature is not unanimous about the possible 

effects that can occur from either process (Vermeulen 2012: 154). This influences public 

debates and causes confusion about the advantages and disadvantages of hydraulic fracturing. 

On a global level, the same debate exists and there are many countries that have allowed or 

banned hydraulic fracturing due to its perceived threats or benefits: the United States (US), 

Canada, Australia and New Zealand have permitted hydraulic fracturing to take place in 

various locations, while countries such as China, Denmark, Saudi Arabia, Poland, Indonesia, 

the United Kingdom (UK), Ukraine, Italy, Germany and South Africa have granted 

exploration rights. Countries such as Spain, Tunisia, Uruguay and France are not involved in 

this process at all, and France has banned hydraulic fracturing entirely (Franco, Martinez and 

Feodoroff 2013: 4).  

 

                                                                 
2
 A source of energy other than the burning of fossil fuels. 
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1.2.1 Hydraulic fracturing in the Karoo 

On 7 September 2012, the South African Government (hereafter referred to as the 

Government) lifted the moratorium on applications to explore for shale gas. On 11 September 

2012, Susan Shabangu, Minister of Mineral Resources, Godfrey Oliphant, Deputy Minister of 

Mineral Resources and Thibedi Ramontja, Director General: Department of Mineral 

Resources, briefed the media about this decision
3
. Since 2009, Shell has been particularly 

interested in gaining exploration rights in the Karoo (de Wit 2011: 3). These exploration 

rights will make it legal for Shell to explore the region and conduct a trial-run for hydraulic 

fracturing in the area. Since Shell’s interest was made known to the public, much public 

debate has taken place, particularly in the Karoo region (de Wit 2011: 1).  

 

The Karoo is a large, semi-desert region in South Africa which forms part of the largest 

ecosystem in the country (Davis 2012: 188). The Karoo region is divided into the Groot 

(“Great”) Karoo, spreading from Touws River in the south to Murraysburg in the north-east, 

and the Klein (“Small”) Karoo, which includes the towns of Oudtshoorn, De Rust and 

Uniondale. It is believed that the Karoo basin holds large shale gas deposits (de Wit 2011: 2-

3). Being a semi-desert region, water is scarce and since hydraulic fracturing requires a large 

amount of water, the depletion of water resources is a major concern for locals and 

environmentalists (de Wit 2011: 5). Underground aquifers provide the area with sufficient 

water for animal and human consumption. Through the complex process of drilling, these 

aquifers may be subjected to dangerous chemicals which may contaminate the fresh water 

they contain. An essential aspect of the hydraulic fracturing process is water. In order for 

drilling to be successful, water (mixed with particular additives) is required to create the 

fractures that would release the gas. Considering the great amount of water required for such 

a task, many fears arise regarding ways in which the process could disrupt the scarce water 

supply. In the Karoo, there are four possible water sources which may be utilised in 

undertaking the hydraulic fracturing process: industrial hydraulic fracturing of underground 

aquifers, transporting surface water from elsewhere, channelling (desalinated) sea water from 

the coast, or using the water from the Gariep River (Vermeulen 2012: 151). Hydraulic 

fracturing can cause gas and hydraulic fracturing fluids to escape through small lesions in the 

pipes which would degrade the quality of local groundwater supply. Drinking water could 
                                                                 
3
 For the briefing see: http://www.pmg.org.za/briefing/20120911-investigation-hydraulic-fracturing-

briefing-minister-mineral-resour For a summary of the government report, see 

http://d2zmx6mlqh7g3a.cloudfront.net/cdn/farfuture/ofGlBNJNhwtF5RJ3LwxXL5MWqk10bXQjp

QFgqWvnhI8/mtime:1381178185/files/docs/120911executivesummaryshale.pdf  
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therefore be harmful to the inhabitants of this area (de Wit 2011: 5). It has also been stated 

that hydraulic fracturing in the Karoo will leave “irreparable environmental scars” (de Wit 

2011: 1) on the Karoo landscape. Shell has undertaken not to use water from the underground 

aquifers, but will instead be channelling the resource from the ocean and possibly the Orange 

River (Fig 2011: 25 and 27). A great portion of South Africa relies on attaining water from 

the Orange River, so transporting and using river and/or sea water may resolve the water 

exploitation issue in this case. Subsequently, however, the issues of water transportation and 

waste management then arise. 

 

In South Africa, the management of hazardous waste falls under provincial jurisdiction. This 

is problematic because most of the hydraulic fracturing will occur in the Eastern Cape, South 

Africa’s poorest, least resourced and most administratively weak province (Fig 2011: 27). 

Currently, most of the municipalities in the province are not coping with basic general 

household management and industrial waste as a result of strict budgets and lack of necessary 

human capital (Fig 2011: 27). The waste produced from hydraulic fracturing activities is a 

great concern for all South Africans as it involves more than contaminated water treatment 

and disposal; it also involves dust pollution from large-scale transportation of hydraulic 

fracturing resources on gravel roads, as well as the degradation of road- and building-site 

infrastructures (Fig 2011: 28; Vermeulen 2012: 151). If a country such as the US has found 

the disposal of hazardous water challenging, with up to 25% of drilled wells having been 

recorded as transgressing the rules for safe waste management - a regulation that has proven 

difficult to enforce - the South African situation, according to Fig (2011: 27), is unlikely to 

cope any better with disposing of such hazardous waste, especially due to the lack of funding 

and human capital for “ordinary household and industrial waste”.  

 

Apart from the perceived dangers of hydraulic fracturing, some believe that the process 

presents a way to “deliver new solutions to meet intergenerational equity” (de Wit 2011: 1) as 

well as to provide new employment opportunities for a country with a high un-employment 

rate (de Wit 2011; Fig 2012: 28). Some argue that not only does gas burn almost 50% cleaner 

than coal but also that, through drilling for shale gas, South Africa could meet the 2015 

United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) target of poverty reduction, as well 

as reduce the carbon footprint of the country in accordance with the 2050 UN carbon-

emission targets, ultimately enabling South Africa to become self-sufficient in energy sources 

(de Wit 2011: 1; Fig 2011: 25). 
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The effects of hydraulic fracturing in the Karoo need to be considered in the broader South 

African context as policies and management plans that exist elsewhere may not necessarily 

apply to the area, resulting in the need to develop new policy and management plans (Fig 

2011: 25-26; de Wit 2011). The Karoo is considered to be a unique case due to dolerite rock 

being the main rock component, both on the surface as a result of erosion over many years, 

and underground (Vermeulen 2012: 149-150). This specific type of rock has not been a factor 

in hydraulic fracturing research and exploration elsewhere in the world. As a result, the South 

African situation is unique and has not been well-researched in effect. There are various 

factors involved that may have harmful effects on the environment, society and possibly the 

economy. Therefore, extensive research and public debate needs to take place. There has 

been no research undertaken in South Africa to prove on the one hand that the Karoo holds 

enough shale gas to be viably exploited, or on the other hand, to reveal the possible risks 

related to hydraulic fracturing in the South African context. As it stands, the existing research 

on hydraulic fracturing (in and from the US) and its potential dangers and benefits may be 

irrelevant to the South African context due to the great geological differences (Fig 2011: 24).  

 

1.3 Media representations of hydraulic fracturing 

The media play an important role in society because they frame issues as “newsworthy” and 

give preference to particular viewpoints while suppressing others, consequently constructing 

the identification and interpretation of the issue (Bosch 2012: 44). In much the same way, the 

media is a powerful force in framing public debates on and perceptions of environmental 

issues (Bosch 2012: 44). News articles are “socially constructed versions of reality” (Locke 

2004: 54) and are thus not factual representations but rather representations of reality 

according to dominant political and social ideologies. Media discourses are considered to 

interact in complex ways, resulting in a power struggle for worldly knowledge, and can 

therefore be considered as a part of the process of meaning creation in society (Gramson and 

Modigliani 1989: 2). This creation of meaning in the context of media texts present language 

use as selective and misleading as a result of domineering political and social ideologies that 

are distributed and consumed by society (Burgess 1990: 139). 
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1.4 Research aims and questions 

The aim of this study is to present a critical analysis of media representations of hydraulic 

fracturing in South Africa during the two-year period from the beginning of 2011 to the end 

of 2012. The primary research questions of the study are:  

 

a) How do media texts, from a variety of media publications, discursively construct 

the social practice of hydraulic fracturing?  

b) What ideologies are evident in, and dominate, these representations? 

The hypothesis of this study is that, while common discourses and representations exist, 

different media texts and writers draw on either environmentalist or neoliberal ideologies 

when presenting the issue of hydraulic fracturing. Such a hypothesis can be verified or 

disproved in close analysis of selected, representative texts.  

 

1.5 Methodology 

This study will invoke on theories and methodologies developed within CDA, an 

interdisciplinary approach to discourse in analysing the selected texts. This means that other 

fields besides Linguistics are referred to in analysing the media texts. On a fundamental level, 

CDA takes a social constructivist approach to reality, meaning that analysts adopt the view 

that reality is not a “given” but is socially constructed and produced through complex social 

processes and practices (Fairclough 2001: 235; Tuominen and Savolainen 1997: 81). In 

addition, a primary aim of CDA is to investigate how social practices are discursively 

constructed, and, in turn, how discourses reproduce these social practices (Machin and Van 

Leeuwen 2007: 60-61).  

 

Social practices are defined by Gee (2009: 25) as “(partially) routine activities through which 

people carry out (partially) shared goals based on (partially) shared (conscious or 

unconscious) knowledge of the various roles or positions people can fill within these 

activities”. Machin and Van Leeuwen (2007: 61) posit that social practices always have five 

elements, namely the participants or social actors, the participants’ activities and reactions 

towards the practice, the time(s) and place(s) in which the practice takes place, the dress and 

grooming as well as the tools and materials which are required in order for the practice to 

take place. As such, for the purposes of this study, hydraulic fracturing is conceptualised as a 
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social practice and is also constituted by the aforementioned five elements of a social 

practice.  

 

Thus, from a CDA perspective, media discourses of hydraulic fracturing represent the social 

practice thereof and, in the process, legitimise or delegitimise this social practice (Machin 

and Van Leeuwen 2007: 61). In addition, critical approaches to discourse also consider the 

embeddedness of social practices in life and relationships, and therefore their implications for 

issues of solidarity and the distribution of goods and power (Gee 2009: 24). According to key 

CDA theorists like Fairclough and van Djik, discourses are controlled by those with the most 

power (Bednarek and Caple 2012: 6, 29-32). The notion of ‘power’ is central to this study, as 

one of the aims of this study is to investigate the ways in which powerful institutions like the 

media, as well as MNCs (of which Shell is one example), are able to influence and shape the 

public’s opinions, perspectives and behaviours. In this study, the media plays a fundamental 

role in determining perspectives and ideologies of hydraulic fracturing, the environment, and 

major corporations. In line with CDA theory, this study views these “ways of presenting” as 

central to producing and reproducing social inequalities (Richardson 2007: 26).  

 

CDA is thus an approach towards texts that acknowledges the influences involved in shaping 

discourses. It is a theory regarded as interpretative, contextual and constructive (Richardson 

2007: 26-27). This thesis adopts Gee’s (1996) method or model of CDA which investigates 

five interrelated linguistic systems of the text. Locke (2004: 58) lists these five components 

as:  

1) Prosody, or the ways in which words and sentences of a text are said and how they 

are emphasised;  

2) Cohesion, or the ways in which sentences are connected to each other;  

3) Organisation of discourse, or the ways in which sentences are organised into larger 

sections or arguments, ultimately reflecting the genre of the text;  

4) Contextualisation signals, or the ‘cues’ by which speakers and writers indicate and 

represent the contextual situation and the participants of the text, and  

5) Thematic organisation, or the way in which the themes of the text are indicated and 

developed.  

 

Each of these five linguistic systems interrelates on at least one level, and therefore each 

system should be viewed with the other four in mind. As with every CDA framework, Locke 
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(2004: 58) points out that the analytical framework of Gee (1996) is, “an act of interpretation 

and therefore subject to contestation and critique”.  

  

1.6 Chapter outline 

Following this chapter, chapter two provides an overview of core literature related to both 

CDA and discourses of hydraulic fracturing and the environment. While the first part of this 

chapter aims to assist the reader in understanding the theoretical framework of this study, the 

second part looks at relevant and related research which will be incorporated into the data 

analysis of this study. Chapter three presents an overview of the methodology employed in 

this study, including an overview of how the media texts were selected and analysed. In 

chapter four, the analysis of the data is presented, drawing on the theoretical and 

methodological framework discussed in earlier chapters. Finally, in chapter five, concluding 

remarks are presented on the analysis and suggestions for further research are offered. 

 

1.7 Key terminology 

1.7.1 Discourse 

Discourse is a representation of a particular way of perceiving social dynamics and practices. 

The latter are perceived, produced and reproduced as a resource to which people relate, 

associate and understand each other within particular ideological, historical and social 

spheres (Fairclough 2006; Richardson 2007). 

 

1.7.2 Critical discourse analysis 

CDA is a multidimensional approach to investigating how social practices are discursively 

constructed within a social constructivist approach to reality. Reality is perceived as not 

readily being “given” but rather as socially constructed and produced through social 

processes and practices (Fairclough 2001: 235; Tuominen and Savolainen 1997: 81).  

 

1.7.3 Hydraulic fracturing 

Hydraulic fracturing or “fracking” is a drilling process which targets gas buried beneath the 

earth’s surface. It involves drilling vertically into the earth’s surface until shale deposits are 

reached, fracturing the deposits through pumping a combination of water, sand and chemicals 

into the fractured deposit, thus enabling the shale gas to escape through pipelines to the 
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surface. The drilling process then continues horizontally so as to cover greater areas whilst 

limiting the number of wells within the area. 

 

1.7.4 Ideology 

An ideology is a set of beliefs or attitudes shared among members of a particular social group 

or institution which determines the discourse of the group or institution (Bloor and Bloor 

2007: 10). These beliefs may not be conscious and may ascribe a hidden agenda which is 

evoked through language use. 

 

1.7.5 Social constructivism 

Social constructivism (or “social constructionism”) concerns the structuring and organising of 

social realities through communication with an aim to generate discourses which are 

constructed in order to represent realities. Language and knowledge are thus considered to be 

a dialogic process that draws on the “constructive nature of language use” (Tuominen and 

Savolainen 1997: 82). 

 

1.7.6 Social practice 

A social practice is a form of social activity that is considered to be stable in that each 

practice is regarded as an articulation of social elements that are constructed through 

discourse (Fairclough 2003: 25). These social elements are “dialectically related” (Fairclough 

2001: 1) and shape discourses that are illustrative of various representations and perspectives 

of social life. Each social practice has various actors who present these discourses in different 

ways by constructing their own social order of the world around them (Fairclough 2001: 2; 

Machin and Van Leeuwen 2007: 61). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the literature that is pertinent to this study. Given that 

this study concerns media discourses of hydraulic fracturing in South Africa, it is necessary 

to investigate how hydraulic fracturing is commonly constructed and represented. It is also 

necessary to give a clear overview of the theoretical framework, the field of CDA, and a 

CDA approach to media texts and discourses.  

 

There is very little research on media discourses of hydraulic fracturing. Thus, the researcher 

broadly investigated the discursive construction of the natural environment, MNCs and 

mining practices. As far as the natural environment is concerned, critical social theories take 

the natural environment as being socially constructed, while critical literature on MNCs  

often focus on the disproportionate amount of power that these institutions have to frame 

public discourses.  

 

2.2 Critical discourse analysis 

CDA is a form of critical social research that is regarded as both a theory and a method which 

aims to investigate the way that individuals and institutions use language. This type of 

analysis focuses on social problems and the role that discourse plays in the production and 

reproduction of power abuse (Richardson 2007: 1), as well as its role in resisting social 

inequalities (Richardson 2007: 6, 15). The specific method of CDA differs depending on the 

type of research being carried out and the data used. The objectives of the research determine 

the critical theory to be drawn upon in order to interpret the discourse, as well as the 

methodology to be implemented (Fairclough 2006: 11). Given the reliance on social theory, 

CDA is conceptualised as having a “multidisciplinary nature” (Bloor and Bloor 2007: 1), as 

well as being “interdisciplinary” and “transdisciplinary” (Fairclough 2003: 6, 9). This is 

because CDA makes use of and combines a wide range of perspectives and approaches to 

analysing texts (Fairclough 2003: 6). CDA is therefore complex as a theory and a method, as 

there are various approaches incorporating different theories across “virtually all disciplines 

in the humanities and social sciences” (Bloor and Bloor 2007: 2).  
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CDA is based on conceptualisations of language and grammar from Systemic Functional 

Linguistics (SFL) (Bloor and Bloor 2007: 2). SFL plays a role in CDA as it stresses the 

importance of social context in the production and development of language, and is 

concerned with words, sentences, grammar, longer texts and collections of texts (Bloor and 

Bloor 2007: 2). It is also concerned with the relationship between language and other aspects 

of social life and with the way in which language or discourse is used to achieve social goals 

(Bloor and Bloor 2007: 2; Fairclough 2003: 5).  

 

Within the social sciences, CDA is strongly influenced by Foucault’s notion of 'discourse' as 

related to and influenced by power dynamics (Locke 2004: 1). From a CDA perspective, 

social life is an interconnected network of diverse social practices and discourses (Fairclough 

2003: 205). Thus, key notions in the theoretical framework of CDA are ‘social practice’, 

‘discourse’, ‘ideology’ and ‘power’. These notions highlight the core focus of CDA, namely 

the relationship between discourse and other elements of social practice (Fairclough 2003: 

205). These terms will be discussed in the sections below. 

 

2.2.1 Discourse 

Discourse is defined by Fairclough (2006: 31) as a particular way of representing an aspect or 

area of social life and social practices. Fairclough (2006: 30) states that “discourse is a 

moment of social events which is dialectally interconnected with other moments”. The 

“moment” Fairclough (2006: 30) refers to here refers to "texts". Critical discourse analysts 

regard texts as a variety of ways in which language is used, whether written, spoken, 

signalled or presented visually (Fairclough 2006: 9). It is used to describe a “linguistic 

record” (Bloor and Bloor 2007: 7) of any form of meaningful communication that has 

occurred or is occurring. The genres and contents of texts differ according to the social 

practice and discourse in which a text is communicated, drawing on various aspects of the 

(social) world (Fairclough 2003: 127). Since texts are in themselves “products of discourse”, 

their production and consumption are in themselves social practices (Bloor and Bloor 2007: 

7). This suggests that, in order to participate in and understand a discourse, both conscious 

and unconscious social knowledge is needed, as discourses are formed through language use 

which is, in turn, informed by social ideas or ideologies (Richardson 2007: 23).  

 

Furthermore, discourses represent different physical and emotional aspects of the (social) 

world; they represent the world as it is, as it could be and as it is not. In addition, they 
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represent relations among people and their relation to the world which are dependent on, and 

possibly a result of, their positions in the world and their social and personal identities 

(Fairclough 2003: 124). Therefore, discourses are utilized as a resource to which people 

relate and associate with one another, resulting not only in mutual cooperation, but also 

competition with and domination of one another. Particular discourses therefore dominate or 

suppress other discourses.   

 

2.2.2 Social practices  

Critical approaches view social practices in terms of social relationships and their 

implications for social concepts such as “status, solidarity [and] the distribution of goods and 

power” (Gee 2009: 24). These concepts are believed to influence the language used in 

discourses and the type of social practices related to a particular discourse (Gee 2009: 24). 

Social life can then be regarded as the result of social practices which are constantly being 

(re-)produced and transformed through discourse (Machin and Van Leeuwen 2007: 60). A 

social practice is then “a relatively stabilised form of social activity” (Fairlough 2001: 1) 

where each practice is regarded as an articulation of social elements that are constructed 

through discourse (Fairclough 2003: 25). These social elements, namely action and 

interaction, social relations, persons (with beliefs, attitudes, histories, etc.), the material world 

and discourses (Fairclough 2003: 25), are thus “dialectically related” (Fairclough 2001: 1). 

Discourses shape and are shaped by various representations and perspectives of social life 

through various social actors who present these discourses in different ways. Each social 

practice then is perceived differently by different social actors, each constructing their own 

social order of the world around them, thus redefining it accordingly.  

 

Social practices are not only constituted through discourse, but are also legitimised through 

recontextualisation which reflect various perceptions and are influenced by diverse ideologies 

that are (re-)instated by society through particular power relations (Fairclough 2001: 2; 

Machin and Van Leeuwen 2007: 61). This can only be done successfully through language, 

which is a constituent of what Bloor and Bloor (2007: 24) call “the social”. The social order 

we construct as a result of discourse is achieved through the combination of genre, discourse 

and style, which acknowledge how discourses and social practices once were and how they 

are now, presenting the social change that has occurred throughout history (Fairclough 2001: 

2-3; Fairclough 2003: 24). Discourses, through social practices, then become something that 

can be owned and manipulated and where ideologies are (re-) produced (Fairclough 2003: 
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24). Thus, ideologies, language use and power relations, or “orders of discourse” (Fairclough 

2003: 24), are mediated through social practices and can be perceived as institutionalised 

“ways of doing” (Fairclough 2003: 24). Fairclough (2006: 30) refers to this as "intermediate 

social structuring through social practices and discourse." CDA therefore aims to critically 

analyse the dialectical relations between discourse and social practices where the possibilities 

and constraints of discourse are considered an effect of social constructivism. 

 

2.2.3 Power, ideology and discourse 

As mentioned above, power and ideology both have an effect on discourse; hence it is 

necessary for the nature of both of these concepts to be investigated. A prominent task of 

CDA is to engage with, analyse and critique social power and how it is represented 

(Richardson 2007: 29). Social practices and discourses produced by individuals, groups and 

institutions determine the power that they have in society while, at the same time, the power 

that individuals, groups and institutions have in society determines their social practices and 

discourses (Richardson 2007: 29-31). This is the reason for particular discourses being 

regarded as dominant in comparison to other discourses.   

 

Bloor and Bloor (2007: 10) define an "ideology" as a value and belief system that is shared 

by members of a social group (or institution) which characterises, depends on, and is 

inevitably influenced by the discourse of that group (or institution). Richardson (2007: 34) 

elaborates further by stating that an ideology is “not just any system of ideas or beliefs but 

ways of thinking in which historically transient exploitative forms of social organisation are 

represented as eternal, natural, inevitable or rational”. Power in discourse and society is 

related to the particular ideology on behalf of the individual, group and institution that 

conducts an ideologically-based social practice which constructs ideologies and are, in turn, 

constructed by ideologies. These beliefs may not be conscious or the discourse may mask a 

hidden agenda. Hence, the primary task of a CDA analysis is to make these unconscious 

beliefs or hidden agendas more transparent. 

 

Ideologies affect discourse in that they not only represent social positions in discourse, but 

can also transform them. Wodak (in Locke 2004: 32) refers to the human being as “a social 

individual in response to available “representational resources” who subscribes to a particular 

discourse unconsciously through the process of discourse. Discourses are thus embedded in 

ideologies since they become naturalised and common sense for individuals. This is because 
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these individuals view their own perspectives of the (social) world as reality, rather than 

acknowledging that these perspectives are mere constructions of reality which can change to 

a lesser or greater extent, or remain constant, and differs from person to person (Locke 2004: 

32). These perspectives create a sense of self, construct an individual’s identity, and are 

determined by the individual's position in society. Ideologies reflect society as being 

characterised by unequal power relations through social conventions that appear to be 

dominant. These power relations allow for certain conventions to become stabilized and 

natural, which obscure the effects of power and ideology on society and individuals. Critical 

theory is therefore applied to discourse analysis, resulting in CDA, in order to create 

awareness of these power relations that construct and reinforce ideologies which then reflect 

values of truth (Locke 2004: 33).  

 

CDA is referred to as "critical" because it aims to unmask and critique hidden power relations 

that are socially and historically situated. Language is perceived as central in the formation of 

conscious and unconscious subjectivity that represents prominent social power relations and 

simultaneously suppresses others. The primary aim of a critical analysis of discourse is to 

take an objective stance towards any phenomena that are to be analysed and to perceive it 

within a social sphere. This exposes the social conditions that are the consequences of power 

relations and are formulated by ideologies conducted in the form of discourses within society 

by various participants of particular social practices. Social norms are then established which 

assist with the (re-)production of existing social inequalities and perhaps the production of 

new social inequalities for language use in the form of discourse. This is considered to be the 

building blocks of how we construct and perceive our realities (Gee 1999: 11-12). Linguistic 

analysis, combined with social analysis, is essentially what discourse aims to represent. This 

is because discourse analysis becomes “critical” when analysing language in relation to social 

context, and the consequences of the language use within a specific context, incorporating 

different social elements that both inform and form discourse(s) (Richardson 2007: 45). This 

approach requires a particular discourse to be examined in terms of its textual, discursive and 

social characteristics as it is a theory which is regarded as interpretative, contextual and 

constructive (Richardson 2007: 26-27, 115).  
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2.2.4 Social constructivism 

In addition to the core concepts addressed above, CDA adopts a social constructivist 

approach to reality as a social scientific theory (Tuominen and Savolainen 1997: 81). This 

approach has no precise definition because a definition asserts precisely that which it aims to 

reject – that there is one neutral and objective way for it to be defined (Potter 2012: 3). This 

illustrates the idea that social constructivism is not something that can have just one precise 

meaning attached to it, but rather that it can have many meanings that are susceptible to 

change depending on the person (or institution) and context.  

 

According to Potter (2012: 4), social constructivism is a theory that enables social elements 

(i.e. physical, emotional and mental elements) to be constructed as constantly being 

influenced by each individual’s (physical, emotional and mental) situation, which is (then re-) 

produced in society. This approach features an interrelated space where various disciplines 

overlap and interrelate so as to correspond with the various contexts in which it can occur. 

Although, as previously mentioned, there is no singular way in which to define “social 

constructivism”, there are three unifying features that are represented within the various 

disciplines in which it occurs. Firstly, the theory equates an oppositional movement towards 

traditional social science positions, particularly their assumptions of reality. Secondly, the 

dependence of the mind and action on cultural forms is paramount. Finally, discourse 

(theorised in various ways) is considered to be “the central organizing principle of 

construction” (Potter 2012: 6). Therefore, social constructivism is essentially concerned with 

the structuring and organising of social realities through communication and the ways in 

which this communication (or discourse) is constructed in order to represent these realities. 

Social constructivism thus understands language and knowledge as being a dialogic process 

that draws on the “constructive nature of language use” (Tuominen and Savolainen 1997: 82) 

where a negotiation of meaning takes place within a social context (Tuominen and 

Savolainen 1997: 82). This summarises the main concern of this approach which illuminates 

the theoretical ideology of CDA, where the ways in which people account for the world in 

which they live is socially and culturally determined where there is no singular correct or 

incorrect articulation thereof.  

 

2.3 A critical perspective on media texts and media discourse  

CDA is regarded as the leading approach towards discourse analysis of mediated 

communication (Jones and Holmes 2011: 70). Media discourse is considered one of the most 

Stellenbosch University  http://scholar.sun.ac.za



16 

 

influential discourse types in contemporary society, despite the fact that since the onset of 

new technological developments, media texts display vast generic variation and utilise 

language, culture, and history in various ways (White 1997: 1). As an institution, the media 

constantly produces and reproduces discourses, hence the academic interest from critical 

discourse analysts. The media holds great power in the creation, acknowledgment and re-

formulation of public debates around culture, politics and economics. Discourse which is 

mediated through the mass media allows social entities to be (re-)defined, created and 

depleted.  

 

2.3.1 The power of media institutions 

The socio-political agenda of CDA is concerned with revealing unequal power relations that 

are embedded in society through the (re-)production of discourse. The media as an institution 

thus plays a central role in CDA because it produces and distributes discourses and is 

affiliated in almost every sphere of society and human life. This gives media institutions a 

great deal of power because they control the flow of information through the construction, 

distribution and execution of information communicated to the public (Jones and Holmes 

2011: 135, Richardson 2007: 76). The media can be viewed as meaning-making institutions 

(Lester 2010: 5) as, in contemporary society, they transform our environments through their 

(re-)productions of entertainment, news, information and advertising (Kellner 2009: 95), 

which, in turn, influences the ways in which we shape our ideas and ideologies and how we 

make sense of the world. This illustrates the power that the media has over society as well as 

political and governmental institutions. In the case of the latter, their reliance on the media as 

a driving force for their economic, political and social agendas, enables them to become sites 

of “marketing, advertising and public relations” (Fourie 2007: xxii; Kellner 2009: 95).  

 

Media institutions do not only empower governments and major institutions; they also 

empower the public served by governments and other powerful institutions because they 

enable the formulation and expression of opinions by members of the public (Curran 2002: 

7). The power of media institutions has spread and is even greater today as a result of 

technological advancements, where the public constantly has access to mediated discourses 

and is constantly engaging with it, thus allowing their constructions of reality to constantly be 

(re-)produced (Bednarek and Caple 2012: 6; Fourie 2007: xxi). The media frames, shapes and 

(re-)produces ideologies through various modes and mediums of communication which are 

portrayed as being transparent and objective (Wodak and Busch 2004: 110). In other words, 
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media texts use linguistic tools or devices to draw on discourses and ideologies that 

essentially manipulate the text that is received (Cameron 2001: 132; Johnstone 2008: 54; 

Sornig 1989: 95-96).  

 

2.3.2 The genre of media texts 

It is important to note that the genre of any text restricts the layout and textual structures. The 

typical structure of a newspaper editorial commences with an introduction to the topic, 

proceeds with the argument and concludes with a judgement or recalling action (Locke 2004: 

69). The headline is usually, but not necessarily, followed by an “opening sentence” (White 

1997: 9) known as a “lead” (White 1997: 9). The headline and lead together are referred to as 

the “textual nucleus” (White 1997: 9) of an article which aims to illuminate the key themes 

which are presented. This specific genre uses various strategies to establish the authority of 

the text’s argument (Locke 2004: 69). Since a newspaper article has textual distinctiveness 

which follows a non-linear structure, cultural and ideological norms are reflected, while a 

narrative aspect is maintained (White 1997: 1). This suggests that journalists incorporate 

subjective ideologies through the selection of linguistic (textual) markers whilst maintaining 

the objectivity that is characteristic to newspaper articles. This removes the objective stance 

often portrayed by news discourse and personalises the discourse instead (Cameron 2001: 

132). It is therefore also important to note that every genre has a sub-genre(s) which further 

restricts and characterises the text. Examples of major sub-genres pertaining to newspapers 

would be editorials, opinion pieces and columns (Locke 2004: 69; White 1997: 1).  

 

The genre of any text imposes certain limitations for the writer and expectations on behalf of 

the reader (du Plooy 2001: 59). Thus, genre operates like a social code established between 

the author and the reader, creating an interactive element between the two. The generic 

limitations of a text as well as the value and belief system of the media institution determines 

the construction of the text and, thus, the meaning making thereof (White 1997: 21-22). 

Therefore, objectivity and neutrality are reduced in the very process of constructing of a text. 

In the case of media texts, information is systematically sorted according to a set of norms or 

categories that are in themselves socially constructed (Richardson 2007: 77). Media texts are 

then considered to be products of an institution that are produced as “commonsensicle 

presentations of facts” (White 1997: 25).  
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2.3.3 Media discourse 

The media organises symbols and meanings in ways that construct reality, often in 

accordance with political ideologies (Lester 2010: 5). This creates and, in the process, reveals 

hidden power struggles in society. The public gains knowledge of social affairs through 

media texts which presents various and, at times, conflicting discourses of a particular 

phenomenon. Media discourses are considered to be “a set of discourses that interact in 

complex ways” (Gramson and Modigliani 1989: 2). It is this complexity that results in a 

power struggle for worldly knowledge, which simultaneously reflects and contributes to the 

(re-) creation of social realities and ideologies (Cameron 2001: 130). Media discourse can 

therefore be considered as a part of the process of meaning creation in society (Gramson and 

Modigliani 1989: 2).  

 

A key aspect of media discourse is the use of images, rhetorical devices, layout and 

organisation of the text and images, as well as the references and quotes used from carefully 

selected social actors, and the writer as a social actor him-/herself (Durant and Lambrou 

2009: 4). The implementation of linguistic devices is considered to be a “linguistic choice” 

on behalf of the writer, where meaning is generated based on a specific interpretation or 

ideology (Johnstone 2008: 54) and are thus “instruments of power and deception” (Sornig 

1989: 96). In the context of media texts, language use is often selective and misleading but is 

nevertheless distributed and consumed by society (Burgess 1990: 139). For example, the 

author’s choice to use the active or passive voice in a text, which allows them to represent 

social actors in specific ways, is not neutral but is in line with personal or institutional 

ideologies (Johnstone 2008: 55). The direct and indirect use of quotations plays a crucial role 

in legitimising claims made by the writer, but can also be used to manipulate what was said 

by altering it in such a way that the initial meaning behind the voice’s quotation is lost 

(Johnstone 2008: 61).  

 

In addition, the choice of verbs, adverbs and adjectives affects the presentation and 

interpretation of the social actors and events. In some cases, journalists choose words to 

present themselves as confident, intelligent and knowledgeable, in an attempt to persuade the 

reader to accept their claims as the truth. The ways in which the writer refers to and 

represents an action, actor, event, issue, idea or emotion constitute a claim about that very 

item in question (Johnstone 2008: 58). These “naming and wording” (Johnstone 2008: 58) 

choices suggest, define and construct specific entities in particular ways. The rhetorical 
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devices, euphemisms and dysphemisms are strategies that represent entities in positive or 

negative ways (Johnstone 2008: 58-59). The use of pronouns in order to position the writer, 

actors and characters in particular ways is another example of a rhetorical device that is 

generally utilised by writers to emphasize their argument. The use of negation and questions, 

cohesion, organisation of the content, prosody and repetition are all significant in describing 

and representing the content included (Johnstone 2008: 61).    

 

2.4 Overview of literature on hydraulic fracturing discourses 

There is little research that critically investigates discourses on hydraulic fracturing or the 

public perceptions thereof. Where studies have been conducted, researchers have mostly 

investigated public perceptions and media constructions of hydraulic fracturing in the 

American context (Pudlick, Rydzewski and Loncki 2012; Malin 2013). However, the 

findings of these studies are informative and provide a broad overview of hydraulic fracturing 

discourses. For this reason, several notable studies will be summarised in the following 

sections, highlighting the central points that will be drawn on in the analysis chapter to 

follow. In addition, after a review of the literature, it will become clear that hydraulic 

fracturing is frequently presented as either an environmental or an economic issue. Thus, 

these two features will be addressed separately in the following sections.  

  

2.4.1 Hydraulic fracturing discourse representing the natural environment  

Given the possible harm that hydraulic fracturing can inflict on the natural environment, 

media texts on hydraulic fracturing frequently represent and discursively construct the natural 

environment. Since the environment is both a contentious and emotional issue (Lester 2010), 

the ways in which it is discursively constructed in media texts has implications for how the 

text and the central argument is received, as well as how society perceives the natural 

environment. Given that CDA stems from a social constructivist perspective, and that 

hydraulic fracturing is often perceived as an environmental issue, the idea that the natural 

environment is socially constructed is worthy of investigation for this study and will be 

carried out by analysing a variety of texts.  

 

Social anthropologists like Burgess (1990), Dingler (2013), Lester (2010) and Blommaert and 

Bulcaen (2000), have frequently purported that the environment is not a “given”, but is 

constructed in a social and cultural context and receives meaning through discourse. For 

example, Dingler (2013) argues that the natural environment is constituted through discourses 
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that are interpretations of social conditions. In addition to this, the natural environment is also 

argued to be inextricably linked to power dynamics in society (Dingler 2013: 210). As a 

result, the natural environment becomes a discursive concept that is (re-)created within a 

social, cultural and historical context, ultimately becoming a socially constructed entity 

(Dingler 2013: 214). The social construction of the natural environment therefore becomes a 

product of power, which in itself is a product of politics, controlled by powerful entities like 

media institutions, governments and MNCs.  

 

Burgess’s (1990) investigation of how the mass media produces meanings around the natural 

environment, which are then uncritically consumed by the public, informs this study. Her 

research examines how environmental meanings are constructed in the media. She 

specifically states that the media is an integral part of society and, given this, environmental 

meanings are inevitably produced and consumed by the public through complex cultural 

dynamics (Burgess 1990: 139). Burgess (1990) therefore asserts that media discourses are 

representations of ideologies that are decoded in various ways, depending on a variety of 

factors available to individuals in a cultural context (Burgess 1990: 139). Reality then is 

constructed by the media through cultural (social and personal) means in the form of 

rhetorical devices (including linguistic devices), symbolism and visuals, or a combination 

thereof (Burgess 1990: 143).  

 

Media representations of the natural environment frequently make use of rhetorical devices 

and draw on specific cultural forms so as to ensure that the intended meaning, in line with the 

objectives of the writer and media institution, is understood (Burgess 1990: 140). With 

concerns over the environment having increased over the past few years, the amount of media 

representations of environmental issues have also increased. There has also been a notable 

shift in the way in which the natural environment is interpreted and presented in media texts. 

Burgess (1990: 141) claims that more contemporary representations of the natural 

environment suggest a direct affiliation between the natural environment and humankind, and 

constructs this representation as the “norm”
4
 (Burgess 1990:148). In addition, due to “green 

consumerist” tendencies, the media frequently incorporates capitalist sentiments and 

neoliberalist ideologies when representing the natural environment (Burgess 1990: 148). This 

is largely due to the fact that dominant media discourses are controlled by the criteria of 

                                                                 
4
 This representation contradicts Cartesian or “traditional” representations of the environment, which 

construct nature and humans as being independents (Dingler 2013: 214). 

Stellenbosch University  http://scholar.sun.ac.za



21 

 

newsworthiness and relevance to society. However, there are many ways of interpreting the 

natural environment, and humankind’s relationship with the natural environment, most of 

which are cultural-specific. Thus, Burgess (1990: 148) attempts to highlight the idea of 

“oppositional readings” of media texts about the natural environment.  

 

2.4.2 Hydraulic fracturing discourses draw on neoliberal logic and discourses 

A content analysis conducted by Pudlick et al. (2012) investigated media discourse on 

hydraulic fracturing in three of the major areas in the Marcellus Shale region in the US, 

namely Pennsylvania, New York and Ohio. In doing so, the primary public concerns 

surrounding hydraulic fracturing are highlighted, which include the effects it may have on the 

economy as well as the lives of the people and animals living near the drilling sites, and the 

broader, long-term environmental dangers of this mining practice (Pudlick et al. 2012: 4-5). 

Pudlick et al.’s (2012) research further elaborates on the political agenda which is evident in 

the discursive representations of hydraulic fracturing in the Marcellus Shale region (Pudlick 

et al. 2012: 6) and illustrates the power of the media in everyday life (Pudlick et al.’s 2012: 

5). Regarding the latter, the authors state that the norms of the American public are (re-) 

created by powerful media institutions that are given the authority to maintain a specific 

worldview, while the public are under the impression that they receive all the relevant and 

correct information which is not restricted, controlled or manipulated in any way (Pudlick et 

al. 2012: 7).  

 

Pudlick et al. (2012: 6) indicate that organisations (including corporate and governmental 

organisations) can be legitimised through media attention, thus promoting continuity and 

financial stability (Pudlick et al. 2012: 6). The role that the media, government and 

corporations have in influencing public perceptions of hydraulic fracturing is clearly 

highlighted in this article. In particular, the authors emphasise the perception that having the 

infrastructure to implement hydraulic fracturing is frequently conceptualised as “an economic 

asset” (Pudlick et al. 2012: 9) that has the potential to eliminate energy dependence and 

contribute to “the green economy
5
” (Pudlick et al. 2012: 10). The economic benefits are 

represented by the media as “exponential” and “too ample to abandon” (Pudlick et al. 2012: 

10-11).  

                                                                 
5
 The notion of a ‘green economy’ (Pudlick et al. 2012: 10) refers to businesses that conduct their 

practices and projects in ways that will benefit the environment while generating financial value 

(Miller and Szekely 1995: 323). 
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However, the results of Pudlick et al.’s (2012) content analysis reveal two major concerns 

regarding hydraulic fracturing, namely damage to the environment and local water supplies, 

and concerns over the amount of water used in the mining process. It also asserted that 

different news publications framed hydraulic fracturing differently, placing emphasis on 

different aspects. For example, Pennsylvania media publications focused on ways in which to 

treat wastewater from hydraulic fracturing, New York publications emphasised the possible 

threats that hydraulic fracturing poses on the environment, and Ohio publications alluded to 

the industrial potential of wastewater treatment (Pudlick et al. 2012: 36). In other words, the 

media texts of each geographical region represented different aspects and perspectives on the 

hydraulic fracturing process, drawing on different situation contexts, different power 

dynamics and different ideologies. 

 

Similarly, an article written by Malin (2013) investigates discourses of Pennsylvanian 

farmers and how they perceive hydraulic fracturing. Her article indicates that the farmers 

draw on market-based neoliberal rationality
6
 when talking about hydraulic fracturing, but she 

also states that this way of thinking appears to have become “normalized” (Malin 2013: 7). 

By conducting extensive interviews and relying on extensive ethnographic data, Malin (2013) 

was able to show how farmers rely on an economic, cost-benefit model when assessing the 

damage caused to the environment by hydraulic fracturing. In other words, the farmers 

appeared content with environmental resources being replaced with economic resources 

(Malin 2013: 6). Malin (2013) is of the opinion that these farmers resorted to neoliberal logic 

as a result of their “economic vulnerability” (Malin 2013: 1) and marginalisation as a result 

of their dependency on natural resources.  

 

Although Malin (2013) is not a linguist or a critical discourse analyst, her work does provide 

insight into how the public perceives and constructs the hydraulic fracturing process. In 

particular, Malin’s (2013) research draws attention to the idea that hydraulic fracturing is 

publicly constructed as an economic issue, and that neoliberal logic informs public debate 

and choices about hydraulic fracturing (Malin 2013: 1). In other words, within contemporary 

capitalist society, elements of market-based capitalist rationality influence decisions made by 

government, politicians, the media and the public. In the US, decisions made by farmers, 

                                                                 
6
.Neoliberal rationality constructs “free-market capitalism” (Malin 2013: 3) as superior to “socio-

economic systems” (Malin 2013: 3) that instills a sense of individualised economic responsibility. It 

determines decision-making on behalf of economic outcomes (Malin 2013: 9-10). 
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corporations and communities have been influenced by this capitalist, market-based logic, 

resulting in decisions which permit geo-engineering processes for their ability to generate 

economic wealth
7
. For example, regardless of the environmental impact, hydraulic fracturing 

is frequently constructed in positive terms as a way to boost the country’s economy and 

generate wealth for both corporations and individuals.   

 

Due to the fact that neoliberal arguments about hydraulic fracturing are shared amongst 

members within society, Malin (2013: 3, 7) conceptualises these ways of representing as 

“discourses” about hydraulic fracturing. These discourses in the US have resulted in a “pro-

fracking” attitude, based on an economic logic that appeals to many people due to its promise 

of individual wealth and profit. Malin (2013) further indicates how market-based metaphors 

and discourses have become increasingly central in environmental and agricultural contexts. 

These market-based metaphors are most evident in the discourses of privatisation and 

commodification, which permits natural resources to be owned by private firms and state 

institutions and then regulated and traded in a market system (Malin 2013: 3). Not only does 

this denote a shift away from environmentalist arguments about the natural environment
8
 but 

it also reflects the increasing power and control of policymakers, corporations and 

governments over the public, contributing to an increase in poverty and inequality (Malin 

2013: 3). Furthermore, by adopting economic logic and discourses about hydraulic fracturing, 

the media is able to manipulate information and present it in a specific way so as to influence 

and even change the audience's opinion and understanding of hydraulic fracturing. These 

discourses therefore have major implications for power relations between individuals, 

corporations, politicians and government, especially since those individuals who oppose 

hydraulic fracturing are perceived as irrational by those who have accepted hydraulic 

fracturing because of its proposed economic benefits (Malin 2013: 9).  

 

Malin’s (2013) findings have major implications for this study, since hydraulic fracturing in 

the Karoo is frequently constructed and perceived as an economic issue and as a means to 

increase employment (de Wit 2011: 6, Fig 2012: 25, 28, Malin 2013: 6, Pudlick et al. 2012: 4 

                                                                 
7
 According to Schumpeter (1934: 1), “[t]he development of capitalist society allowed all things to be 

valued within a monetary system for capitalism inherently depends upon economic progress, 

development, innovation, and expansive activity, which would be suppressed by inflexible monetary 

policy”. 
8
 An environmentalist argument would construct the natural environment as worthy of being valued 

and protected for its own sake. This will be further addressed in section 4.6.  
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and 22, Stephenson, Doukas and Shaw 2012: 453). However, Fig (2012: 28) claims that 

leasing land for hydraulic fracturing, and the hydraulic fracturing process in general, may 

compromise the livelihoods of many farmers and communities, resulting in further 

unemployment and the need for financial support from capitalist corporations. Additionally, 

the exploration phase of hydraulic fracturing could last up to nine years in which limited 

employment opportunities may be available. This is because running these wells would 

require a small number of “very skilled operatives” (Fig 2012: 28), most of whom would not 

be South African. Research from the US further stresses the lack of employment 

opportunities, indicating that over 400 wells can be managed by only 66 employees (Fig 

2012: 28). Thus, according to Fig (2012: 28) the economic and employment aspect of the 

pro-fracking debate is underdeveloped and does not appear to be a central concern for the 

state and the media in South Africa.  

 

According to Malin (2013: 5-6) economic discourses about hydraulic fracturing are powerful 

discourses because they appeal to locals who may feel as if they no longer need to be 

concerned about losing their farms, incomes and/or resources. Instead, they gain economic 

benefits for themselves, the community and the corporations involved (Malin 2013: 5-6). 

However, this sense of economic security may heighten existing power and fiscal 

inequalities, permitting only government and corporate institutions to generate profit from 

this process. Malin (2013: 2) further warns that environmental degradation and persistent 

poverty could then be regarded as the norm, or an unavoidable result of economic (and 

employment) development, leaving the main concerns and resulting discourses regarding 

hydraulic fracturing to water contamination and shortages, and not to the capitalist system as 

a whole.  

 

Apart from the employment benefits, hydraulic fracturing has also been constructed and 

perceived as beneficial because shale gas is viewed as a transition fuel or alternative energy 

source (Fig 2012: 30; Stephenson et al. 2012: 454; Vermeulen 2012: 155). Not only are 

transition fuels considered more environmentally friendly or “cleaner” than carbon 

(Stephenson et al. 2012: 452), they are often more cost-effective in that, for example, shale 

gas is "more climate-friendly than coal” (Fig 2012: 24-25) and would contribute to reducing 

carbon emissions. Others claim that the process of hydraulic fracturing is “dirtier than coal 

energy” (Pudlick et al. 2012: 10). The media frequently draws on knowledge and perceptions 

about alternative fuels when representing hydraulic fracturing. Madsen, Have, Woodrow and 
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Olsen (2012) investigated the debate around hydraulic fracturing in Denmark and compared 

the shale gas debate to the nuclear power debate from the 1970s and 1980s. This comparison 

was made to highlight the lack of public involvement in decision and policymaking, leaving 

the media as the most prominent participant (Madsen et al. 2012: 1). Madsen et al. (2012: 3) 

state that the neoliberal discourse of hydraulic fracturing undeniably presents a “greener 

perspective” of fossil fuels where a “low carbon economy” (Fig 2012: 31) could be 

established which would assist in economic development as well as achieving energy targets. 

Hydraulic fracturing is often constructed in the South African context as a means of reaching 

the country's climate change targets as well as making the country self-sufficient in terms of 

energy consumption and production (Fig 2012: 25; Stephenson et al. 2012: 454; Vermeulen 

2012: 155). 

 

Madsen et al. (2012: 1) point out that there is a lack of research on the impact of hydraulic 

fracturing in Denmark, causing writers to draw on American examples and evidence. They 

also make reference to discourses on hydraulic fracturing being subjected to polarisation, 

where environmental and neoliberal discourses are constructed as oppositional, each making 

use of particular ideas and beliefs through language in order to present their debate (or 

discourse) on the impacts, risks, benefits and downfalls of hydraulic fracturing (Madsen et al. 

2012: 1-2). With this construction of polarisation in mind, the central argument appears to 

focus on the risks and uncertainties (Madsen et al. 2012: 2; Stephenson et al. 2012: 452; de 

Wit 2011). This depicts the controversy of hydraulic fracturing discourse, and the fact that 

not enough research has been undertaken to justify and provide solid evidence of the effects 

of the process, specifically within the South African context.  

 

2.5 Conclusion 

 

This chapter had two primary objectives: first, it presented an overview of the theoretical 

concerns of CDA in an effort to clarify the theoretical understandings of this study. In doing 

so, core concepts were highlighted which will be used to understand and interpret the data in 

chapter four. Second, this chapter presented an overview of contemporary, cross-disciplinary 

research that is related to this study. The primary aim of this is to draw correlations between 

these findings and other studies of a similar nature. This will be addressed further in chapters 

four and five. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, the methodological processes involved in the data collection for this study 

will be expanded upon. As previously mentioned, a CDA approach was adopted for this study 

in order to analyse media texts, which were published from the beginning of 2011 to the end 

of 2012, that investigate hydraulic fracturing in South Africa. In particular, the study aimed to 

investigate the ways in which hydraulic fracturing, conceptualised as a social practice, is 

discursively represented in different South African media publications. Keeping in line with 

the primary aims of CDA, this study also aimed to uncover hidden ideologies in the selected 

media texts and to determine which discourses are dominant in media representations of 

hydraulic fracturing. For the purposes of clarity and coherence, the research question and 

hypothesis are repeated in sections 3.1 and 3.2 respectively, after which further explanations 

will be provided as to how the data were collected for this study.   

 

3.2 Research questions 

This study aims to answer the following research questions:  

 

(i) How do media texts, from a variety of media publications, represent the social 

practice of hydraulic fracturing?  

(ii)  What ideologies are evident, in and dominate these representations? 

 

3.3 Hypothesis 

The hypothesis of this study is that various media publications represent various ideologies 

and perspectives of hydraulic fracturing. Depending on the media publication, various media 

texts will predominantly present either an economic or an environmentalist perspective on 

this process. 

 

3.4 Qualitative research 

This study is a qualitative study in which newspaper articles were purposely selected in order 

to investigate and aid in answering the research question. As such, it is important to give a 

very brief description of what qualitative research entails. 
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Qualitative research is an approach to data collection and analysis that takes a postmodernist 

approach to investigating society which considers the ‘truth’ to be mediated by ideology 

(Holliday 2010: 98-99). As a result, it is highly subjective and adopts a “naturalistic, 

interpretive approach” (Snape and Spencer 2003: 3) to understanding social behaviour. Due 

to the diversity of disciplines and discourses in which qualitative research is done, a single, 

all-encompassing definition is not possible (Flick 2007: 2; Holliday 2010: 98). However, 

Flick (2007: 2) furnishes the following general understanding of the concept of ‘qualitative 

research’, based on research by Denzin and Lincoln (2005a: 3):  

 

“Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set 

of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible […], transform the world […] into a 

series of representations […] and […] involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. 

This means that qualitative researchers study […] natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or 

interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.” 

 

The ways in which the empirical research then is carried out depends upon various factors 

which impact the aim of the research, such as the ontological (philosophical beliefs about the 

social world), epistemological (philosophical beliefs of knowledge), contextual situation and 

theoretical and methodological approach of the researcher (Flick 2007: x; Holliday 2010: 98). 

These factors influence the ways in which any social behaviour is interpreted within any 

context, illustrating power structures, cultural norms and modes of organisation. Essentially, 

the aim of qualitative analysis is to illuminate social conditions, ideologies, understandings 

and behaviours. Particular theories from various disciplines are required to describe and 

explain social issues that can be (re-)constructed and analysed through different qualitative 

methods
9
 that allow for generalisations to be made from the collected empirical material 

(Flick 2007: x). These generalisations act as insights for scientific and social purposes, but 

also produce relevant knowledge as possible solutions to practical problems (Flick 2007: 6).  

 

Even though qualitative research is “inevitably […] subjective” (Holliday 2010: 98), 

researchers need to establish and maintain a neutral and objective stance towards the data in 

order to present the research as valid and trustworthy. This objectivity vanishes with 

qualitative evaluation which propagates judgments, results and conclusions that can only be 

determined through interpretations of the data, further illustrating the subjectivity of 
                                                                 
9
 Gee’s (1996) CDA framework will be discussed in section 3.6. 
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qualitative research. These evaluations, however, can present limitations for some results due 

to time frames, routines of practice and institutional settings that may require adaptations to 

particular procedures (Flick 2007: 6). The validity and trustworthiness of the research, 

depending upon the management of subjectivity by the researcher, also illustrates limitations 

of qualitative research as results vary from one researcher to another based on their data 

collection procedure and on the researcher him-/herself (Holliday 2010: 102). 

 

CDA is one of many kinds of analytic approaches that can be categorised as largely 

“qualitative” concerned with the linguistic aspects of communication as well as the social, 

cultural, anthropological and ethnographical associations of qualitative research that assist in 

the construction of (the meanings attached to) social phenomena and, more broadly, the 

world (Holliday 2010: 99). It is important to note that the purpose of qualitative research is 

not to prove a hypothesis, but rather, to generate ideas in order to think critically and question 

social phenomena (Holliday 2010: 101-102). 

 

3.5 Selection of texts 

The data used in order to conduct this study were located on the South African Media (SA 

Media) database, an online database available on the University of Stellenbosch’s library 

website (www.sun.ac.za/library).  

 

3.5.1 South African media 

At Stellenbosch University, SA Media is a database that is accessed via Sabinet, an online 

electronic information service provider, which is partnered with OCLC Inc., a global 

membership computer library service and research organisation. This online library was 

established in 1983 and offers a wide range of library services and products ranging from 

library management systems, electronic publications, content management services, 

digitisation services and legal products and services. It includes cataloguing, interlending and 

reference services that are utilised by academic, public, government and corporate libraries 

within South Africa and across the African continent. Sabinet is also an aggregator of 

Southern African electronic publications, and boasts a collection of more than 300 journals 

(various subject collections and Open Access journals) that are widely used by both local and 

international organisations (Sabinet 2013). 
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The SA Media database offers access to more than 3 million newspaper reports and 

periodicals. The available press cuttings are skilfully selected and analysed in order to be 

made available online for public consumption. The database includes press reports that can be 

categorised under specific social topics such as politics, economics, social, labour and 

cultural. It enables a categorised search function of topics, publications, dates and keywords 

of newspaper reports. This ensures informed decision-making based on accurate and 

organised research that saves time (SA Media 2013). 

  

3.5.2 Newspaper publications 

In order to gain an in-depth understanding of the topic under investigation, media texts were 

selected from both national and regional South African newspapers. The specific newspaper 

publications were selected on the basis of their wide readership. Smaller publications were 

excluded in order to limit reporting that would present a more biased discourse on hydraulic 

fracturing, therefore eliminating any objectivity taken by newspaper publications and their 

journalists and presenting a more comprehensive insight to the hydraulic fracturing discourse 

in South Africa.  

 

South Africa runs a free press where 22 daily and 25 weekly urban newspapers are published 

through many (independent) media houses. The four newspapers selected for this study as a 

result of their wide readership are the Cape Argus, The Star, Mail & Guardian and Sunday 

Times. The Cape Argus and The Star are regional (published in the Western Cape and 

Gauteng respectively) newspapers which are published daily, both are owned and published 

by the Independent Newspaper Group. The Mail & Guardian and the Sunday Times are 

national newspapers which appear weekly. The Sunday Times is owned and published by the 

Times Media Group whereas the Mail & Guardian is owned and published by Mail & 

Guardian Media, an independent media house. These newspapers steer away from the 

“tabloidisation” of South Africa’s newspaper industry (MediaClub South Africa 2013). 

 

The Cape Argus is aimed at middle- to upper-income readers of all races in and around Cape 

Town. Chris Whitfield is the editor of this English-language newspaper and it boasts a 

readership of 349 000 readers and a circulation figure of 63 200 (MediaClub South Africa 

2013). 
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The Star was initially launched in Grahamstown in the Eastern Cape in 1887 but moved to 

Johannesburg. Today, it is largely published in English throughout Gauteng and is distributed 

throughout South Africa. The publication is aimed at all races. Moegsien Williams is the 

editor of the newspaper which claims a readership of 547 000 readers and a circulation figure 

of 143 080 (MediaClub South Africa 2013). 

 

The only newspaper owned by its own media group is the Mail & Guardian, formerly known 

as the "Weekly Mail". This publication was established at the height of resistance to 

apartheid in 1985, along with a few others that subsequently closed down due to a lack of 

funding from foreign investors. The Weekly Mail, however, remained strong through a 

partnership with The Guardian of London. Today, only a 10% stake is owned by The 

Guardian with the majority of the shares belonging to Newtrust Company Botswana Limited, 

owned by the Zimbabwean entrepreneur Trevor Ncube. The Mail & Guardian is a national 

newspaper with Nic Dawes as the editor. It has a readership of 428 000 and a circulation 

figure of 50 230 (MediaClub South Africa 2013). 

 

The Sunday Times newspaper is South Africa's second largest national newspaper with the 

highest readership of 3,8 million and a circulation figure of 462 370. Ray Hartley is the editor 

and the publication is owned by Avusa, more commonly known as the Times Media Group. 

The Sunday Times was established in 1906 and, today, is distributed across South African as 

well as in neighbouring countries such as Lesotho, Botswana and Swaziland (MediaClub 

South Africa 2013).  

 

3.4.3 Selection process 

While researching data, it became apparent that hydraulic fracturing was a more prevalent 

topic in media discourse in 2011 compared to any other predating year. Hence, articles on 

hydraulic fracturing were specifically selected from the specified publications from within 

the time period of the beginning of 2011 to the end of 2012. Post-2011, it was evident that 

companies no longer sought to apply for licences and rights in order to conduct the hydraulic 

fracturing process. This changed with the placement of a moratorium in 2011, which was 

extended twice until it was eventually lifted in September 2012. The discourse began to 

present propositions, facts and previous research, exploration and results that have taken 

place globally, especially in the US. The media discourse then attempted to present the 

negotiation process that took place as a result of the moratorium and the establishment of a 
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governmental task team. This attempted to present the potentially harmful impacts that 

hydraulic fracturing may pose on the natural environment with a counter-argument 

elaborating on the economic and social benefits through previous research from other 

countries, their results and applications and predictions for the South African context. The 

discourse thus not only presents a space for negotiation, but also a space for debate to try and 

persuade authoritative figures and convince the public about previous cases where hydraulic 

fracturing has occurred that have either been very successful, both for the economy and the 

environment, or as failures, where economic, social and environmental assumptions were not 

followed through.  

 

The year 2012 was marked by less speculative discourses of the positive and negative 

possibilities of hydraulic fracturing. The discourse focused more on the idea of exploration 

rights that required more research regarding the South African context. Shell's presence 

throughout this study's two year scope is significant here as Shell is one of the few companies 

that applied for hydraulic fracturing licences and received exploration rights when the 

moratorium was lifted in 2012. This is significant due to the fact that Shell is an extractive oil 

company with great power, a long history, and is one of the most successful multi-national 

corporations in modern society. 

 

The process of data collection for this study not only included four select publications and a 

specific time frame, but also included a keyword search and a selection of particular topics 

provided by the SA Media database. These key search terms narrowed the data research and 

collection in order to present hydraulic fracturing within the South African context under the 

relevant topics that hydraulic fracturing infiltrates. These key search terms included hydraulic 

fracturing, fracking, shale gas, exploration, Karoo, and Shell, under the topics of Industry 

and Mining; Environmental Affairs; Economic Affairs, Trade, Industry and Mining; 

Agriculture, and Water and Environmental Affairs.  

 

The filtration of articles from SA Media provided a large corpus of texts of which 32 articles 

will be used as illustrations of media texts discourses in South Africa in order to present 

broad generalisations as a part of this study's analysis. In addition, a random selection of four 

texts - two from 2011 and two from 2012, each from a different publication - will be closely 

analysed. 
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In order to answer the research question, Gee’s (1996) model of CDA is taken as a model and 

used as a critical method of enquiry in the analysis of the four closely read texts.  

 

3.6 Gee’s framework 

As previously mentioned, Gee’s (1996) model of CDA interprets five interrelated linguistic 

systems, namely prosody, cohesion, organisation of discourse, contextualisation signals and 

thematic organisation (Locke 2004: 58). Each of these five linguistic systems inter-relate on 

at least one level, thus each system should be considered with regards to the other four. As 

with every CDA framework, Locke (2004: 58) points out the analytical framework of Gee 

(1996) is, “an act of interpretation and therefore subject to contestation and critique”. Gee 

(2009: 23) points out that CDA treats social practices in terms of social relationships and the 

“implications of status, solidarity, distribution of social goods and power”. This definition 

may also be applied to that of politics, which is also associated with society and social 

practices. With these implications being involved in (the definition of) politics, the fracking 

debate will continue, with the one debate overpowering the other until a common ground is 

found (Gee 2009: 23-24).  

 

3.6.1 Gee’s method of CDA 

Gee’s (1996) method of CDA encapsulates the idea that CDA is both a theory and a method 

by which the purpose of texts can be understood and critically analysed. His method 

highlights the previously mentioned five different, yet inter-related, linguistic categories by 

which texts can be critically analysed. These categories are considered within a 

sociolinguistic context acknowledging social theory as a fundamental aspect of understanding 

and critically analysing any text. They are briefly outlined below. 

 

3.6.1.1 Prosody 

Prosody is an element of spoken discourse, but the term is also used to name practices of 

highlighting important aspects or placing emphasis on elements which the writer considers 

important. These elements are highlighted through grammatical pauses, referred to as 

“pregnant pauses” (Locke 2004: 58). Other grammatical tools such as hyphens, the particular 

use of a comma which emphasises pregnant pauses, and the use of cohesive strategies to be 

discussed below, are incorporated to emphasise particulars.  
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3.6.1.2 Cohesion 

Cohesive features work in much the same way as prosody in that they use cohesive devices 

such as conjunctions and lists. The writer can structure the discourse in a way that places 

emphasis on certain themes or concepts at the expense of others. Locke (2004: 60) describes 

cohesion to be the linguistic element which holds a text together, thus creating a meaningful 

whole. 

 

3.6.1.3 Conjunctions 

Conjunctions are used to establish relationships of either co-ordination or subordination 

(Locke 2004: 61); the former suggesting parallelism and the latter suggesting cause-and-

effect relationships. The use of “and” suggests similarity in the sentences or phrases it is 

connecting, thus concealing a cause-and-effect relationship (Locke 2004: 61). 

 

3.6.1.4 Contextualisation signals 

The context of a text is hardly ever explicitly stated, but is rather constructed in the text 

through various discursive strategies (Locke 2004: 59). In other words, discourses construct 

participants that are associated with a particular social practice. In the context of newspaper 

articles, the writer is required to remain objective. However, through the use of language and 

the application of narrative (White 1997) for the writer to merely "tell the story", he/she 

incorporates subjectivity and thus does not remain completely objective. 

 

3.6.1.5 Discourse organisation 

Locke (2004: 64) describes discourse organisation as the way in which the text as a whole is 

structured. The rhetorical strategies employed in these discourses rely heavily on statement or 

assertion (Locke 2004: 64- 65).  

 

3.6.1.6 Thematic organisation 

Thematic organisation involves the themes that are prevalent in the discourse. This linguistic 

tool is closely related to contextualisation signals and discourse organisation as the themes 

which are discussed and the way in which they are organised are highly dependent on the 

textual organisation, which is distinctive of the genre in which the information is disclosed.  
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3.7 Conclusion 

The main objective of this chapter was to present an overview of the methodological 

approach that was adopted in this study. This included an overview of the research questions 

and aims, an overview of the nature of qualitative research, an indication of how the media 

texts were selected for this study, and a presentation of Gee’s (1996) method of CDA which 

will be used to analyse and interpret the data in chapter four. 
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

The following chapter presents a critical and interpretative analysis in the form of CDA of the 

newspaper articles identified in Chapter Three. Given that hydraulic fracturing is 

conceptualised in this study as a social practice, and that the aim of a CDA analysis is to 

investigate the ways in which discourses construct, legitimise and maintain social practices 

(Fairclough 2001: 2; Machin and Van Leeuwen 2007: 61), the aim of this chapter is to 

investigate the ways in which hydraulic fracturing is discursively constructed in South 

African media texts. The chapter begins with an overview of the 32 selected media texts; that 

is, a summary is given of the shared structure of the media texts as well as the shared 

discursive strategies used to broadly represent the social practice of hydraulic fracturing. This 

section aims to show the reader what core themes and common representations occur in all 32 

texts. This will become more transparent in a close analysis of the four articles identified in 

chapter three. The second part of this chapter draws on Gee’s (1996) model of CDA to 

conduct a close analysis of the four chosen media texts, and will be used to show how five 

levels of the text (prosody, discourse organisation, cohesion, thematic structure and 

contextualisation signals) work together to create a particular representation of hydraulic 

fracturing.  

 

4.2 The genre of media texts 

The texts under investigation are all newspaper articles and thus share many generic features, 

which influence the reader’s interpretation (White 1997: 21-22). All newspaper articles 

contain similar features, for example, a headline and paragraphs which link together to form 

the argument of the text. In addition, newspaper articles share the language features that were 

mentioned in section 2.3.2. From a CDA perspective, newspaper texts spread ideologies 

while spreading information (Durant and Lambrou 2009: 4). These ideologies are constructed 

through the use of linguistic and rhetorical devices, which include repetition (including 

alliteration and assonance), metaphors, puns, hyperbole, intertextuality and idiomatic 

expressions  (Johnstone 2008: 54). 
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A review of the 32 articles under investigation indicates that the authors rely on common 

rhetorical devices to represent the content in the headlines
10

. The most common rhetorical 

devices used in the headlines are assonance and alliteration. For example: “It’s fracking 

profitable, but fraught with danger” (Ho 2011a: 13), “Farmers say ‘no fracking way’ to Shell” 

(Macleod 2011a: 14) and “Fracked if you do, fracked if you don’t” (Donnelly 2011a: 4). The 

examples illustrate repetition of both the “f” and “æ” phonetic sounds. Not only are 

alliteration and assonance used as rhetorical devices to grab the reader’s attention, they are 

also useful to direct attention to, thus emphasize, particular words or concepts. In the 

examples above, the repetition of sounds helps to pair the concept of ‘fracking’ with the 

concept of danger (Ho 2011a). Alliteration also helps to pair the concept of ‘fracking’ with 

the concerns of farmers (Macleod 2011a), and it helps to allude to the complexities around 

the hydraulic fracturing debate (Donnelly 2011a: 4). Alliteration and assonance are also 

evident in the following heading: “Fracking blamed for poverty not profit” (Louw 2012: 20). 

Here the repetition of the “ɒ” and “ɹ” phonetic sounds, in addition to the “p” phonetic sound, 

makes this heading effective. It draws on contrasts between “profit” and “poverty”, drawing 

attention to key themes within the text, of which several are repeated in many of the news 

articles under investigation.  

 

In addition, all the headlines mentioned above rely on intertextuality and allude to common 

idiomatic expressions to create a link between the term “fracking” and the term “fucking”. 

Since swear words seldom occur in media texts, allusion to the term “fucking” in the headline 

assists in grabbing the reader’s attention. According to Jay and Janschewitz (2008: 267), the 

primary purpose of swearing is to express emotions, particularly anger and frustration. In 

addition, Dewaele (2004: 205) states that: 

 

“swearwords are multifunctional, pragmatic units which assume, in addition to the expression of 

emotional attitudes, various discourse functions. They contribute, for instance, to the coordination of 

the interlocutors, the organisation of the interaction and the structuring of verbal exchange, in that they 

are similar to discourse markers (Drescher, 2000). The use of (swearwords) is also a linguistic device 

used to affirm in-group membership and establish boundaries and social norms for language use”. 

 

Dewaele’s (2004) argument not only emphasizes that the allusion to “fucking” carries 

emotional appeal, but it also may have the rhetorical function of achieving solidarity amongst 

                                                                 
10 See Appendix A for the headlines of the 32 articles. 
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the target readership and affirming in-group membership. This makes it easier for the readers 

to accept the claims made by the writer.  

 

Metaphor has been a linguistic tool for writers and poets for centuries in order to express 

themselves creatively, especially regarding abstract phenomena such as emotions (Lakoff and 

Johnson 1981: 287). This rhetorical device is also commonly used in the headlines of 

newspaper articles, including the ones under investigation, for example, “Public kept in the 

dark regarding progress of fracking team” (Yeld 2011b: 4), “First blood to pro-frackers” 

(Mashego 2011a: 4), and “Fracking gets green light” (Vollgraaff 2012: 1). These all 

exemplify the metaphorical use of language which is most generally understood to be the 

process of understanding something in terms of something else (Taverniers 2006: 1-2). 

Lakoff and Johnson (1981: 286-287) deduce that metaphor is not only a tool used in literary 

works, but is used every day by human beings in order to understand and perceive the world. 

This form of metaphor is known as a conceptual metaphor and is considered to be pervasive 

in everyday life in the sense that we almost always conceptualise both abstract and tangible 

things in terms of something else (Steen 1994: 6-7). 

 

In the examples above, hydraulic fracturing is conceptualised as a secret, as part of a violent 

game, and as a vehicle on the road. These metaphors use concrete concepts to describe an 

issue which is contested and disputed, and helps readers to conceptualise the situation. Since 

conceptual metaphors influence our day-to-day perceptions on an unconscious level (Lakoff 

and Johnson 1981: 287), the conceptual metaphors of the headlines may determine the 

readers’ conceptualisations of hydraulic fracturing in both positive and negative ways.  

 

In addition to headlines, the newspaper articles are generally followed by the author’s name 

and a number of paragraphs that support the proposition put forth in the headline. These 

paragraphs elaborate on the headline and also work to summarize and foreground the 

argument of the text.  The articles all share certain characteristics pertaining to the structure 

of the text (headline, paragraphs etc.) and also the manner in which the texts are written. 

Almost all the articles contain rhetorical devices such as repetition, cohesion, prosody, listing 

and quoting. The most commonly quoted voices of the news articles are: Jonathan Deal, the 

chairman of the Treasure the Karoo Action Group (TKAG) (Biyase 2011: 9; Buirski 2012: 9; 

Ho 2011a: 13; Ho 2011b: 25; Jordan 2012: 3; Nel 2012: 15; Nkabinde 2012: 13; Vollgraaff 

2012: 1; Pressly 2011b: 5; Yels 2011d: 8); Susan Shabangu, the Minister of the Department 
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of Mineral Resources (Biyase 2011: 9; Donnelly 2012: 16; Fig 2012: 36; Jordan 2012: 3; 

Pressly 2011a: 17; Pressly 2011b: 5; Pressly 2012b: 8; Pressly 2012c: 15; Yeld 2012a: 6; 

Yeld 2011a: 8; Vollgraaff 2012: 1); Trevor Manuel, the South African Minister in the 

Presidency (National Planning Commission) (Pressly 2012a: 23; Pressly 2012c: 15; Ho 

2011b: 25; Vollgraaff 2012: 1); Dr Chris Hartnady, geologist and Research and Technical 

Director of Umvoto Africa (Mashego 2011a: 4; Nkabinde 2012: 13; Steyn 2011: 15); Bonang 

Monale, the Chairman and Vice President of Shell South Africa Energy Limited (Nkzbinde 

2012: 13; Jordan 2012: 3; Williams 2011: 15; Yeld 2011d: 8), and Dr Danie Vermeulen, the 

Director of the Institute for Groundwater Studies at the University of the Free State (Ho 

2011b: 25; Mashego 2011b: 13; Yeld 2012a: 6). As leading politicians, academics, business 

men and government officials operating within powerful institutional settings, these 

individuals have a considerable amount of influence to control discourses and perceptions of 

hydraulic fracturing. Furthermore, news writers usually quote these individuals to support or 

refute ideas about hydraulic fracturing and the choice to include direct or indirect quotations 

is therefore considered a rhetorical strategy and contextualisation signal (Locke 2004: 59) on 

behalf of the writer. 

 

The subject matter of the articles is organised in such a way as to single out the core elements 

of the issue (or event) in a way which compels the reader to engage with the text. This is 

accomplished through rhetorical and discursive devices which intensify the argument, repeat 

core themes and devices which then construct the writer in ways so that the reader accepts 

their perception as “the truth”. Various verbs used to introduce statements of fact by the 

writers assist in presenting themselves as “truth-sayers” (Locke 2004: 60), intending to reveal 

facts in order to inform the public. The authors often use terms such as: “noted/s” (Eggink 

2012: 17; Pressly 2012a: 23; Pressly 2012b: 15; Pressly 2012c: 8; Steyn 2011: 15); “reveal” 

(Donnelly 2011: 4; Jordan 2012: 3; Macleod 2011a: 14, Yeld 2012: 6); “confirmed” (Biyase 

2011: 9; Jordan 2012: 3; Pressly 2012b: 15; Vermeulen 2013: 13); “claim” or “claimed” 

(Donnelly 2012: 16; Pressly 2011: 17; Steyn 2011: 15); “described” or “describing” 

(Macleod 2011a: 14; Steyn 2011: 15; Yeld 2011c: 3); “reported” or “reports” (Louw 2012: 

20; Macleod 2011a: 14), and “according to” (Eggink 2011a: 14; Pressly 2012b : 15; Pressly 

2012c: 8; Yeld 2012: 6). These examples assert that the writers are knowledgeable and 

reinstate a form of authority over the reader (Johnstone 2008: 55-61; Locke 2004: 69).  
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4.3 Shared discursive constructions of the practice of hydraulic fracturing  

As articulated in earlier chapters, this study conceptualises hydraulic fracturing as a social 

practice with an affiliated discourse or discourses, which represent this social practice 

(Fairclough 2003: 205). In addition, media texts are conceptualised as representing public 

discourses about hydraulic fracturing, as well as representing the elements of those social 

practices (for example, the participants involved and the context in which it occurs). When 

representing hydraulic fracturing, many of the news articles make reference to the contested 

nature of the topic and frequently construct the conversation around hydraulic fracturing as a 

“debate” (Bayise 2011: 9; Donnelly 2011: 4; Eggink 2011a: 14, Eggink 2012: 17; Fig 2012: 

36; Mashego 2011a: 4; Mashego 2011b: 13; Nel 2012: 15; Pressly 2012b: 8, Pressly 2012c: 

15; Prinsloo 2012: 13; Steyn 2011: 15), often adding adjectives such as “heated” (Pressly 

2012a: 23) or “great” (Mashego 2011a: 4, Eggink 2011a: 14). Representing hydraulic 

fracturing as a “debate” or contentious issue highlights the differences in ideological 

perspectives as far as this issue is concerned. Furthermore, frequent description of this 

“debate” as “heated” or “great” emphasises the emotive, cultural, historical and social 

influences that establish, and are central to, this opinionated discussion.  

 

In addition, the process of hydraulic fracturing is defined and referred to differently, and 

writers choose one or more of the following words or phrases to refer to the process: 

“hydraulic fracturing” and “fracking” (Donnelly 2012: 16; Fig 2012: 36; Ho 2011a: 12; 

Mashego 2011a: 4; Mashego 2011b: 19; Macleod 2011a: 14; Nkabinde 2012: 13; Nel 2012: 

15; Pressly 2011a: 17; Pressly 2011b: 5; Pressly 2012a: 23; Pugh 2012: 28; Steyn 2011: 15; 

Williams 2011: 15; Yeld 2011a: 8; Yeld 2012: 6), “shale gas exploration” (Donnelly 2012: 

16; Pressly 2011a: 17; Pressly 2012a: 23; Vermeulen 2012: 13: Vollgraaff 2012: 1); 

“exploration” (Biyase 2011: 9; Donnelly 2011: 4; Donnelly 2012: 16; Eggink 2011a:  14; 

Eggink 2011b: 18; Eggink 2012a: 17; Fig 2012: 36; Ho 2011b: 25; Macleod 2011a: 14; 

Pressly 2011b: 5; Pressly 2012a: 23; Pressly 2012c: 15; Steyn 2011: 15; Yeld 2011a: 8; Yeld 

2011b: 4; Yeld 2011c: 3; Yeld 2011d: 8; Vermeulen 2012: 13; Vollgraaff 2012: 1), 

“development” (Eggink 2012a: 17; Williams 2011: 15; Vollgraaff 2012: 1); “shale gas 

development” (Donnelly 2011: 4; Nkabinde 2012: 13); “drilling” (Eggink 2011a: 14; Eggink 

2011b: 18; Fig 2012: 36; Louw 2012: 20; Macleod 2011a: 14; Pressly 2012b: 8; Steyn 2011: 

5; Vollgraaff 2012: 1); “production” (Fig 2012: 36; Nkabinde 2012: 13), and/or “operations” 

(Eggink 2011a: 14; Eggink 2012a: 17; Pressly 2012a: 23). In many cases the use of 
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technology in the hydraulic fractuing process is referenced (Donnelly 2012: 16; Eggink 

2011b: 18; Pressly 2011a: 17; Pressly 2012a: 23; Prinsloo 2012: 13; Nel 2012: 15; Yeld 

2011b: 4 ), as well as the use of chemicals (Donnelly 2011: 4; Fig 2012: 36; Ho 2011a: 13; 

Macleod 2011a: 14; Pressly 2011a: 17; Pressly 2012a: 23; Pressly 2012c: 8, Vollgraaf 2012: 

1), and how these chemicals could contaminate the surrounding environment (See, for 

example, Ho 2011a: 13 and Pressly 2011a: 17 who repeats the word “contaminate” four times 

and Macleod 2011a: 14 who repeats it six times). 

 

In some cases, hydraulic fracturing is constructed as a negative, harmful and “unregulated 

and invasive” (Macleod 2011a: 14) mining practice with much “controversy” and emotion 

attached to it (Donnelly 2011: 4; Macleod 2011a: 14; Prinsloo 2012: 13; Pressly 2012b: 15; 

Vermeulen 2012: 13; Yeld 2011a: 8; Yeld 2011b: 4; Yeld 2011c: 3). The mining practice is 

also constructed as risky (Fig 2012: 36; Steyn 2011: 15), a process that requires a large 

amount of water (Fig 2012: 36; Ho 2011a: 13; Ho 2011b: 25; Macleod 2011a: 14; Pressly 

2011a: 17; Prinsloo 2-12: 13; Pugh 2012: 28; Vermeulen 2012: 13) which poses a threat to 

the environment and, consequently, to society. In some cases the concerns about hydraulic 

fracturing are constructed as “serious” (Yeld 2012a: 6) and “great” (Yeld 2011a: 8) while in 

other cases hydraulic fracturing is framed as a positive and beneficial practice, a “golden 

opportunity” (Donelly 2011: 4) to reduce South Africa’s carbon footprint (Donnelly 2011: 4; 

Eggink 2011b: 18; Eggink 2012a: 17; Mashego 2011a: 4; Pressly 2012a: 23, Steyn 2011: 15).  

Some of the articles positively construct hydraulic fracturing by making reference to 

neoliberalist terminology that evokes hope in the people of South Africa and possible 

development for the South African economy. Such examples include mentioning the “low 

carbon economy” (Pressly 2012a: 23; Williams 2011: 15), the potential to “break Eskom’s 

monopoly” (Mashego 2011a: 4; Steyn 2011: 15) and speak of the “golden age of gas 

extraction” (Pressly 2012c: 8). Where neoliberalist ideologies prevail, the texts almost always 

present hydraulic fracturing as not harmful to the environment and as an “environmentally 

sensitive” process (Eggink 2011b: 18; Eggink 2012: 17, and Pressly 2012a: 23).  

 

Where hydraulic fracturing is presented as a positive practice, efforts to locate and extract 

shale gas are often metaphorically constructed as an “exploration”, where Shell is constructed 

as an imaginative and adventurous explorer and voyager, eager to conquer new land in an 

effort to contribute to human development. This presents hydraulic fracturing as something 

that may lead to development and economic, social and technological advancement. Table 1 
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presents the number of lexical entries in the various articles from 2011 and 2012 in which the 

writers refer to hydraulic fracturing as an “exploration” or opportunity to “explore”. 

 

Table 1. Number of lexical entries for hydraulic fracturing viewed as an “exploration” or 

opportunity to “explore”. 

2011 texts Number of entries 2012 texts Number of entries 

Pressly 2011a: 17 2 Pressly 2012a: 23 3 

Pressly 2011b: 5 6 Pressly 2012b: 8 1 

Biyase 2011: 9 3 Pressly 2012c: 15 4 

Eggink 2011a: 14 4 Vermeulen 2012: 13 10 

Eggink 2011b: 18 8 Vollgraaff 2012: 1 17 

Ho 2011b: 25 4 Jordan 2012: 3 3 

Donnelly 2011: 4 12 Prinsloo 2012: 13 3 

Macleod 2011a: 14 3 Eggink 2012: 17 5 

Steyn 2011: 15 1 Nkabinde 2012: 13 4 

Williams 2011: 15 7 Donnelly 2012: 16 6 

Yeld 2011a: 8 3 Fig 2012: 36 7 

Yeld 2011b: 4 1 Nel 2012: 15 1 

Yeld 2011c: 3 2   

Yeld 2011d: 8 2   

 

In addition, different words or phrases are used to refer to shale gas, such as “methane gas”, 

“gas” and “natural gas’. In Table 2, these four lexical entries are presented in terms of how 

frequently they appeared in the various articles, in order to represent their connotations on a 

scale from ‘negative’ to more ‘positive’ associations.  

 

Table 2. Lexical entries and frequencies of words denoting “shale gas” 

 Lexical item Number of entries 

1 Methane gas 6 

2 Shale gas 139 

3 Gas 114 

4 Natural gas 28 

 

Thus, it is clear from the data presented in Table 2 that the most commonly used terms for the 

“product” in the media texts of hydraulic fracturing under investigation are “shale gas” and 
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“gas”. Both are more neutral terms compared to “methane gas”, which constructs shale gas as 

poisonous and lethal, and “natural gas” which constructs shale gas as being a product of the 

environment, and is thus more likely to be considered “green” or environmentally friendly 

(Pascoli, Femia and Luzzati 2001: 188). What is significant to note is that contrasting 

presentations of hydraulic fracturing – both positive and negative – often occur within the 

same text. 

 

4.4 Discursive construction of the company  

As a primary participant in the practice of hydraulic fracturing, Shell and its activities are 

constructed by journalists in two primary ways: first, as being knowledgeable, experienced, 

reasonable and generally concerned about environmental issues; second, as an economic 

goliath or “giant” (Eggink 2012: 17; Vermeulen 2012: 13; Yeld 2011d: 8) whose 

predominant concern is for the acquisition of profit at the expense of the environment and the 

people living in the Karoo. The first construction usually coincides with metaphors that 

construct the company in human terms, and journalists extend the metaphor by attributing 

human emotions, such as concern, to the company. Furthermore, journalists construct the 

company as having the ability to acknowledge the public’s concerns and making an effort to 

address them. In addition, journalists frequently make use of quotations on behalf of 

company officials which incorporate pronouns such as “we” and “our” (Donnelly 2011: 4; 

Donnelly 2012: 16; Eggink 2011a: 14; Eggink 2011b: 18; Eggink 2012: 17; Vollgraaff 2012: 

1; Williams 2011: 15). This is a positive construction of Shell to not only present the 

company as outspoken and open, but also to create affiliation with the reader through the use 

of third-person plural pronouns. The opposite occurs in articles where the writer constructs 

Shell as dominant and greedy, or when the writer avoids direct association with the company. 

In such cases, the company is referred to by name (Ho 2011a: 13; Macleod 2011a: 14; 

Pressly 2011b: 5; Yeld 2011d: 8).  

 

Shell is positively constructed in some instances as having “decades of experience in natural 

gas development”, “considerable experience” (Pressly 2011a: 17) and having “sound 

operational practices” (Eggink 2011a: 14) which have been “successfully performed more 

than a million times in the US alone” (Eggink 2011a: 14). This constructs Shell as a 

knowledgeable and qualified company, able to conduct hydraulic fracturing in a sound 

manner. Shell is further promoted and praised as being responsible for having “created new 

wealth” in parts of the US (Pressly 2011a: 17) as a result of having generated many job 
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opportunities contributing to wealth development (Ho 2011a: 13; Mashego 2011a: 4; 

Mashego 2011b: 13; Pressly 2011a: 17). They are also constructed as having the ability to 

supply and develop “a secure and sustainable energy supply” (Eggink 2011a: 14; Eggink 

2011b: 18; Mashego 2011a: 4; Williams 2011: 15) that would lead to targets being met 

successfully (Pressly 2011b: 5). Shell is also constructed in positive terms as being able to 

produce an energy source which is both “economically” and “commercially” viable 

(Donnelly 2011: 4; Eggink 2011b: 18; Mashego 2011a: 4; Pressly 2011b: 5; Vollgraaff 2012: 

1). Relating to the metaphoric construction of hydraulic fracturing as an exploration, Pressly 

(2011b: 5) states that “Shell was committed to paying fair compensation to land owners to 

gain access to their land”. Shell is discursively constructed as being “committed” to the 

environment, society and the economy by stating so specifically, or by making promises and 

pledges (Donnelly 2011: 4; Eggink 2012: 17; Ho 2011a: 13).  

 

With regard to the negative construction of Shell, the following words and phrases work to 

discursively construct the company as “bad”: Shell offers “misleading, biased, unprocedural 

[…], unconstitutional” (Macleod 2011a: 14) and “untruthful” information (Yeld 2011d: 8), as 

being “economical with the truth” (Yeld 2011d: 8), and having “fatally flawed” plans 

(Macleod 2011a: 14, Yeld 2011a: 8) which are further constructed as being secretive (Ho 

2011a: 13; Jordan 2012: 3; Yeld 2011a: 4; Yeld 2011b: 8). The company is sometimes 

constructed as being insincere in their concerns and efforts regarding the environment and 

society or in generating an environmental management plan (EMP), which Fig (2012: 36) 

describes as a “watered-down version of an environmental impact plan”. It is also constructed 

as pressurising and influencing the Government (and the public) into making quick and 

impulsive decisions (Biyase 2011: 9; Fig 2012: 36; Ho 2011a: 13; Jordan 2012: 3; Yeld 

2011c: 8). References to past incidents are often alluded to, illuminating Shell’s “bad 

reputation” regarding legislation and protection of the environment and society (Ho 2011a: 

13; Macleod 2011a: 14; Pressly 2012a: 23; Pressly 2011b: 5).  

 

Both negative and positive discursive constructions frequently draw on the common 

metaphor of business (in this case the “business” of hydraulic fracturing) as a game, where 

the primary players are Shell, the Government and various governmental task teams, and the 

public at large. Extensions of this metaphor occur through the use of terms like “game 

changer” (Donnelly 2011: 4; Donnelly 2012: 16; Mahego 2011b: 13) and “major players” 

(Pressly 2012: 8 and Yeld 2011c: 3), and through the use of the following phrases: “the 
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gloves are off in the battle between environmental activists and the department of mineral 

resources” (Biyase 2011: 9), “stage set for showdown” (Macleod 2011a: 14), “played along 

with Shell’s strategy” (Macleod 2011a: 14), “size of the prize” (Donnelly 2011: 4), and the 

previously-mentioned headline “First blood to pro-frackers” (Mashego 2011a: 4). 

 

It is clear from the use of this metaphor that the game is often conceptualised as a harsh and 

brutal one, and references to it often border on the metaphoric construction of business as 

war, with reference to the “anti-fracking coalition” (TKAG), who are against shale gas 

extraction, and “allies” (Nkabine 2011: 13), or environmentalists who will assist in operations 

that will “dramatically change South Africa’s energy landscape” (Mashego 2011b: 13).   

 

4.5 Discursive construction of the South African Government 

As another primary participant in the social practice of hydraulic fracturing, the Government 

is, at times, positively represented as an “advisory body” (Pressly 2012a: 23) which takes 

measures to generate a report that acknowledges and provides solutions for negative 

implications of hydraulic fracturing. The constant reference to the Department of Mineral 

Resources having placed a moratorium on hydraulic fracturing in the Karoo, and insisting on 

further negotiations and policy planning, undeniably express an attitude of concern on behalf 

of the Government (Eggink 2012: 17; Pressly 2011a: 17; Vollgraaff 2012: 1).   

 

When Shell is presented as knowledgeable and reasonable in its efforts to mine shale gas, the 

Government is most often presented as uninformed and indecisive, preventing sound and 

beneficial mining and economic practices from materializing. Such examples are present in 

Pressly (2011b: 5), whose headline reads “Shell may lose interest in fracking if delays 

continue” and who further references the “countless extensions of the moratorium” and states 

that if former Minister Shabangu “endlessly extended the moratorium, interest in the project, 

and willingness to spend about $200 million (R14m) during the exploration phase alone, 

would wane”. In addition, Mashego (2011a: 4) quotes a “bemused mining lawyer” who 

represents “one of the largest foreign mining companies” as claiming that “the state had 

created difficulties for routine mining operations”. The Government is then also presented as 

an institution in the way of Shell’s goals and ambitions. 

 

On the other hand, it is often stated that the Government is withholding information from the 

public and is thus constructed as being secretive and guarded. This discursive strategy on 
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behalf of journalists is evident in the use of words like “secrecy” (Ho 2011: 13), 

“untruthfulness” (Yeld 2011d: 8) and “factual discrepancies” (Eggink 2011a: 14). Eggink 

(2011a: 14) further claims that information on hydraulic fracturing is “of national importance 

to all South Africans”. In some cases, the Government and its task teams are constructed as 

short-sighted and “will not see beyond the short-term benefits” (Ho 2011b: 13), frequently 

making ignorant decisions which are “lacking in substance” (Nkabinde 2012: 13) or making 

claims which are “deliberately overstated” (Biyase 2011: 9; Donnelly 2011: 4). 

 

4.6 Discursive construction of environmentalists 

Where Shell and the Government are presented in a positive light, environmentalists are 

constructed as critics who are an “obstacle in the way of prospective investors” (Mashego 

2011a: 4). Environmentalists are often constructed as aggressive and demanding (Biyase 

2011: 9), a threat or obstruction to Shell or the Government (Pressly 2011a: 8; Pressly 2011b: 

4; Pressly 2012: 6). They are portrayed as protectors of the environment by being constructed 

as “the opposition” (Mashego 2011: 4; Yeld 2011d: 8; Yeld 2011a: 8) who critique (Donnelly 

2011: 4, Ho 2011b: 25, Macleod 2011a: 14) the industry. Environmentalists are constructed 

as the opponents of the extractive industry, specifically Shell, stated in section 4.4, who are 

ready to “fight” (Donnelly 2012: 16; Nel 2012: 15; Vollgraaff 2012: 1) and debate the 

hydraulic fracturing issue in South Africa. 

   

When Shell and the Government are represented as greedy or ignorant, environmentalists are 

constructed as “experts” (Donnelly 2011: 4, Steyn 2011: 15, Yeld 2011a: 8) or as rational 

intellectuals (Biyase 2011: 9; Fig 2012: 36; Macleod 2011a: 14; Mashego 2011a: 4; 

Nkabinde 2012: 13; Pressly 2012a: 23; Pugh 2012: 28; Steyn 2011: 15; Yeld 2011a: 8). Their 

concerns and fears then play a legitimate role in the hydraulic fracturing debate, specifically 

regarding industry and the Government’s pursuit (Vollgraaff 2012: 1) of shale gas in the most 

economically efficient way while dismissing the environmental impacts and regulations. 

Environmentalists are often portrayed as providing solutions or alternatives to hydraulic 

fracturing, such as renewable energy (Fig 2012: 36; Pressly 2011a: 17; Nel 2012: 15). The 

most significant alternative they propose is that of “dry fracking” (Mahego 2011b: 13), 

however, this waterless, alternative fracturing method is presented as being mooted (Mashego 

2011b: 13; Prinsloo 2012: 13) by some writers. Therefore, environmentalists’ suggestions 

and expert advice are constructed as unimportant and “too costly” (Nkabinde 2012: 13), 

placing “profits before people and the environment” (Ho 2011a: 13). 
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4.7 Discursive construction of the public 

In general, and throughout the 32 articles, the public is constructed as being ignorant, 

concerned, confused and “kept in the dark” (Yeld 2011b: 4) about the “great fracking debate” 

(Mashego 2011a: 4). Where there is less focus on mass confusion, hydraulic fracturing is 

presented as a way to address the general public’s concerns about financial and energy issues, 

as in the following examples: “South Africa stands to gain billions of dollars” (Mashego 

2011: 13), hydraulic fracturing may address “South Africa’s energy needs” (Pressly 2012a: 

23).  

 

However, where writers appear to take more of an environmentalist stance, the public in 

general are constructed as being “worried” (Ho 2011a: 13) or sympathetic towards 

environmental issues, as being “activists” (Biyase 2011: 9; Ho 2011b: 25; Pressly 2012b: 8; 

Mashego2011a: 4; Mashego 2011b: 13; Williams 2011: 15). The following phrases are also 

used by environmentally-concerned writers: “anti-fracking lobby” (Yeld 2011d: 8), “anti-

frackers” (Ho 2011b: 25) “anti-fracking campaigns” (Yeld 2011c: 3; Steyn 2011: 15) or 

“anti-fracking coalition (s)” (Nkabinde 2012: 13; Yeld 2012: 6). The frequent assertion that 

the hydraulic fracturing debate has opened “deep divisions” (Donnelly 2011: 4; Steyn 2011: 

15) is very significant considering South Africa’s unique history. Thus, the hydraulic 

fracturing debate in South Africa is unique because writers frequently draw on this contested 

history in order to construct an argument that is for or against hydraulic fracturing (Pressly 

2012b: 8).  

 

4.8 Discursive construction of the context 

Almost all articles refer to, and simultaneously construct, the “place” (Machin and Van 

Leeuwen 2007: 61) of the social practice of hydraulic fracturing. However, where a more 

environmentalist stance is evident, the Karoo is given more content space, often being 

referred to in terms of its “exceptional” landscape with “natural scenic beauty and 

biodiversity”, and its status as a “world heritage site” (Yeld 2011c: 3). The Karoo is also 

portrayed as being “pristine” (Pressly 2012b: 8) and “fragile” (Fig 2012: 36).  

 

Writers frequently allude to the fragile nature of the Karoo due to its status as an “arid” 

(Eggink 2012: 17; Nel 2012: 15), semi-desert area (Ho 2011a: 13; Pressly 2011b: 5; 

Vermeulen 2012: 13; Fig 2012: 36) with a shortage of water. Writers usually mention the 
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“huge quantities” and “millions of litres” (Prinsloo 2012: 13) of water required for hydraulic 

fracturing to take place, suggesting that the process would destroy, “disfigure” (Vermeulen 

2012: 13)  or “change the landscape” (Donnelly 2012: 16). In many cases hydraulic 

fracturing is framed as “a water issue” (Pugh 2012: 28), and the amount of water needed to 

conduct the hydraulic fracturing process is often referenced. What is important from a CDA 

perspective is how the writer constructs these issues according to a specific goal or ideology. 

For example, Pressly (2011a: 17) states that “using millions of gallons of water to extract 

shale gas in the Karoo can be done without significant environmental damage” (Pressly 

2011a: 17). In addition, he constructs environmentalists as being “up in arms” about the water 

and chemicals used in the mining process (Pressly 2011a: 17). This illustrates how writers 

take a stance on issues regarding hydraulic fracturing and then present these opinions to the 

general public who may consume them uncritically. 

 

4.9 CDA analysis of four chosen articles 

 

The previous section characterised the discursive construction of hydraulic fracturing in 32 

news articles, identifying shared characteristics or “ways of representing” throughout. 

However, a primary purpose of a CDA investigation of media texts is to show how journalists 

construct a particular view of a concept, situation or social practice, and to make the writer’s 

and institution’s ideologies more explicit (Machin and Van Leeuwen 2007: 60-61; 

Richardson 2007: 26-27, 115). In order to do this, a close analysis of the text is required. 

Therefore, the following sections present a close analysis of four new articles, relying on 

Gee’s (1996) method of CDA. The aim of the analysis is to show how writers use discursive 

strategies in order to construct a particular viewpoint so as to guide the readers’ perspectives 

and interpretations of the issue of hydraulic fracturing.  

 

9.1 Article A: “Drakensberg and surrounds face fracking threat too, 

conservationists warn”, by John Yeld, 13 September 2011. 

The following section presents an analysis of John Yeld’s article entitled “Drakensberg and 

surrounds face fracking threat too, conservationists warn” (2011c: 3). It was published in the 

Cape Argus on 13 September 2011. (The PDF version of this article can be found on page 

110 as part of Appendix B, while the text of the article, with line references, is attached as 

Appendix C). 
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4.9.1.1 Prosody 

As stated in chapter three, prosody looks at the ways in which writers use textual devices 

such as punctuation to emphasise concepts in the text, and also assist in the construction of 

binary oppositions. One key example of prosody in this text is the use of the pregnant pause 

which acts as an equivalent to devices used in spoken discourse, where pauses between 

sentences act as intensification strategies:  

 

“Prospecting permits had been granted to Anglo Coal and to a three-company consortium consisting of 

Sasol and foreign energy giants Statoil and Chesapeake Energy, covering an 88 000km² tract of land 

right around Lesotho – including the central and southern Drakensberg regions of Kwazulu-Natal, the 

Eastern Free State and the Eastern Cape Highlands.” (B: 15-18) 

 

Requiring the reader to pause in line 17 rearticulates the article’s central theme, namely the 

damage that can be done to parts of South Africa, more specifically the Drakensberg regions, 

if hydraulic fracturing were to be permitted in that area. The use of commas throughout the 

text also requires readers to pause in order to draw attention to key aspects of the writer’s 

argument. For example, the headline reads “Drakensberg and surrounds face fracking threat 

too, conservationists warn”. Here, the detrimental effects of hydraulic fracturing to the 

Drakensberg area are presented before stating that it is the perspective of the conservationists. 

The pause (represented by the comma) also places emphasis on the adverb “too”, to mean “as 

well” or “in addition”. This adverb allows the writer to draw on pre-existing knowledge that 

the reader may have on the negative effects of hydraulic fracturing in the Karoo and other 

areas. This is accomplished again in paragraph one, through the use of the adverb “equally” 

in the statement “there is an equally serious threat to the Drakensberg” (B: 2). Thus, a 

negative representation of hydraulic fracturing is given from the outset and is established in 

other parts of the text by referring to the process as a “controversial extraction method” (B: 2) 

that poses a “serious threat” (B: 2) to South Africa’s natural environment.  

 

4.9.1.2 Contextualisation signals 

Stress or emphasis is not only achieved through prosodic features, but also through the use of 

intensifiers which assist in evoking and constructing the context of the article. Intensifiers are 

words which intensify, strengthen or even exaggerate the writer’s argument, and usually take 

the form of adverbs or adjectives which allow the writer to provide commentary on the issue 

being reported. Yeld (2011c) uses intensification strategies to construct the Drakensberg 
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region as well as to emphasise the perspective of the conservationists who are hesitant about 

the use of this mining process. For example, the writer uses the noun “warning” (B: 3, 4) to 

represent the illocutionary force of the message from conservationists. Rather than a 

statement or an assertion, the message from the conservationists is constructed as a word of 

advice or counsel, thus presenting the conservationists as wise seers who have access to the 

truth. Throughout his article, Yeld (2011c) constructs environmentalists in a positive way, 

and gives preference to their argument, frequently, and often directly, quoting words from 

representatives of environmental agencies. For example, Kate Nelson, a local businesswoman 

from Barkly East in the Eastern Cape, is often quoted (B: 11, 20, 29, 32), as well as the 

International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) (B: 5, 7, 33, 35) and Tim Badman (B: 

34), the director of the ICUNs World Heritage Programme. 

 

In addition, these environmentalist and environmental organisations are presented as 

expressing apprehension about the damage caused to the natural environment by hydraulic 

fracturing, while mining companies like Shell, Anglo Coal, Sasol, Statoil and Chesapeake 

Energy are constructed as using, developing or even “taking advantage of” the natural 

environment, which is one denotation of the noun “exploitation” (B: 4) and the verb “exploit” 

(B:11) .  

 

The perspective of environmentalists is rearticulated and reiterated through the repeated use 

of the noun “threat” (B: 2, 15) and participle “threatened” (B: 6, 10) to construct the 

consequences of hydraulic fracturing and the activities of oil and gas companies. The use of 

the adjective “threatened” (B: 6, 10) to describe the effects that hydraulic fracturing may have 

on the natural environment assists in constructing the environment as fragile, vulnerable and 

exposed to the dangerous activities of oil and gas companies. For example, after stating the 

“warning” (B: 3) on behalf of conservationists regarding the “serious threat” (B: 2) to the 

“Drakensberg and surrounding mountainous areas” (B: 3), the writer adds: 

 

“And a similar warning about the dangers of mining and oil-and-gas exploration and exploitation in 

Africa has come from the International Union of Conservation of Nature (IUCN), which says one in 

four of the continent’s “iconic natural areas” are threatened by planned mining and oil-and-gas 

projects. The IUCN, which advises the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (Unesco) 

on World Heritage Sites in the “natural site” category, recently expressed concern about the “rapidly 

increasing number of cases” where sites were threatened by such projects, although it acknowledged 

that some major players had agreed not to exploit these areas.” (B 3-11) 
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In this excerpt, mining companies are portrayed as “major players” (B: 10) in the game of 

hydraulic fracturing (a common metaphoric construction, as mentioned in section 4.4). This 

constructs companies as the primary culprit in threatening and exploiting the natural 

environment. 

 

In addition to the writer’s use of intensification strategies to construct the natural 

environment as fragile and vulnerable to the actions of oil and gas companies, other 

discursive strategies are also employed which construct not only the natural environment but 

the Drakensberg more specifically. Yeld (2011c) uses a fair amount of content space in order 

to contextualise the Drakensberg region and the environment as being exquisite in some way: 

“top tourist attraction” (B: 22) and “proclaimed World Heritage Site (B: 23); “natural scenic 

beauty and biodiversity” (B: 24-25), “rich cultural heritage“ (B: 25) “major watershed, with 

tributaries” (B: 27); “attractive” (B: 30), “exceptional places” (B: 3: 35) and “outstanding 

value to all of humanity” (B: 37). In addition, Yeld (2011c) adds a quote from Barkly East 

conservationist, Kate Nelson: 

 

“The fact that the Berg does have water potentially makes it more attractive for fracking than the 

‘Karoo Heartland’, and so it is potentially more viable for the oil-and-gas exploration companies.” (B: 

30-32) 

 

Through the repetition of the phrase “the Berg” (B: 25-30), Yeld (2011c) incorporates insider 

discourse from South African, especially KwaZulu-Natal, citizens. This can be seen as a 

discursive strategy to establish a relationship with the readers. The writer also explicitly states 

that “it’s the duty of every one of us” (B: 37-38) to protect and conserve the South African 

cultural heritage and natural environment (B: 38-39). Even though this article’s main theme 

revolves around the hydraulic fracturing threat faced by the Drakensberg, the writer’s 

reference to the Karoo as the “Karoo Heartland” (B: 31) constructs the Karoo in a similar 

way to “the Berg” (B: 25-30) where he establishes a relationship with the reader. 

 

4.9.1.3 Cohesion 

Returning again to the excerpt from lines 3 to 11 provided in the previous sub-section, the use 

of the conjunction “and” in line three allows the writer to intensify his argument about the 

dangers of hydraulic fracturing. While lines one to three present a general argument from 
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unnamed conservationists against hydraulic fracturing due to its devastating effects on the 

environment, lines four to seven draw on the IUCN to attribute these harmful effects to the 

oil and gas companies. In addition, Yeld (2011c) uses both direct and indirect quotes from 

“conservationist Kate Nelson” (B: 11) to address the issue of hydraulic fracturing in the 

Drakensberg area: 

 

The consortium, granted a one-year technical co-operation permit in November last year, was involved 

in a desktop exploration study which did not involve any drilling at this stage, Nelson said. 

“Nevertheless it’s a situation that local residents need to monitor closely.” The exploration permits had 

been granted despite the Drakensberg being one of the country’s top tourist attractions and a 

proclaimed World Heritage Site. (B: 18-23) 

 

The conjunction “nevertheless” (B: 21) is significant as it works to contradict or challenge the 

first sentence in this excerpt, which conveys information about the approval to conduct 

research, a “desktop exploration” (B: 20), into hydraulic fracturing in the Drakensberg 

region. Through the use of an indirect quote, Yeld (2011c) represents Nelson’s argument but 

then switches to direct speech in the statement that follows, thus emphasising the assumed 

responsibility on behalf of the local residents. In addition, the use of direct quotations gives 

authority to the idea that residents are responsible for the area, as does the final statement of 

the excerpt which states that exploration rights have been granted “despite” (B: 22) the 

natural beauty and value of the Drakensberg. The use of the conjunctive preposition “despite” 

(B: 22) is significant as it allows the author to offer an argument against the granting of a 

permit, using tourism and natural beauty as primary rationales for protecting the area. In 

addition, the shift between direct and indirect speech makes it unclear whether this argument 

is Yeld’s or Nelson’s. 

 

4.9.1.4 Discourse organisation  

Investigating the way in which the discourse is organised assists in analysing and interpreting 

the way in which the writer constructs his/her argument on a macro-level, and also assists in 

identifying key themes in the text. In Yeld’s (2011c) article, the paragraphs are arranged as 

follows: 

Paragraph 1 Statement of thesis: hydraulic fracturing poses a threat to the Drakensberg as 

well as the Karoo 

Paragraph 2 Additional warning by IUCN regarding the damage that may be caused to four 

of the continent’s iconic natural areas 
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Paragraph 3 Further quotation of the IUCN about the increasing danger posed by hydraulic 

fracturing 

Paragraph 4 Use of quotes from conservationist, Kate Nelson to support thesis 

Paragraph 5 Mention of the permits granted to permit hydraulic fracturing 

Paragraph 6 Further mention of the permits granted 

Paragraph 7 Additional quote on behalf of Nelson on monitoring granted permits 

Paragraph 9 Description of the beauty of the Drakensberg area 

Paragraph 10 Description of the agricultural value of the Drakensberg 

Paragraph 11 Quote by Nelson stating that the Drakensberg is a major watershed area and 

that hydraulic fracturing may compromise this 

Paragraph 12 Further quotation on the value of the Drakensberg water supply compared to 

the Karoo 

Paragraph 13 Concerns over hydraulic fracturing in the Drakensberg area  

Paragraph 14 Tim Badman’s, the director of IUCN’s World Heritage Programme, 

description of Drakensberg as World Heritage Site 

Paragraph 15 Statement about the outstanding value of Drakensberg areas and duty of 

everyone to protect and conserve the natural environment 

Paragraph 16 Restatement of paragraph 14: Tim Badman emphasising the duty of the public 

Paragraph 17 Concluding remark: major mining companies have realised the importance of 

conserving World Heritage Sites and are committed to not damaging them 

 

Investigating the content organisation of a discourse aids in highlighting the way in which the 

writer constructs and supports his central argument or thesis. With regard to Yeld’s article, 

the central argument is that hydraulic fracturing is dangerous and poses a threat to the 

Drakensberg. This argument is repeated in the first four paragraphs and again in paragraph 

13. These concerns are coupled with the prospect that the beauty and value of the natural 

environment may be destroyed. The description of the natural environment, specifically the 

Drakensberg regions, is given the most content space. This description focuses on the 

Drakensberg as valuable and beautiful, and appears in paragraphs one through to 12 as well 

as paragraphs 14 and 15. Quotations from environmental organisations, specifically the 

IUCN, act as evidence for legitimating the importance and value of these areas. The IUCN is 

referenced in association with, and as the advisory body for, the UN Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organisation (Unesco) on World Heritage Sites (B: 7-8). This emphasises the 

validity of the IUCN’s and Kate Nelson’s “concerns” (B: 9, 32) regarding the threat and 
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degradation that hydraulic fracturing poses on these sites. Furthermore, paragraphs five and 

six confirm the concerns and threats raised in the article by stating which companies may 

receive prospecting permits to conduct hydraulic fracturing. 

 

4.9.1.5 Thematic organisation 

The themes of this article underpin the discursive structure presented in the previous sub-

section and emphasise the argument(s). The first theme evident in the discursive structure of 

the article is that of “the natural environment as fragile”. Terms used by the writer throughout 

the article that present this theme include: “serious threat” (B: 2); “dangers” (B: 4); 

”threatened” (B: 7, 10); “exploit” (B: 11); “concern” (B: 9, 32); “impact” (B: 29); “more 

viable” (B: 31); “protection and conservation” (B: 38); “conserving” (B: 42), and “damage” 

(B: 43). These terms all suggest that the natural environment requires protection, specifically 

as a result of the impact that hydraulic fracturing may have on the natural environment. This 

clearly establishes a relationship between the writer and the reader, the former alluding to the 

fact that protecting the natural environment is not the responsibility of extractive companies 

and environmental organisations, but that it is “the duty of every one of us to cooperate” (B: 

37-38) in taking care of the fragile, easily harmed and exploited natural environment.  

 

Another theme of the text is “hydraulic fracturing as damaging and invasive”. As exemplified 

above, the natural environment is presented as being “threatened” and damaged as a result of 

hydraulic fracturing. This “controversial” (B: 2) extractive method is thus constructed as 

dangerous by implementing the cohesive strategy of repetition for terms exemplifying this 

such as: “threatened” (B: 7, 10); “serious threat” (B: 2); “warning” (B: 3, 4); “concern” (B: 9, 

32), and “impact” (B: 29). These terms, in association with the intensified verb “exploit” (B: 

11) in paragraph three, construct hydraulic fracturing as invasive, harmful and damaging. 

Presenting the idea of hydraulic fracturing as a form of “mining” (B: 4, 6, 40, 41) as well as 

“oil-and-gas exploration and exploitation” (B: 4) further illustrates this theme. 

 

4.9.2 Article B: “Shell doing its best to make fracking safe, water friendly”, by 

Jan-Willem Eggink, 5 October 2011. 

Article B is entitled “Shell doing its best to make fracking safe, water friendly” and was 

written by the general manager for Shell South Africa’s upstream sector, Jan-Willem Eggink 

(2011a: 14). It was published in The Star newspaper on 5 October 2011. Eggink is a 

dominant voice in hydraulic fracturing texts, not only because he is the general manager of 
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Shell South Africa’s upstream sector, but also because he writes for many newspaper 

publications. From the collection of texts used for this study, aside from this article published 

by The Star, Eggink appears in two others, namely the Sunday Times (Eggink 2011b: 18) and 

the Cape Argus (Eggink 2012: 17). (The PDF version of this article can be found on page 96 

in Appendix B, while the text of the article, with line references, is attached as Appendix D). 

 

4.9.2.1 Prosody 

In the article written by Eggink (2011a), a comma is used in the headline instead of a 

conjunction like “and”. This serves to place emphasis on key aspects of his argument, namely 

that Shell is concerned for the safety of the natural environment. In doing this, the writer 

creates a correlation and analogy between “safety” and “water friendly”, therefore 

emphasizing the writer’s proposition.    

 

In addition, the use of a colon in the sentence “We believe that protecting fresh water aquifers 

is not difficult: the natural gas in some cases lies thousands of meters below aquifers” (C: 27-

28), assists the writer in repeating and simultaneously legitimising the claim made in the 

headline. However, the writer provides a scientific explanation in this case as to why 

protecting water is not difficult in the hydraulic fracturing process. The pause, in the form of 

a colon, places emphasis on his rationale that shale gas lies far below the water that is used 

for human consumption. The use of the term “natural gas” immediately after the colon is also 

significant and helps to construct shale gas in positive terms (as mentioned in section 4.3).  

 

Similarly, the writer quotes the International Energy Agency11(IEA) as stating that:  

 

“…total emissions from (shale gas) production are only slightly higher than for conventional gas: and 

both the water and climate impacts can be mitigated using existing techniques.” (C: 57-59)  

 

Once again, a positive presentation of hydraulic fracturing is presented here, using the IEA as 

an authoritative voice to support the writer’s propositions. By incorporating the IEA’s 

statement that the “total emissions from (shale gas) production are only slightly higher than 

for conventional gas” (C: 57-58), the writer is able to present hydraulic fracturing and shale 

                                                                 
11

 The International Energy Agency (IEA) is affiliated with the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) and was founded as a result of negotiations carried out in November 1974 at the 

Washington Energy Conference (Keohane 1978: 931).  
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gas in a positive way. Furthermore, the use of the colon, causing the reader to pause before 

the second part of the statement, places emphasis on the idea that the technology and 

expertise exist to prevent negative water and climate impacts from the hydraulic fracturing 

process. 

 

Other authoritative voices that Eggink (2011a) includes to support his claims are the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), the US National Energy Technology 

Laboratory, and a study by researchers at Carnegie Mellon. These quotes and references also 

assist the writer in emphasising the necessity of well-researched and -tested technology and 

techniques that are required to be carried out by the most skilled professionals. Eggink 

(2011a) uses this research to support the claims that Shell is organised, skilled and 

experienced, and values sound research and technology. The following statements illustrate 

this: “We support regulation that is designed to reduce risks to the environment and keep 

those living near our operations safe” (C: 14-15); “we believe that protecting fresh water 

aquifers is not difficult” (C: 27-28); “when a well was designed and constructed correctly, 

ground water would not be contaminated” (C: 24-25); “we follow strict standards to ensure 

that wells are constructed correctly” (C: 29-30); “we line our wells with multiple steel and 

concrete barriers to prevent gas or liquid from leaking out of the well itself” (C: 30-31), and 

“we do not hydraulically fracture wells unless we have pressure tested the well bore for 

integrity” (C: 34-35). 

 

An important function of prosody in this text is to identify binary oppositions. In this article, 

binary oppositions manifest through the repetition of synonymous words. The most salient 

binary opposition in the text is the opposition between truth/misconceptions. Synonymous 

terms that construct this binary opposition are: “misconception” (C: 16, 17, 21, 64); 

“confusion and misinformation” (C: 7); “allegations” (C: 19, 20); “assumptions” (C: 53); 

“factual discrepancies” (C: 20, 21), and “criticism” (C: 35). Not only does repetition of these 

terms construct hydraulic fracturing as a contentious issue, it also places emphasis on the 

contentious aspect of hydraulic fracturing, allowing the writer to construct the issue as 

confusing and misunderstood before presenting his argument as the truth and simultaneously 

reinforcing his authority. This is further done through contextualisation signals.  
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4.9.2.2 Contextualisation signals 

In the article, the writer constructs hydraulic fracturing as safe and “environmentally 

responsible” (C: 65) by referring to the process as “natural gas drilling” (C: 4, 8), an 

“exploration for natural gas” (C: 10) and “activities” (C: 41, 67). Secondly, it is constructed 

as beneficial and a promising opportunity for South Africa to assist in the development of a 

“secure and sustainable energy supply” (C: 18) that could lead to a “shale gas revolution” (C: 

26-27).  

 

With the use of various intensification strategies, the writer presents himself as rational, 

experienced and wise, and able to clear up the many “misconceptions” (C: 16, 17, 21, 64) 

regarding hydraulic fracturing, revealing the “strict standards” (C: 30) and “sound operational 

practices” (C: 38-39) on behalf of “the industry” (C: 10-11) and Shell in particular. The 

writer uses many words and phrases to construct Shell in a positive way, including emphasis 

on the company as “environmentally responsible” (C: 65), experienced (having “successfully 

performed” (C: 32) hydraulic fracturing in the past), organised, and able to follow “strict 

standards” (C: 30). The noun “standard” is used frequently in the article (C: 10, 13, 30), but 

no mention is made of who sets these standards or who monitors them. For example: 

 

“For the industry, there are two clear tasks at hand: first, we must continue to maintain the very highest 

operational standards. At Shell, our efforts are underlined by a set of global onshore shale gas operating 

principles that provide a framework for protecting water, air, wildlife and the needs of local 

communities. We support regulation that is designed to reduce risks to the environment and keep those 

living near our operations safe. Second, we need to dispel the significant misconceptions about shale 

gas production.” (C: 12-16) 

 

This excerpt is significant in that it identifies Shell’s primary task, which is to “maintain the 

very highest operational standards”. In addition, the excerpt also indicates one of the writer’s 

core arguments and his use of the rhetorical device of listing. The writer constructs the 

situation as consisting of only “two clear tasks”, namely “maintain[ing] the very highest 

operational standards” and “dispel[ling] the significant misconceptions about shale gas 

production” (C 15-16). By constructing the situation as consisting of only two tasks, many 

other responsibilities are not mentioned. Furthermore, the use of the plural pronoun “we” is 

significant and constructs the responsibilities and “tasks” as being an issue not only for Shell, 

but for the industry and perhaps even the general public. The excerpt also illustrates the 

binary opposition constructed in the text of truth/misconception. Thus, the writer uses many 
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strategies to present himself, Shell and the process of hydraulic fracturing in a positive way. 

One of the more significant and prominent devices is the use of anecdote and imagery in the 

introductory paragraph of the article:  

 

“Some of you may have seen this image on television or the internet. A man reaches across and turns 

on his kitchen tap. He takes a lighter and applies it to the stream of water, it bursts into flame. The 

flame is attributed to the presence of methane gas. It is a powerful image. But it is important to be clear 

about the source of the gas. While critics suggest natural gas drilling as the cause, there is considerable 

evidence that dissolved methane gas can occur naturally in ground water. Indeed, according to the 

department of Water Affairs, methane has been found in shallow water wells in the Karoo.” (C1-7) 

 

This introductory paragraph is important as it allows the writer to refer to, and simultaneously 

contradict, popular images that portray hydraulic fracturing in a negative way
12

. By stating “it 

is a powerful image”, the writer constructs himself as reasonable and human, also susceptible 

to images and ideas which may contradict his thoughts and duties as general manager of Shell 

South Africa’s upstream sector. However, the writer uses a preposition (“but”), a conjunction 

(“while”) and an adverb (“indeed”) to contest and refute the message conveyed by the 

“powerful” images, and once again asserts his perspective. Since the use of cohesive devices 

is significant in how the writer constructs his argument and the effect that it has, these 

cohesive devices will be addressed in more detail in the following sub-sections.  

 

4.9.2.3 Cohesion 

In order for the context of the article to be constructed and understood, cohesive devices are 

used to link ideas and arguments together. Eggink (2011a) makes extensive use of three 

cohesive devices throughout the article, namely repetition, the use of auxiliaries and the use 

of conjunctions and prepositions. 

 

Eggink (2011a) presents Shell in a positive way through the repetition of the plural personal 

pronouns “we” and “our”. As is laid out in Table 3, these pronouns appear frequently 

throughout the text. They serve not only to personify Shell but to establish a relationship 

between the reader, the writer and Shell. It generates a sense of trust and persuades the reader 

to agree with the writer.  

                                                                 
12

 This negative image is most evident in the popular documentary Gasland (Macleod 2011a: 14; 

Pressly 2011a: 17) which presents a negative perspective of hydraulic fracturing in the US. See also 

Bartlett (2011). 
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Table 3. Frequency of personal pronouns “we” and “our” throughout Eggink’s (2011a) text 

Pronoun Line reference No. of occurrences 

We C: 11, 14, 15, 18, 20, 25, 

27, 29, 30, 34, 37, 40, 41, 

45, 46, 51, 63, 64, 66, 68 

23 

Our C: 12, 13, 30, 40, 42, 43, 

67, 69 

8 

 

These personal pronouns often appear with auxiliaries in order to intensify the statements of 

the writer, and also work to construct the writer and Shell as committed: 

 

“Some people disagree as to how South Africa should meet its energy needs in future. We want to 

promote debate and have a solid discussion based on facts and not misconceptions. At Shell we believe 

onshore exploration and production can and must occur in an environmentally responsible manner. 

Anything less is unacceptable. I know that this won’t convince everybody.” (C: 62-66) 

 

In this excerpt, the auxiliaries “can” and “must”, in combination with the personal pronoun 

“we”, enable the writer to positively construct Shell as sincere, confident and committed to 

informing and protecting the public. This is common throughout the text:  

 

“Nobody will go short of fresh water because of our operations; either in the exploration phase or if 

there is any further development. This is a legally binding commitment” (C: 43-44) 

 

The most significant cohesive device used in texts is conjunctions. The last paragraph gives a 

clear indication of how conjunctions are used in the article: 

 

“And we can never have all the answers but our exploration activities will provide a large amount of 

answers to the questions, whether the gas is there and can be produced commercially. We’re 

determined to be transparent and open about our proposals, and to address all concerns” (C: 66-69) 

 

The co-ordinating conjunction “and” at the start of the paragraph establishes a relationship 

between the last two paragraphs. Eggink (2011a) states in the previous paragraph that not 

everyone will be convinced that Shell’s hydraulic fracturing activities are “environmentally 

responsible” (C: 65). This is supported by the statement “we can never have all the answers” 

(C: 66-67). The contrasting conjunction “but” in line 67 presents a contrasting proposition in 
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that it emphasises the necessity of hydraulic fracturing as a way to “provide a large amount of 

answers to the questions, whether [shale] gas is there and can be produced commercially” 

(Line 67-68). Hydraulic fracturing exploration is then presented as necessary in order to 

answer as many questions and clarify as many concerns as possible. The context of the article 

is also reinstated in this paragraph through utilising the co-ordinating conjunction “and” again 

in line 69. This conjunction links and simultaneously highlights the two main objectives of 

this article, namely to construct Shell as “transparent and open” about their intentions, 

regulations and policies, as well as to “address all concerns”.   

 

4.9.2.4 Discourse organisation 

The way in which the contents of the discourse is organised highlights the rhetorical 

strategies used by the writer and also illuminates the major themes of the article. As with the 

previous article (Yeld 2011c), the structure of each paragraph is represented below: 

 

Paragraph 1 Anecdote of the perceived danger of hydraulic fracturing 

Paragraph 2 Contradiction of anecdotal evidence 

Paragraph 3 Comment on the confusion and misinformation evident in public opinion; 

statement that the public has the right to know facts 

Paragraph 4 Statement of the industry’s first task - to maintain high operational standards 

Paragraph 5 Statement of Shell’s efforts to maintain standards 

Paragraph 6 Statement of the industry’s second task - to dispel misconceptions 

Paragraph 7 Expression of Shell’s understanding of the concerns expressed by the public; 

statement that allegations toward Shell’s operations are incorrect 

Paragraph 8  Articulation of major misconception regarding hydraulic fracturing 

Paragraph 9 First statement providing clarification of the misunderstanding from Shell’s 

perspective 

Paragraph 10 Second statement providing clarification of the misunderstanding from Shell’s 

perspective 

Paragraph 11 Personal statement of writer on the success of hydraulic fracturing in the US 

Paragraph 12 Second articulation of the misconception with a statement providing 

clarification from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 

Paragraph 13 Example of a success story in China regarding water use through the use of 

ground water-storage tanks  
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Paragraph 14 Articulation of research from Cornell University which presents a statement 

that hydraulic fracturing is bad for the environment 

Paragraph 15 Agreement with research from Cornell University  

Paragraph 16 Evidence provided by International Energy Agency (IEA) to contradict the 

research from Cornell University  

Paragraph 17 Further evidence from Carnegie Mellon on lower carbon emissions of shale 

gas, confirmed by US National Energy Technology Laboratory 

Paragraph 18 Statement that suggests solution to concerns and misunderstandings 

Paragraph 19 Statement supporting Shell 

Paragraph 20 Conclusion with statement supporting hydraulic fracturing and Shell 

 

The main arguments are structurally presented to construct Shell as “transparent and open” 

(C: 69) about their intentions, operations and policies regarding hydraulic fracturing in the 

Karoo. Eggink (2011a) allocates over half of the content space for this argument, often 

presenting, but then refuting, counter-arguments. In addition, Eggink (2011a) uses the 

rhetorical devices of assertion and repetition to assert that there are many misconceptions 

regarding hydraulic fracturing and that Shell is committed to research that investigates the 

problem in a thorough manner. Thus, Eggink (2011a) positions himself as a revealer of 

remedies for the problems caused by hydraulic fracturing, presenting his argument as ‘truth’ 

in the truth/misconception binary presented in the text. 

 

4.9.2.5 Thematic organisation 

The first theme evident in the discursive structure of the article is that the “environment can 

be managed through science, research and technology”. This theme is presented in the article 

in the form of justification or clarification of the misconceived ideas that the public are 

presumed to have. Technology is constructed by Eggink (2011a) as providing sufficient 

evidence to dispel the public’s concerns. As indicated in the previous sub-section, the voices 

of other participants are presented indirectly, with only a single direct quote from the IEA, so 

that technology and techniques are presented in a positive way in order to justify hydraulic 

fracturing as “a force for good” (C: 27). 

 

The second theme evident in this article is ‘Shell having a prominent role in the maintenance 

of natural environment and generation of economic profit’. This is evident in the constant 

repetition of safety regulations and policies, as well as the use of various statements to 
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positively frame hydraulic fracturing and Shell. Examples of sentences which positively fram 

the process of hydraulic fracturing and Shell include: “our exploration activities will provide 

a large amount of answers to the question, whether the gas is there and can be produced 

commercially” (C: 67-68); “the quickest and cheapest way to reduce emissions is to switch 

power generation from coal to gas” (C: 51-53), and “shale gas under the Karoo may help 

South Africa develop a secure and sustainable energy supply” (C: 17- 18). Eggink (2011a) 

strategically associates these statements with the following: “we must continue to maintain 

the very highest operational standards” (C: 11-12) and “At Shell, our efforts are underlined 

by a set of global onshore shale gas operating principles that provide a framework for 

protecting water, air, wildlife and the needs of local communities” (C: 12-14). This is done in 

order to present Shell as responsible in protecting the natural environment while generating 

profit, activities and goals that are often considered paradoxical (Zinkhan and Carlson 1995: 

5; Zhu 2013: 72). 

 

4.9.3 Article C: “A watchdog with strong bite”, by Michelle Nel, 5 July 2012. 

This article is entitled “A watchdog with strong bite” and was written by Michelle Nel. It was 

published in the Mail & Guardian on 5 July 2012. (The PDF version of this article can be 

found on page 123 of Appendix B, while the text of the article, with line references, is 

attached as Appendix E). 

 

4.9.3.1 Prosody 

Prosody does not necessarily feature in every text, or necessarily function as a key rhetorical 

strategy. In this article, stress or emphasis is achieved through the use of intensifiers which 

assist in evoking and constructing the context of the article.  

 

4.9.3.2 Contextualisation signals  

Descriptive words intensify, strengthen or even exaggerate the writer’s argument in 

constructing the context of the article. The writer is then able to provide commentary on the 

issue being reported. Nel (2012) uses intensification strategies to construct environmentalists, 

specifically the TKAG and the Government, but also to emphasise the success of the TKAG 

which received the not-for-profit organisations award in the Greening the Future Awards. 

This is indicated in the headline of the article. 
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The context of an article is not merely given but is alluded to through the discourses that the 

writer draws on to construct the participants. The context is then presented through the act of 

textual engagement by the reader (Locke 2004: 59). The writer constructs his-/herself as 

authoritative through intensification strategies that place stress on particular ideas. The 

following excerpt presents the two main participants constructed in the article: 

 

“Whatever the government decides about fracking in the Karoo, a small group of volunteers has 

succeeded in broadening the debate about the controversy and showing what could happen if it was 

allowed to go ahead.” (D: 1-3) 

 

The Government and “a small group of volunteers” (D: 1) are presented in this excerpt. It is 

the first paragraph of the text and thus sets the context of the article. In addition to referring 

to hydraulic fracturing as a “controversy” (D: 2) between the Government and volunteers, the 

verb “succeeded“ (D: 2), used to describe the effect of the volunteers’ efforts, allows the 

writer to construct the volunteers as liberators who have managed to widen the debate, and 

challenge the Government’s perspectives and decisions. The relationship between the 

Government and the volunteers is also constructed as oppositional and antagonistic rather 

than supportive. In addition, the adjectival phrase “small group”, used to describe the 

volunteers, presents them as fragile and slight in comparison to the Government, and stating 

that the volunteers have shown “what could happen if it (hydraulic fracturing) was allowed to 

go ahead” presents the volunteers as better informed than the Government.  

 

The “small group of volunteers” is later identified as the TKAG. The writer frequently 

constructs TKAG in positive terms, often alluding to their position as a “non-profit 

organisation” (D: 6) and their reliance on “public donations” (D: 26), even though they were 

“initially self-funded” (D: 25). This works to construct the organisation as empathetic and 

benevolent, and the organisation’s staff as determined despite difficulties. In addition, the 

writer quotes the judges of the Greening the Future Awards as describing TKAG as a “kind 

of campaigning civil society watchdog” (D: 30) which protects the people against bad 

Government decisions. Not only is this evident in the first paragraph (as illustrated earlier), 

but in a quote from Deal, chairperson of TKAG: 

 

“We oppose fracking until it is proven that this is the best answer to South Africa’s energy and 

employment needs [...] We are urging the government to refocus on renewable energy sources, which 

are often forgotten in the rush to mine shale gas” (D 11-14) 
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The use of verbs such as “oppose” and “urge” portray TKAG as strong-willed and 

determined and, in the context of the article, it assists in presenting the writer as an advocate 

for TKAG’s causes. In addition, the inclusion of this quote works to cause doubt as to 

whether shale gas is “the best answer to South Africa’s energy and employment needs” (D: 

12), particularly when the action to mine shale gas is described as a “rush”, which has 

connotations of hurriedness or acting before the situation has been properly investigated, 

hence constructing hydraulic fracturing as a craze or current obsession. This is picked up 

again in line 18, where the writer describes Deal as not being able to “fathom why the 

government is chasing fossil fuel”. 

 

Deal is the main voice that is directly (and indirectly) quoted throughout the article. He is 

given the majority of the content space, meaning that his ideological perceptions on hydraulic 

fracturing are being evoked through the writer who is then constructed as an environmentalist 

herself. Emphasis is placed on Deal as a “semi-retired” (D: 21-22) farmer whose farm “is not 

near the areas that could be affected by fracking” (D: 22-23). This is an argumentative 

strategy that reinstates the TKAG as benevolent saviours, willing to fight for a cause that may 

not directly affect them. A metaphor in paragraph four further intensifies the Government as 

the opposition and rival by constructing the government and “environmental lobby groups” 

(D: 9) as players in a card game: 

 

“Pressure from his and other environmental lobby groups forced the government's hand in placing a 

moratorium on fracking last year and setting up a task team to investigate shale gas extraction.” (D: 9-

11) 

 

The clause “forced the government’s hand” constructs hydraulic fracturing as a game in 

which “the government” (D: 1, 8, 10, 13, 18), TKAG (D: 6-7, 24), “environmental lobby 

groups” (D: 9), Deal (D: 6, 13, 18, 21, 26), “the Greening judges” (D: 28) and “international 

giants” (D: 27) are all players. The government is then constructed as being under “pressure” 

(D: 9) in deciding whether to “fold” or to “call” the proposals of environmental groups, 

eventually being “forced” (D: 9) into placing a moratorium on hydraulic fracturing. This 

metaphor is further elaborated on in the final paragraph where the writer directly quotes “the 

Greening judges” (D: 28) as referring to the hydraulic fracturing debate and issue as “heading 

for an interesting showdown” (D: 32).  
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4.9.3.3 Cohesion 

Cohesive devices establish relationships between clauses and sentences. They are used as 

intensification strategies in order to place emphasis on what is being said. As stated earlier, 

Deal is a dominant voice in the text and many of the conjunctions used can be attributed to 

him. However, the writer has chosen to incorporate particular statements on behalf of Deal in 

her text. Consequently, these cohesive devices can be viewed as being repetitive of the 

author’s argument. Consider the following excerpt from the article: 

 

“The environmental fight is long, lonely and costly," Deal said. "But had we not begun this campaign, 

international giants would already be exploiting this resource in spite of not fully understanding the 

technology or its impacts"(D: 26-28) 

 

Here, the preposition “but” works to challenge the statement that “the environmental fight is 

long, lonely and costly”. It works to promote the effort of the TKAG campaign as a way to 

combat the “energy giants” and win the war in the protection of the environment. Throughout 

the text, preference is given to TKAG and their perspectives, reiterated through the use of 

pronouns which frequently refer back to Jonathan Deal and TKAG. 

  

In addition, terms or clauses that allude to the dangers of hydraulic fracturing are repeated 

throughout the article. Examples include “controversy” (D: 2); “controversies” (D: 16); 

“threatens” (D: 7); “precautionary principle” (D: 8); “investigate” (D: 11); “warn” (D: 17); 

“exploiting” (D: 27); “could be affected” (D: 22); “in spite of not fully understanding the 

technology or its impacts” (D: 27-28). These terms and phrases all have negative 

connotations, while the more positive terms are reserved for TKAG, for example,  

“succeeded” (D: 2); “helped” (D: 29); and “watchdog” (D: 30). 

 

4.9.3.4 Discourse organisation 

The cohesion of the article is illustrated by the content organisation of the text which is 

structured into larger units of language taking the form of paragraphs. As with the analyses of 

the previous two articles, the structure of each paragraph is represented below: 

 

Paragraph 1 Introductory statement highlighting the success of the TKAG 

Paragraph 2 Description of what hydraulic fracturing is and explicit mention of Shell, 

among other energy companies, seeking exploration rights 
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Paragraph 3 Indirect quote by Deal on the dangers of hydraulic fracturing 

Paragraph 4 Statement of the power and authority of environmental lobby groups 

Paragraph 5 Direct quote by Deal opposing hydraulic fracturing 

Paragraph 6 Another direct quote by Deal suggesting renewable energy as an alternative 

Paragraph 7 Brief description of the history of TKAG 

Paragraph 8  Third direct quote by Deal about taking action against hydraulic fracturing 

through talks at schools 

Paragraph 9 Fourth direct quote by Deal about suggestion and evidence of renewable 

energy sources as an alternative 

Paragraph 10 Brief background of Deal 

Paragraph 11 Statement on TKAG  

Paragraph 12 Fifth direct quote by Deal establishing success of TKAG 

Paragraph 13 Indirect quote by the Greening judges  

Paragraph 14 Direct quote by the Greening judges 

 

What is evident in highlighting discourse organisation in this way is that half of the content 

space involves quotations from either Jonathan Deal or the Greening judges, both of whom 

are associated with environmentalism and take a position against hydraulic fracturing. The 

other half of the content constructs the major participants in this article, namely the 

Government, TKAG and Deal himself. Deal receives a paragraph dedicated to only him by 

the writer who allocated four out of the other eight paragraphs to the TKAG.  

 

The rhetorical strategies discussed above all assist the writer in presenting this article as 

truthful in order to persuade the reader with what is said. Paragraph two and 12 are linked in 

that the blame for this controversial issue is placed on “Shell and other energy companies” 

(D: 4-5) and “international giants” (D: 27) who “would already be exploiting this resource in 

spite of not fully understanding the technology or its impacts” (D: 27-28). Thus, energy 

companies and Shell are predominantly presented in the text as irresponsible. In addition, a 

portion of the public is also constructed as irresponsible; the writer suggests this by directly 

quoting Deal who conducts presentations for children stating that “they will pay for their 

parents’ bad decisions” (D: 17).  
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4.9.3.5 Thematic organisation 

There are two major themes in the text, namely ”hydraulic fracturing not being a viable 

solution to South Africa’s energy and employment needs”, and “non-profit or volunteer 

organisations being beneficial to society”. With regard to the first theme, the writer illustrates 

this through her use of terms or clauses with negative connotations, such as “the rush to mine 

shale gas” (D: 14); “controversy” (D: 2) and “chasing fossil fuel” (D: 18). She also 

emphasises the first theme by directly quoting Deal when he says “we oppose fracking until it 

is proven that this is the best answer to South Africa’s energy and employment needs” (D: 

10-12). The impracticality of hydraulic fracturing is also echoed through the repetition of 

terms alluding to danger, such as “threatens” (D: 7); “precautionary principle” (D: 8); “warn” 

(D: 17); “impact” (D: 28), and “affected” (D: 22). These terms, when viewed with the 

aforementioned themes in mind, emphasise the TKAG as successful, regardless of whether 

hydraulic fracturing is permitted because the group “helped to make sure it would happen in a 

more responsible way” (D: 29-30). The TKAG is constructed as a saviour to the natural 

environment. 

 

The second theme, that “non-profit or volunteer organisations are beneficial to society”, 

constructs the TKAG as powerful and authoritative in challenging Governmental power by 

having “forced the government’s hand in placing a moratorium” (D: 9-10) and having 

“succeeded in broadening the debate about the controversy” (D: 2), thereby illustrating what 

not-for-profit organisations aim to achieve. They aim to compete and challenge MNCs or 

“international giants” (D: 27). These groups are generally humanitarian groups that rely on 

“public donations” (D: 26), “volunteer efforts” (D: 25) through “campaigning civil society” 

(D: 30). They rely on public presentations, “media releases, brochures and comics” (D: 15-

16) for exposure and support.  

 

4.9.4 Article D: “Karoo shale must be explored”, by Danie Vermeulen, 26 August 

2012. 

Article D is entitled “Karoo shale must be explored” and was written by Danie Vermeulen. It 

was published in the Sunday Times on 26 August 2012. The headline is presented in the form 

of a command. This sort of instruction or order, indicated by the verb “must” is unique when 

compared to many other articles on hydraulic fracturing, which often offer rationales for 

engaging in this mining practice before taking a stance as explicit as this. However, this does 

not mean that the writer does not allude to the debate or argument around hydraulic fracturing 
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during the article. In fact, the writer constructs the conversation about hydraulic fracturing as 

a “furious war” (E: 3), extending the metaphor by stating that “the voice of the opposition 

became so intense” (E: 3). Hence, what the writer does is assert this claim, thereafter 

providing rationales for it by utilising those of the Government and large oil and gas 

companies. (The PDF version of this article can be found on page 138 of Appendix B, while 

the text of the article, with line references, is attached as Appendix F) 

 

4.9.4.1 Prosody 

In the first paragraph, the writer incorporates prosody in order to emphasize the claims of the 

“energy giants” (E: 1): 

 

“Since the energy giants Shell and Sasol first announced plans to explore for Shale gas in the Karoo – 

which they say could help resolve South Africa’s energy crisis – various interest groups have been 

embroiled in a furious war in the media” (E: 1-3) 

 

The use of the hyphens enables the writer to include information so as to construct the 

“energy giants” in a positive way. It allows him to present a rationale for the demand made in 

the headline. However, this rationale is contrasted by the rest of the sentence in that it is 

stated that “various interest groups” (E: 2) initiated the debate which the writer describes 

metaphorically as a “furious war” (E: 3).  

 

Prosody is not only used to extend a sentence in order to support a claim; it is also used as a 

tool in order to clarify and rationalize the statement made in providing evidence for why 

hydraulic fracturing must occur: 

 

“Furthermore, exploration will help us understand the geological and water make-up of the Karoo. We 

already know that what makes South Africa’s case unique is the presence of dolerite in the shale rocks 

but we need to know at what depth it can be found, and hence the extent to which it will affect the 

fracturing process, which takes place at depths of at least 3km beneath the surface.” (E: 17-21) 

 

The pregnant pause, in the form of the comma in line 20, illustrates this in clarifying the 

depth at which the drilling occurs in order to clarify the “unique” (E: 18) case of dolerite 

rocks found in the Karoo. The writer is then able to reinstate the necessity for South Africa to 

“explore” (E: 1) the Karoo. 
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4.9.4.2 Contextualisation signals 

As previously mentioned, writers draw on intensification strategies to accentuate aspects of 

the text they consider important or want to emphasize. To use an example from this article, 

the use of the adjectival phrase “so intense” (E: 3) to describe the intensity of the “voice of 

the opposition” (E: 3) or those that took an environmentalist stance, allows the writer to 

construct the oppositional voice as passionate and extremist, a position contrasted throughout 

the text to the rationality of science and the writer himself. This is reiterated in lines 33 to 34, 

where the writer describes environmentalists as “fans” of the Karoo, who “are concerned that 

production platforms will disfigure the landscape”. Here, the noun “fan” (E: 33) constructs 

environmentalists in a way that diminishes their position as authoritative and reliable, and 

reduces them to naïve and adolescent bystanders. They are further constructed as having 

superficial interests in the aesthetics of the natural environment, described as “landscape” (E; 

34), a term which emphasis the scenic nature of the natural environment. The writer does not 

mention legitimate concerns on behalf of environmentalists.  

 

The following excerpt illustrates how the use of intensification strategies, in this case the 

mention of science and facts, not only indicates binary oppositions that are constructed in the 

text, but also evokes the context of the news article:  

 

“As with any scientific decision, it is important to guard against being guided by emotion and rather 

look at facts. I have recently returned from a third study tour in America, the only country in the world 

where hydraulic fracturing is practiced widely. As a scientist, I wanted to understand the underlying 

facts and, especially, the risks and if they can be mitigated.” (E: 6-10) 

 

The writer constructs the decision to mine for shale gas as a “scientific decision” (E: 6) that 

requires rationality, before revealing that he is himself a “scientist” (E: 9) and, by extension, 

capable of being rational. Constructing hydraulic fracturing as an issue for science is an 

argumentative strategy that has many implications, one of which is that it excludes the public 

from engaging in this debate as they may not be rational or informed enough. The elevated 

position of scientists and scientific thought is reiterated throughout, especially when the 

writer suggests that “some of the most senior geologists in South Africa believe there is 

enough water in the Karoo” (E: 31-32). These geologists remain unnamed, and the use of the 

verb “believe” (E: 32) gives an indication that this inclination is not based altogether on 

scientific reasoning. The writer adds, “I believe thorough tests are needed to determine 
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whether such views are correct” (E: 32-33), thus establishing himself as taking the most 

rational and balanced approach.  

 

Apart from the use of the personal pronoun “I” (E: 7, 9, 32), the writer also uses “we” (E: 18, 

19, 21), “our” (E: 15, 16) and “us” (E: 15, 17) within the article. These personal pronouns 

establish a relationship between the writer and the reader, as previously stated. It enables the 

writer to appear truthful and trustworthy, which assists in persuading the readers to agree 

with the argument established in the text – that “Shale gas must be explored”, as stipulated in 

the headline. Vermeulen’s (2012: 13) use of the personal pronoun “we” is different in 

comparison to Egginks (2011a: 14) in article B in that it refers to scientists and, by 

implication, a reader who considers him-/herself to be rational and knowledgeable, like 

scientists. The reader as the “outsider” then becomes a part of the “in-group” of scientists 

who make scientific decisions that are ruled by facts, not emotion, and wish to explore the 

Karoo for scientific purposes in an “environmentally friendly way” (E: 14). 

 

“If the gas can be extracted economically and in an environmentally friendly way, the shale gas 

reserves can help us tremendously with our growing energy needs. But it is vital to understand the 

actual extent of our reserves can only be confirmed through exploration. Furthermore, exploration will 

help us understand the geological and water make-up of the Karoo. (E: 15-18) 

 

The use of the pronouns “our” and “us” in the excerpt above assists in not only emphasizing 

the necessity of another energy sources but also the necessity of shale gas exploration. The 

pronouns generate a sense of responsibility in the reader and construct the readers as a part of 

the “in-group”. It also shares the responsibility of scientists as the ones who are to discover 

and confirm “the actual extent of our reserves” (E: 16) and “understand the geological and 

water make-up of the Karoo” (E: 17-18) in order to “help us tremendously with our growing 

energy needs” (E: 15). Power and authority that scientists bear is then also shared with the 

reader, who is then constructed as powerful enough in order to make a “scientific decision” 

(E: 6) based on facts, not emotion. 

 

Other reiterations concerning the elevated position of scientists and rational decisions come 

in the form of “data” (E: 12) and statistics. Scientists are constructed as looking at the facts 

(E: 7) rather than being “guided by emotion” (E: 7). It is this construction and the generally 

accepted perspective that scientists provide evidence based on the facts and research that 
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legitimize the “data” and statistics presented. The writer’s use of the personal pronoun “I” 

mentioned above appears within scientific reasoning in paragraphs four and 14. This 

reiterates the rationality, confidence and trust that characterize a scientist. It is this 

construction that places a form of authority or prestige on scientists. The rhetorical questions 

posed in the text can thus be affiliated with the collection and research of data and statistics 

that hold the power to answer these rhetorical questions truthfully and based on facts. 

 

Unlike in other media texts, the issue of water usage is not constructed as a major problem, 

but rather as a “big challenge” (E: 23-24), which implies that it is a situation that can be 

overcome through science and determination. Hydraulic fracturing is also constructed in 

animate terms, for example, as a “very thirsty process” (E: 24). Since the adjective “thirsty” 

usually applies to sentient beings who have been prevented access to water, the metaphorical 

construction permits an interpretation of hydraulic fracturing that is somewhat more positive 

in comparison to others which focus on the amount of water the process utilizes. Although 

this is evident in the sentences that follow, the writer ends that section with a rhetorical 

question (“So is there enough water for hydraulic fracturing?” (E: 28)) before answering with 

an optimistic response. In fact, rhetorical questions occur frequently throughout the text, a 

rhetorical device which aims to guide the reader to accept an argument (Weide and Stolley 

2013), since the writer answers the question which the reader cannot. Examples from this 

article include “How much traffic will be on the roads?” (E: 41-42); “What about the 

economic boost?” (E: 44), and “Which one is the solution?” (E: 50). All of these, answered 

by the writer, allude to the demand made in the headline, which initially established the 

context in which the article takes place. 

 

4.9.4.3 Cohesion 

Throughout the article, the writer frequently presents a counter-argument (often through the 

use of rhetorical questions), but then uses statistics or reason to present his ideas or 

perspectives to promote the benefits of shale gas exploration. This is also done through the 

use of the preposition “but” in paragraphs 7, 8 and 18. In paragraph 7, “but” (E: 15) is used to 

begin the sentence in order to counter the statement made in the previous paragraph. This 

preposition emphasizes the necessity of exploration to occur in order to confirm the shale gas, 

presumed to be located in the Karoo, as being economically viable through an 

“environmentally friendly way” (E: 14).  
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Similarly, the instance of “but” in line 19 acts as a marker that once again places emphasis on 

the necessity of exploration to occur in the Karoo. However, within this context, “but” here is 

used in relation to the knowledge that the Karoo consists of dolerite rocks that need to be 

researched and explored in order to determine how this rock formation can affect the 

fracturing process (E: 20). This preposition thus establishes a concern for the hydraulic 

fracturing process, not the effect that the process will have on the natural environment, but 

how the natural environment will impact the process. The final instance of “but” in paragraph 

18 further emphasizes the commercial viability of hydraulic fracturing as benefiting the 

public indirectly. This assists the writer in winning over the reader through honestly 

regarding the lack of on-site jobs created in the US which implies that, as a result of the 

hydraulic process taking place, particular infrastructure was and will be a possibility which 

could then essentially provide employment opportunities and widespread benefits for local 

communities. 

 

Apart from constructing the decision to mine for shale gas as a scientific one (E: 6), like 

many companies who try to “sell” hydraulic fracturing to the public, the writer constructs 

hydraulic fracturing as an “exploration” (E: 4, 13, 16, 17, 23, 41, 43, 47) and repeats the term 

throughout the text. This is a cohesive device that binds the texts together, particularly 

paragraphs 5 to 9 which set out the rationale for why hydraulic fracturing should take place.  

It is also obvious from the headline “Karoo gas must be explored” that the writer uses a lot of 

content space to identify the positive aspects of shale gas exploration. This is highlighted in 

the discourse organisation which is elaborated on in the following section. 

 

4.9.4.4 Discourse organisation 

Paragraph 1 Statement that constructs hydraulic fracturing as a “furious war” (E: 3) 

between “energy giants” (E: 1) and “various interests groups” 

Paragraph 2 Statement attributing the moratorium to “the voice of the opposition” (line: 3) 

as well as a mention that further research needs to be conducted 

Paragraph 3 Statement of second thesis: hydraulic fracturing is a scientific issue and, like 

all scientific issues, it must involve research into the “facts” (E: 7, 9, 47), 

relinquishing emotional or irrational views 

Paragraph 4 Writer presents himself as a scientist who is engages in proper scientific 

research  
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Paragraph 5 Presentation of statistical data and evidence regarding South Africa’s shale gas 

deposits 

Paragraph 6 Further information regarding statistical data and a hypothetical statement 

about the economic and environmental benefits of hydraulic fracturing   

Paragraph 7 Rearticulation of first thesis: the possible effects of hydraulic fracturing can be 

fully understood through exploration 

Paragraph 8  Elaboration on the benefits of the exploration 

Paragraph 9 Statement of what we do not know about hydraulic fracturing 

Paragraph 10 Rearticulation of first thesis: the importance of an exploration to confirm or 

refute the positive effects of hydraulic fracturing 

Paragraph 11 Information about water as a challenge for hydraulic fracturing in the Karoo  

Paragraph 12 Information about the water situation in the Karoo 

Paragraph 13 Correlation to Texas 

Paragraph 14 Perspective of “senior geologists” that there is enough water; rearticulation of 

first thesis 

Paragraph 15 Statement of concerns from environmentalists and mention of the restrictions 

placed on explorations 

Paragraph 16 Statement of the area reserved for exploration 

Paragraph 17 Positive argument against traffic concerns 

Paragraph 18 Positive argument for economic development 

Paragraph 19 Strong assertion that South Africa is short of energy 

Paragraph 20 Rearticulation of paragraph 19, using Mpumalanga as an example 

Paragraph 21 Contrast between shale gas and nuclear power. 

 

The writer structures the discourse in such a way as to emphasize the demanding statement 

made in the headline. He structures the article in a way that positively constructs hydraulic 

fracturing based on a necessity to find answers and make “scientific decisions” (E: 6) that are 

based on “facts” (E: 7, 9, 47) through the strategic use of rhetorical questions. After 

establishing the context of the argument, he legitimises the contextual statements by 

presenting and answering the rhetorical questions posed where he justifies his answers with 

data and statistics. 

 

 

 

Stellenbosch University  http://scholar.sun.ac.za



73 

 

4.9.4.5 Thematic organisation 

The key theme in this article is that “scientific reasoning is valuable and important”. This 

theme is established throughout the entire article by the repetition of terms that allude to 

science and scientific reason, for example: “scientific decision” (E: 6); “facts” (E: 7, 9, 47); 

“scientist” (E: 9); “calculations” (E: 12), and “tests” (E: 32). Terms such as these assist in 

constructing the writer and his argument as legitimate and truthful while persuading the 

reader to agree with what is being said. 

 

4.10 Conclusion 

The aim of this chapter was to provide an analysis of the selected media texts on hydraulic 

fracturing. The first part of this chapter provided an overview of the shared discursive 

strategies of the 32 selected texts, focusing on the way in which the elements of the social 

practice of hydraulic fracturing are presented. The second part of the chapter drew on Gee’s 

(1996) method of CDA to conduct a close analysis of four of the 32 articles under 

investigation. This section indicated how writers use linguistic devices like prosody, 

contextualisation signals, discourse organisation, cohesive devices, and thematic organisation 

to construct hydraulic fracturing in ways that are persuasive and often shared. In the 

following chapter, the four articles will be compared and contrasted in order to relate them to 

the data presented in the first section of this chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

5.1 Introduction 

This study set out to present a critical discourse analysis of South African media texts on 

hydraulic fracturing between 2011 and 2012. The guiding theory and central concepts of the 

study were set out in chapter two. As a theoretical starting point, the study conceptualised 

hydraulic fracturing as a social practice consisting of five elements, namely participants in 

different participant roles, activities, times and places, skills, as well as the required tools and 

materials. The primary focus of this study was on how writers discursively construct 

hydraulic fracturing, as well as the context of and the participants involved in hydraulic 

fracturing. In addition, the research sought to understand the hidden ideologies that led to 

these discursive constructions and to make them more transparent. In order to do this, chapter 

four not only presented an overview of 32 media texts, but relied on Gee’s (1996) framework 

to closely investigate four of these texts.  

 

This chapter involves a comparison and contrast of the discursive strategies used by writers in 

the media texts to construct hydraulic fracturing in positive or negative ways, with the 

primary aim of addressing the two research questions articulated in section 1.4. That is, to 

indicate (i) how media texts from a variety of media publications discursively construct the 

social practice of hydraulic fracturing, and (ii) to identify the ideologies that are evident in, 

and dominate these representations.  

 

5.2 Dominant representations of hydraulic fracturing 

As stated from the outset, hydraulic fracturing is perceived in both positive and negative 

ways, where even the scientific literature is not unanimous regarding the possible effects of 

hydraulic fracturing on the environment. However, this does not prevent media writers from 

presenting hydraulic fracturing in either positive or negative terms, often drawing attention to 

the “great fracking debate” (Mashego 2011a: 4) in the headlines  “Fracked if you do, fracked 

if you don’t” (Donnelly 2011a: 4) and “Public kept in the dark regarding progress of fracking 

team” (Yeld 2011b: 4), or within the text itself (see for example: Bayise 2011: 9; Donnelly 

2011: 4; Fig 2012: 36; Mashego 2011a: 4; Mashego 2011b: 13; Nel 2012: 15; Pressly 2012b: 

8, Pressly 2012c: 15; Prinsloo 2012: 13; Steyn 2011: 15).  
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It is worthy to note that all four articles that were closely investigated draw attention to the 

contentious nature of hydraulic fracturing. In Article A by Yeld (2011a), pregnant pauses 

allow the writer to construct hydraulic fracturing as a “controversial extraction method” (B: 

2). In Article B, Eggink (2011a) uses prosodic features and repetition throughout the text to 

construct a dominant binary opposition between ‘truth’ and ‘misconception’, and refers 

constantly to “confusion and misinformation” (C: 7) concerning hydraulic fracturing. In the 

first paragraph of Article C, Nel (2012) refers to the hydraulic fracturing “debate” (C: 2), but 

later refers to it as a game where environmental lobby groups had “forced the government’s 

hand” (D: 9-10). Similarly, Vermeulen (2012), in Article D, constructs hydraulic fracturing as 

“a furious war” (E: 3), where environmentalists are represented as “the voice of the 

opposition” (E: 3).   

 

As stated in section 4.3, media writers frequently construct hydraulic fracturing in terms of 

war or game metaphors, drawing on the common metaphor of “business is a game” (in this 

case the “business” of fracking), where the primary players are Shell, the government (and 

various governmental task teams) and the public at large. Extensions of this metaphor occur 

through the use of terms like “game changer” (Donnelly 2011: 4, Donnelly 2012: 16, Mahego 

2011b: 13) and “major players” (Pressly 2012: 8 and Yeld 2011c: 3), but also in various other 

ways as the following examples indicate: “the gloves are off in the battle between 

environmental activists and the department of mineral resources” (Biyase 2011: 9), “stage set 

for showdown” (Macleod 2011a: 14), “played along with Shell’s strategy” (Macleod 2011a: 

14), “size of the prize” (Donnelly 2011: 4), and the headline “First blood to pro-frackers” 

(Mashego 2011a: 4). 

 

Constructing hydraulic fracturing as a contentious issue, and using metaphors to elaborate on 

this, works as a rhetorical strategy to present the writers’ claims as valid. As is clear from the 

analysis in chapter four, writers use many linguistic strategies to present their perspective of 

hydraulic fracturing as legitimate. These include prosody, intensification strategies like 

repetition, contextualisation signals such as the use of auxiliary verbs, rhetorical devices like 

metaphor, as well as imagery and anecdote, and they also organised the discourse and themes 

in such a way so as to place importance on key ideas. Since dominant representations are 

either positive or negative, these will be addressed separately below.   
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5.2.1 Positive representations of hydraulic fracturing 

Subsequent to the close analysis of the four articles presented in section 4.9, it is clear that 

Article B (Eggink 2011a), and Article D (Vermeulen 2012) construct hydraulic fracturing in 

positive terms. While it is logical that Eggink (2011a), as the general manager for Shell South 

Africa’s upstream sector, would want to present the company as good and ethical, there is no 

obvious reason for why Vermeulen (2012), an academic, would want to do this. Yet, they do 

so in shared ways, of which the most notable draw on scientific rationality and making 

specific reference to science, technology and “facts” (C: 17, 64; E: 7, 9, 48) in order provide 

an argument in support of hydraulic fracturing, and also to present themselves as rational and 

balanced in their approach. In fact, both writers use many linguistic devices to portray 

themselves as rational and open-minded, including the use of scientific evidence and 

quotations from notable academic institutions such as MIT (C: 36), IEA (C: 54, 57), a 

Carnegie Mellon research paper (C: 60), a Cornell University research paper (C: 53) and the 

Institute for Groundwater Studies (E: 51).   

 

In addition, both Eggink (2011a) and Vermeulen (2012) use prosody and intensification 

strategies to construct binary oppositions related to truth/misconceptions (Eggink 20111) on 

the one hand, and science/emotion (Vermeulen 2012) on the other. In both articles, the 

writers clearly align themselves with the ‘truth/science’ poles, while distancing themselves 

from the ‘misconception/emotion’ poles. This is done in many ways, most notable of which is 

relegating environmentalists or “fans” (Vermeulen 2012) to the position of irrational and 

uninformed bystanders, predominantly concerned with frivolous issues. In addition, both 

writers repeat the personal plural pronouns “we”, “our” and “us” in their texts to create a 

relationship with the reader in an effort to get the latter to agree with the argument being 

presented, and use auxiliaries such as “must” and “will” to make strong assertions about the 

context of the argument. 

 

Apart from positive self-presentation strategies, both Eggink (2011a) and Vermeulen (2012) 

construct hydraulic fracturing in positive terms, referring to “natural gas” (C: 4, 8, 10, 28) 

and “shale gas” (C: 9, 13, 16, 17, 19, 37, 50, 55, 57, 60; E: 1, 4, 6, 10, 15, 49). Eggink 

(2011a) refers to “methane gas” (C: 3) only when referring to the anecdotal evidence used to 

present the dangers of hydraulic fracturing, which he swiftly refutes in paragraph 3. While 

both writers do not explicitly construct hydraulic fracturing in positive economic terms (as 

was the case with Malin’s (2013) research in section 2.4.2), they both present it as a way to 
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address South Africa’s “energy needs” (C: 63; E: 15), drawing a direct comparison to coal 

(Egging 2011a; Vermeulen 2012) and nuclear power (Vermeulen 2012). Eggink (2011a) 

claims that “shale gas-fired power still emits only about half the CO2 of coal-fired power” (C: 

60-61) while Vermeulen (2012) claims that the “coal supply in Mpumalanga will be 

exhausted over the next 30 years and most power stations in Mpumalanga will close down” 

(E: 48-49). Both writers then resort to the rhetorical fallacy of oversimplification to present a 

complex argument as consisting of only two sides, before presenting hydraulic fracturing as 

the most plausible option, drawing on hydraulic fracturing as “an economic asset” (Pudlick et 

al. 2012: 9). As stated in section 2.4.2, apart from the employment benefits, hydraulic 

fracturing is often constructed in the media as beneficial due to its status as a “transition fuel” 

or “alternative energy source” (Stephenson et al. 2012: 452), which presents a “greener” 

perspective of fossil fuels (Fig 2012: 31). Neither of the writers refers to renewable energy 

sources such as solar power, as Nel (2012), who takes a more environmentalist stance on the 

issue, does in her article. 

 

5.2.2 Negative representations of hydraulic fracturing 

As is evident from the analysis in chapter four, Article A (Yeld 2011c) and Article C (Nel 

2012) present the most prominent arguments against hydraulic fracturing. Both articles alert 

the readers to the dangers that hydraulic fracturing pose to the natural environment, as 

indicated in the results of Pudlick et al.’s (2012) study, and the power that MNCs like Shell 

and other energy companies have to deplete natural resources in the pursuit of profit. While 

Yeld (2011c) is an “Environment & Science Writer”, Nel (2012) is a journalist who writes 

about many issues for the Mail & Guardian, but they both take a similar stance towards 

hydraulic fracturing in their texts, drawing on similar discursive strategies in order to do so.  

 

In comparison to Article B and D discussed above, both Yeld (2011c) and Nel (2012) allocate 

a fair amount of content space to describing nature in aesthetic and fragile terms, referring to 

specific regions in South Africa that may be “threatened” (B: 6, 10; D: 7) by hydraulic 

fracturing and the actions of “international giants” (Nel 2012), who exploit (B: 4, 11; D: 27) 

“this research in spite of not fully understanding the technology or its impacts” (Ne 2012). 

Thus, these writers are critical of the technology and scientific evidence used by MNCs and, 

rather than relegate environmentalists and conservationist to the level of ignorant bystanders, 

Yeld (2011c) and Nel (2012) construct them as “experts” (Donnelly 2011: 4, Steyn 2011: 15, 

Yeld 2011a: 8). In Articles A and C, quotes from environmentalists and environmental 
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groups validate the writers’ arguments in much the same way as quotes from academic 

institutions validate Eggink’s (2011a) and Vermeulen’s (2012) claims, hence presenting 

themselves as “truth-sayers” (Locke 2004: 60) who intend to reveal facts in order to inform 

the public. 

 

Unlike Eggink (2011a), and Vermeulen (2012), Yeld (2011c) and Nel (2012) do not use 

plural pronouns like “we” and “us” repeatedly in the text, but do refer to “the Berg” (B: 25, 

30), the “Karoo heartland” (B: 31) and to Deal’s “love” (D: 23) for the Karoo landscape. Like 

the personal pronouns used in Articles B and D, these terms draw on the “concerned” reader 

and persuade them to agree that the Karoo and the Drakensberg need to be protected. 

 

5.3 Summary of research aims and achievements 

The analysis of this study revealed that writers of media articles use similar discursive 

strategies to construct the social practice of hydraulic fracturing in either positive or negative 

ways. Based on the theory presented in chapter two, it can be said that positive constructions 

of hydraulic fracturing (such as those articulated in Eggink 2011a and Vermeulen 2012) 

legitimise the social practice thereof, while Yeld (2011c) and Nel (2012) work as illustrative 

examples of how writers use various discursive strategies to delegitimise or critique the social 

practice of hydraulic fracturing. 

 

Given that CDA stems from a social constructivist perspective, this study viewed discourses 

of hydraulic fracturing as being able to discursively and cognitively construct the natural 

environment. Subsequent to an analysis of the data, it can be said that writers draw on either 

neoliberal, capitalist ideologies or on environmentalist ideologies to discursively construct 

the natural environment in the context of hydraulic fracturing. The latter ideology is most 

apparent in texts where writers adopted an environmentalist stance, that is, one that valued 

nature for its own sake, while the former is more apparent in texts where writers were 

supportive of hydraulic fracturing, usually as a way to increase South Africa’s energy 

supplies (Vermeulen 2012) or to generate economic profit more directly (Eggink 2011a). 

These findings were true regardless of the publications in which the texts appeared, or the 

year in which the texts were published. 

 

In identifying dominant ideologies, the research aimed to highlight how the natural 

environment is entrenched in power relations and is in itself a product of politics, controlled 
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by powerful entities like media institutions, governments and MNCs. As a dominant 

participant in the practice of hydraulic fracturing, the power that MNCs like Shell have to 

control discourses on the issue is significant. Since the spread of globalisation, MNCs have 

provided and expanded employment opportunities, specifically for host nations (which tend 

to be less economically developed countries), and have provided economic growth for both 

home and host nations (Masden 2008: 4 & 10). Without the capital investment and economic 

growth that MNCs have brought and continue to bring to civilisation, knowledge and societal 

practices would not have been shared amongst countries and the standard of living would not 

have risen over the centuries (Masden 2008: 4-5 & 15). While MNCs are beneficial to society 

as a result of capital reinvestment, the rapid spread of power and globalisation has proven to 

be negative in nature (Masden 2008: 6). The concerns that arose as a reaction to globalisation 

are linked to the power that MNCs possess (Masden 2008: 6). Masden (2008: 7) expresses 

that “the power of capital is rapidly displacing political power” which, from this perspective, 

defines globalisation. It stipulates that MNCs control not only stakeholders but also the 

government. Thus, the power and influence of MNCs is becoming a larger part of the way in 

which society functions. This then poses a threat to society because of the potential for 

capitalism to be held in higher regard as opposed to society, and essentially, the environment.  

 

The lack of responsibility taken by MNCs regarding its subsidiaries as a result of no single 

jurisdiction, and the great size of these corporations, prove that MNCs are the major polluters 

that lead to the degradation of the natural environment (Anderson 2002: 403). Many factors 

contribute to this such as a lack of policy and regulation implementation, lack of managerial 

supervision and poor decision-making (Anderson 2002: 403). 

 

5.4 Recommendations for further research 

Given the nature of this study as a mini-thesis, spacial limitations and time constraints 

affected the amount of articles that could be investigated and the ultimate conclusions that 

could be drawn. While Gee’s (1996) method of CDA proved to be an extremely useful tool 

for analysing media texts concerning hydraulic fracturing, an extensive analysis of more 

media texts would yield more interesting results regarding the similarities and contrasts 

between the texts. Since hydraulic fracturing is a topical issue which may have an enormous 

impact on the natural environment as well as society, research into the discourses of 

hydraulic fracturing in other texts, such as advertisements and academic articles, will reveal 
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interesting insights into dominant ideologies that legitimise hydraulic fracturing, or critique 

it.   
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Appendix C 
 

Article A 

Drakensberg and surrounds face fracking threat too, conservationists warn 

 

John Yeld. Environment & Science Writer 

 

1. While proposed fracking for shale gas in the Karoo has drawn most of the local criticism of  

2. this controversial  extraction method, there is an equally serious threat to the Drakensberg  

3. and surrounding mountainous  areas in three provinces, conservationist are warning. And a  

4. similar warning about the dangers of mining and oil-and-gas exploration and exploitation in  

5. Africa has come from the International  Union of Conservation of Nature (IUCN), which says  

6. one in four of the continents “iconic natural areas”  are threatened by planned mining and oil- 

7. and-gas projects. The IUCN, which advises the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural  

8. Organisation (Unesco) on World Heritage Sites in the “natural site” category, recently  

9. expressed concern about the “rapidly increasing number of cases” where sites were  

10. threatened by such projects, although it acknowledged that some major players had agreed  

11. not to exploit these areas. Barkley East conservationist Kate Nelson, who runs local guestfarm  

12. and adventure company, said that while many people knew of the anti fracking campaign  

13. being run in respect of shale gas prospecting applications there, few were aware that large  

14. parts of the Free State and Eastern Cape Highlands and Kwazulu-Natal were under a similar  

15. threat. Prospecting permits had been granted to Anglo Coal and three-company consortium  

16. consisting of Sasol and foreign energy  giants Statoil and Chesapeake Energy, covering  and  

17. 88 000km² tract of land right  around Lesotho – including the  central  and southern  

18. Drakensberg regions of Kwazulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape Highlands. The consortium,   

19. granted a one-year technical co-operation  permit in November  last year, was involved in a  

20. desktop exploration study which did not involve any drilling at this stage, Nelson said.  

21. “Nevertheless it’s a situation that local residents need to monitor closely”. The exploration  

22. permits had been granted despite the Drakensberg being one of the country’s top tourist  

23. attractions and a proclaimed World Heritage Site. The uKhahlamba-Drakensberg Park was  

24. added to the World Heritage List in November 2000, to help conserve both its natural scenic  

25. beauty and biodiversity, and its rich cultural heritage in the form of San rock art. The Berg  

26. was also a highly productive agricultural area and a vital source of clean water for large parts  

27. of the country. "The Drakensberg "is South Africa's major watershed, with tributaries  

28. supplying both the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. Any pollution of this region therefore  

29. has the potential to impact on very large parts of the country’s water supply, “ Nelson said.  

30. “The fact that the Berg does have water potentially makes it more attractive for fracking  

31. than the ‘Karoo Heartland’, and so It is potentially more  viable for the oil-and-gas  

32. exploration companies.” Nelson said that local conservationists had raised their concerns  

33. with the IUCN  because the uKhahlamba- Drakensberg Park appears to be within the  

34. prospecting region. “We are eagerly awaiting their response.” In June, Tim Badman, director  

35. of the IUCN’s World Heritage Programme, described these sites as “exceptional places”  

36. covering less than 1 percent of the Earth’s surface. They have been included in the World  

37. Heritage List because they are of outstanding value to all of humanity. It is the duty of every  

38. one of us to cooperate in their protection and conservation. “That duty includes the  

39. extractive industry.” He acknowledged that some energy companies like Shell and the  

40. financial services firm JP Morgan, as well as the International Council of Mining and Metals,  
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41. which brings together many of the world’s major mining companies, had recognised the  

42. importance of the conserving World Heritage Sites and had committed themselves to  

43. avoiding any activities that would damage them.  
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Appendix D 

Article B 

Shell doing its best to make fracking safe, water friendly 

 Jan Willem Eggink 

 

1. Some of you may have seen this image on television or the internet. A man reaches across to  

2. turn on his kitchen tap. He takes a lighter and applies it to the stream of water, it burst into  

3. flame. The flame is attributed to the presence of methane gas. It is a powerful image. But it  

4. is important to be clear the source of the gas. While critics suggest natural gas drilling as the  

5. cause, there is considerable evidence that dissolved methane can occur naturally in ground  

6. water. Indeed, according to the department of Water Affairs, methane has been found in  

7. shallow water wells in the Karoo. Confusion and misinformation about connection between  

8. natural gas drilling and water supplies feeds into public concern about the safety and  

9. environmental impact of shale gas production, and contributes to worries about the  

10. exploration of natural gas in the Karoo. The public is right to demand high standards. For the  

11. industry, there are two clear tasks at hand: first, we must continue to maintain the very  

12. highest operational standards. At Shell, our efforts are underlined by a set of global onshore  

13. shale gas operating principles that provide a framework for protecting water, air wildlife and  

14. the needs of local communities. We support regulation that is designed to reduce risks to  

15. the environment and keep those living near our operations safe. Second, we need to dispel  

16. the significant misconceptions about shale gas production. I would like to address the main  

17. misconception about shale gas, underlined by the fact that shale gas under the Karoo may  

18. help South Africa to develop a secure and sustainable energy supply. We understand that  

19. people have concerns about the issue and allegations raised by opponents of shale gas  

20. extraction and we feel it’s important to address these. The allegations have many  factual  

21. discrepancies and do not reflect Shells operations. One major misconception is that  

22. hydraulic fracturing poses a significant risk to fresh water aquifers. A very recent report of  

23. the US Energy Department that has been looking at potential health and environmental  

24. implications of hydraulic fracturing confirmed that when a well was designed and  

25. constructed correctly, ground water would not be contaminated. We think we need well- 

26. targeted and strictly implemented regulation to preserve public confidence that the shale  

27. gas revolution really is a force for good. We believe that protecting fresh water aquifers is  

28. not difficult: the natural gas in some cases lies thousands of meters below aquifers. So it is  

29. virtually impossible for liquid or indeed gas, to reach drinking water. Nevertheless, we  

30. follow strict standards to ensure that wells are constructed correctly. We line our wells with  

31. multiple steel or concrete barriers to prevent gas or liquid from leaking out of the well itself.  

32. I should highlight that fracking has been successfully performed more than a million times in  

33. the US alone over the past 60 years in vertical wells and more than 20 years in vertical wells.  

34. We do not hydraulically fracture wells unless we have pressure tested the well bore for  

35. integrity. Another criticism relates to water consumption and use. According to various  

36. studies, including one by the renowned Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the US, the  

37. water intensity of shale gas ranks among the lowest of all energy sources. We recognise that  

38. in an arid area like the Karoo, even limited water use may be a concern. Again, sound  

39. operational practices can address these concerns. Shell strives to avoid competing with local  

40. water needs. We will not operate wells where isolation of our completion and production  
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41. activities from potable ground water cannot be achieved. And wherever possible, we use  

42. non-potable water, including the recycling and reusing of water from our operations.  

43. Nobody will go short of  fresh water because of our operations; either in the exploration  

44. phase or if there is any further development . This is a legally binding commitment. One  

45. example of how we work with communities to find the best solutions for the water use is in  

46. China’s Shanxi province. Here we are developing the Changbei field, we funded the  

47. construction of 240 underground water-storage tanks and 12  water-pumping stations,  

48. providing about 3 000 people better access to drinking water. A third debate results partly  

49. from a paper by Cornell University, which stoked fears that the greenhouse emissions from  

50. shale gas far exceeded not only those from conventional gas, but even those from coal.  

51. While we agree emissions from all energy sources need to be better understood, the  

52. quickest and cheapest way to reduce emissions is to switch power generators from coal to  

53. gas. The assumptions made in the Cornell paper stand in stark contrast to the International   

54. Energy Agency (IEA) analysis, which found that, on a well to burner basis, emissions from  

55. shale gas exceed those of conventional gas by as little as 3.5 percent in the best case  

56. scenario and by 12 percent in the worst. Rigorous operations management helps to  

57. get to the lower number. The IEA stated: “…total emission from (shale gas) production are  

58. only slightly higher than for conventional gas: and both  the water and climate impacts can  

59. be mitigated using  existing techniques”. A conclusion recently backed up by a research  

60. paper from Carnegie Mellon. In any event, shale gas-fired power still emits only about half  

61. the CO² of coal-fired power, which was confirmed in the US National Energy Technology  

62. Laboratory study comparing newest gas and coal technology. Some people disagree as to how  

63. South Africa should meet its energy needs in future. We want to promote debate and have a  

64. solid discussion based on facts and not misconceptions. At Shell we believe onshore  

65. exploration and production can and must occur in an environmentally responsible manner.  

66. Anything less is unacceptable. I know that this won’t convince everybody. And we can never  

67. have all the answers but our exploration activities will provide a large amount of answers to  

68. the questions, whether the gas is there and can be produced commercially. We’re  

69. determined to be transparent and open  about our proposals, and to address all concerns.  
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Appendix E 

 
Article C 

Greening the Future Awards. A watchdog with strong bite. Not-for-profit organisations 

award Winner: Treasure Karoo Action Group 

Michelle Nel 

1. Whatever the government decides about fracking in the Karoo, a small group of volunteers  

2. has succeeded in broadening the debate about the controversy and showing what could  

3. happen if it was allowed to go ahead. Fracking, or hydraulic fracturing, involves the injection  

4. of a mixture of chemicals and water into deep shale rock formations to extract gas. Shell and  

5. other energy companies have applied for exploration rights across more than 230 000km2 of  

6. the Karoo. Jonathan Deal, chairperson of the non-profit organisation Treasure the Karoo  

7. Action Group, says fracking threatens to pollute scarce groundwater reserves in the semi- 

8. desert area and the government should apply the precautionary principle before granting  

9. any mining rights. Pressure from his and other environmental lobby groups forced the  

10. government's hand in placing a moratorium on fracking last year and setting up a task team  

11. to investigate shale gas extraction. The final report is due in July. "We oppose fracking until  

12. it is proven that this is the best answer to South Africa's energy and employment needs,"  

13. Deal said. “We are urging the government to refocus on renewable energy sources, which  

14. are often forgotten in the rush to mine shale gas." The group was launched in January last  

15. year and is staffed mainly by volunteers. Through research, media releases, brochures and  

16. comics it has publicised the controversies surrounding fracking. "I do lots of presentations at  

17. schools and warn the children that they will pay for their parents' bad decisions, so they just  

18. get involved now," said Deal. He cannot fathom why the government is chasing fossil fuel:  

19. "Saudi Arabia is oil-rich, yet it is moving to renewables. South Africa's solar irradiation levels  

20. are 2.5 times higher than Saudi Arabia's. Along with Brazil, South Africa has the best usable  

21. sunshine in the world, especially in the Northern and Western Cape.” Deal, now semi- 

22. retired, owns a farm in the Karoo, although it is not near the areas that could be affected by  

23. fracking. His love for this arid landscape can be seen in his photographs in a coffee-table  

24. book titled Timeless Karoo. The Treasure Karoo Action Group has developed on the back of  

25. volunteer efforts. Initially self-funded by a core group, it is now increasingly supported by  

26. public donations. "The environmental fight is long, lonely and costly," Deal said. "But had we  

27. not begun this campaign, international giants would already be exploiting this resource in  

28. spite of not fully understanding the technology or its impacts." The Greening judges said,  

29. even if the group did not succeed in stopping fracking, it had helped to make sure it would  

30. happen in a more responsible way. "This kind of campaigning civil society watchdog is  

31. exactly what South Africa needs right now. With the national planning commission leaning  

32. towards fracking, we could be heading for an interesting showdown," they said. 
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Appendix F 

 

Article D 

 

Karoo shale must be explored 

 

D. Vermeulen 

 

1. Since the energy giants Shell and Sasol first announced plans to explore the Shale gas in the            

2. Karoo - which they say can help resolve South Africa’s energy crisis - various interest groups have    

3. been embroiled in a furious war in the media. The voice of the opposition became so intense that   

4. government placed a moratorium on exploration of shale gas  pending the issuing of a research       

5. report later this month on the merits and dangers of the hydraulic fracturing process, or fracking,    

6. required to release the shale gas. As with many scientific decisions, it is important to guard against  

7. being guided by emotion and to rather look at facts. I have recently returned from a third study       

8. tour in America, the only country in the world where hydraulic fracturing is practised widely. As a  

9. scientist, I wanted to understand the underlying facts and, especially, the risks and if they can be   

10. mitigated. It is estimated that South Africa has the fifth-largest shale gas reserve in the world –   

11. up to 485 trillion cubic feet (TCB). By way of comparison, the Mossgas projects near Mossel Bay  

12. is fed by reserves of three TCF. These calculations are based on data from 26 wells that were      

13. drilled 40 years ago by Soekor, the old South African oil exploration company which today is part  

14. of PetroSA. If the gas can be extracted economically and in an environmentally friendly way, the  

15. shale gas reserves can help us tremendously with our growing energy needs. But it is vital to       

16. understand the actual extent of our reserves can only be confirmed through exploration.               

17. Furthermore, exploration will help us understand the geological and water make-up of the           

18. Karoo. We already know that what makes South Africa’s case unique is the presence of dolerite  

19. in the shale rocks but we need to know at what depth it can be found, and hence the extent to      

20. which it will affect the fracturing process, which takes place at depths of at least 3km beneath     

21. the surface. We also do not know if the extreme heat and pressure associated with the intrusion   

22. of dolerite underground can potentially can destroy the carbon in such a way that gas is not         

23. readily available. Once again, this can only be confirmed through exploration. Water is the big   

24. challenge as hydraulic fracturing is a very thirsty process. About 20 000 cubic metres of water per  

25. borehole is used with every single fracturing of underground rock TO release gas. That equates  

26. to about eight Olympic swimming pools. The Karoo is already dry, a semi-arid are with low        

27. rainfall. The region’s water resources are only properly supplemented by major rainfalls such as  

28. in 1974 and last year. So is there enough water for hydraulic fracturing? In Texas in the US they  

29. build dams and pump water gradually from boreholes before fracking. Water supply is then        

30. sufficient, without underground water resources being severely tapped.  After the fracking          

31. process, these dams are at the local farmers’ disposal. Some of the most senior geologists in        

32. South Africa believe there is enough water in the Karoo. I believe that thorough tests are needed  

33. to determine whether such views are corrects. Fans of the Karoo’s desert plains are concerned    

34. that production platforms will disfigure the landscape. This is also unclear. Only a small part of  

35. the area for which licences are granted will be explored. Due to restrictions resulting from           

36. national parks, villages, farm steads and the enormous Square Kilometre Array (SKA) telescope,  

37. only 28% of the pending area can be explored. Indeed, the SKA is protected by national              

38. legislation, ensuring there is no activity around the development that could affect its functioning  

39. or effectiveness. Within this area, only places where the shale is thick enough for gas to be          

Stellenbosch University  http://scholar.sun.ac.za



146 

 

40. found, and where there is no dolerite will be exploited. It is estimated that less than 15% of the    

41. exploration are will eventually be used. But these are not only questions. How much traffic will  

42. be on the roads? The answer is about 800 heavy vehicles for each well –pad but only for the few  

43. weeks of the exploration. If the water is diverted to the various platforms via temporary               

44. pipelines, it decreased the vehicles by 500 per hole. What about the economic boost? In               

45. America, not much work is created directly by local villages, but residents do benefit indirectly  

46. from the new infrastructure such as hospitals, schools and sports fields that is built by the            

47. exploration companies. More research about this is possibly required for South Africa. The fact is  

48. that South Africa is short of energy. Coal supply in Mpumalanga will be exhausted over the next  

49. 30 years and most power stations in Mpumalanga will close down. All that remains is shale gas  

50. and nuclear power. Which one is the solution? Each one leaves behind a footprint. Vermeulen is  

51. director of the Institute for Groundwater Studies at the University of the Free State. 
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