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Abstract:

Environmental media seeks to communicate crises of unprecedented scope and scale, address
a global community of diverse perspectives and cultural values, and comprehensively advocate
on behalf of the other-than-human world. At the same time, it is entangled with the larger forces
of corporate capitalism and western cultural imperialism that affect media communication, and
therefore collective understanding, of human-nature relationships. Mainstream print and news
media covering environmental topics has been shown to reinforce corporate capitalism and
neoliberalism. However, with the rise of streaming platforms, the increasing accessibility of
production technology, and the global span of the internet, documentary filmmakers are poised
to bring diverse narratives for ecological stewardship to the forefront of public consciousness,
because of digital media’s ability to amplify everyday experiences. The internet is however
increasingly becoming a marketplace, not a commons, and corporate interests influence each
step of film production and distribution, including search engine optimization. As environmental
crises continue to worsen, the mere quantity of environmental coverage in the media is not
enough; the ways in which the stories are told and framed - and by whom - matters. Here I
assess recent environmental documentaries to better understand their reinforcement of specific
perspectives, values, and ideologies. The documentaries included in this analysis were selected
due to their recurrence in the top media search engines and streaming platforms in the region
currently known as the United States. This study reveals a tendency towards apocalyptic,
mournful, and fear-based environmental storytelling, largely focused on individualism. By
evaluating the ideological diversity of popular environmental documentaries, I hope to
understand how the popular media frames  environmental problems and the degree to which
the documentary film industry emphasizes certain environmental solutions or cultural norms,
such as individualism, anti-establishment sentimentality, or the objectification of the
other-than-human.


