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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation interrogates how Florida’s major electric utility companies actively 

suppressed the nascent solar energy industry in their effort to consolidate solar energy production 

into their hands during the 2015-2016 election cycle.  Along with this, newspaper coverage of 

this issue was analyzed to determine how the fight was presented to the public and whether 

prevailing commercial pressures that influence the news production process affected the 

coverage of this issue.  Finally, audience commentary about this issue was explored to determine 

how Facebook users made sense of this issue and whether the commentary reflected the 

prominent themes that were also present in the news coverage.   

Results highlight the economic and political ties between the utility companies and their 

support network as well as the solar supporters and their affiliated network that squared off in 

this fight.  Additionally, findings reveal that commercial pressures to the news production 

process resulted in news coverage that portrayed this issue this to the public from a small handful 

of viewpoints, limiting the range of perspectives from which this issue may legitimately be 

discussed.  Furthermore, results indicate that Facebook users who commented on this issue 

largely reflected the same perspectives and concerns that were present in the news coverage.  

Final conclusions and recommendations for changes to the news production process are 

provided.
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

As the world continues to adapt to the realities of climate change caused by human 

activities, renewable energies have become a larger portion of nations’ energy portfolios 

(International Energy Agency, 2017).  Even in the highly partisan political atmosphere of the 

United States, 71% percent of the population indicated they thought most scientists believed 

global warming is occurring (Saad, 2017).  This same poll indicated that the percentage of the 

population expressing “a great deal” of worry about climate change concern about global 

warming was at an all-time high with 45%, up from 37% a year earlier.  Additionally, 68% of 

respondents indicated they believe climate change is a result of human activities, and 62% of 

respondents believe the effects of climate change are already being felt.  These numbers 

demonstrate that a large number of the American public is thinking about climate change, which 

partially helps to explain the growth of renewable energies in the United States. 

 Renewable energy capacities have grown significantly since 2007 and have 

simultaneously become much more cost-effective for consumers (Carrington, 2017; U.S. Energy 

Information Administration, 2018).  Although energy independence and energy security are ideal 

conservative talking points, the remainder of this dissertation will demonstrate that conservative 

forces are fighting solar expansion across the country in the media, specifically in the state of 

Florida, to the detriment of the consumer, the environment, and the economy.  Renewable 

energies, especially solar energy, represent an immediate threat to monopoly utility companies 

not only across the country, but especially in Florida due to the declining costs of technology, 

increasing accessibility of rooftop solar panels, and third party leasing/purchasing agreements 
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(i.e., solar panel production companies leasing solar panels to consumers) (Blumsack, 2015; 

Edison Electric Institute, 2012; Koff, 2013).   

As the move toward renewable energies continues to pick up speed across the United 

States, media coverage of Florida solar expansion could shape coverage of similar issues in other 

states as solar continues to penetrate traditional energy markets across the country and face 

future legislative challenges.  Furthermore, because of Florida’s incredible solar potential 

(ranked third in the United States behind California and Texas) (Koff, 2013), the arguments used 

against solar expansion in Florida, although currently unsuccessful, could be used in other states 

that are seeing a surge of public interest in solar energy expansion if the media in those states fail 

to serve their informative role for the public.  To that end, this chapter will provide a brief 

overview of political economy of media, as this approach will serve as my primary theoretical 

guide for this study.  I will then provide background information about the fight for solar 

expansion with an example of the legislative influence of the investor-owned utilities in the state 

of Florida, then focus on the current state of the solar expansion movement in Florida, and finally 

provide a case for why this work is important and pose my research questions. 

Overview of Political Economy of Media 

As an academic approach to the study of media, political economy of media focuses on 

how the structure of the media system influences the media content received by the population.  

Briefly, the political economy of media is defined by McChesney (2004) as having two 

dimensions: 1) examining the nature of the relationship between media, communication systems, 

and larger societal structures; and 2) examining how ownership, support mechanisms (e.g., 

public relations, advertising), and government policies interact to influence media content and 

behavior.  In short, scholars in this field examine how social structures impact the production, 
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distribution, and consumption processes of communication.  These processes affect knowledge 

distribution, which can have a direct effect on the democratic process (McChesney, 1999, 2004) 

and promote the dominant ideology over other worldviews. 

The ability of the media to create, control, and maintain an ideological consciousness 

among the population is well documented (e.g. Bagdikian, 2004; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; 

McChesney, 2004).  The dominant hegemony is reflected, perpetuated, and maintained through 

the mass media (Gitlin, 1980).  Jhally (1989) writes that media in a capitalist society exist to 

create “a form of consciousness in the audience” that serves to benefit those in power (p. 68) to 

maintain the status quo and ensure certain institutions remain in power.  These institutions work 

to ensure that the population supports the current system through influencing news coverage and 

media legislation as well as by controlling the information journalists receive (Bettig & Hall, 

2012; McChesney, 2004).    

The information the populace receives from major media outlets tends to reflect the 

interests of the dominant cultural class (McChesney, 2004), and as the media industry has 

become increasingly concentrated since the early 1980s (Bagdikian, 2004; McChesney, 2004), 

news coverage has reflected the interests of businesses and strongly promoted neoliberal 

economic policies in nearly all sectors of the economy (Bettig & Hall, 2012; McChesney, 1999; 

McChesney, 2004).  The dominant hegemony1 of the business class has led to the widespread 

adoption of policies that promote the interests of the business class over the interests of others 

(Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; McChesney, 1999, 2004, 

2008; Mosco, 2009).  

                                                
1 Briefly, hegemony is defined as the dominant set of ideas that penetrate society, becoming 
accepted as the “common sense” view of the world.  See Chapter Two for a deeper discussion of 
hegemony and ideology. 
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Neoliberal economic theory has shaped the national debate about a variety of issues, 

including energy policies.  Neoliberal economic policies promote “strong individual property 

rights” and “freely functioning markets and free trade” (Harvey, 2005, p. 64).  Neoliberal theory 

promotes a combination of deregulation, privatization, and competition to reduce costs, improve 

product quality, and increase market efficiency (Giroux, 2004; Giroux, 2008; Harvey, 2005).  

Government intervention in the marketplace is viewed as a detriment to the freedom of 

businesses to conduct affairs.  Removing government oversight creates a power vacuum that is 

quickly filled by corporations, which use their increased financial power to overwhelm the 

political process through their use of the media and political donations (McChesney, 2008; 

Nichols & McChesney, 2013).   

Politicians understand the political power of the media, and they exploit that power to 

demonstrate that neoliberal policies are natural and create free, competitive markets (Giroux, 

2004; Harvey, 2005; Herman, 1982).  Marketplace competition is viewed as the hallmark of 

capitalism (Harvey, 2005); however, truly competitive and free markets do not and cannot exist 

in neoliberal capitalism.  As Harvey (2005) points out, “competition often results in monopoly or 

oligopoly, as stronger firms drive out weaker” (p. 67).  This has become the logic of neoliberal 

global capitalism as corporations have purchased increasingly powerful influence in national, 

state, and local politics (Domhoff, 2010; Harvey, 2005; Nichols & McChesney, 2013).   

Although neoliberal economic policies have shortcomings that harm a democratic society 

(Harvey, 2005; McChesney, 2004), corporations and the wealthy elite have established policies 

that promote their interests and disregard the interests of the larger population.  This trend is no 

different in the energy sector.  Technological changes have given life to new forms of energy 

creation, such as solar energy.  The entrenched fossil fuel energy companies are beginning to see 
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an immediate threat from alternative energies, especially solar power.  As a result, Big Energy 

interests (coal, oil, and natural gas companies as well as public utilities2) are starting to throw 

their weight around to ensure their business model stays intact. 

The Fight For (Against) Solar in the United States 

In 2012, the Edison Electric Institute (EEI), which serves as the main trade association 

for investor-owned utilities in the United States, released a report highlighting the potential threat 

that solar poses to the utility business model, and ultimately, its profitability (EEI, 2012; 

Goldwater, Jr., 2015).  The presentation asserted that a loss of revenue is imminent if utility 

companies do not act quickly to stop solar expansion.  Efforts by utility companies to reduce the 

threat of solar energy in a number of states have led to increased costs for solar users.  In 

Arizona, the Salt River Project raised rates by $50-$80 per month exclusively on solar users 

(Goldwater, Jr., 2015).  Utilities are currently charging consumers in Wisconsin discriminatory 

rates while similar legislation is being introduced in Indiana and New Mexico (Goldwater, Jr., 

2015).   

The efforts to punish consumers for attempting to produce their own electricity through 

solar panels reinforces the status of monopoly utilities throughout the country, and perhaps more 

importantly, encourages the use of fossil fuels on a daily basis.  Meaningful competition to utility 

companies is marginalized through discriminatory pricing practices, which discourage home and 

business owners from adopting the technology and ensures utility companies do not lose their 

exclusive rights to produce and sell electricity. 

Furthermore, these measures violate neoliberal free market ideals, which places a heavy 

emphasis on open market competition and reduced barriers to market entry (Harvey, 2005; 

                                                
2 To clarify, this study focuses on investor-owned, for-profit utility companies in the state of the 
Florida.  
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McChesney, 2004).  However, punishing consumers for adopting a new technology not only 

reduces the chances for a new product to enter the market, it also reinforces the dominant 

hegemony of fossil fuels in consumers’ lives to the detriment of public health, the environment, 

the local and national economy, and national security.  While this debate plays out on the 

national level, particular attention is being paid to Florida as it has the potential to shape the 

national debate about solar expansion.  

The Fight For (Against) Solar in the Sunshine State 

In Florida, the fight against solar expansion has its roots in the state legislature.  Despite 

Florida’s reputation for receiving abundant sunlight, consumers were for years heavily restricted 

in their attempts to harness that sunlight to power their homes and businesses.  This lack of 

consumer freedom can be traced to Big Energy’s influence in Florida politics, which is quite 

substantial. 

The laws regarding solar in Florida do not explicitly forbid homeowners from installing 

solar panels on their homes.  In fact, no entity, including homeowner associations, can prevent 

“the installation of solar or other renewable energy devices on Florida buildings” (Florida Solar 

Energy Industries Association, 2014, para. 1).  However, the situation was complicated due to 

laws dictating that every home and business must be connected to the power grid serviced by the 

local utility (Billi, 2014).  Furthermore, by law, only utility companies are allowed to create and 

sell electricity for consumption, meaning private home and business owners who install solar 

panels through a third-party leasing company cannot use the electricity generated by those 

panels.  Any electricity created by privately installed solar panels must first be sold to the local 

utility company at a wholesale rate, which then re-sells the electricity at a retail rate (Koff, 

2013).  These dictates are a result of the power that utilities have in the Florida legislature, but 
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they threaten to undermine environment and economy of a state that is extremely vulnerable to 

the effects of climate change.  Parts of South Florida are already experiencing regular flooding 

due to sea level rise, the threat of which could submerge more than 12.5 percent of Florida’s 

homes by 2100 (Alvarez & Robles, 2016).  

Legislative Influence of Florida’s Electric Utilities 

Florida’s four largest investor-owned utilities (Florida Power & Light, Progress/Duke 

Energy, Tampa Electric (TECO), and Gulf Power) were the third largest collective contributor to 

legislative campaigns in the state from 2004-2012, donating slightly more than $18 million 

(Wilcox & Krassner, 2014).  Of that amount, nearly $12 million went to Republicans while 

approximately $4.6 million went to Democrats (Wilcox & Krassner, 2014).  Furthermore, since 

2010, utility companies have donated $12 million to the campaigns of state lawmakers, including 

to every member of the House and Senate leadership (Barton, 2015).  Of that $12 million, $6.68 

million went to the Republican Party of Florida while $1.8 million went to the Democratic Party 

of Florida (Barton, 2015).  Republican Governor Rick Scott’s 2014 re-election campaign 

received more than $1.1 million in contributions from Florida utility companies (Barton, 2015).  

These contributions have effectively ensured utilities maintain their monopoly status in Florida 

and have prevented any potentially threatening legislation from gaining traction in the 

legislature.  Indeed, as former state legislator Paige Kreegel attests, even mentioning solar energy 

in the Florida statehouse draws the ire of other legislators, as they do not want to risk losing 

valuable campaign contributions (Barton, 2015).   

An example of the influence investor-owned utilities wield in the Florida legislature 

comes in the form of SB 888, passed in 2006.  This bill allows utility companies to collect the 

costs of building new nuclear power plants from customers “long before a plant is built and even 
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if the plant is never built” (Wilcox & Krassner, 2014, p. 12).  This bill allowed Duke Energy, for 

example, to quote an initial cost of $6-8 billion for a new nuclear reactor in Levy County in 

2006.  By 2012, Duke Energy projected the cost of the same reactor to reach $24 billion.  In 

August 2013, Duke Energy announced it would no longer build the Levy County plant while still 

charging up to $1.5 billion in costs to customers.  Shareholders were set to collect $150 million 

in profit while no penalties were initially assessed.  Furthermore, Duke was not initially required 

to reimburse customers for what they already paid (Wilcox & Krassner, 2014).  However, as of 

2014, the Florida Public Service Commission ordered Duke to repay $54 million that had been 

collected for the construction of the Levy County plant that would not be built (Salinero, 2015).  

After Duke was required to repay the $54 million, the utilities requested that the Public Service 

Commission end the state’s solar rebate program and cut energy efficiency targets for utilities by 

90 percent (Salinero, 2015).  Both requests were granted. 

This type of corporate influence in the Florida legislature is extremely detrimental to 

consumers.  Florida home and business owners were upset at their inability to install solar 

panels, and they were further angered that their state government had repeatedly granted the 

wishes of the utility companies (Penn, 2015e).  In response to growing consumer discontent, a 

political action committee (PAC) called Floridians for Solar Choice (FSC) took up the fight 

against utility companies.  Led by Atlanta Tea Party co-founder Debbie Dooley, the PAC fought 

the monopoly utilities that have been codified into Florida law.  Because of this group’s efforts, 

the fight over solar energy became especially salient in Florida over the course of 2015 and up 

until the November 2016 elections. 

FSC was largely composed of liberals, environmentalists, Tea Party Republicans, and 

Christian Coalition conservatives, along with members of the general public, who collectively 
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advocated for solar expansion across the state, which would allow third-party solar leasing 

companies to enter the energy market and directly compete with the government-supported, 

investor-owned for-profit utility hegemony (Penn, 2015a; Pyper, 2015; Salinero, 2015).  For 

environmentalists and liberals, this is one more step forward in the effort to reduce carbon 

dioxide emissions that are produced by fossil-fuel burning power plants (Salinero, 2015).  For 

libertarians, conservatives, and business owners, this fight represented concerns of economic 

freedom and energy independence.  They claimed that a free market of energy creation does not 

exist in the state, which contradicts conservative economic ideals (Lyderson, 2014; Penn, 2015c; 

Penn, 2015e). 

The conflicting ideological and political viewpoints among members of this group 

generated a discourse that represented a direct challenge to the established Florida energy 

industry, which has a well-documented history of exerting legislative influence in the form of 

political campaign donations in return for policies favorable to the industry, exemplifying the 

material manifestations of neoliberalism.  As such, this fight represented a shift in thinking about 

how electricity is created and controlled and sheds light on the monopolistic nature of the 

government-utility hegemony in Florida.   

This movement received heavy-handed, media based attacks from utility companies and 

the EEI, along with typically conservative organizations such as Americans for Prosperity (AFP) 

and the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) (Halper, 2014; Penn & Trigaux, 2015).  

The attacks on solar expansion from these powerful and well-funded Big Energy interest groups 

were framed to appeal to consumers’ pocketbooks and morals, promote the idea that a free 

market of energy choices exists in the state, and create controversy around the nonexistent issue 

of a proposed pro-solar ballot measure forcing the state government to provide subsidies for the 
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nascent solar industry.  However, despite promoting what are generally viewed as conservative 

economic ideals, contradictions exist within the claims of those who opposed solar expansion in 

the state. 

 In addition to the direct legislative and regulatory influence described above, the 

Consumers for Smart Solar initiative was able to take advantage of changes to the citizen ballot 

initiative process that were enacted from approximately 2004-2008.  Representatives of the 

Florida business sector, such as the Florida Chamber of Commerce and the Associated Industries 

of Florida, were largely responsible for proposing these changes to the process.  These changes 

made it increasingly difficult for Floridians to take control of their democracy through direct 

initiatives.  For example, SJR 2394, passed in 2004, “[moved] the deadline for the Secretary of 

State to receive certified initiative petition signatures from the Supervisors of Elections from 91 

days before the general election to February 1 of each general election year” (Florida AFL-CIO, 

2004, p. 1).  In 2006, voters approved a state constitutional amendment that required all citizens’ 

initiatives to achieve a supermajority 60% voter approval threshold, as opposed to a simple 

majority, as had been the case since citizens’ initiatives were enacted in the Florida constitution 

in 1968 (Florida AFL-CIO, 2008).  During this time, the business lobby and legislative allies 

argued that citizens’ initiatives were placing meaningless amendments into the state constitution, 

that fraud was rampant in the initiative process, and that special interests had taken control of the 

process (Florida AFL-CIO, 2007).  In reality, the Florida business sector lobbied hard to chip 

away at the citizens’ initiative process, which is one of most direct forms of democracy and 

places the direction of the state in the hands of voters.  The effect of these efforts was to limit 

voter participation in the democratic process by making the citizens’ initiative guidelines more 

difficult and more expensive to meet, erecting barriers that restrict the abilities of regular voters 
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to get involved in the democratic process.  As a result, the utility companies in this fight were 

able to take advantage of these changes in their efforts to limit solar expansion in Florida during 

2015 and 2016. 

Overview of The Current Case Study 

As previously mentioned, Florida is in a unique position in the national fight for solar 

expansion, namely due to its abundant sunshine and the common sense notion that residents and 

businesses in the “Sunshine State” should be able to benefit from the state’s most abundant 

natural resource.  Seeing an imminent threat to their status as the sole creators and distributors of 

electricity, the Florida fossil fuel lobby organized and spent between $26-27 million in support 

of Amendment 1, an investor-owned-utility-backed constitutional amendment, which, if passed, 

would have effectively ended the possibility of solar expansion in Florida by restricting third-

party leasing agreements, preventing third-party solar panels companies from entering the state 

(Klas, 2016m; Schafer, 2017).  Although Amendment 1 failed to pass and the 2016 election 

wound up being a victory for the nascent solar movement, the fight for autonomous energy 

creation is likely not over as the investor-owned utilities and their Big Energy supporters will 

likely marshal their resources in the coming 2018 and 2020 elections in attempts to further 

cement their status in the lives of Floridians.  In fact, NextEra Energy, the parent company of 

Florida Power and Light, recently drafted portions of HB 1351 that would implement new 

requirements for home and business owners that install rooftop solar panels, indicating that the 

investor-owned utilities are still trying to influence the situation despite the defeat of 

Amendment 1 (Klas, 2017). 

 With this kind of influence in the legislative process, a political economy approach to this 

situation will help illuminate why Florida is lagging behind many other states in solar expansion 
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and how the limitations placed on local media affect coverage of solar expansion.  While I will 

refrain from going into too much detail here, much political economy of media work, especially 

in the United States, has focused on the growth and concentration of the media industry over the 

previous half-century and the associated growing power of those transnational media 

organizations (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; McChesney, 1999, 2004; Meehan, 2005; 

Mosco, 2008; Schiller, 1989).  Scholars in this field are concerned that concentrated media 

ownership “can restrict the flow of communication and information by limiting the diversity of 

producers and distributors” (Mosco, 2009, p. 162).  The effects of this concentrated ownership 

and consolidation include a homogenization of entertainment and information content, from 

television shows, movies, books, and music to the news we receive about the outside world 

(Bettig & Hall, 2012, McChesney, 2004; Meehan, 2005).   

Of particular interest to this project is a focus on how the effects of concentration and 

commercialism in the media system, combined with a limited market of information suppliers, 

affect Florida journalism, specifically the news production, distribution, and consumption 

processes surrounding the solar expansion movement.  As will be discussed in the next chapter, 

numerous scholars have examined the effects of ownership concentration in the news media, and 

in particular the effects of this concentration on news production (Herman & Chomsky, 2002; 

McChesney, 2004, 2008).  Other scholars have examined the broader political economy of the 

environment and of energy production (Gonzalez, 2012).  There are also numerous examples of 

analyses of news coverage of environmental events (Lester, 2010; Lester & Hutchins, 2009; 

Neuzil & Kovarik, 1996) and broader analyses of environmental news coverage and climate 

change (e.g., Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004, 2007).  
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However, much more work needs to be done at the intersection of political economy of 

media and the environment.  This work will attempt to begin to fill that need and fulfill Mosco’s 

(2009) call for more work at this crucial juncture.  Furthermore, this work will utilize Kellner’s 

(2009) critical culture circuit and move beyond solely analyzing the news production process to 

also analyze how that news is received, fulfilling Cottle’s (2013) call for environmental 

communication scholars to integrate top-down (political economy) and bottom-up (cultural 

studies) approaches.   

From a communication research perspective, Cottle (2013) argues that advocates and 

detractors of both “old” and “new” media shout past each other when they argue for the efficacy 

of one or the other to better portray the stories of environmental conflict to the wider public.  

Instead of celebrating or deriding one medium or the other, scholars should recognize that they 

have “dynamic fusions and interplays between them” as they “overlap, interpenetrate, and 

condition each other” (p. 20, emphasis in original) in today’s media ecology.  Political economic 

analyses of environmental “news coverage continues to provide a necessary backdrop for 

understanding the general determinants (commercial, competitive and conglomerate) that shape 

both national and transnational environmental conflict based on the corporate pursuit of ratings, 

readers and revenue” (Cottle, 2013, p. 21-22).  Lester (2010) agrees, arguing that researchers not 

only need to look directly at news coverage itself but also at the typically hidden practices behind 

the news production process, such as journalists, their sources, and the contexts in which they 

operate that determine their behavior. 

To that end, I analyzed newspaper coverage from the institutional political economic 

perspective to determine how Florida newspapers are covering this important issue and whether 

coverage in Florida newspapers follows the same trends in reporting that have been described 
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elsewhere.  Because Florida is set to experience more immediate and devastating effects of 

climate change than other regions of the country (Alvarez & Robles, 2016), coverage of this 

issue immediately takes on a public service role as consumers have a right to know the actors in 

this fight and to know from which perspective(s) these actors are approaching this issue.   

Newspaper coverage has the ability to set the terms of debate for this issue not only in 

Florida but also around the country as the broader renewable energy movement continues to 

progress.  As antagonisms between fossil fuel interests, environmentalists, free market 

fundamentalists, politicians, social activist organizations, and many other groups continue to 

escalate and change over time, a political economic analysis of newspaper coverage of this issue 

will necessarily include the changing nature of energy creation, capitalism, politics, consumer 

practices and perspectives, industry practices and perspectives, and academic perspectives, 

among others.  Indeed, examining the wider social totality of an issue is foundational to the 

political economy approach.  As such, a political economic analysis of media behavior allows for 

the wider social totality of this solar expansion fight to be explored in relation to the media 

coverage of this issue (Mosco, 2009).  And because political economic analyses should take 

seriously Kellner’s3 outlay of a culture circuit, this framework will allow me to include aspects 

of media content production, distribution, and consumption in my analysis. 

A case study of this nature is important to conduct for two reasons.  First, patterns of 

environmental news reporting will continue to be important to document as major corporations, 

advertisers, and local media outlets confront the realities of climate change and acknowledge that 

business practices will likely have to change for any chance of establishing long-term 

                                                
3 Kellner (2009/2011) argues that cultural scholars need to study political economic analysis, 
textual analysis, and audience reception analysis to come to a full understanding of a cultural 
issue. See Chapter Three for a detailed explanation of his critical culture circuit. 
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environmental and economic sustainability.  Will local and statewide media organizations 

continue to promote a dominant fossil fuel narrative in the face of relentless scientific data 

demonstrating climate change along with changing corporate opinion regarding the issue?  Will 

Florida media in particular take the initial step and begin to distance themselves from this kind of 

reporting and promotion of the fossil fuel industry? These become particularly important 

questions for Florida’s media outlets as the state is set to experience the most immediate and 

significant effects of climate change. 

Second, as Nichols and McChesney (2013) and others have documented, our political 

system has become saturated with money, resulting in what Nichols and McChesney refer to as a 

Dollarocracy.  Every presidential administration since Reagan has continued to promote 

neoliberal policies that benefit private, often corporate interests while continuing to fuel 

environmental degradation and devastation around the world.  Will local media outlets continue 

to provide powerful private interests the opportunities to normalize their attempts to influence a 

state’s legislators and population to actively limit democratic participation regarding issues that 

are of the utmost importance to local residents?  These broader philosophical questions deserve 

answers; however, they may only be answered through continued in-depth analysis and case 

studies of news coverage.  As such, the following research questions guided my analysis of the 

news coverage of this issue: 

1.) What are the political and economic connections between the Florida legislature and 

Florida’s fossil fuel industry, renewable energy industry, and the media? 

2.) What ideologies are perpetuated in the news articles and do these ideologies connect to 

larger political and economic factors in the energy industry?  
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3.) Who gets to speak in the media coverage and from what perspective are they approaching 

this issue?  Why do they receive coverage over other voices? 

4.) Are the news outlets and reporters following the typical, profit-oriented journalistic 

practices to cover this issue?  If so, how? 

5.) Are those same ideologies in the news coverage present in user comments attached to 

those same articles as they are posted to the social media accounts of the original 

publication outlets?  Are the same ideologies in the news coverage present as well in 

comments attached to the digital editions of the newspaper articles on their respective 

websites?  If so, how? 

6.) How are online audiences making sense of this issue? 

In the next chapter, I will define political economy of media, discuss the business 

practices that influence media output, explore the concepts of ideology and hegemony and how 

they relate to the political economy of media, explore the theory and societal effects of 

neoliberalism, and provide a more thorough review of journalism issues related to the political 

economy of media.  I will also provide a review of environmental communication and 

environmental conflict before discussing my proposed methods of analysis in Chapter Three. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

 Chapter One provided a brief overview of the political economy of the media, discussed 

the current state of the solar industry in Florida, provided a case for why this work is important, 

and laid out the research questions that will guide the remainder of this project.  Chapter Two 

will provide a definition of political economy of media; explore the culture industry thesis, the 

structural components of advertising, and media ownership concentration; discuss the 

consciousness industry thesis, ideology, hegemony, and neoliberalism; and provide a detailed 

review of the political economy of journalism and issues facing environmental journalism and 

the efforts of environmental groups. 

Political Economy of Media 

McChesney (2013) writes that the study of political economy of media focuses on the 

interaction between media, communication systems, and larger societal structures as well as 

examines how support mechanisms (i.e., public relations, advertising), media ownership, and 

government policies interact to influence media content and behavior.  Together, these 

interactions can have a direct effect on the democratic process by determining how knowledge is 

distributed in society and promote a dominant ideology among the population (McChesney, 

1999; McChesney, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012).  Furthermore, analyzing these structural 

components comprises the type of institutional analysis formulated by Marx and used throughout 

political economy of media research today. 

When it comes to studying the profit-oriented media system of the United States, the 

institutional analysis perspective largely gets ignored in favor of the positivist-oriented, social 

scientific viewpoint that has been so prevalent in mass communication studies over the previous 
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century (Mosco, 2009; Schiller, 1989; Wasko, 2005).  In the context of the United States’ media 

system, heavily rooting their analyses in class-based Marxism out of which the Frankfurt School 

emerged, political economy scholars examine how the media content that is produced for 

consumption can only truly be understood by examining the economic conditions under which 

that content is produced, and that requires understanding the current structure of the media 

system.  

Culture Industry 

 To come to a more complete understanding of the current state of political economy of 

media research, it is important to know some of the theoretical roots out of which the field grew.  

One of the most developed criticisms of the dominant positivist-oriented mass communication 

research paradigm was that of the Frankfurt School (Bettig, 2002).  While the positivist paradigm 

allowed scholars in mass communication research to legitimize their work according to social 

science standards (hence, becoming “scientific” and earning validity as a true social science) and 

receive financial assistance from industry and government, Frankfurt School scholars asserted 

that scholars working from this perspective failed to situate their studies within the larger social 

totality and reduced questions of humanity and culture to verifiable empirical categories.  Any 

claims about the present must be situated within the historical conditions that shaped the present.   

A key contribution of the Frankfurt School critique of mass media and the industrialized 

culture industry came from Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (2002), who coined the term 

“culture industry.”  Using this terminology, they sought to make their analysis distinct from 

“mass culture,” or culture that arises from the masses, as the positivist paradigm studied mass 

media (Bettig, 2002).  Horkheimer and Adorno sought to explicate how the creation of the mass 

cultural products being produced, distributed, and consumed at the time in the United States 
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followed the logic of the industrial capitalist system, particularly how the concentrated culture 

industries worked to minimize risk with standardized products, churned out stars and media texts 

in the manner of an assembly line, and created demand with advertisements and marketing 

campaigns. 

Horkheimer and Adorno forwarded the notion that art and other cultural creations of an 

industrialized society like the United States no longer served to challenge existing power 

relations and push back against the status quo, much as artistic expressions had done in past 

formations of society.  Instead, the industrial society’s cultural outputs reflected the overarching 

logic of industrial capitalism and came to be commodified by capitalist interests, namely that if 

there is no market for an artistic or cultural product, then there is no value in creating that 

product (Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002).  Furthermore, they assert that the purpose of 

industrialized culture in a capitalist society is not to generate new artistic expressions; rather, its 

purpose is to sell itself as a commodity, and as such, cultural products are “imposed by the 

dictates of the marketplace” (Jhally, 1989, p. 71).   

According to Horkheimer and Adorno, the outputs of the culture industries, or mass 

produced culture or “low art,” are pure drivel and only exist to entertain, amuse, and distract 

people from the alienation created by the dull, menial work of industrial capitalist relations.  Real 

art and culture, or “high art,” cannot be co-opted by capitalist interests as this type of art actually 

works to challenge the status quo relations of the time.  For Horkheimer and Adorno, the 

products of the culture industries are strikingly uniform and formulaic.  Monopoly capitalism 

renders all mass culture identical, and because the culture industries effectively lay the blame for 

their outputs at the feet of consumers by claiming they only produce what the audience wants, 

the industries absolve themselves of all responsibility for the content that is created or any social 
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effects induced in society.  The goods that are created are so standardized that they do not require 

much thought or challenge individuals to reflect on the status of the world.  Instead, because the 

products are so standardized, the range of possible responses are built into the products 

themselves, with any possible meanings the audience may take away from the products pre-

determined as the only possible (i.e., acceptable) meanings that could emerge from consuming 

them (Horkheimer & Adorno, 2002).   

Potential resistance by the audience has already been suppressed by the culture industry 

itself.  The products of the industry perform a “suturing function, i.e., audiences are attracted to 

that which they precisely expect, as they are drawn into the form and structure of a given genre” 

(Bettig, 2002, p. 86).  If any individual initially tries to resist, that person can ultimately only 

survive by fitting in and becoming malleable to capitalist interests (Horkheimer and Adorno, 

2002).  As a result, that person is no longer the outcast and is now part of the larger capitalist 

system, subscribing to the status quo hierarchies.  The cultural industries, for Adorno and 

Horkheimer, do not produce a dominant ideology because a select few people who aim to 

maintain their power over society control those industries; instead, the cultural industries 

produce a dominant, pro-capitalist ideology in the minds of consumers because culture is now 

treated as a commodity itself (Garnham, 2011; Jhally, 1989).  The culture industries are simply 

following the logic of the larger phenomenon of industrial production.  This is referred to as the 

“real subsumption” of culture by larger economic forces (Jhally, 1989, p. 73).  Culture, instead of 

being viewed as vital to capitalist relations but not as a capitalist enterprise itself, now becomes 

viewed as a capitalist enterprise, as an economic institution in and of itself in which culture 

becomes a commodity that is used to generate a return on investment.  In short, media products 

are created with a product’s potential exchange-value in mind, not its potential use-value, or 
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functional use for society (Bettig, 2002).  The focus on exchange-value results in what Marx 

(1867) called commodity fetishism, which refers to the value and meaning people give to objects 

as they are traded and consumed in the market.  In this sense, there is no spread of what might 

traditionally be called ideological institutions, such as certain political worldviews.  Instead, the 

only ideology that is spread is that everything is a commodity, and that unless there is money to 

be made from the production, distribution, and consumption of a product, then it should not be 

made at all.  

 Critics of the culture industry thesis assert that Horkheimer and Adorno paint a picture 

that is entirely too deterministic (Bettig, 2002; Miege, 2011).  There is no room for audience 

agency or any sort of subjectivity in their interpretation of the culture industries (Jhally, 1989).  

Garnham (2011) took issue with the notion of commodity fetishism as Marxist scholars 

expressed it.  The increased commodity fetishism found within society carried over into the 

cultural industries and came to rule over humans “as an apparently autonomous force” (p. 48).  

He argues that the commodification of cultural products takes a slightly different path than the 

commodification of other industrial goods.  Because cultural products are not worn out by each 

successive use, the classic industrial development model that was applied to the culture industry 

by the Frankfurt School theorists would be more accurately characterized as reproduction rather 

than production.  After the original copy is made, each additional copy costs considerably less 

until it nears zero, thereby negating the productive aspect of the larger industrial world that had 

been applied to the culture industry. 

The Frankfurt School’s approach to media analysis still influences much of the modern 

academic research of critical political economy of the media, especially the North American 

version, which can be more recently traced to the efforts of mid-twentieth century media scholars 



 

 22 

like Harold Innis, Dallas Smythe, and Herbert Schiller, who developed theories of institutional 

political economy and of cultural imperialism (Hardy, 2014; Mosco, 2009; Wasko, 2005).  The 

North American tradition is frequently aligned with the work of Schiller and, more recently, 

Robert W. McChesney.  Research in this tradition takes on “a sense of injustice that the 

communication industry has become an integral part of a wider corporate order which is both 

exploitative and undemocratic” (Mosco, 2009, p. 7), resulting in scholarship that is centrally 

concerned with documenting the growth in power and wealth of the cultural industries along 

with their connections to business and political elites.  In particular, scholars in this line of 

research seek to understand the shift from small, locally owned media enterprises to large 

multinational corporate media outlets and communications businesses and conglomerations in 

post-World War II western society (Hardy, 2014; Mosco, 2009; Schiller, 1989).  Using a Marxist 

critique that places class, capitalism, social justice, and cultural imperialism at the center of their 

analyses, concerns about the growing power of national and transnational media companies, 

government involvement in communications, and the appropriate regulations and governance of 

communications and culture across state, public, and private sectors fostered and continues to 

influence this area of research (Hardy, 2014; Mosco, 2008, 2009).  As such, brief examinations 

of the primary media business strategies of advertising and corporate consolidation and 

concentration are warranted. 

Advertising 

Companies and industries not only need to produce products to survive, but they also 

need to ensure those products are sold.  In this regard, the primary product of media is not to sell 

a particular ideology, but to sell audiences to advertisers as a commodity.  In the first half of the 

twentieth century, the commercialization of nearly all media ensured that the needs of advertisers 
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became the primary consideration of the profit-oriented media organizations (McChesney, 2008).  

This ensures that the desires of advertisers are met before any other constituent group, and that 

the audience itself becomes segmented based on class, race, and other distinctions as smaller 

salable commodities to be “consumed” and sold to by advertisers. 

The structural component of advertising in the media serves as an ideological tool “that 

supports and negates certain ways of thinking” and keeps the audience in a buying mood (Bettig 

& Hall, 2012, p. 6; Herman & Chomsky, 2002; Meehan, 2005).  In short, advertising not only 

sells the practices and values of capitalism, and by extension consumption practices, but it also 

creates demand for products and services.  Nearly all sectors of the media and cultural industries 

rely on some form of advertising, making the needs of advertisers a key component of the media 

system, especially those advertisers that make up the core sector of the economy as opposed to 

the peripheral sector (Bettig & Hall, 2012; Bowles & Edwards, 1993; Hardy, 2014; Jhally, 1989; 

McChesney, 2004; Meehan, 2005).  As has been thoroughly documented elsewhere (e.g., Bettig 

& Hall, 2012; Hardy, 2014; Jhally, 1989; McChesney, 2004, 2013; Meehan, 2005; Smythe, 

1977), advertisers are not simply buying airtime on which they can push their products.  They are 

purchasing access to audiences.  In return, audiences also “labor” for advertisers by reproducing 

their own lives as commodities and convincing themselves that they need to purchase the brands 

to which they are exposed, even if a cheaper alternative exists.  As such, audiences “produce 

themselves as the audience commodity” (Hardy, 2014, p. 139).   

 Media Consolidation 

Along with advertising, another structural factor that must be considered is the 

phenomenon of media ownership concentration to the point of the media market becoming an 

oligopoly and acting like a cartel (Bagdikian, 2004), and the associated effects of this 
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concentration and consolidation on content.  Corporate consolidation and ownership 

concentration have been well documented and examined as has the transnationalization and 

globalization of media firms (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Hardy, 2014; Herman 

& Chomsky, 2002; McChesney, 2004, 2008; Meehan, 2005; Mosco, 2008, 2009).  Ownership is 

of central concern to political economy of media scholars, particularly in North America, due to 

concerns that concentrated ownership “can restrict the flow of communication and information 

by limiting the diversity of producers and distributors” (Mosco, 2009, p. 162).  The effects of this 

concentrated ownership and consolidation include a homogenization of entertainment and 

information content, from television shows, movies, books, and music to the news we receive 

about the outside world (Bettig & Hall, 2012; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; McChesney, 2004, 

2008; Meehan, 2005).  This high level of concentration creates barriers to entry, which prevents 

smaller media firms from entering the media market as larger firms either purchase the smaller 

firms to prevent competition or simply cut prices enough such that the smaller firms cannot 

compete and are forced out of business (Bowles & Edwards, 1993).   

 Corporate concentration and conglomeration has led to the rise of synergistic practices 

resulting from horizontal and vertical integration (Hardy, 2014).  Horizontal integration refers to 

a company “acquiring competitors in the same industry or sector” (Hardy, 2014, p. 89) while 

vertical integration refers to a company acquiring or controlling companies involved in various 

points of the value chain, “from production, circulation, sales and consumption” (p. 90).  

Together, these two practices allow companies to engage in synergistic activities.  McChesney 

(2004) writes that synergy allows firms to cross-promote their products on all of a company’s 

platforms, create new types of programming out of the media company’s brands, maintain in-

house control of the production of products like spin-off books and video games, demand more 
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money from advertisers, achieve better leverage with suppliers and workers, and perhaps most 

importantly, reduce the risks involved in producing media content.   

 While the culture industry thesis provided a valuable avenue of research, it is not without 

its limitations.  One other perspective that has significantly influenced political economy of 

media research is the consciousness industry approach forwarded by Hans Magnus 

Enzensberger. 

Consciousness Industry 

In contrast to, but not mutually exclusive of Horkheimer and Adorno’s profit-oriented 

stance toward the mass media, Hans Magnus Enzensberger describes in his book, The 

Consciousness Industry (1974) how the “sovereignty of the mind” (p. 3) is not truly possible.  

For centuries, he writes, humans had been so obviously indoctrinated into the processes and 

“common sense” of feudalism and the rule of the few, combined with lacking any substantive 

amount of time to seriously ponder how our minds are shaped, never truly considered how our 

minds are products of the society in which we live.  Instead, the ability for humans to begin 

thinking about how our minds are shaped by our society’s culture is a product of 

industrialization, for it was only after leaving the era of the daily toiling of pre-industrial labor 

and started reaping the rewards of the industrial era (e.g., shorter working hours, more free time, 

disposable income, etc.) that humans became interested in how the mind is shaped.  In particular, 

it was only after the industrial revolution that the industrialization of the mind became possible, 

for the technologies required for shaping the mind and creating the products of the consciousness 

industry, such as newspapers, radio, films, and television, required previous creations and 

innovations brought about by the industrial revolution itself. 
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Enzensberger (1974) writes of four conditions that are required for gaining the consent of 

the dominated and furthering the industrialization of the mind: 1) the philosophy of 

enlightenment must prevail over the rule of theocracy; 2) the existence, either real or imagined, 

of liberty and equality for all humans; 3) the provision of basic needs for all members of society, 

for if an individual’s basic needs are unmet, attempts to persuade that person to think in a 

particular way will go unheeded; 4) and, as mentioned earlier, the technology on which the 

industrialization of the mind depends must first be produced out of previous technological 

advances of the industrial age.   

 While the first three conditions for the industrialization of the mind are not necessarily 

true for all societies, Enzensberger writes that the fourth condition (requiring the technological 

capabilities to industrialize the mind) is a reality around the world.  Despite requiring the 

technologies of the industrial revolution, he asserts that the consciousness industry does not 

actually create anything.  Cultural products are still created by individuals, and the culture 

industry is actually “an intermediary, engaged only…in transmission and infiltration” to become 

the most important industry of the twentieth century as the powerful have discovered how to use 

it to their advantage to control the population (Enzensberger, 1974, p. 5). 

To Enzensberger, then, the fact that the consciousness industry relies on intellectual and 

artistic workers to create the actual products is “a weak link within the system of ideological 

reproduction” (Bettig, 2002, p. 90).  Because consciousness is a product of human relations, 

consciousness cannot be an industrial product.  As such, the autonomy of intellectual and artistic 

workers serves as a site of resistance to the ruling forces of the time (Bettig, 2002).  While this 

view is certainly idealistic, Bettig (2002) writes that Enzensberger “underestimated the power of 

capital to contain the autonomy” of creative industry workers (p. 90).  For capitalist societies like 
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the United States, one goal of the ruling elite is to perpetuate the status quo and suppress threats 

to the system that allows them to dominate (Bettig, 2002; Enzensberger, 1974; Jhally, 1989).  To 

control and manipulate the minds of the masses, though, the industrial establishment must first 

come to terms with anyone who might successfully resist the machinations of the consciousness 

industry, namely the intellectuals of a society.  They must either be controlled through such 

suppressive techniques as the force of physical threat, economic pressure, or blacklisting, or they 

might be controlled through over-exposure or co-optation into the consciousness industry and 

power elite (Enzensberger, 1974).  However, once any potential threats to the status quo are 

quelled, business returns to normal. 

Jhally (1989) writes that there are two ways to control a population.  The first is through 

the sheer force of arms, which can become quite messy for the ruling elites and can foment 

rebellion or revolution among the ruled.  The second is through gaining the consent of the 

dominated.  This is done by convincing the dominated to support and identify with the current 

relations of power and rewards, or the dominant ideology.  According to Enzensberger (1974), 

the consciousness industry only exists “to ‘sell’ the existing order, to perpetuate the prevailing 

pattern of man’s domination by man, no matter who runs society…Its main task is to expand and 

train our consciousness—in order to exploit it” in what he calls “immaterial exploitation” (p. 10).  

To better understand the ideas of the consciousness industry, a discussion of the dominant 

ideological and hegemonic force of our time, neoliberalism, follows.  First, however, the 

discussion of neoliberalism is preceded by broader discussions of ideology and hegemony. 
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Ideology, Hegemony, & Neoliberalism 

Ideology 

Theories of ideology and hegemony have been used to explain how the production and 

circulation of culture and knowledge create social privilege and injustice in society (Stoddart, 

2007).  An ideology is typically regarded as a relatively cohesive set of ideas that work to create 

a “unidirectional flow of power” (Stoddart, 2007, p. 193; Eagleton, 1991) while hegemony 

emphasizes the conflict involved in creating networks of power (more on hegemony later).  

Ideologies are typically viewed as closed, explicit, impervious to change, expressed with 

emotion and affection, demand strict adherence from devotees, and are used to justify the 

“reconstruct[ion of] society from the ground up” according to some prescribed view of how the 

world should look (Eagleton, 1991, p. 4).  Studying ideology is to understand how meaning 

works to maintain the relations of power, domination, and subordination in a class-based society, 

such as capitalism (Eagleton, 1991; Hall, 1982/2005; Meszaros, 1989).  

A dominant power can legitimate itself by promoting values and beliefs consistent with 

its stated positions, often done today through the media, which have the ability to universalize 

and naturalize those beliefs to make them obvious and seemingly unavoidable to those who are 

subject to society’s dominant forces.  In efforts to naturalize the status quo among the 

population, those in power go to great lengths to disparage ideas that seek to challenge the 

existing order by excluding rival thoughts from public consciousness and masking real social 

conflicts to the benefit of the dominator (Kellner, 2011; Meszaros, 1989).  

Ideologies are not the sole province of society’s dominant group(s).  An individual or 

organization’s actions can still be viewed as ideological if they oppose the positions of the 

dominant group(s).  In order to minimize the potential spread of non-dominant ideologies, those 



 

 29 

perpetuating the dominant ideology cast the outside group as functioning on ideological terms 

while simultaneously reinforcing their “natural,” “objective,” and “neutral” positions among 

society with data and statistics that largely fail to acknowledge alternative viewpoints.  Because 

ideologies are not confined to the dominant form of thought, ideology can be characterized 

according to Seliger’s (1976) definition, which states that an ideology is a set of ideas by which 

people “posit, explain, and justify ends and means of organized social action, and specifically 

political action” (p. 14), regardless of whether such actions serve to preserve, change, overthrow, 

or recreate a particular social order.  

Studies of ideology effectively begin with Marx (Drucker, 1972), who was primarily 

interested in how the ideology of the economic ruling class under industrial capitalism becomes 

the accepted ideology of the masses.  He conducted his analysis from an institutional historical 

materialist perspective, asserting that the institutionalized historical forces of production that 

shaped the current material reality constitute the basis of the contemporary social consciousness 

among the masses.  

Marx (1867) views capitalism as a system of productive relations based on domination 

and exploitation.  As such, there is a natural tendency within capitalism for stratified class 

positions to develop as those with the capacity to produce and reproduce capital control the 

material productive forces, resulting, broadly, in a capitalist class that determines the economic 

and cultural courses of society and a working class that supports the productive actions of the 

capitalists.  These stratified class relations result in conflict between the classes that Meszaros 

(1989) writes “cannot help being ideological…because of the insuperably antagonistic character 

of their social structures” (p. 13).  
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Hegemony 

Antonio Gramsci elaborated on the Marxist version of ideology by challenging the 

assertion that the economic base of society determines the output of the cultural and ideological 

superstructure in the final instance.  Marx positions the superstructure as a direct product of the 

economic base that controls the means of production; Gramsci, however, places a greater degree 

of importance on the cultural superstructure and allows for the possibility that the ideas of a 

ruling class do not necessarily become the ideas of the subordinate classes in a uniform manner, 

allowing for the development of individual agency that is denied in strict Marxism (Stoddart, 

2007).  Indeed, as Gramsci writes, any attempt to assert that every ideological and political 

manifestation is “a direct expression of the structure (or economic base, in Marx’s terms) must 

be combatted on the theoretical level as a primitive infantilism” (Gramsci, 1975, p. 173).  

Furthermore, he acknowledges that while a relationship exists between the material structure and 

the products created by the cultural superstructure, he asserts it is not an immediate or directly 

ideologically determining relationship.  On the contrary, some cultural outputs function 

ideologically to support both the structure and superstructure.  As this observation from Gramsci 

relates to the contestations of power out of which social classes arise, class development can only 

be understood “as the complex result of the successful prosecution of different forms of social 

struggle” at every level of social existence (Hall, 1982/2005, p. 79).  In short, the concept of 

hegemony moves beyond the economic determinism of society’s material reality and posits that 

the superstructure can contribute to the development of social reality, even if the material base 

ultimately determines class positions and interests (Rear, 2013).  As such, ideologies cannot be 

extrapolated from a reductionist view that location within an economic class position alone 

determines an individual or class’s specific ideological orientations.   
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Gramsci recognized that dominant ideologies were not evenly applied and universally 

accepted by subordinate classes, and he understood that there is not a single dominant class that 

imposes its will on all other classes.  Cultural dominance is not exclusively achieved through 

overt force or the imposition of a dominant framework on the lower classes.  Instead, the 

dominant classes form an alliance, or a ruling bloc, through which they demonstrate their 

“mastery over the economic processes in society” to which the non-dominant classes must 

capitulate if they wish to acquire the means of survival (Hall, 1982/2005, p. 81).  

Simultaneously, the ruling bloc maintains the ability to regulate the existing relations and 

exclude alternative possibilities to the status quo through their dominance of language and 

discourse (Hall, 1982/2005, p. 81).  Specifically, the ruling bloc’s hegemony is “secured, not by 

ideological compulsion, but by [its] cultural leadership” (Hall, 1982/2005, p. 81).  Hegemonic 

relations of dominance occur as previous articulations of terms and meanings used by the ruling 

class are “historically secured…and constantly reproduced” (Hall, 1982/2005, p. 80) and leave 

what Gramsci calls “traces” in the development of subsequent discourses (Gramsci, 1975, p. 

175).  These continuously reconstituted discourses are thus naturalized through their historical 

grounding and function to secure the willing consent of the dominated classes (Gramsci, 1975, p. 

175; Hall, 1982/2005, p. 80).  Because these traces never truly disappear from the discourse of 

the ruling class alliance, the ruling bloc is able to portray its view of the world as “common 

sense.”  As such, the interests of the ruling bloc are “inherited from the past and uncritically 

absorbed” by the non-dominant classes, the verbalization of which hinders the potential 

breakthrough of a new form of consciousness (Borelli, 2008, p. 438).  As a result, the interests of 

the hegemonic group become the viewpoint through which the subordinated come to see their 
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existence.  This newfound equivalence of worldviews becomes the consensus of all classes, or 

the “will of the majority,” and, thus, hegemony is achieved (Hall, 1982/2005, p. 83). 

Obtaining hegemonic power is a process that is never complete, and as such, antagonistic 

forces are in constant tension with each other (Stoddart, 2007).  Hegemony “always involves a 

balance of power that is contested, redressed and opposed through ordinary agency” (Rojeck, 

2009, p. 53).  As a result of this constant tension there is never a totalizing system of ideological 

domination, and cracks or fissures occur when there is a collapse or crisis in what would have 

been considered the normal progression of society.  Hegemony acts as an “absent totality” that 

intervenes in the dominant mode of relations to suture the developing breakdown of hegemonic 

relations (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001, p. 7).   

Gramsci did not view a revolutionary overthrow of the capitalist class and a seizure of the 

means of production as a viable tactic for generating radical social change in a capitalist society. 

To produce a successful counterhegemony and establish its claim as a ruling force in, politics, 

and economics, the hegemony-seeking subordinate group must first become aware of its own 

class-consciousness and demonstrate its leadership potential to other subordinate classes (Borelli, 

2008; Stoddart, 2007).  Out of this newly acknowledged class awareness, the hegemony-seeking 

subordinate class must then produce its own “organic intellectuals,” or individuals who have “the 

social function of producing or instilling knowledge in others” (Borelli, 2008, p. 438; Stoddart, 

2007), forming a new historical bloc.  

Stoddart (2007) writes that in order for a newly formed historical bloc to gain hegemonic 

control, ideological elements and institutions of the dominant power must be transformed, 

redefined, and re-articulated into a new worldview that reflects the interests of the collective 

hegemony-seeking group.  This new worldview, rather than being created from a blank slate and 
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uniformly imposed on subordinate groups, is composed of ideological elements of the previously 

dominant worldview that are then molded by the aspiring or new hegemonic class to meet the 

needs of the hegemony-seeking class and its subordinate classes. 

The efforts of the organic intellectuals of the hegemony-seeking group to reach out to 

other subordinate groups will result in a cohesive worldview for the collective subordinate 

groups, and a political program can be designed that will challenge the current hegemonic class 

and continue to acquire the loyalty of other oppressed classes, thus engaging in a struggle for 

cultural, political, intellectual, and ethical dominance.  Ideally, the dominant hegemony of the 

ruling class is broken down and a new hegemony is created through what Gramsci calls a 

prolonged war of positions (Borelli, 2008; Laclau & Mouffe, 2001; Stoddart, 2007).  Once 

engaged in a war of positions, the aspiring hegemonic class works to create unity between its 

political, economic, and intellectual positions by portraying its struggle as a universal struggle, 

(Stoddart, 2007).   

Writing on what plagues democracy in the modern era, Laclau and Mouffe (2001) assert 

that previous iterations of hegemony were class essentialist and reduced everything to 

deterministic class relations (Rear, 2013).  Laclau and Mouffe do not hold that class distinctions 

determine hegemonic relations or practices, but rather hegemony exists before class positions 

and relations are realized.  For Laclau and Mouffe, the material base does not determine the 

class-based reality in which we exist, but rather, the groups that already exist “are the result of 

[a] political, discursive process” (Rear, 2013 p. 4).  As such, our perceptions of the world are 

rooted entirely in the discourse(s) into which we are born and “‘experience’ depends on precise 

discursive conditions of possibility” (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001, p. 115), resulting in a discursively 
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determined, reality-creating superstructure.  In this regard, the idea of a society being divided 

into a deterministic material base and a resulting cultural superstructure collapses. 

To Laclau and Mouffe (2001), creating an alternative hegemony, then, rests in creating a 

different reality based on changes to political discourse that occur as a “transformation of a 

social relation which constructs a subject in a relationship of subordination” (p. 153).  To them, 

the revolutionary potential of the subordinate classes exists within Gramsci’s war of positions as 

the antagonistic positions fighting for power struggle to redefine the current hegemonic political 

discourse to fit their newly formed collective worldview. 

While the subordinated class’s adoption of the hegemonic worldview makes daily life 

easier for those subjected to it, members of those classes consequently struggle to arrive at a 

critical understanding of their dominated status (Borelli, 2008).  This is the situation in the 

current neoliberal era as the discourse of neoliberalism has saturated daily life. 

Following in the footsteps of Marx, Hall, Horkheimer and Adorno, Althusser, and others, 

critical social scholars in the modern era, particularly those in the field of political economy of 

media, focus their analyses of ideology and hegemonic maintenance on the power of the media 

to perpetuate the existing order of class relations, especially as the mass media outlets in the 

much of the capitalist Western world are owned by private individuals and operated for the 

purpose of generating profits (Althusser, 1971; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Enzensberger, 1974; Hall, 

1982/2005; Hall, 2006; Jhally, 1989, McChesney, 2004; Rojeck, 2009).  As such, the media are 

generally thought to promote a pro-capitalist, pro-business ideology among consumers.  Indeed, 

this trend is well documented in political economy of media research (see Althusser, 1971; 

Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Enzensberger, 1974; Horkheimer & Adorno, 2002; Jhally, 

1989, McChesney, 1999, 2004, 2008, 2013).  Due to these trends, it is important to understand 
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how the capitalist class has worked to change the very nature of capitalism over previous 40 

years or so into what is referred to today as neoliberal capitalism, or neoliberalism.   

Neoliberalism 

Neoliberalism has shaped the national debate about a variety of economic, social, and 

political issues since the late 1970s.  “Neoliberalism is a historical and socially constructed 

ideology” (Giroux, 2008, p. 10), that promotes “strong individual property rights” and “freely 

functioning markets and free trade” (Harvey, 2005, p. 64), and advocates for the privatization of 

all public spaces that have not yet been commodified.  Although neoliberalism is frequently 

analyzed as a system of economic power relations, it is “also a political project of governing and 

persuasion intent on producing new forms of subjectivity and particular modes of conduct” 

(Giroux, 2008, p. 1).  Giroux (2004) calls neoliberalism:  

an ideology and politics buoyed by the spirit of a market fundamentalism that 

subordinates…democratic politics to the rapacious laws of a market economy that 

expands its reach to include all aspects of social life within the dictates and values of a 

market-driven society. (p. XXII)  

Giroux further writes that neoliberalism glorifies “a ruthless competitive individualism” 

(p. XVII) and gives commanding control of society’s economic, political, and cultural 

institutions to corporate interests.  Neoliberalism advocates profit making as a (if not the) key 

ingredient to a functioning democracy. As such, engaged citizenship is now largely defined by 

the extent to which individuals participate in consumer culture (Giroux, 2004).  Neoliberal 

theory assumes that deregulation and privatization combined with competition “eliminates 

bureaucratic red tape,” reduces costs, improves product quality, and increases market efficiency 

and productivity (Harvey, 2005, p. 65).  The neoliberal ideology views government intervention 
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in the marketplace as a detriment to the freedom of businesses to conduct their affairs.  

Removing government oversight creates a power vacuum that is quickly filled by corporations, 

who use their increased financial power to “influence media and overwhelm the political process, 

and do so accordingly” (McChesney, 2008, p. 286).   

Normalization of neoliberalism comes in the form of appeals to neutrality, universal and 

immutable laws of nature, and reliance on selective scientific research, as ideologies of the past 

have also done (Giroux, 2004; Meszaros, 1989).  The discourse of neoliberalism has permeated 

all of social life, and there are few ways, if any, to publicly discuss what critical, engaged 

citizenship or substantive democracy should look like.  The vocabulary of neoliberalism works to 

limit critical thinking and democratic debate.  Notions of public commitment, social agency, or 

political or social transformation are antithetical to the neoliberal project (Giroux, 2004).  

Because of this limited vocabulary, advocates of neoliberalism are able to implement economic 

and political policies that cut away at the welfare state, downsize the workforce, reduce job 

security, and foment a culture of permanent fear and insecurity among workers, and get away 

with doing so by claiming that the market “decides” these outcomes, not individuals who happen 

to hold immense power over society’s political, economic, and cultural spheres.  Politics become 

rather meaningless as citizens are reduced to consumers and “obedient recipients of power, 

content to follow orders” (Giroux, 2004, p. XX).  Those who make power accountable are 

publicly shamed and denigrated as being radical or revolutionary.   

At the individual level, any personal failings or shortcomings are attributed to the 

individual with no regard for how social problems, like homelessness or poverty, often stem 

from issues created by the neoliberal project.  Neoliberal pundits are given media time to 

reinforce the notion that all problems are private in nature, marginalizing those who exhibit these 
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problems and absolving the system of all blame, ultimately allowing the system to perpetuate its 

damaging effects and become more totalizing (Giroux, 2004).  Furthermore, because the market 

is viewed as the solution to issues of inequality, social injustice, environmental degradation, etc., 

these pundits claim that greater devotion to the market is necessary to alleviate the problems 

created and exacerbated by the market.  The corporate plundering and privatization of formerly 

public resources creates a society in which people have no social safety nets to rely on should a 

personal catastrophe arise.  The privatization of public resources and the removal of social safety 

nets, combined with low wages and minimal protections from the business sector that drive 

workers to constantly fear a state of personal destitution, results in a population that only has 

time to work and can no longer critically engage in politics or in the culture, limiting the 

potential for subaltern groups to coalesce around a united front and present legitimate resistance 

to the system.  Along with this, individuals in lower socioeconomic classes and racial minorities 

experience more instances of voter suppression across the country, which works to ensure 

members of those groups do not gain a significant foothold in the current political system.  By 

ensuring that the wider population no longer has the basic provisions that ensure a reasonable 

life, democratic participation from the working and lower classes is constantly undermined as 

members of those classes no longer have the energy to engage in political matters or create their 

own contributions to culture, effectively excluding members of those classes from civic 

participation and national citizenship. 

While individuals in the middle and lower socioeconomic classes become increasingly 

depoliticized in the neoliberal era as democracy comes under the rule of the market, corporations 

continue to wield ever-growing amounts of power.  Going largely unchecked, corporations have 

increasing power over the economic sphere as well as shape policies and legislation that affects 
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government at all levels (Harvey, 2005; McChesney, 2008).  The benefits of increased profits 

and lower taxes are funneled in an almost entirely upward direction to the already powerful and 

wealthy.  In return for these benefits, the middle and lower classes are given a higher tax burden 

and less return for their taxes.  Corporate decisions are now considerably less constrained by 

territorial limitations or the demands of public obligations (Giroux, 2004; Harvey, 2005).  As 

such, capital now has the freedom to move around with few consequences, the negative 

outcomes of which fall disproportionately on individuals in localized areas who have little 

recourse to combat the expansion and domination of corporate power.  Freeing itself from any 

political limitations, corporate power permeates the dominant culture to establish a privatized 

idea of agency in which it becomes difficult for the population to think of democracy as a public 

good that is only possible with the direct participation of citizens.  Indeed, Giroux (2004) writes 

that democratic politics are increasingly depoliticized due to a sacrosanct belief in free-market 

fundamentalism across the culture.   

Despite the neoliberal ideal that markets should operate without government intrusion, 

the reality is that government policies and deregulation (or re-regulation, as McChesney (2004) 

calls it) have allowed neoliberal economics to proliferate in the United States, and media 

organizations have been complicit in the promotion of these policies.  Politicians and business 

professionals understand the power of the media, and they exploit that power to perpetuate the 

idea that neoliberal policies are natural and create free markets that will benefit everyone in the 

long term (Harvey, 2005; Herman, 1982; Giroux, 2004; McChesney, 2004).  The government 

has not been unbiased or objective in the adoption of neoliberal policies, and often intervenes on 

behalf of particular industries or firms (Gandy, 1992).  Despite a professed disdain for 

government intervention in the marketplace, government intervention is quite crucial to modern 
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neoliberal economics (Harvey, 2005; McChesney, 1999).  Indeed, notions of free-market 

fundamentalism allow corporate power and political favoritism to work together to reinforce the 

political and ideological conditions that perpetuate a system of profits, market-values, money, 

and power in which big government aids big corporations, and vice versa. 

Furthermore, marketplace competition is viewed as the hallmark of capitalism (Harvey, 

2005).  If the rational consumer has all the information necessary from all competing firms to 

make a purchasing decision, the theory asserts that the consumer will make the best decision and 

buy from the firm that meets his or her demands (Gandy, 1992).  However, truly competitive and 

free markets do not and cannot exist in neoliberal capitalism.  As Harvey (2005) points out, 

“competition often results in monopoly or oligopoly, as stronger firms drive out weaker” (p. 67).  

This has become the logic of neoliberal global capitalism as corporations have purchased 

increasingly powerful influence in national, state, and local politics, helping create a discourse 

that lionizes the economic terminology and positions of political economic philosophers of past 

centuries such as Adam Smith.  As Gramsci (1975) notes, the traces of those past free market 

economic philosophies penetrate the daily discourse of individuals, perpetuating “the free market 

as the model for organizing all facets of everyday life” (Giroux, 2004, p. XV).   

Giroux (2008) writes that this market-driven discourse is perpetuated throughout 

society’s cultural spaces as corporations continue to purchase, privatize, and monetize those 

public areas that serve as spaces of public pedagogy, that is, education by the force of the public 

and broader culture. Such educational spaces reside not only in the classroom but also in other 

spaces, such as entertainment and sports media, churches, and advertisements found throughout 

all media.  The educational force of the culture is now so completely saturated with the rhetoric 

of neoliberalism that citizens can only internalize the narrow vocabulary of the neoliberal 
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hegemony that restricts thinking to market terms and market outcomes, glorifies self-interested 

individual competitiveness, and erodes the conditions and capacity for critical personal agency. 

Although neoliberal economic policies have incredible shortcomings that harm a 

democratic society (Giroux, 2004; Harvey, 2005; McChesney, 2008), corporations and the 

wealthy elite have established policies that promote their interests and disregard the interests of 

the larger population.  As Giroux (2004) writes, the neoliberal ideology that has taken hold in the 

United States and now spread around the world has exposed the global population to growing 

authoritarian forces that exhibit fascistic traits, such as the merging of private corporations and 

the state; a growing culture of fear combined with a type of “patriotic correctness” that works to 

“bolster a rampant nationalism” (p. 19); the control of mass media through consolidated 

corporate ownership or government regulation that favors large media conglomerates; and the 

creation of a language that provides a limited vocabulary and simplified syntax to reduce the 

ability for the population to engage in critical, complex thought.  While these outcomes are not 

exclusive to neoliberalism, the neoliberal ideology creates the economic and ideological 

conditions necessary for these traits to exist as normal features of daily life, and as such, become 

the “common sense” hegemony among the population.  Despite these developing threats to 

democracy, the neoliberal ideology is now the conventional wisdom among both conservatives 

and progressives; its ability to cloak itself as “an unassailable appeal to conventional wisdom” 

allows the ideology to continue to erode government functions, privatize previously public 

services, and generally “empties the public treasury” (p. 49) while neoliberal advocates tell the 

population that these are the normal actions of economics and politics, indeed, of life. 

Neoliberalism has become not only the dominant ideology in the form of a rigid set of 

ideas which provide a prescription for how society should look, but is also the dominant 
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hegemonic force of the time.  While neoliberalism portrays a particular view of the world and 

justifies ends and means of certain political actions, the discourse of neoliberalism saturates the 

entirety of social life as the “natural” or only possible way in which social life could possibly be 

organized as the ethos of individual competition supersedes notions of community and 

togetherness.  The perpetuation of this “natural” discourse largely occurs through the media. 

Indeed, the ability of the media to create, control, and maintain an ideology among the 

population is well documented (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; McChesney, 

2004).  The dominant ideological forces and hegemonic relations are reflected, perpetuated, and 

maintained through the mass media (Gitlin, 1980; Schiller, 1989; McChesney, 2004; Hardy, 

2014).  Jhally (1989), elaborating on Enzensberger’s positions in The Consciousness Industry, 

writes that media in a capitalist society exist to create “a form of consciousness in the audience” 

that serves to benefit those in power (p. 68).  It is in the best interests of the dominating powers 

in society to control the consciousness and terms of debate about issues (Enzenzsberger, 1974; 

Jhally, 1989; McChesney, 2004), and this is done through media, such as television, social 

media, newspapers, radio, press releases, and advertising and marketing campaigns.  The rulers 

of industry and the media often interact through interlocking boards of directors of multiple 

companies and interlocking executive directors and stock ownership to potentially coordinate 

their interests across companies and industries (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig, 2002; Bettig & Hall, 

2012; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; Hardy, 2014; Jhally, 1989; McChesney, 2004; Mosco, 2009), 

which helps ensure ideological control is maintained by those in power and that the institutions 

upholding the status quo remain relevant and in power.  These institutions work to ensure the 

population supports the current system through influencing news coverage and media legislation 
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(McChesney, 2004), controlling the information the public receives (Bettig & Hall, 2012; 

McChesney, 2004). 

Political Economy of Journalism 

As the focus of my proposed project will be on newspaper coverage of solar expansion in 

Florida, it is important to understand how journalism has been affected by the current trends of 

consolidation and commercialization in the media industry, and how these trends are perpetrated 

by the current neoliberal state.  McChesney has written extensively about how the profit-driven 

nature of journalism in the United States has seriously eroded quality journalism and severely 

limited the democratic potential of the citizenry (e.g., McChesney, 1999, 2004, 2008; Nichols & 

McChesney, 2013).  In his work he traces a line that strongly implicates the profit-driven, 

advertising focused nature of the commercial media system to the death of the wide-ranging and 

highly partisan press outlets that existed before the 20th century in the United States as well as to 

the “decline in hard news, [and] a lack of investigative and process stories” (McChesney, 2008, 

p. 68).   

Newspapers in the Progressive Era became very sensationalistic and resorted to outright 

lying in many cases simply to drum up sales.  Many readers of the era came to view newspapers 

as propagandistic and unconvincing (McChesney, 2008), leading to a crisis that could have 

severely damaged the news institution if changes were not made.  It was out of this controversy 

that the notion of professional journalism came into prominence, and the separation of editorial 

and commercial activities at newspapers became the dominant model at outlets across the 

country (McChesney, 2004, 2008).  Outlets argued that trained editors and journalists would 

make decisions about a story’s newsworthiness based on their professional judgment, not based 

on the pressures of advertisers or the politics of owners.  The idea was that if the news could be 



 

 43 

viewed as professionally produced, then readers no longer needed to worry that a newspaper 

might be advancing the interests of the owner or that larger concentration trends in the industry 

might limit what news is produced.  Furthermore, professional journalism attracted advertisers 

who did not desire to place their ads next to controversial content or content that did not instill a 

desire for consumption in readers (Bettig & Hall, 2012; Herman & Chomsky, 2002; McChesney, 

2008). 

As a result of the focus on profits in the early 20th century, newspaper owners and outlets 

began courting advertisers to place ads for products and services in their newspapers.  This led to 

the direct decline of a free press and alternative voices, especially those voices that might oppose 

the status quo, such as feminist, socialist or extreme left-wing viewpoints (McChesney, 2004).  

Once alternative newspapers were no longer viable, truly alternative political positions 

disappeared from the sphere of popular politics, and partisan politicians played less of a role in 

shaping the nation. 

As profit making became the central concern of media owners, the news became a mass 

produced commodity that began to follow the logic of industrial capitalism (Bettig & Hall, 2012; 

McChesney, 2008).  The resulting industrialization and mass production of the news has allowed 

a small group of elites to corner the marketplace of ideas and has handed them “the ability to 

shape the political fortunes of the nation” (McChesney, 2008, p. 72).  The information the 

populace receives from major media outlets tends to reflect the interests of the dominant cultural 

class (McChesney, 2004), and as the media industry has become increasingly concentrated since 

the early 1980s (Bagdikian, 2004; McChesney, 2004), news coverage has reflected and promoted 

the interests and ideologies of the business class and strongly promoted neoliberal economic 
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policies in nearly all sectors of the economy, often to the detriment of other sectors of society 

(McChesney, 1999, 2004).  

As professional journalism has become institutionalized, scholars have identified certain 

limitations inherent in the news production process (McChesney, 2008).  First, journalists give 

priority to official sources like government officials and prominent public figures.  Viewpoints 

from these individuals serve as legitimate news, which allows editors and reporters to absolve 

themselves of responsibility when questioned about why they covered a particular story at the 

expense of other, perhaps more important or impactful stories.  This also makes news rather 

inexpensive and easy to cover.  Relying on official sources also limits how journalists conduct 

themselves; they become less willing to ask tough questions that might fall outside of the 

mainstream narrative put forth by those sources at the risk of losing access to those sources 

altogether (McChesney, 2008).  Experts, which almost always come from the establishment, 

frame the terms of debate about policy issues.  This limits political journalism, and by extension 

larger political debates, to the terms that are determined by those in power.   

Second, contemporary professional journalism tends to avoid contextualization of stories 

(McChesney, 2008).  Proper contextualization forces journalists to commit to a definite position, 

possibly creating controversy around how a story is reported.  Instead of providing context to a 

given story, journalists simply provide statements and facts devoid of a larger political or 

ideological picture.  If contextualization is present in a story, it tends to conform to official 

narratives.  Along with this, one-off events become fodder for news while larger, long-term 

events like environmental degradation are avoided (Bagdikian, 2004; McChesney, 2008).  The 

lack of contextualization, along with official sourcing, has led to the rise of public relations (PR) 

firms filling any gaps in the news with primarily corporate propaganda to advance the interests 
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of their corporate clients.  These PR press releases serve as cheap filler for news owners while 

being presented as legitimate news, obscuring the interests and motives behind PR campaigns 

(McChesney, 2008). 

Third, while news outlets claim to be politically neutral, the reality is that the news 

“smuggles in values conducive to the commercial aims of the owners and advertisers” along with 

the political goals of the larger owner class (McChesney, 2008, p. 34).  This helps explain why 

crime and celebrity stories are so prevalent as these stories tend not to upset those in power, 

along with being relatively easy and cheap to produce.  This also helps us understand why 

governmental affairs receive heavier scrutiny, especially policies and programs that serve and 

protect the poor over those that serve and protect the wealthy.  Furthermore, business affairs 

often receive considerably uncritical treatment despite complaints from the business community 

about unfair treatment in the press (Bagdikian, 2004; McChesney, 2008).  This focus on 

government affairs to the detriment of coverage surrounding corporate activities and malfeasance 

allows those who wish to provide the business community with more privileges and power the 

chance to do so as the public often remains unaware of the larger political economy of the nation.   

In an important contribution to the analysis of news coverage, Herman and Chomsky’s 

propaganda model (2002) describes five filters through which the news we receive is influenced 

and shaped by structural forces that are largely unseen by the average consumer.  The first filter, 

media ownership, refers to how the concentrated ownership and profit orientation of media 

outlets necessarily determines that news coverage must be biased to protect the interests of the 

outlet.  Therefore, anything that questions the status quo of the outlet, industry, or associated 

interests is largely avoided.   
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Second, because the majority of the revenue for news outlets comes from advertising, it is 

in the outlet’s best interests to attract and please advertisers through specific content choices that 

favor certain viewpoints over others.  Indeed, as Bagdikian (2004) and Bettig and Hall (2012) 

show, the desire to please advertisers leaves news outlets open to the direct or indirect influence 

of those advertisers, as well as being susceptible to receiving flak (see the fourth filter), 

particularly if a piece of reporting is critical about a specific advertiser or industry.  This 

becomes especially important as the deeper structural connections between a news outlet and a 

weapons manufacturer, for example, might change how that news outlet covers that company, 

especially in times of war or international turmoil.   

The third filter, sourcing, as mentioned previously, refers to the phenomenon of news 

outlets placing reporters where news is likely to occur, such as city hall or the local courthouse, 

to obtain statements made by official sources.  These official spokespersons, such as politicians, 

business trade groups, or industry insiders serve as a “golden Rolodex” for reporters because 

they can help reporters meet deadlines by setting standard meeting times and places that are 

convenient for the news creation process (Bettig & Hall, 2012, p. 174).  Along with this, Bettig 

and Hall (2012) write that the practice of beat reporting is detrimental to the consumer.  In 

general, one person covering a subject provides a very limited viewpoint of the issue.  Beat 

reporting often distills an issue into discrete talking points that very often do not encompass the 

complexities of the issue let alone allow for more than two sides of the story to be told.  The lack 

of true investigative journalism allows those in power to dictate the terms of debate about an 

issue (Betting & Hall, 2012; McChesney, 2008). 

Flak, the fourth filter, refers to the negative responses given to an outlet or journalist for a 

piece of critical reporting, typically from associated business interests, in the form of letters, 



 

 47 

phone calls, petitions, or lawsuits.  Flak may also come from governments or political parties, 

but the purpose is the same: to punish the media by criticizing what is published (Hardy, 2014).  

The fifth filter, anticommunism, or general fear mongering, refers to the media practice of 

determining an enemy or “other” that is portrayed as attacking the ideals of freedom, largely as a 

control mechanism through instilling fear in the public.  Since 9/11, Herman and Chomsky have 

argued that anti-terrorism has replaced anticommunism as a fear control mechanism (Mullen, 

interview with Edward S. Herman & Noam Chomsky, November 2009).  Herman (2003) has 

also argued that the fifth filter may now be considered a pro-free market filter, in which “markets 

are assumed to be benevolent while nonmarket mechanisms are suspect” (p. 11).  While this 

project is not following the propaganda model to analyze news coverage surrounding solar 

expansion, these filters are important to note because both media and private industry rely on 

these filters in their attempts to control the information the population receives.  

The professionalization of journalism has led to the increased commercialization of 

journalism, often with the assistance of owners (McChesney, 2004, 2008).  While owners 

understood that allowing some autonomy to news rooms, editors, and reporters was important for 

maintaining the credibility of their news products, news rooms never had complete autonomy 

and control over their journalism.  The deregulatory era of the 1980s allowed increased 

consolidation among media firms, leading to fewer independent news outlets, conglomerates 

taking control of the news outlets, and an increased focus on profit-making.  The assumption 

among media conglomerates was that news divisions, like other divisions of the conglomerate, 

should be profitable and contribute to the company’s bottom line (Bettig & Hall, 2012; 

McChesney, 2004, 2008).   
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The commercial pressures introduced into the newsroom over the previous few decades, 

argues McChesney (2004, 2008, 2013), helps explain why we now have a lack of in-depth 

process stories and the rise of rather inconsequential stories being presented to the population as 

important news.  With the development of a 24-hour news cycle, outlets have a constant need for 

new, attention-getting stories that brings the audience back for more, simply to maintain 

viewership, and by association, advertising dollars (Bagdikian, 2004; McChesney, 2004, 2008).  

These commercial pressures have led to drastic cutbacks in the amount of resources and 

reporting positions available to news divisions, leading to “a relaxation or alteration, sometimes 

severe, of professional news standards” (McChesney, 2008, p. 41).  Fewer resources for 

journalism allow companies and PR firms to put their statements in the news unaltered by 

reporters while true investigative journalism continues to falter. 

This emphasis on commercialism and profitability has led to a journalism aimed at the 

middle and upper classes.  This emphasis on capturing the attention of economically desirable 

demographics has resulted in a steady decline of coverage of the working and lower classes 

while coverage of the business class and stock market has come to take its place (McChesney, 

2004, 2008).  Furthermore, when controversies do arise, inquiries into the truth of the matter take 

a back seat as the opposing sides are allowed to state their positions while journalists simply 

report what was said.  This allows powerful interests to lie outright with little or no questioning 

on the part of the journalist or outlet.  Journalists are no longer required to establish the truth 

while those in powerful positions “can lie with virtual impunity” (McChesney, 2008, p. 43).  

And because audiences are now accustomed to poor reporting, they expect nothing more, which 

allows network heads to justify spending less money on reporting, resulting in the same low-

quality journalism.  All of these factors coalesce and lead to a depoliticized society (McChesney, 
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2004, 2008).  The emphasis on cheap, trivial news, uncontroversial stories, and a lack of context 

in most reports encourages political withdrawal among the population, and because journalists 

know that any hard-hitting political story likely will not result in substantial political reform, 

they have little incentive to produce those kinds of stories. 

While McChesney’s work focuses on the corporate consolidation and concentration in 

newsrooms over the previous decades, more recent research on the political economy of 

journalism centers on labor involved in the news production process and the integration of new 

technologies into the workplace.  McKercher and Mosco (2007) write that the ability for media 

companies to shift labor to unpaid consumers and the ability to eliminate some parts of the paid 

labor process and combine what remains to perform multiple tasks generates new potential 

revenue.  Other current research documents the growing inequality between media owners, and 

their workforce, viewers, and readers (Servaes & Oyedemi, 2016).  Mosco and McKercher 

(2008) conclude that communication and information technology has led to the large scale 

deskilling and automation of work in general, but especially in the media industries.  Indeed, 

Fenton (2009) recalls accounts given in which the “entire [news] production process is a desktop 

activity with journalists not only writing but also composing a complete presentation package 

onscreen” (p. 8).  While it might be impressive that one person may be able to complete all of 

these tasks, the fact that only one person is required to fulfill them lends evidence to the 

automated and deskilled nature of those particular tasks.  And despite the potential for more 

news stories to be created due to the emergence of digital journalism, what we are actually 

getting is the same stories and information that are published in the print versions of newspapers 

or reports from wire services published with no alterations (see Fenton, 2009).   
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Although legacy news media, especially print news, suffers from many issues, 

McChesney (2013) writes that 85-95% of all professionally reported news originates with daily 

papers. Despite many claiming that the decline in journalism is largely due to the proliferation of 

the Internet and digital journalism, McChesney argues that the Internet is not the problem with 

journalism. Rather, the commercial nature of journalism is what plagues the industry, and the 

commercialized Internet is only exacerbating the problems that already existed in the industry for 

decades; the market is unable to provide quality journalism because the commercial pressures 

described above that applied to legacy newspapers still apply to a commercialized digital model 

of news production.  

Despite the limitations faced by commercial news media, there is still a desire for quality 

local news due to the strong relationship between local and community news, community 

cohesion, local democracy, and civic engagement (McChesney, 2013).  Newspapers still serve an 

important role in local life, and as such still deserve academic analysis.  Although local news 

coverage is desired in communities, it is important to place that news coverage into the larger 

context of neoliberal economics and the focus on profits. These policies have had significant 

impacts on how news is produced and the type of news that the public receives.   

As this project will focus on newspaper coverage of solar energy expansion, it is 

necessary to examine media coverage of environmental events and conflict in general.  

Neoliberal forces have directly and indirectly caused, shaped, maintained, and exacerbated many 

of the current environmental crises around the globe, including the clash over solar energy 

expansion in Florida.  The next section, then, discusses the forces that have shaped and 

constrained news media coverage of environmental issues as well as discusses the dominant 
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tactics environmental groups have used to gain and sustain media attention in a world of 

information overload and short attention spans. 

Environmental News Coverage 

Historically, news coverage of environmental issues and environmental conflict has 

demonstrated a strict adherence to journalistic conventions and news values, such as objectivity, 

accuracy, fairness, and balance.  News organizations and journalists broadly prefer to apply a 

binary good/bad dichotomy to the depiction of nearly every event covered (Boykoff & Boykoff, 

2004, 2007; Cottle, 2013; Lester, 2010; Neuzil & Kovarik, 1996).  These trends in environmental 

news reporting, then, which tend to follow the conventional practices of mainstream journalism 

(e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; McChesney, 2004, 2008), are influenced by:  

the limited capacity of journalism to take a long-term view; the arbitrary nature of values 

and norms used to determine newsworthiness; restricted information gathering, source 

access and forms of story-telling; [and] the role of journalists as ‘objective’ reporters of 

facts or advocates for action and change. (Lester, 2010, p. 59) 

Due to its commercialized, advertising-supported, profit-oriented nature, analyses of 

news events in the United States demonstrate that corporate news media favor covering business-

related issues over others, and as such, provide very generous and favorable coverage to 

businesses, industry activities, and related political and economic issues and actors (Bettig & 

Hall, 2012; McChesney, 2004).  Perspectives that are often overshadowed or entirely ignored, 

then, include those of minorities, the average citizen or business owner, those who speak out 

against the capitalist status quo, those who call attention to the actions and abuses of the 

powerful, and related to this project, environmental organizations and advocates that speak out 

against environmental destruction and degradation and the activities of economic and political 
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actors that lead to such impacts on the environment (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; 

Lester, 2010; McChesney, 2004, 2008).  

The limitations described above affect environmental news stories such that coverage 

tends play up the “deviance” of the actions of environmental groups and often focus on the 

conflict, drama, or violence of a story as evidence that the story is newsworthy.  Complimenting 

this, sensational, spectacular, or “arresting imagery” (Cottle, 2013, p. 21; DeLuca, 1999) helps to 

capture public attention and drive the newsworthiness of a story.  Furthermore, the event-driven 

nature of environmental news coverage glosses over the almost imperceptible changes to the 

environment that occur with much more frequency than dramatic or spectacular events, such as 

the slow die-off of a plant or animal species (Cox, 2013b).  Coverage of environmental issues 

and conflicts in this manner implies that environmental issues are one-off events that are largely 

isolated in nature. 

As a result of this simplified, isolated portrayal of environmental issues, the resolution of 

such issues is thought to reside in uncovering the root cause of the problem.  Environmentalists 

attempting to assign blame for an environmental issue to a root cause end up reducing 

environmental issues to an essentialist position, which posits that there is a single identifiable 

issue causing the problem(s) under examination and that, once identified, can be mitigated by 

implementing a comprehensive solution (Ellis, 1996).  The problem with this approach, though, 

is that it 1) obscures the highly complex and interconnected nature of environmental problems, 

and 2), tends “to be more divisive than productive” in mounting a fight against destructive 

environmental problems (Ellis, 1996, p. 267).  As such, environmentalists, and by extension 

environmental reporters, must resist the temptations of reductionism and instead seek a 

synthesized, comprehensive understanding of the cultural complexities involved in mitigating 
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environmental problems.  Cronon (1996) writes that the moral approach from which humans 

view nature is “so entangled with our own values and assumptions” that viewing nature as a 

stable, monolithic force upon which humans can act severely restricts our abilities to 

comprehend nature as a product of historical human actions, the denial of which limits our 

capabilities to protect nature (p. 25).  As such, environmental news reporting takes on an 

important role in resisting the establishment of essentialist, reductionist positions toward 

environmental issues and in providing comprehensive coverage of environmental problems.   

Lester (2010) writes that the construction of environmental news into a socially 

constructed, mediated version of reality is impacted upon by “a complex set of processes—

whether professional, historical, or ideological,” out of which emerges “another version of reality 

itself” (p. 62).  Media frames, writes Gitlin (1980), allow “journalists to process large amounts of 

information quickly and routinely” for their “efficient relay to their audiences” (p. 7).  “Frames 

are unavoidable,” writes Gitlin, “and journalism is organized to regulate their production” (p. 7).  

News frames that depict a linear progression of an environmental conflict, starting with defining 

the problem, assigning a cause, and then determining a moral position or providing a solution, 

neglect the larger “forms of global crises and contention” at play (Cottle, 2013, p. 20), which are 

usually systemic at their core and produce felt effects on more isolated, localized environments 

and populations.  In this regard, the failure of the news media to make connections between local 

environmental problems and conflicts to the destructive capabilities of global capitalism, and 

more specifically globalized neoliberal economic policies, works to frame events as spectacles 

that avoid the underlying processes at work and how those processes may affect other regions of 

the world in the form of further environmental and ecological destruction (Bagdikian, 2004; 

Cottle, 2013; Cox, 2007; DeLuca, 1999; Harvey, 2005).  Indeed, traditional news coverage of 
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environmental issues and ecological disasters that sticks ardently to conventional journalistic 

practices “runs the risk of dissimulating the complex interpenetration of disasters with ecology 

and other global dynamics” (Cottle, 2013, p. 26). 

In particular, then, the journalistic norms of “objectivity” and “balance” serve as a 

“strategic ritual” (Tuchman, 1972) for journalists and play key roles in the depiction of every 

issue, including environmental issues (Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004, 2007; Lester, 2010).  

Journalists and outlets position themselves as “objective” reporters of a truth that exists out in the 

world.  They “tell both sides of the story” to discourage backlash from the powerful corporate 

sector, the collective actions of which have a determining role over the course of future 

environmental preservation or destruction (my phrasing in quotations).  Backlash from the 

corporate sector often comes in the form of flak (Bagdikian, 2004: Herman & Chomsky, 2002; 

Lester, 2010), but may also come from restricting journalistic access to sources and, by 

extension, limiting access to knowledge, power, and those who wield both to accomplish various 

ends (Lester, 2010). 

Maintaining notions of “balance” and “objectivity,” though, serve to empower positions 

that do not have much scientific standing, ultimately decreasing the sense of urgency that is often 

required to address certain issues, especially abstract environmental issues like climate change.  

For example, Boykoff and Boykoff (2004) found that the prestige press in the United States (i.e., 

the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and the Wall Street Journal) 

overwhelmingly provide “balanced” coverage of climate change between 1988 and 2002, 

allowing opportunities for climate change skeptics to insert a dialogue of uncertainty into the 

public discourse about climate change, working to negate the scientific consensus which 

concludes that climate change is real, is anthropogenic in nature, and requires urgent, sustained 



 

 55 

action on the part of government, the business sector, and private citizens alike.  This balanced 

coverage results in the manifestation of “balance as bias” (with bias in this sense referring to an 

informational bias, not an ideological bias).  By offering relatively equal time and space to both 

the scientific community and climate change skeptics, the prestige press actually provides a 

picture to the public that indicates that both positions have merit despite the evidence 

demonstrating otherwise. 

Beyond maintaining balance and objectivity in the normal reporting duties of journalists, 

environmental news is shaped and constrained by who gets to speak about the issues; in short, 

information sources become a major issue when news media portray issues to the public (Lester, 

2010).  Because of the inherent connection between political and economic elites and their 

relations to the levers of power in society, the news media maintain a dominant focus on these 

individuals and groups and their behaviors.  Maintaining access to these elites becomes a crucial 

point of survival for news outlets and journalists, and as such, journalists and outlets are quick to 

acquiesce to the desires of these elite news-definers. 

Due to their close relations to the levers of power, journalistic sourcing of economic and 

political elites lends credibility and authority to news events; as such, these actors are largely 

able to determine how events are framed for the larger public.  They control the terms of debate 

and determine the acceptable range(s) of discussion.  Indeed, “any arguments against their 

interpretation must begin from the framework provided [by the elites]…or risk being labeled 

irrelevant” (Lester, 2010, p. 90).  When it comes to environmental news reporting, balancing 

viewpoints between elite sources, then, allows for little resistance to be mounted from non-

dominant or alternative groups. 
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Mainstream news going online in recent years has only exacerbated these problems, 

argues Lester (2010).  While there are certainly more avenues for information dispersal through 

online commercial news channels and the integrated online versions of commercial newspapers, 

economic considerations still reign supreme.  That is, although more outlets and avenues exist 

through commercial news outlets, the increasingly limited resources for news gathering “have 

meant fewer reporters or the same number but with more to do” (Lester, 2010, p. 95).  The 

increased pressure to produce more content, which is viewed as driving increases in advertising 

dollars, means that many stories lack the necessary context to allow audiences to make full sense 

of the issues, and may even include more mistakes as journalists and editors have access to fewer 

resources to verify information provided by primary sources (Lester, 2010).   

Accompanying these cuts to journalistic resources has been an increase in public relations 

branches in the corporate and government sectors.  Materials produced by these PR branches are 

aimed at influencing the news, and as such, public relations professionals exploit overworked, 

busy, or simply lazy journalists with information crafted by well-funded and highly organized 

public relations campaigns (Lester, 2010).  These groups typically support pro-growth political 

and economic positions, which are often antithetical to environmental protection, causing 

conflict between industry, government, and environmental advocates to arise.  Because they 

represent the economically and politically powerful, and due to the sourcing practices of 

journalists described above, journalists and news outlets typically take their positions and 

statements as authoritative and credible.  By adopting the pro-growth media frames put forth by 

industry and government as representative of the desires of the larger society, then, journalists 

limit media access for non-dominant environmental groups who might oppose new 
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developments or who potentially consider limiting the broader expansion of capitalism as a 

necessary goal for environmental protection. 

Analyses of “old” news media portrayals of environmental issues demonstrate the 

limitations of the mainstream commercial media sector in providing an accurate picture of both 

localized environmental conflicts as well as the larger, more abstract, systemic environmental 

problems.  Furthermore, even mainstream online news sources are limited in their abilities to 

provide adequate coverage of environmental issues, conflict, and protest as they face the same 

commercial imperatives that plague traditional “analog” outlets.  Despite the limitations present 

in mainstream commercial journalism in both analog and digital formats, the Internet and social 

media have opened up new avenues for alternative, pro-environmental coverage to reach a broad 

audience, provide greater in-depth coverage of environmental issues, and present new 

opportunities for resistance and social movements that circumvent traditional media. 

Logistical restrictions that limited past environmental news coverage from reaching the 

public can now be overcome quite easily within a digitally networked society.  The time it would 

take for journalists located far away from news-production centers like New York City or 

Washington, D.C., to document and transmit information regarding an environmental protest, 

and for that information to then be turned into a news event by an agenda-setting news 

organization, meant that the event was likely over before knowledge of it even reached the public 

(Lester, 2010).  However, thanks to the rise of the Internet and the associated digitally networked 

society, coverage of environmental conflict and protest can reach the masses within minutes of 

occurring (Cox, 2013b; Lester, 2010).  Environmental groups, their members, and outside 

supporters can access each other within minutes of events occurring.  As such, they can share 

information widely between members and other interested parties for the purposes of quickly 
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mobilizing supporters to join the fray of a given contest.  They are also able to better document 

abuses against environmentalists and hold accountable government and corporate authorities for 

protecting the rights of environmentalists to protest and uphold existing environmental 

legislation (Lester, 2010). 

One particularly notable recent environmental event in which online news and social 

media outshined traditional news media was the 2014 People’s Climate March.  This protest was 

the largest climate-related protest in history, with estimated attendance reaching 400,000 people 

marching through downtown New York City (Restuccia, 2014).  Despite this massive outpouring 

of support for climate change legislation, television news coverage was conspicuously quiet on 

the event.  However, the march received extensive coverage via non-traditional online outlets 

like DemocracyNow!, which provided a live stream of the events (Mirkinson, 2014).  Even 

conservative online outlets covered the march, but simply complained about the liberal 

“extremism” taking place (Bankoff, 2014).  The march was also covered across social media 

outlets as participants shared photos and videos to their social media feeds, which were then 

picked up by other online outlets like Buzzfeed, reaching a considerably larger audience than 

that provided by mainstream outlets (Hayes & Mora, 2014).   

 As audiences create their own interpretations of media and cultural products relative to 

how they view their positions in national and local politics (Hall, 2006), so do they likely work 

to create their own interpretations of environmental events based on political orientation, 

personal factors, evidence and reasoning, and expectations about the performance of the media.  

Many experience environmental issues as local phenomena and interpret the issues through their 

identities as members of their local community and as participants in close, familial relationships 

with other community members (Macnaghten & Urry, 1998).  Problematically, however, due to 
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resource limitations, local media outlets likely do not provide much environmental coverage for 

the people who are likely to experience the negative effects of localized environmental problems, 

especially considering most environmental issues are felt rather locally, climate change 

notwithstanding.  Here, then, opportunities exist for local environmental bloggers to augment 

local mainstream news and provide more technical and in-depth coverage of environmental 

issues for residents living within those areas (Cox, 2013b).  

Along with bloggers providing more environmental information for localized audiences, 

social media outlets such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and LinkedIn, among others, present a 

range of opportunities for environmental advocacy, education, and the broader environmental 

movement.  Like blogs, social media outlets allow for individual citizens to provide up-to-the-

minute reporting of environmental issues, conflicts, and disasters to an audience potentially 

numbering in the millions (Cox, 2013b).  Environmental advocacy and activist groups are able to 

mobilize vast numbers of citizens across the country in support of a cause.  Social media outlets 

like YouTube also open up new spaces for ongoing dialogue about environmental protests 

between disparate publics (Uldam & Askanius, 2013) or engaging in antagonistic but respectful 

narratives about views and beliefs toward destructive environmental practices (Collins, 2013). 

Citizen journalism around environmental issues is seeing a renewed resurgence, as well, as more 

people own smartphones and are increasingly connected to the digitally networked world to 

share their thoughts and experiences regarding the environmental movement.   

Just as environmental groups and movements are able to increase the visibility of 

environmental issues and conflicts through the Internet and the wider networked society, so are 

detractors and deniers able to sustain massive misinformation campaigns that seek to discredit 

environmentalists and environmental movements through new media.  For example, Cox (2013a) 
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writes that climate change deniers can effectively spread incorrect information sufficiently 

broadly enough so as to “produce, distribute, and sustain narratives of uncertainty and cynicism” 

about climate change through social media (p. 241).  Furthermore, traditional news outlets 

sometimes “function as feedback loops to amplify the influence” of misinformation content that 

was started and initially distributed online (Rojecki & Meraz, 2016, p. 37).  So while the Internet 

and new media can certainly have positive effects for the wider environmental movement in 

helping spread information and holding power accountable, these technologies also potentially 

provide more exposure for those who seek to limit the work of environmentalists and advance an 

anti-environment agenda. 

Internet technologies, then, can serve as tools for environmental groups to provide a point 

of contrast for journalists so as to attract their attention to the ongoing struggle.  Additionally, 

Internet technologies allow for the spread of information about environmental groups and 

protests to wider publics (Lester, 2010).  As Castells writes, political groups’ (of which 

environmental groups are a part) use of the Internet is not necessarily to bypass traditional media, 

but rather to “provoke media exposure by posting a message or an image in the hopes that the 

media will pick it up” (2007, p. 255). 

While new media may certainly afford environmental movements and protests wider 

exposure to much larger audiences, mainstream media exposure is still widely regarded as 

crucial for gaining legitimacy for any environmental movement (Lester, 2010).  As Hutchins and 

Lester (2006) showed, traditional news media act quickly to regain their power after being 

“infiltrated” or “penetrated” by new media-driven environmental campaigns (my wording in 

quotations).  This forces activist and antagonistic groups to alter their approaches to regain entry 

into the mainstream media fray.  Additionally, as Lester and Hutchins (2009) found, while 
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environmental activist groups engage in effective web and social media communications tactics 

(i.e., using the Internet as praxis), traditional media outlets still perform a gatekeeping role, 

ensuring they maintain their already highly-concentrated power.  Because of its opinion-shaping 

powers and its ability to provide routine representations of reality for the average news 

consumer, environmental movements still must seek access to mainstream outlets to expose 

environmental concerns, issues, and contestations and gain a foothold in the public 

consciousness.   

Media Tactics used by Environmental Groups 

Protests and demonstrations have long been part of the tactical repertoire of the 

environmental movement, though many members of the environmental movement today work 

within the current machinations of power, such as by producing new research about the 

environment as part of government of non-profit organizations, creating advertising or marketing 

campaigns, running for and winning local or national political offices, or lobbying legislators on 

behalf of the environmental movement (Cox, 2013b; Lester, 2010).  While these activities are 

certainly necessary for sustaining the visibility of the environmental movement, “protests and 

demonstrations remain essential for those resource-poor organizations and individuals routinely 

denied access to the heart of political decision-making” (Lester, 2010, p. 117).  

Because news media outlets tend to ignore underlying processes of events, generally fail 

to provide context to protest events, focus on vivid imagery as indicators of news value, and turn 

events into theatricalized spectacles, the image the public sees of environmental protests is 

frequently one which indicates that the event is simply the product of a moment in time and is 

generally contained so as to not further irritate anyone, especially the elites who hold power 

(Lester, 2010).  As such, environmental protestors and demonstrators have learned how to gain 
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and sustain media attention to their benefit.  More specifically, because they understand that the 

media focus on spectacles over processes, and do so only for a short period of time before 

returning their attention back to normal events, environmental groups know they must create 

spectacles of their own.   

One strategy environmental groups have used effectively over the years is the use of 

images and symbols, or perhaps more accurately, the use of images to create symbolic 

connections and “iconic representations of what actually is” (Lester, 2010, p. 140) as 

photography serves as “a conveyor of visual truth” (Palmer, 2013, p. 75).  From the 

environmental movement’s earliest days, images played a crucial role in helping create “the 

context within which a politics takes place,” as DeLuca and Demo (2000, p. 242) found in their 

analysis of Carleton Watkins’ 1860’s photos of the Yosemite Valley.  Indeed, early images of the 

unspoiled wilderness in the United States helped shift the broader discussion surrounding nature 

from one of opportunities for progress and expansion (i.e., Manifest Destiny) to a depiction of 

nature having intrinsic value and value for the culture (Brulle, 1996; Meadows & Thompson, 

2013).   

As Brulle (1996) writes, creating a discourse around an environmental movement is 

crucial if members of that movement want to see it succeed as a “movement discourse…provides 

a link between collective action and individual beliefs and action” (p. 62).  As such, using “the 

power of the image” (Lester, 2010, p. 142) not only helps to create an environmental discourse 

for a movement’s followers, but also helps to create an environmental discourse that expands the 

possibilities for political action (DeLuca, 1999). 

One of the first environmental activist groups to successfully harness the power of the 

image was Greenpeace.  The group staged numerous direct action “image events” across the 
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world, protesting issues ranging from nuclear testing, to whaling, to fighting against proposed 

sites for hazardous waste incinerators (DeLuca, 1999).  The general operating ethos of 

Greenpeace was that televisual campaigns would be so attractive to traditional media outlets that 

they cannot be ignored.  As such, Greenpeace activists engaged in using “mind bombs,” or using 

spectacular imagery that “explodes ‘in the public’s consciousness to transform the way people 

view their world,” particularly the environment (Hunter, quoted in DeLuca, 1999, p. 3).  In short, 

the group’s goal was to use the media as a weapon to bring attention to environmental issues.  

Cox (2013b) categorizes events like these, which also include sits-ins, marches, demonstrations, 

the destruction of logging vehicles and equipment, and animal laboratories as critical rhetoric, or 

rhetoric that challenges a particular set of policies, behaviors, values, or ideologies.  DeLuca 

(1999) refers to these acts as ecological sabotage, or “ecotage” (p. 6).   

Another tactic used by environmental groups and activists to gain media attention are 

environmental advocacy campaigns, or communication-driven campaigns that seek to 

accomplish a larger goal or affect a specific outcome (Cox, 2013b).  The point of advocacy 

campaigns is to move beyond simply revealing the reality of environmental destruction and 

injustices to the wider public, as in the cases of ecotage tactics and mind bombs, but to gain the 

support of key constituency groups, stakeholders, and grassroots organizations in the struggle for 

environmental justice and preservation. 

Efforts of environmental groups to support and enact environmental and climate justice 

have also received media attention over the years (Cox, 2013b).  One unique form of 

environmental justice campaigns is toxic tours, or tours offered for the purpose of highlighting 

for outsiders the vulnerable and dangerous conditions of some of the most toxic and polluted 

communities in the country (Pezzullo, 2007).  The point of these tours is to invite outsiders, 
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including journalists, into the communities to experience what the residents go through on a 

daily basis, with the larger goal of raising awareness in the wider public sphere about the 

conditions of these communities. 

Another strategy environmental groups use to gain media attention is the courting of 

celebrities (Lester, 2010).  Celebrity news is easy and cheap to cover, and as such, celebrities 

receive an incredible amount of news coverage in the mainstream media in place of larger, more 

impactful events.  Environmental movements understand that the media like celebrities.  As a 

result, environmental groups court celebrities to enhance their message.  Celebrities that have 

joined the environmental movement over the years range from politicians like Al Gore (“An 

Inconvenient Truth”), to entertainers like actor like Leonardo DiCaprio to musician David Byrne 

(2014 People’s Climate March), to celebrity scientists Neil DeGrasse-Tyson and Bill Nye, who 

maintain a presence both online and in traditional media.  Indeed, the presence of celebrities at 

the 2014 People’s Climate March is likely to have made the idea of the protest more palatable to 

a wider audience than if it were simply unknown climate scientists and liberal environmentalists 

leading the charge.  The presence of celebrities in an environmental movement, then, lends 

credibility to a particular movement and may even provide a conduit to the economic and 

political elites (Lester, 2010).  

While celebrities may be useful for expanding coverage of particular environmental 

issues, some scholars worry that the use of celebrities undercuts the potential political power of 

environmental movements.  The use of celebrities, warns Brockington (2009), might just provide 

a feel-good opportunity for fans to identify with a celebrity, and by association, an environmental 

movement without actually coming to understand the true complexities of the issue at hand.  
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“The bright lights and glamour” of celebrities might just serve to “obscure the misfortunes [of 

those suffering] all the more” (p. 22). 

Taken together, these tactics serve to gain and sustain media attention for groups acting 

on behalf of different environmental causes around the country and the world. It is important to 

remember, however, that the necessity of these media tactics, and indeed the broader 

environmental movement as it is known today, is largely a by-product of the globalization of 

market-based neoliberal policies; many of the causes championed by the environmental 

movement may be unnecessary if not for an overwhelming devotion to an environmentally 

destructive market philosophy on a global scale. 

Using the political economy of media as a framework for analysis, then, and situating the 

current state of the media industry and environmental conflict within the larger neoliberal forces, 

this project aims to explore Florida newspaper coverage of an environmental conflict between 

the current established Big Energy structure (fossil fuel companies and their champions) and 

renewable energy advocates in the state.  In order to conduct the exploration and analysis of this 

conflict, it is important to examine how I conducted this analysis; methodological details are 

explored in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES 

 Chapter Two provided a review of political economy of journalism, ideology and 

hegemony, neoliberalism, and issues facing journalism in general and in particular 

environmental journalism and reporting.  The current chapter will discuss political economy as a 

theory and a method, qualitative methods, Kellner’s (2009) critical cultural circuit, Domhoff’s 

(1999/2010) power structure analysis, and textual analysis as described by Curtain (1995).  I will 

describe how I used each of these tools to dissect and understand newspaper coverage of solar 

expansion in Florida to answer my research questions, which are as follows: 

1.) What are the political and economic connections between the Florida legislature and 

Florida’s fossil fuel industry, renewable energy industry, and the media? 

2.)  What ideologies are perpetuated in the news articles and do these ideologies connect to 

larger political and economic factors in the energy industry?  

3.) Who gets to speak in the media coverage and from what perspective are they approaching 

this issue?  Why do they receive coverage over other voices? 

4.) Are the news outlets and reporters following the typical, profit-oriented journalistic 

practices to cover this issue?  If so, how? 

5.) Are those same ideologies in the news coverage present in user comments attached to 

those same articles as they are posted to the social media accounts of the original 

publication outlets?  Are the same ideologies in the news coverage present as well in 

comments attached to the digital editions of the newspaper articles on their respective 

websites?  If so, how? 

6.) How are online audiences making sense of this issue? 
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First, I will begin by discussing political economy as a theory and a method. 

Political Economy of Media as a Theory and Method 

According to Murdock and Golding (2005), the political economy approach to media 

studies is historical and holistic.  Scholars in this field are concerned with the balance between 

the private and public provision of media and cultural services, and engage with basic moral 

questions of equity, justice, democracy, and the public good.  The political economy approach 

desires to demonstrate how different methods of organizing and financing cultural production 

create and influence traceable effects on the range of discourses, representations, and 

communication resources in society. 

Mosco (2009) forwards four ideas that are the cornerstones of political economy 

research: social change and history, social totality, moral philosophy, and praxis.  These four 

areas comprise the theoretical positioning of political economy of media.  Social change and 

history refers to the fact that every phenomenon must be analyzed within its historical 

development, that no change occurs autonomously and that all changes must be understood 

within their historical context; understanding long-term historical developments is crucial to 

understanding the current state of affairs.  Even though history should make up a significant part 

of any analysis of human activity, Mosco argues that scholars of the neoclassical economic 

paradigm avoided or actively buried history in their theoretical developments and analyses 

“because history made all the more difficult the drive to turn economics into a science” (p. 26).   

The notion of social totality refers to the holistic, systemic, multidisciplinary approach 

taken by political economists (Mosco, 2009; Wasko, 2005). Because social matters reach across 

disciplinary boundaries, concepts from multiple academic disciplines make up the field of 

political economy to help scholars understand a more complete picture of those social issues and 
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phenomena.  And because reality occurs in more than one social system at a time, it is important 

to resist reducing the analysis of any given social issue to one particular field and instead 

recognize that “reality is composed of both the parts and the whole, organized in the concrete 

totality of integration and contradiction that constitute social life” (Mosco, 2009, p. 31).   

Moral philosophy suggests that social values should be considered alongside appropriate 

social practices when analyzing and offering prescriptions for societal issues (Mosco, 2009).  

According to Mosco (2009), moral positions should be made explicit when discussing economic 

or political issues instead of being masked behind a veil of value-neutrality and objectivity.  This 

stance on explicit moral positions allows political economy to move beyond simple descriptions 

of efficiency and assigning monetary values to objects and human practices to addressing moral 

questions of equity, justice, and the public good. 

Finally, praxis refers to the notion that political economy research should have a practical 

component to it; that is, knowledge is not created solely through contemplation but that 

knowledge grows out of action, specifically out of “the mutual constitution of conception and 

execution” (Mosco, 2009, p. 35).  Political, economic, and ethical studies are not solely the 

domain of philosophers to be theorized about, but have practical, felt effects on society.  

Similarly, people have power to change unfair societal relations through their own actions, 

leading to a situation in which theory and practice combine to create an applicable form of 

knowledge that is more widely accessible. 

As a theory, then, the political economy of media seeks to integrate these four 

cornerstones to describe and explain the interrelationships between knowledge, power, and 

wealth in society to understand and describe how the outputs of these three important aspects are 

distributed (Norris, 1990).  Furthermore, acknowledging that knowledge is a product of 
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conception and action allows political economy scholars to help determine how money, power, 

and knowledge can and ought to be distributed more fairly throughout society, and perhaps more 

importantly, how a more fair and just society can be achieved if these resources were reallocated 

in a more equitable manner.  More specifically, using these four cornerstones as a theoretical 

guide, scholars in this field seek to understand how media materials are produced, distributed, 

and consumed in society (Norris, 1990; McChesney, 2004, 2013).  This form of analysis 

decenters media texts themselves and situates media practices and texts within the larger 

production and consumption processes that create these media texts. 

Using Marx’s form of institutional analysis as a guiding method to address concerns of 

equity and fairness in the media system, political economy of media scholars have historically 

examined newspaper and television coverage of news events in both analog and digital formats 

(Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Herman & Chomsky, 2002; McChesney, 2004; Nichols 

& McChesney, 2013); financial documents from businesses and their various dealings as they 

relate to corporate media consolidation and conglomeration (Bagdikian, 2004; McChesney, 

2004; Meehan, 2005); campaign donations from individuals, businesses, and industries given to 

political candidates or parties and the resulting policies that were influenced by those donations, 

such as the neoliberal policies adopted during the large deregulatory atmosphere of the 1980s 

and 1990s (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; Harvey, 2005; 

McChesney, 1999, 2004, 2008; Nichols & McChesney, 2013); corporate product integration and 

placement in media texts (Bettig & Hall, 2012; McChesney, 2004, 2008); the rise of corporate 

strategies such as synergistic practices, vertical integration, and horizontal integration as result of 

media industry ownership concentration (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Croteau & 

Hoynes, 2006; McChesney, 1999, 2004; Meehan, 2005; Proffitt, Tchoi, & McAllister, 2007); the 
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political economy of television and television markets (Meehan, 2005; Meehan & Torre, 2011); 

the production and reproduction of ideology and digital labor in social media (Fuchs, 2014); the 

growing chasm between media owners and their workers, readers, and viewers (Servaes & 

Oyedemi, 2016); the nature of labor in the communications and culture industries (Mosco, 2011) 

how media companies have worked to reduce paid labor and have co-opted consumers as unpaid 

labor (McKercher & Mosco, 2007); the automation and deskilling of work in the media 

industries (Mosco & McKercher, 2008); the relationship between the military and the media 

(Schiller, 2011); audience labor and the political economy of audiences (Biltereyst & Meers, 

2011; Smythe, 1977); the utility of Marxism as a theoretical tool for critical media studies in 

today’s digital information economy (Mosco & Fuchs, 2016); and the impact of the growing 

demands of the communications and technology industries on the environment (Maxwell & 

Miller, 2012).  Studying these documents and processes from an institutional perspective as put 

forth by Marx (1867) and made distinct from conspiracy theories by Albert (1992) helps political 

economy of media scholars understand the larger trends in the media field, such as corporate 

conglomeration, corporate concentration, and hypercommercialism, and how these trends affect 

the cultural products distributed by media outlets today. 

 Furthermore, instead of just describing these trends, scholarship in this field attempts to 

link these documents, regulations, and processes to larger societal shifts, such as the turn toward 

neoliberalism, the lack of truly democratic expression and deliberation, the growth of an 

atomized society in which the “community” or “public sphere” of past generations is quickly 

disappearing, or the capitulation of news-making outlets to corporate interests and the resulting 

decline of journalism (McChesney, 1999, 2004, 2008; Nichols & McChesney, 2013).  More 

importantly, scholars in this field ask and attempt to answer what these changes and trends mean 



 

 71 

for a liberal democratic society based on principles of self-government that requires untainted 

information about the daily actions of government and the business sector in order to achieve 

that goal.  In short, political economy of media scholars analyze this information for the purpose 

of uncovering prevailing ideologies present in media products and how these ideologies reinforce 

or challenge existing power relations in society. 

With this understanding of political economy of media as my theoretical base, then, it 

becomes important to examine how scholars in this field analyze documents and arrive at 

conclusions from this perspective, starting with qualitative methods in general and moving into 

more detailed discussions of Kellner’s (2009) culture circuit, Domhoff’s (2010) power structure 

analysis, and Curtain’s (1995) description of textual analysis. 

Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research has taken many forms over the previous century depending the 

academic discipline and the goals of the researcher.  Scholars from multiple and quite varied 

disciplines have employed various analytical methods across a range of moments, arriving at the 

current moment in which qualitative research is viewed as fostering “critical conversations about 

democracy, race, gender, class, nation-states, globalization, freedom, and community” (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2008, p. 3).  Qualitative methods allow the researcher to become situated in the world 

in which he or she is examining to better understand a particular phenomenon and how members 

of a particular community experience this phenomenon and ultimately make meaning from it.  

Qualitative researchers will make use of any methods and techniques necessary to answer their 

theoretically-driven research questions, putting “slices of reality together” (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2008, p. 7) to present a more complete picture of the phenomenon under examination (Kellner, 

2009; Nelson, Treichler, & Grossberg, 1992).   
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 Attempting to clearly define qualitative work is difficult because of its many iterations, 

interpretations, and applications across disciplines.  Denzin and Lincoln (2008) provide a much 

broader overview of qualitative research than I will provide, but here I want to briefly describe 

the ontological and epistemological groundwork of my project, and then provide a detailed 

description of my chosen methodologies in the proceeding sections.  Ontologically, my analysis 

of news coverage will be based upon political economy of media theory.  As a theory political 

economy of media seeks to integrate social change and history, the social totality, a moral 

philosophical standing, and provide practical applicability to describe and explain the 

interrelationships between knowledge, power, and wealth in society.  The goal is to understand 

and describe how these three important aspects of society are distributed and to assess whether 

and how a more equitable distribution of these resources would support and sustain a democratic 

society (Norris, 1990).  Epistemologically, because political economy of media adopts a critical 

realist approach to understanding knowledge creation (Hardy, 2014; see also Denzin & Lincoln, 

2008), I also adopted this approach in my analysis of the news coverage of solar expansion in 

Florida.  A critical realist approach acknowledges that reality is not a product of a single 

approach to creating knowledge or viewing the world, such as a strictly positivist or strictly 

interpretive approach.  Fuchs (2011) writes that reducing knowledge production to either 

positivistic empiricism or theoretical positions alone ignores the fact that reality is a product of 

both verifiable data and abstract ideas, a mixture of facts and concepts.  With these ontological 

and epistemological starting points, then, I will now move into the specific methodologies I 

employed to complete this project, beginning with Kellner’s (2009, 2011) critical culture circuit, 

which includes political economic analysis, textual analysis, and audience reception analysis, and 

then moving into more detailed descriptions of each of these areas of analysis. 
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Critical Culture Circuit 

Political economy of media scholars and cultural studies scholars have long been engaged 

in a debate about which approach to the study of media texts provides a better lens to gaining 

insights into how these texts are received (Garnham, 2011; Grossberg, 2009; Hall, 1986; Kellner, 

2002).  Cultural studies scholars claim that those in the field of political economy of media tend 

to reduce human interactions and behavior to primarily economic considerations, or that the 

structure of the economy impacts on the media industry in such a way that all media industry 

outputs transmit a dominant, overriding, inescapable pro-capitalist ideology.  Critics of the 

political economy approach claim that analyses which focus on media concentration and 

ownership trends are overdeterministic, reductionist, and place too much emphasis on economic 

considerations with little allowance for individual agency and independent meaning-making 

abilities (Bettig, 2002; Grossberg, 2009; Hardy, 2014; Mosco, 2009).  Indeed, Ang (1985) argues 

that “the way in which a cultural product is consumed [cannot] be directly deduced from the way 

in which it is produced” (p. 18).   

Political economy of media scholars counter these charges of economic determinism and 

reductionism by asserting that cultural studies analyses ignore how the production aspects of a 

text influence the distribution and consumption of the text (Kellner, 2011).  Kellner (2002) 

asserts that charges of economic reductionism levied by cultural studies scholars are simply 

attempts by those scholars to avoid doing political economy work.  The argument from political 

economy scholars is that strict cultural studies analyses severely discount how the text is a 

product of the interactions between society’s political and economic structures and other 

institutions.  Any analysis that forgoes political economy does not provide a true understanding 



 

 74 

of the text, and as such, any claims made as to how that text is interpreted are incomplete (Hardy, 

2014).   

In an attempt to reconcile these arguments, Kellner (2009) argues that cultural studies and 

political economy should not be opposing methods of analysis, but rather may complement each 

other, especially considering both approaches deal with power relations and distribution in 

society.  The analysis of any cultural text needs to not only consider the traditional cultural 

studies approach by incorporating cultural differences and practices, Kellner argues, but should 

also consider that the text is a product of the relationships between society’s economic, political, 

and other social institutions, such as the media, and that each of these institutions has its own 

internal cultural practices and conventions that may affect the production, distribution, and 

consumption processes of a text.  Indeed, Kellner (2009, 2011) argues that any cultural studies 

analysis of a text is necessarily incomplete without situating the text in its system of production 

and distribution.  In a capitalist system, then, cultural products need to be analyzed not only from 

the multiple interpretations of the audience, but also with considerations of how an economic 

system predicated on domination, subordination, and unequal power relations affects receptions 

of the text.  Situating texts within the larger political economy of culture can highlight effects 

and features of the text that a straightforward textual analysis rooted in cultural studies alone 

might miss.  As Hall (1986) writes, the goal of cultural studies is to understand “the interactions 

between all these practices and patterns [as they] are lived and experienced as a whole, in any 

particular period” (p. 36).  Accordingly, the inclusion of political economy with cultural studies 

can help accomplish that goal as political economy allows for history, politics, and the broader 

social totality to be infused into a project, providing for a larger “field of contestation and 
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antagonism” to be examined for the scholar to achieve the holistic understanding of a 

phenomenon (Kellner, 2009, p. 9). 

Kellner (2009, 2011) posits a model of critical cultural analysis that includes political 

economy, textual analysis, and audience reception studies, coalescing as a continuous critical 

culture circuit.  While a political economic analysis focuses on “the relations between the 

economic, political, technological, and cultural dimensions of social reality” (Kellner, 2009, p. 

9), textual analysis examines cultural products to determine and understand different discourses, 

narrative techniques, ideological positions, and image construction patterns, and how these 

aspects affect interpretations of a given text (Carey, 1989; Curtain, 1995).  Furthermore, textual 

analysis can be used to understand audience reception of any given text as well.  In short, textual 

analysis explains how any given cultural product may convey ideologies and impressions of race, 

class, sexuality, gender, etc., and more importantly, how those ideologies and impressions affect 

the meaning making process.  Different methods of analysis should be used, such as feminist or 

Marxist approaches, queer theory, or psychoanalysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Kellner, 2009).  

No matter which method is used, though, it is important to remember that different approaches 

have their strengths and limitations, and while each approach may offer particular insights, they 

only provide an avenue to one reading of any given text (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Kellner, 

2011). 

Power Structure Analysis 

 To begin my analysis of news coverage of the solar expansion movement in Florida, I 

followed Kellner’s critical culture circuit and first employ political economy of media as a 

method following McChesney’s (2004, 2008) focus on corporate concentration and 

consolidation, both within the Florida newspaper industry as well as how the actions of the 
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broader fossil fuel and solar industries may influence media output regarding the solar expansion 

movement.  I examined ties between news outlets, the fossil fuel industry, and the emerging solar 

industry, specifically to see how these potential connections might influence coverage across 

newspapers.  To help with this portion of the project, I followed Domhoff’s (1999, 2010) power 

structure analysis to examine the potential political and economic connections between the 

Florida energy industry, the Florida newspaper industry, and the political arena. 

Domhoff’s power structure analysis (1999, 2010) seeks to understand and explain how 

the economic elite of the country maintain the means to “exercise a high level of influence over 

government institutions,” primarily through the use of their wealth (Gonzalez, 2012, p. 22).  

Having vast amounts of wealth and a likely associated high income allow these elites to generate 

and marshal other valuable resources, such as campaign financing, political lobbying and access 

to politicians, and access to scientific and legal expertise that can be used to accomplish any 

number of goals.  Social status and prestige among the elite are also awarded based on 

membership in exclusive social and country clubs (Domhoff, 2010).  It is through membership in 

these exclusive social groups, as well as in the mediation efforts of trade and business 

organizations, that economic and political consensus is reached among the economic elites, 

especially when members of the elite class or industry leaders have disagreements about policy 

issues (Domhoff, 2010; Gonzalez, 2012). 

The power elite is defined as “the ‘operating arm’ or ‘leadership group’ or 

‘establishment’ of the ruling class” (Domhoff, 1999, p. 267).  It is composed of high level 

employees and working members of the upper class who are members of the institutions 

controlled by the upper class.  He outlines four processes through which members of the power 

elite are involved in all levels of government.  The special-interest process has to do with how 
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wealthy individuals, corporations, and certain sectors of the economy satisfy their short-term 

needs through things like regulatory rulings, subsidies, and tax breaks.  These short-term goals 

are achieved through the financial support and information that lobbyists provide and are then 

carried out by individuals who have a range of experiences in government, the 

corporate/business world, or both (Domhoff, 2010). 

   The second process is the policy-planning process, which deals with the ways in which 

members of the elite class formulate and implement policies that benefit the capitalist class as a 

whole.  Domhoff (2010) writes that business leaders can arrive at a consensus through policy-

planning networks, which are composed of various “members of the many unpaid committees” 

that work within the executive branch and are largely funded by the corporate community (p. 

179).  The policy-planning network operates through components such as policy discussion 

groups, foundations, think tanks, and university research institutes as well as through influential 

newspapers and opinion magazines based out of the major news-making centers of the country.  

The trustees and directors of these organizations composing the policy-planning network largely 

come from the upper ranks of the corporate sector and elite class, ensuring the interests of the 

capitalist class remain central to future economic policies as these individuals set the direction of 

the organizations and select the people who will manage the daily operations of the 

organizations. 

 The third process is the opinion-shaping process (Domhoff, 2010) or ideology-process 

(Domhoff, 1999), which works to influence public opinion and keep potentially negative 

information about the ruling elite out of the spotlight.  Disseminating information developed 

during the policy-planning process through the public relations arms of large corporations, 

independent public relations firms, and smaller opinion-shaping organizations, opinions and 
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assumptions about certain policies are publicly maintained or changed to ultimately benefit the 

capitalist class.  It is also through this process in which an ideological or hegemonic consensus is 

maintained, and as such, the subordinated groups come to agree with their own domination; 

those in power indicate that the current system of power relations and rewards is what is best for 

all of society moving forward, so everyone must work together to maintain the system as it 

currently stands.  

 Finally, the fourth process, or the candidate-selection process, focuses on how members 

of the ruling class gain and maintain access to the politicians who get elected.  Members of the 

ruling class work to elect politicians “who are sympathetic” to the ruling class agenda (Domhoff, 

2010, p. 19).  This is done through large donations to the presidential campaigns of both parties 

as well as through hiring political consultants to manage candidates and campaigns. 

 Together, these four processes comprise “the political-action arm” through which the 

political and economic elite and their associates in the corporate sector come to dominate the 

federal government.  With this power structure analysis as a guide, I aim to explore the political 

economy of the Florida energy and media industries.  To that end, materials I examined for this 

portion of the study include campaign donation records to Florida legislators, individual 

legislators’ votes, and the resulting policies enacted that support or subvert the entrenched fossil 

fuel interests, or perhaps even support the emerging solar industry.  I also analyzed other ties 

between the fossil fuel sector and the media as well as ties between the media and the emerging 

solar sector.  These potential ties might include interlocking stock ownership, interlocking boards 

of directors, and other indirect influences on relations between the fossil fuel, solar, and Florida 

newspaper industries, and whether those relations are reflected in the media output regarding 

solar expansion.  Together, these materials were used to analyze how Domhoff’s power structure 
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is enacted in the solar amendment case by the economic and political elites of Florida, with the 

goal of examining the four processes that Domhoff writes are the key components for power and 

control over society remaining in the hands of the economic elites.   

 To gather materials for this portion of the study, I used Opensecrets.org, a website that 

tracks political campaign donations, the state of Florida campaign finance database, press 

releases from the organizations involved in this fight, records of legislative bills and votes related 

to the issue, as well as whatever information I was able to find online and in libraries that details 

the political and economic connections within Florida’s energy markets, as well connections 

between the fossil fuel sector, the renewable energy sector, and the newspaper industry.  Taken 

together, analyzing the documents mentioned here allow me to answer my first research question 

(What are the political and economic connections between the Florida legislature and Florida’s 

fossil fuel industry, renewable energy industry, and the media?) by detailing the connections 

between the political and economic actors in this fight and determine who was influencing the 

legislation surrounding this issue.  With these documents I also aim to illustrate if or how 

Florida’s economic elites either supported or possibly played a role in the defeat of Amendment 

1.  This portion of the study is followed with a textual analysis of newspaper coverage and op-

eds published in Florida newspapers. 

Textual Analysis 

 As a method of making sense of information, textual analysis seeks to determine 

differences in interpretations, value judgments, and abstractions about any given text and, more 

broadly, the culture in which it was produced (Brennen, 2013; Lindlof & Taylor; Kellner, 2009, 

2011; McKee, 2003).  In short, textual analysis helps to interpret “both the surface meanings and 

the underlying intentions of a text” (Brennen, 2013, p. 194).  In this way, textual analysis helps 
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to make connections between the issue under analysis and larger issues in society, especially 

considering texts and other documents are “claims to power, legitimacy, and reality” that are 

rooted in society’s power relations (Brennen, 2013; Kellner, 2011; Lindlof & Taylor, 2011, p. 

232).   

Due to the existence of various potential ways of sense-making throughout the world, 

having a perspective that allows for cultural relativism can help an individual see the differences 

between various texts while acknowledging that any single text is not the absolute correct text, or 

that any reading of a text is not the absolute correct way to read the text (Hall, 2006; McKee, 

2003).  Additionally, because most cultures are actually composed of numerous subcultures or 

co-cultures, the “culture” of any given society is never static; there is no such thing as one 

national “culture” in which every member of society makes sense of the world in exactly the 

same way.  The textual analysis approach to examining texts forwarded by McKee (2003) does 

not claim to assert any positions about truth, reality, or accuracy.  Instead, any claims to absolute 

truth, reality, or accuracy, in the way a modernist or positivist scholar might make them, should 

be looked upon with skepticism, as any claims to truth or reality are imbued with any given 

individual’s subjective positions toward a text or an issue.  

While other types of qualitative analyses focus solely on the notion that meaning is found 

within the text itself, such as in a qualitative content analysis, or on the ways in which meaning is 

found in the structure of language, such as in a discourse analysis, the textual analysis I used 

involves “decentering” the text (Curtain, 1995, p. 9), or removing it from the central focus of the 

researcher to then fully deconstruct the text.  This process of decentering is done not to 

determine the preferred or dominant reading of a text from the subject’s perspective, but instead 

to determine what the text signifies, or how a text is imbued with underlying, often unspoken 
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ideologies, myths, and histories about how society is structured and how it should operate as they 

exist within the production and consumption processes of a text (Barthes, 1972; Curtain, 1995).  

This process of decentering the text works backwards from the text itself to eventually 

achieve a meta-view of the processes at work in the production and consumption of the text.  As 

described by Curtain (1995), the researcher must engage in a series of steps to come to a more 

complete understanding of the text.  To start, the researcher must reveal the institutional 

conventions and practices that originally influenced the production of the text.  For news events, 

for example, the researcher would need to delineate how the practices and conventions of news 

reporting, such as beat reporting or prioritizing business and political issues, combined with 

limited access to financial resources, influenced the published product.  Beyond just describing 

these practices, though, the researcher must also provide an interpretation of these practices to 

determine any underlying meanings present. 

The researcher must then determine the narrative structure of the story, or more broadly, 

how the story was framed (Curtain, 1995).  As frames work to focus the reader’s attention 

(Gitlin, 1980), understanding the frame will help with further deconstruction of the text.  How is 

the event classified, or rather is the event an editorial piece, hard news, entertainment, or 

something else?  Is the issue framed in light of some other context?  Is important contextual 

information excluded from the final product?   

Once the text has been deconstructed and examined to reveal the underlying historical 

and social processes present in the production of the text, the researcher must begin to 

reconstruct the text to determine the preferred reading (Curtain, 1995).  It is important to note 

here that the text must not be reconstructed from the perspective of the producer of the text.  

Rather, the text must be reconstructed from the perspective of the production processes that 
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influenced the producer of the text, and by extension, influenced the final product.  After all, as I 

am situating this method within the theoretical framework of political economy of media, it is the 

production process of the text that works to ideally orient the reader to the dominant/hegemonic 

framework within which the reading takes place, and hence, influence how the text will be 

decoded by the consumer (Hall, 2006).  This is especially important to note since the preferred 

reading is used to gain the audience’s consent and position the audience to understand the text 

within the dominant hegemonic framework of society (Hall, 1977, 1982/2005, 2006).   

As part of this reconstructive process to determine the preferred reading, the researcher 

must include omissions from the original text, as what the producer leaves out of the text affects 

the preferred reading and places the text within a specific ideological framework (Curtain, 1995; 

McKee, 2003).  The reconstruction process helps determine potential consequences of the 

preferred reading as well as the range of cultural understandings that are deemed to be legitimate, 

working to create a cultural consensus surrounding the event under analysis (Curtain, 1995; Lule, 

1991; McKee, 2003).   

The final step in textual analysis is to place the text into its larger historical and 

productive contexts.  Because no text is ever consumed with a “blank slate” by the consumer, it 

is important to understand not only the historical and ideological roots of a text that might 

influence similar future texts, but it is also important to understand the historical and 

contemporary context of the reader.  Past experiences play a part in the interpretation of a text, 

and as such, the meaning that is created occurs in the interaction between the consumer and the 

text (Hall, 2006).  

To these ends, then, I employed textual analysis to determine the constitutive structural 

features of newspaper coverage of solar expansion and whether those features of news coverage 
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are reflective in some way of the larger political economy of the Florida energy industry and 

newspaper industry.  As such, I examined newspaper articles on the solar expansion movement 

from the five most widely circulated newspapers across the state, which are the Tampa Bay 

Times, Miami Herald, Orlando Sentinel, South Florida Sun Sentinel, and The Palm Beach Post 

(Cision, 2016).4  I analyzed who got to speak in the news coverage of this issue, i.e. who was 

considered to be an expert on this situation, whether those individuals are politicians, business or 

industry leaders, individuals representing environmental protection groups, or an average citizen, 

and how the viewpoints of each of these groups or stakeholders are depicted.  Do business and 

political leaders receive more attention and, if so, in what capacity?  How are minority and 

environmental advocacy groups covered? How are the opinions of average citizens represented, 

if they are present at all?   

By examining news coverage in this manner, I desired to explore the ideologies 

perpetuated by those who receive newspaper coverage.  More specifically, I wanted to 

understand how those who receive news coverage describe their opinions about the current state 

of the Florida energy sector as well as examine how those in power believe the Florida energy 

market should run, ultimately likely perpetuating ideological positions that work to maintain 

their dominant position in the Florida energy market.  In that regard, I examined ideologies 

perpetuated by those in power following Seliger’s (1976) definition of ideology, who states that 

an ideology is a set of ideas through which people “posit, explain, and justify ends and means of 

organized social action, and specifically political action” (p. 14).  Grossberg and Slack (1985) 

                                                
4 Cision, which published its list in January, 2016, lists The Tampa Tribune as the fifth-most 
widely circulated newspaper in the state, but the paper was purchased and shut down by the 
Tampa Bay Times in May, 2016.  Cision also lists tbt* as the sixth-most widely circulated paper 
in the state, but this is the Tampa Bay Times’ free edition that focuses on arts and entertainment 
events in the Tampa area. 
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write that espoused ideologies “[enable] the reproduction of the structure-in-dominance to take 

place” (p. 89).  Kellner (2011) writes that “ideologies refer to ideas or images that construct the 

superiority of one class or group over others…and thus reproduce and legitimate different forms 

of social domination” (p. 13).  As such, I examined how solar opponents who are covered in the 

news discuss their views and prescriptions for how the Florida energy industry should look going 

forward and whether the current ideologically-driven “structure-in-dominance” of the Florida 

energy industry is reinforced, realigned, or subverted through the news coverage of this 

movement. 

I also explored the reporting patterns used by journalists and whether these reporting 

patterns reflect, reinforce, or subvert the common reporting patterns identified by past political 

economy of media research and that of previous environmental movements (e.g. Bagdikian, 

2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Herman & Chomsky, 2002; Lester, 2010; McChesney, 2004, 2008, 

2013), as well as whether the identified reporting patterns reflect an informational bias in the 

coverage (i.e., does coverage neglect the potential positive environmental and social benefits of 

solar expansion in favor of explicating how solar expansion or suppression will affect business 

interests?) (see Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004 for a discussion of informational bias present in news 

coverage of climate change).  Furthermore, I analyzed all op-ed pieces published in Florida 

newspapers as these pieces serve to describe a particular newspaper’s position on this issue, 

which may reflect how the issue was covered in a given newspaper, and may be reflected in the 

online audience commentary on this issue. 

To gather the news articles for this study, I conducted a search for articles through the 

Access World News database for Florida newspaper articles about solar expansion from the five 

most widely circulated newspapers in the state ranging from July 11, 2013 to November 9, 2016.  
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July 11, 2013 is the first instance of media coverage I have been able to find regarding Floridians 

for Solar Choice and the solar expansion movement in Florida, while November 9, 2016 is the 

day after Amendment 1 was defeated. 

Taken together, the textual analysis methodology described above allowed me to answer 

research questions two (What ideologies are perpetuated in the news articles and do these 

ideologies connect to larger political and economic factors in the energy industry?), three (Who 

gets to speak in the media coverage and from what perspective are they approaching this issue?  

Why do they receive coverage over other voices?), and four (Are the news outlets and reporters 

following the typical, profit-oriented journalistic practices to cover this issue?  If so, how?).  This 

textual analysis method allowed me to explore and understand the ideologies perpetuated in the 

news articles by decentering the text and tracking who gets to speak in the stories, determining 

how the issue is framed, and determining the institutional news practices that influenced how a 

story was produced.  I then attempted reconstruct the text in light of information missing from 

the original news articles to understand the unspoken ideologies about how the Florida energy 

industry is structured and how it should operate. 

Newspapers in an Increasingly Digital World 

While news consumption has largely moved online and away from print media, legacy 

media newspaper coverage of an issue can still demonstrate agenda-setting effects among the 

public (Dunaway, Branton, & Abrajano, 2010) and Congress (Lui, Lindquist, & Vedlitz, 2011).  

This is especially true regarding environmental movements as Hutchins and Lester (2006), Katz-

Kimchi and Manosevitch (2015), Lester and Hutchins (2009), and Lester (2010) have all 

demonstrated that mainstream media coverage legitimates environmental movements in the eyes 

of the public and can help rally support among those who might not identify with the positions of 
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an environmental movement or protest.  Furthermore, while visits to the digital versions of 

newspapers have risen, more people tend to actually read the print version of a newspaper; 

digital visits to legacy media websites tend to be for the purpose of skimming the headlines while 

those who receive a paper version tend to engage more with the content (Barthel, 2015).  Also, 

while newspaper readership is down in the under-40 age group, print newspaper readership about 

local government affairs is still quite high among those over 40 (Rosenstiel, Mitchell, Purcell, & 

Rainie, 2011).  And, since those over 40 are currently more likely to own a home or business 

than individuals in the younger age group, and because they have had more opportunities to 

accumulate the capital required to install solar panels, it is possible that they are also more likely 

to care about this issue from a homeowner or business owner’s perspective (e.g., value added to 

the home as an investment opportunity, better chance to save money every month, etc.), while 

the younger generation may care mainly for reasons of environmental protection or 

environmental justice.  Additionally, the same Pew survey indicated that both print and online 

newspapers, though mainly print, still serve as a primary source of information concerning civic 

affairs and local government. 

 Furthermore, in light of recent developments regarding the contribution of fake news to 

public opinion during the 2016 presidential election cycle, renewed calls are being made for the 

public to support quality journalism conducted by trained, professional journalists (Rutenberg, 

2016).  Additionally, Rojecki and Meraz (2016) found that traditional media outlets have the 

ability to amplify the spread and influence of online content, allowing fake news and 

disinformation to potentially reach a much wider audience than if it had stayed confined to the 

web.  In this regard, then, newspapers still serve quite an important function when vetting the 
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veracity of information presented to the public, and as such, still deserve academic attention and 

analysis. 

Audience Reception Analysis 

To analyze audience reception within Kellner’s critical cultural circuit, I plan to also use 

the textual analysis method described by Curtain (1995) to analyze audience comments.  

Although Curtain says textual analysis cannot be used to glean audience interpretations, it can be 

used to understand the ideologies present in already-espoused audience commentary.  As news 

works to orient us to a preferred reading, audience commentary may reflect that preferred 

reading, or there may be other readings and forms of meaning-making occurring among the 

audience.  In short, I examined the already-expressed interpretations of news articles to 

understand if or how the interpretations coincide with the ideological positions espoused in the 

newspaper coverage. 

To that end, materials that were examined at the audience analysis stage of the project 

include audience commentary on Florida-based newspaper articles about the solar expansion 

movement happening in the state.  More specifically, I explored user comments that were 

attached to those same legacy newspaper articles that were also posted to the Facebook accounts 

of the corresponding newspaper outlets.  All of these materials were examined for the purpose of 

determining if and how Floridians reflect, reinforce, or subvert the ideologies, desires, and 

actions of the currently dominant monopolistic government-utility hegemony in the state. 

Despite the wide acknowledgement of the abilities of individuals to create their own 

individualized meanings regarding a text, Baym (1995), in her research on the use of humor in a 

computer-mediated context, found that members of an online community are able to create a 

collective group identity and solidarity around the particular text of a soap opera.  Similarly, Van 
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Zoonen, Vis, and Mihelj (2010) found that the comment section on YouTube facilitated the 

performance of citizenship in such a way that the website constituted a site for a “placeless 

public debate” (p. 259) in which members of the public came to discuss issues of import that had 

potentially wide-ranging effects for the citizenry.  Katz-Kimchi and Manosevitch (2015) found 

that Greenpeace’s use of Facebook in their Unfriend Coal campaign complemented mainstream 

media coverage of the same campaign.  The group’s use of Facebook fostered an ongoing 

dialogue between the group and its supporters, and at the same time mixed with mainstream 

news media coverage to garner the support of “an even broader audience, including non-users, 

non-supporters, elites, and decision makers” (p. 262). 

In this regard, the online commentary across outlets about the solar expansion movement 

may also provide a site for a “placeless public debate” that facilitates the resolution of 

ideological differences for the purposes of achieving the common goal of solar expansion across 

Florida, especially considering the wide range of ideological positions that have been established 

in this fight and those which represent Floridians for Solar Choice.  For the Florida solar 

expansion movement, then, it is also reasonable to think that supporters of Floridians for Solar 

Choice may also be able to engage in running dialogues with supporters and non-supporters, 

creating a group identity and solidarity around a single issue, and potentially gaining the 

attention of Florida’s economic and political power-brokers through their online comments.  

Taken together, online commentary surrounding solar expansion might be a useful set of 

resources for solar advocates as they may move discussions about the solar movement from one 

outlet to another in a cross-platform “intertextual” flow (McKee, 2003, p. 97).  If this trend is 

occurring, it might be especially useful for solar advocates considering the increasingly divided 
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nature of the polity and the continuing audience segmentation across society due to increased 

corporate media concentration and transnationalization (Carey, 1997; Mosco, 2008). 

Following Van Zoonen’s (2007) approach to ensuring diverse representations in her 

analysis of online commentary about political films on IMDB and McKee’s (2003) 

recommendation to gather as many texts as possible, I analyzed comments attached to newspaper 

articles regarding solar expansion on the websites and Facebook accounts of the five most widely 

circulated newspapers in the state.  Furthermore, as the news has progressively moved online in 

recent years, it seems reasonable to think that the natural setting for discussing issues like these 

is now also online.  In short, it is likely that spaces for online commentary are necessarily 

becoming politicized in this fight to the degree that they help individual commenters construct a 

political self (Van Zoonen, 2007) as they engage in discussions about the political and social 

ramifications of solar expansion. 

To gather the audience commentary I examined, I collected all comments attached to the 

articles on the newspaper websites and on articles posted to each outlet’s Facebook page using 

the search function on the social media site.  Search terms for Facebook include “Amendment 

1,” “Consumers for Smart Solar,” and “Floridians for Solar Choice.”  To find all associated 

Facebook commentary, I combined the name of a given newspaper along with title of the 

newspaper article that was originally published in the print edition (e.g., Tampa Bay Times 

“They say Florida utilities used misleading ballot language to deceive the electorate”).  In my 

initial research on this project, I noticed that articles posted to Facebook by each outlet typically 

garnered more audience commentary, with more commenters and comments overall than on the 

websites for each outlet.  As such, Facebook comments can provide valuable insight and allow 

for a deeper exploration of audience opinion and reaction to this issue.  Indeed, four of the 
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newspapers here provided no user comments on their own websites for the articles I collected, 

with only the Miami Herald offering any user commentary (See Chapter Six for a further 

discussion of user commentary).  Overall, I examined 732 comments posted to the Facebook 

pages of the legacy newspapers. 

 To keep track of the user-posted comments, screenshots of the original article posting 

were taken to identify which article was commented on, then screenshots of all available 

comments on that article were taken.  These include original comments and reply comments.  

The timestamp of each screenshot can be used to ensure that screenshots of comments can 

always be associated with the appropriate corresponding article. 

Taken together, the textual analysis methodology described above allowed me to answer 

research question five (Are those same ideologies in the news coverage present in user comments 

attached to those same articles as they are posted to the social media accounts of the original 

publication outlets?  Are the same ideologies in the news coverage present as well in comments 

attached to the digital editions of the newspaper articles on their respective websites?  If so, 

how?), and research question six (How are online audiences making sense of this issue?).  This 

methodology provides an avenue into the user conversations that took place while this issue was 

still in the news, and as such, I attempted to determine whether Facebook users challenge, 

subvert, or reinforce those ideologies identified in my analysis of the news articles. 

The next chapters provide the analysis and explanation of the data collected and analyzed 

using the methods described above.  In chapter four, I explore the political and economic 

connections between the fossil fuel and alternative energy industries and the proposed legislation 

for the 2016 election, as well as explore any connections between these industries and the media.  

In chapter five, I explore the Florida newspaper coverage of solar expansion, focusing on who 
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gets to speak and the ideologies that are conveyed.  In chapter six, I examine audience 

commentary related to the issue of solar expansion and explore whether those audiences 

challenge, reinforce, or subvert the news coverage they receive and the ideologies therein.  In 

chapter seven, I draw my final conclusions about this study and discuss why they matter, provide 

recommendations about how news media can change its approach to reporting on future 

environmental issues, explain the limitations inherent in this study, and provide 

recommendations for future political economy of news media research. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FLORIDA’S FOSSIL FUEL, SOLAR, AND NEWSPAPER INDUSTRIES 

Chapter Three provided a detailed overview of the methodological approaches used for 

the remainder of this case study.  Using Domhoff’s (1999/2010) power structure analysis as a 

guide, the current chapter explores the political and economic connections between Florida 

legislators, the fossil fuel and solar advocates involved in this fight, and the Florida newspaper 

media.  First, I detail the economic and political connections for solar opponents, including the 

for-profit utility companies in Florida, fossil fuel companies with ties to Florida, other political 

organizations that supported the efforts of solar opponents, and the media.  I follow that with an 

analysis of the connections between solar advocates, including Floridians for Solar Choice and 

other groups and individuals that supported the efforts of solar advocates, and the media.  By 

detailing the connections between the political and economic actors on all sides in this fight, I am 

able to answer my first research question: What are the political and economic connections 

between the Florida legislature and Florida’s fossil fuel industry, renewable energy industry, and 

the media?  The next section discusses the monetary donations from the fossil fuel sector, 

including the four major for-profit utility companies that fought solar expansion, and the 

affiliated organizations that supported their efforts.  As previously discussed, the utility-backed 

amendment, also known as Amendment 1 or Consumers for Smart Solar (CSS), was 

overwhelmingly funded by four of the major for-profit utility companies in Florida, including 

Florida Power & Light (FPL), Duke Energy, Tampa Electric (TECO), and Gulf Power.  First, 

however, a discussion of the CSS leadership can serve as an entry point into the vast anti-solar 

network that operated during this fight. 
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Consumers for Smart Solar 

CSS was co-chaired by two individuals from opposite sides of the political spectrum.  

Co-Chairman Dick Batchelor is a former Democratic state Representative for District 43, having 

served from 1974-1982.  While in the Florida legislature, he served as Chairman of the Energy 

Committee.  After his term ended, he continued his environmental work by serving as a State 

Board Member for the League of Conservation Voters from 1983-1984 and as Vice Chairman of 

the Children’s Environmental Health Network since 2001 (Dick Batchelor Management Group, 

2017).  Governor Lawton Chiles also appointed Batchelor as Chairman of the Environmental 

Regulation Commission at the Florida Department of Environmental Regulation, a position he 

held from 1991-1997 (Carroll McKenney Foundation for Public Media, Inc., 2010). 

  After he left office, Batchelor also maintained his political connections to Tallahassee 

through his company, Dick Batchelor Management Group, Inc. (DBMG) in Orlando, which 

“[specializes] in corporate relations, public affairs, and governmental relations” (Carroll 

McKenney Foundation for Public Media, Inc., 2010, p. 1).  According to corporate logos on the 

homepage of the DBMG website, the organization’s clients include Disney, CNBC, 5-Hour 

Energy, Colonial Life Insurance Company, and Hilton.  This company and its links to the larger 

corporate sector and big time media players, along with Batchelor’s extensive ties to numerous 

non-profit, business, and philanthropic organizations, have made Batchelor a highly regarded 

individual in Florida’s private and public sectors who is regularly tapped to make appearances as 

an on-air political analyst by numerous local news outlets in the Orlando area (Dick Batchelor 

Management Group, 2017). 

Co-chairman Jim Kallinger also served two terms as a state Representative from 2000-

2004 (Florida Faith and Freedom Coalition, 2016; Orange County Government, 2006).  During 
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his time in government, Kallinger served as Vice-chairman of the Select Committee on 

Constitutional Amendments as well as Chairman of the Trades, Professions, and Regulated 

Business Committee (Orange County Government, 2006).  He currently serves as Chairman of 

the Florida Chapter of the Faith and Freedom Coalition5 (Florida Faith and Freedom Coalition, 

2016).  The Faith and Freedom Coalition has longstanding ties to the fossil fuel sector and 

donated to CSS in efforts to pass the legislation (see below for further details about the 

involvement of the Faith and Freedom Coalition in the effort to pass CSS). 

Taken together, the presence of these two former state Representatives as co-chairs of 

CSS lended the utility solar ballot a sense of legitimacy.  These two individuals represent trusted 

sources of information in certain communities within Florida, particularly the business and 

religious communities.  Together, they only donated $125 to the CSS amendment while courting 

the funding of numerous conservative groups (Pomerantz, 2016).  In their joint op-eds published 

in the statewide newspapers, the co-chairmen lauded the possibilities of solar expansion if the 

population voted to pass CSS.  (See Chapter Five for a further analysis of the op-eds published 

by Batchelor and Kallinger).  

As Domhoff (1999/2010) writes, the economic elite work to maintain their power and 

influence by exerting an impact on the legislative process and maintaining contact with potential 

political allies through campaign donations.  In this situation, Batchelor and Kallinger serve as a 

public connection point between the utilities, local businesses, faith communities, and the 

politics of the state.  Batchelor also serves as an additional public connection point since he 

                                                
5 The Faith and Freedom Coalition is a national organization “committed to educating, 
equipping, and mobilizing people of faith and like-minded individuals…[to] influence public 
policy and enact legislation that strengthens families, promotes time-honored values, protects the 
dignity of life and marriage, lowers the tax burden on small business and families, and requires 
government to tighten its belt and live within its means” (Faith & Freedom Coalition, 2016). 
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appears regularly on Orlando-area television stations, which gave him a platform to gain the 

support of other local economic leaders to help pass CSS even if he did not explicitly advocate 

for the CSS amendment in these appearances.  Batchelor and Kallinger worked to advance what 

Domhoff (1999/2010) calls the special interest process, which is when individuals who have a 

range of experiences in both the public and private sectors champion the short-term goals of the 

utility sector and the longer-term policy planning goals of the ruling class.  In this case, 

Batchelor and Kallinger were relied upon to present the CSS amendment in a positive light that 

would overshadow the organizations and individuals responsible for introducing Amendment 1, 

such as the for-profit utility companies and their affiliated industrial allies, which were generally 

not well liked by the wider population.  The two also worked to shape public opinion with their 

op-eds, attempting to gain support for the CSS amendment in the face of relentless criticism from 

the state’s major newspapers, pro-solar groups, and the public at large. 

CSS Financial Support Network 

Total donations given to the anti-solar amendment amounted to $26,118,915, with 

$20,188,795 of that money coming directly from the four major for-profit utility companies 

(Kasper, 2016; Pomerantz, 2016).  Despite the Consumers for Smart Solar name attached to the 

bill, only 12 “actual flesh-and-blood consumers” donated to CSS, and at least 11 of those 

individuals were directly or indirectly associated with CSS (Pomerantz, 2016, para. 4).  

Donations from those 12 individuals totaled only $305 of the total $26.1 million spent on 

Amendment 1 (Kasper, 2016).  Of that $305, all but $10 came from those 11 individuals known 

to have associations with CSS.  Of these 11 individuals, four worked directly for CSS.  These 

four individuals include Dick Batchelor, who gave $100, Matthew Carter, who gave $50, and 

Screven Watson and Jim Kallinger, who each donated $25 (Pomerantz, 2016).  Five other 
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individual donors are affiliated with Front Line Strategies (FLS), which “is a full-service media 

and public relations firm specializing…that provide[s] standard services in public relations, 

campaign consulting, and grassroots advocacy” (Front Line Strategies, 2017).  Front Line 

Strategies supports Republican candidates for various political offices in Florida, including 

notable clients such as Florida Attorney General Pam Bondi, who has expressed opposition to 

solar expansion (Elsner, 2015), and Commissioner of Agriculture Adam Putnam (Cision, 2014).  

Of those five individuals, Front Line Strategies employees Zach Tatum, Valerie Gatlin, and Lori 

Hutto each donated $5 to CSS.  Front Line Strategies employee Matt Moehler donated $25 to 

CSS, while Garrett Ifland, who listed the same home address as Valerie Gatlin, also donated $5 

to CSS (Pomerantz, 2016).  Abigail MacIver, the Vice President of Operations at an anti-

renewable energy front group called the Partnership for Affordable Clean Energy (PACE), 

donated $25 to CSS (Pomerantz, 2016).  PACE is “funded by subsidiaries of the Southern 

Company, which owns Gulf Power,” and donated $126,000 to CSS (Pomerantz, 2016). Apryl 

Marie Fogel, vice president of operations at the 60 Plus Association (discussed below), gave $25 

(Pomerantz, 2016).  The remaining $10 is presumed to have come from a lone unaffiliated 

citizen supporter of CSS (Pomerantz, 2016). 

As of November 10, 2016, Florida Power & Light (FPL) had donated $8,055,000 to help 

pass CSS.  In addition to these contributions coming directly from FPL, the utility company 

donated money to a PAC called “Let’s Preserve the American Dream,” which was created after 

solar advocates started Floridians for Solar Choice (Kasper, 2016; Wallace, 2015).  Let’s 

Preserve the American Dream officially disbanded in early October 2016, but Stephen A. Smith, 

the executive director of the Southern Alliance for Clean Energy, accused the PAC of being a 

front group for filtering utility company donations to CSS (Wallace, 2015).  Ryan D. Tyson, the 
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chairman of the PAC and current Vice President of Political Operations at the Associated 

Industries of Florida (AIF)6 (Associated Industries of Florida, 2015), refutes that accusation, 

saying the PAC was a 501c4 social welfare organization operating with the goal of educating 

citizens about “economic, regulatory, and legal policies” (Wallace, 2015, para. 13).  In addition 

to Tyson serving a leadership role at both the PAC and at AIF, Tom C. Feeney, president and 

CEO of AIF, also served as president of the PAC before it was disbanded. 

According to the AIF website, Tyson previously served as Chief Legislative Aid for 

Republican Senator Charlie Dean, managing campaigns and advising on policy issues.  Feeney 

served in the Florida House of Representatives for ten years, eventually serving as Speaker of the 

House.  He was also Governor Jeb Bush’s running mate for lieutenant governor in 1994 

(Associated Industries of Florida, 2015).  In addition to these ties to the highest levels of Florida 

politics, AIF has received donations totaling $1,030,500 from FPL alone since 2013 (Florida 

Department of State, 2017).  AIF also received donations totaling $67,500 from Gulf Power and 

an additional $6,500 from TECO during the same time period. 

Like Batchelor and Kallinger, former Florida politicians or staffers like Tyson and 

Feeney at AIF likely fostered their connections to the Florida legislature and to the other for-

profit utility companies in order to help pass CSS.  Their Let’s Preserve the American Dream 

PAC filtered some of the donations that came from the for-profit utility companies with the 

                                                
6 Associated Industries of Florida is non-profit organization that works to foster a favorable 
business environment in Florida for all economic sectors (Associated Industries of Florida, 
2015).  Florida politics blogger Peter Schorsch (2016) noted that the annual party held by the 
association is the event that “those in the know” attend each year before the state legislative 
session kicks off (para. 1).  Florida’s “premier business lobby” (Schorsch, 2016, para. 2) 
regularly lobbies for tax cuts on business interests as well as advocates for other conservative 
causes like advancing the interests of charter schools or fossil fuel companies. 
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understanding that AIF would use that money to support the efforts of the utility companies as 

they sought to block solar expansion. 

Significant donations from the other major for-profit utilities in Florida include 

$6,736,998 from Duke Energy; $3,197,347 from TECO; $2,199,450 from Gulf Power; $100,000 

from the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association; and an additional $30,000 from 

Powersouth Energy Cooperative (Elsner, 2015; Kasper, 2016).  Clearly, the four major for-profit 

utility companies comprised the bulk of the donations and efforts to pass CSS.  A number of the 

donations made by the utility companies were filtered through other outside groups, some of 

which have connections to the fossil fuel industry.  Other outside groups that provided direct 

financial support or served as a pass-through for funds for CSS include the National Black 

Chamber of Commerce (NBCC), the 60 Plus Association, the Energy and Social Justice Project, 

the Energy Equity Alliance, the Partnership for Affordable Clean Energy (PACE), the Florida 

State Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, the Florida Faith and Freedom Coalition Inc., the Florida 

Council for Safe Communities, Floridians for Government Accountability, Let’s Preserve the 

American Dream, the Hispanic Council for Reform and Educational Options, and Checks and 

Balances (Elsner, 2015).  What follows are descriptions of the organizations that donated 

significant funds to CSS.  The next section also traces the connections from these groups to the 

larger fossil fuel industry. 

The National Black Chamber of Commerce 

The National Black Chamber of Commerce donated $100,000 to help pass CSS leading 

up to the election (Elsner, 2015).  Founded in 1993 by by Harry C. Alford and his wife Kay 

DeBow, the NBCC has a long history of ties to the fossil fuel industry.  Alford, who currently 

serves as President and CEO of the organization, once wrote in an op-ed piece that “of course 
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we” take money from fossil fuel interests (Alford, 2015, para. 1). “It’s a ‘no-brainer’,” he wrote, 

because “the legacy of Blacks in this nation has been tied to the miraculous history of fossil fuel 

and the economic growth in communities because of the successful harvest of fossil fuels” 

(Alford, 2015, para. 1-2).  Indeed, between 1998 and 2014, the NBCC received $1,000,000 from 

ExxonMobil (Exxonsecrets.org, n.d.).  The Edison Electric Institute, the main trade association 

for investor-owned electric utilities in the country, has also donated at least $25,000 to the 

organization since 2011 (Energy and Policy Institute, “National Black Chamber of Commerce,” 

n.d.). 

Alford has consistently lobbied against Environmental Protection Agency regulations on 

the basis that they hurt minority communities and hinder their economic growth (Energy and 

Policy Institute, National Black Chamber of Commerce, n.d.).  The most prominent example of 

this sort of lobbying occurred in 1998 when Alford testified before the House Small Business 

Committee that adopting the Kyoto Protocol and limiting greenhouse gases would unduly hurt 

minority-owned small businesses (Mider, 2017).  Additionally, Alford recently made it known 

that he sits on the board of the Partnership for Affordable Clean Energy (PACE), a group with 

connections to the Southern Company, which owns Gulf Power (Alford, 2016; Energy and 

Policy Institute, “National Black Chamber of Commerce,” n.d.).  

60 Plus Association 

The 60 Plus Association, according to its website homepage, is a “nonpartisan seniors 

advocacy group with a free enterprise, less government, and fewer taxes view toward issues 

important to seniors” (60 Plus Association, Inc., 2016).  It has mainly supported conservative 

candidates and issues since it was founded in 1992 and has largely been funded by other groups 

that are affiliated with the Koch brothers network over the previous few election cycles (Beckel, 
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2014).  Donations received from these Koch-affiliated groups have totaled $42 million since 

2010 (Conservative Transparency, 2017).  The organization has engaged in other anti-clean 

energy movements in a handful of states such as North Carolina, Arizona, and Louisiana, and 

ended up being “CSS’s top dark money donor and the third largest donor overall” to the utility-

backed amendment as of February of 2016 (Grass, 2016, para. 6).  The group donated a total of 

$1.14 million to the amendment between early 2015 and early 2016 (Nielsen, 2016). It also 

donated another $250,000 in the final weeks leading up to the 2016 election (Wilson, 2016). 

Partnership for Affordable Clean Energy (PACE) 

 The Partnership for Affordable Clean Energy (PACE) has been referred to as “the public 

face of a complex network of public relations firms employed by fossil fuel and utility 

interests…with a history of pretending to support the interests of consumers” (Smith, 2015, para. 

2).  PACE reportedly donated $126,000 to CSS in efforts to defeat solar expansion in Florida in 

2016 (Grass, 2016; SourceWatch, 2016).  PACE has traditionally focused its political activities 

on energy issues in Alabama, but recently moved into other states in which arguments for solar 

expansion are gaining more traction, like Georgia and Florida (Energy and Policy Institute, 

Partnership for Affordable Clean Energy, n.d.; Smith, 2015).  The organization is mainly funded 

by the Partnership for Alabama Leadership (PAL) and Vote Alabama. 

PAL and Vote Alabama serve primarily as “pass-through” groups through which money 

is funneled to support anti-renewable energy initiatives in the southern United States (Smith, 

2015, para. 5; SourceWatch, 2016).  Indeed, Curran (2014) writes that these groups “exist for 

one purpose — to receive money, and then pass it on to the groups that become engaged in 

public relations campaigns supported by Alabama Power and related companies and groups” 

(para. 9).  Those public relations campaigns are frequently undertaken by Montgomery, AL-
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based public relations firm Matrix, LLC, which “has provided political consulting services for 

Alabama Power for decades” (Curran, 2014, para. 8).  Lance Brown, the head of PACE at the 

time the organization became involved in the solar expansion fight in Florida, is a former Matrix, 

LLC employee (Curran, 2014) and was reportedly paid a salary by Matrix in 2009 when he was 

already the director of PACE (Smith, 2015).  Furthermore, Nick Sellers, another former Matrix 

employee, was serving as the Vice President for Regulatory and Corporate Affairs at Alabama 

Power at this same time (Sims, 2013; Smith, 2015). 

Energy and Social Justice Project Inc./Energy Equity Alliance, Inc. 

 Together, the Energy and Social Justice Project Inc. and Energy Equity Alliance, Inc. 

donated $16,000 to CSS (SourceWatch, 2016).  Both of these organizations have ties to 

NetCommunications, LLC, “a firm specializing in regulatory policy and analysis, public affairs 

and advancing diversity” (The Aspen Institute, 2017, para. 1), mainly in the areas of energy, 

broadcast regulation, and telecommunications (FirstEnergy Corp., 2017).  Julia Johnson, 

president of the firm since 2000, has extensive ties to the energy sector in Florida.  She served as 

commissioner for the Florida Public Service Commission (PSC) from 1992-1999, and served as 

chairman of the PSC from 1997-1999 (The Aspen Institute, 2017).  She currently serves as a 

director for NorthWestern Energy Corporation, a for-profit utility company serving Nebraska, 

Montana, and South Dakota (NorthWestern Energy Corporation, 2016). She also currently serves 

on the board of FirstEnergy Corporation, a for-profit energy company with multiple utility 

subsidiaries in the Appalachian region (FirstEnergy Corp., 2017).  According to the 2015 

NorthWestern Corporation proxy statement filed with the Securities and Exchange Commission, 

Johnson received $184,728 in cash and stock from NorthWestern Energy Corporation in 2014 

(Securities and Exchange Commission, 2015), as well as $210,060 in cash and stock from 
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FirstEnergy Corporation in 2014 (FirstEnergy Corporation, 2015).  Additionally, Johnson has 

served on the Board of Directors of MasTec since 2002 (MasTec, 2017).  MasTec specializes in 

building “oil and natural gas pipelines, renewable energy and wireless networks” (MasTec, 

2017). 

 NetCommunications is also connected to Politic365, “an opinion and policy blog focused 

on communities of color” (Politic365, 2015).  The blog published numerous pieces that claimed 

solar expansion and net-metering policies will lead to unnecessary rate hikes, disproportionately 

affecting low-income customers, and therefore having a negative impact on African Americans 

(Fang, 2015).  NetCommunications registered the domain name for Politic365, and the blog’s 

editor-in-chief, Kristal High, is Julia Johnson’s stepdaughter (Fang, 2015).  High also revealed 

that she is a paid consultant by the lobbying firm DCI Group, which represents ExxonMobil 

among other major multinationals in various industries (Fang, 2015). 

 Chairman of the Energy Equity Alliance, Joe Gibbons, who was serving as a Democratic 

State Representative for the 100th district in 2014, came out against solar expansion in an op-ed 

published in the Orlando Sentinel, arguing that net metering policies will disproportionately 

burden low-income households (Gibbons, 2014).  Shortly after that op-ed was published, the 

Broward Palm Beach New Times reported that Gibbons earns approximately $60,000 per year as 

a public policy advisor for Miami law firm Akerman LLP, which has represented Florida utilities 

in the past, including Florida Power & Light (Swenson, 2014). 

Florida State Hispanic Chamber of Commerce 

 The Florida State Hispanic Chamber of Commerce (FSHCC) donated $50,000 to CSS 

during the 2016 campaign effort (SourceWatch, 2016).  According to the FSHCC website, 

current trustees of the organization include Duke Energy and Florida Power & Light (Florida 
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State Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, 2017), and previously had as a trustee the Sabal Trail 

Commission, LLC, a joint venture between NextEra Energy, Inc., Spectra Energy Partners, and 

Duke Energy (SourceWatch, 2016).  FSHCC is a member of the Partnership for a Better Energy 

Future, a project of the DC-based National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) (SourceWatch, 

2016).  The National Association of Manufacturers is funded by a Koch brothers-backed 

organization called Freedom Partners Chamber of Commerce, which distributed $250 million 

throughout the 2012 election season (Graves, 2013).  Additionally, Christopher C. Womack, 

currently an Executive Committee Member for NAM, also serves as president of External 

Affairs for the Southern Company, connecting him to both the Koch brothers network as well as 

to Gulf Power in Florida through its parent company, the Southern Company (National 

Association of Manufacturers, 2017; Southern Company, 2016). 

Florida Faith and Freedom Coalition, Inc. 

 The Florida Faith and Freedom Coalition Inc. donated $150,000 to CSS (SourceWatch, 

2016).  President of the Faith and Freedom Coalition, Ralph Reed, is also the president of 

Century Strategies, LLC, a public relations firm that has worked with numerous large energy 

clients in the past (Century Strategies, 2004a; Century Strategies, 2004b).  In 2009, Reed 

announced the creation of the Faith and Freedom Coalition at a rally sponsored by Americans for 

Prosperity, another group with known ties to the Koch brothers (Stan, 2009).   

Florida Council for Safe Communities 

 The Florida Council for Safe Communities donated $20,000 to CSS (SourceWatch, 

2016).  The council hired national law firm McGuireWoods LLC for representation at a Florida 

Supreme Court hearing in which the law firm urged the court to disallow the solar amendment 

proposed by Floridians for Solar Choice on the 2016 ballot.  As of the end of 2016, this law firm 
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also represents the interests of numerous fossil fuel companies and allied organizations, such as 

the American Petroleum Institute, Dominion Resources, ExxonMobil, Southern Company, and a 

handful of electric utility companies (OpenSecrets, 2017). 

Hispanic Council for Reform and Educational Options 

 According to a report published by GuideStar, the Hispanic Council for Reform and 

Educational Options (HCREO) is a non-profit that seeks “to create awareness of the educational 

crisis that exists within the Hispanic community nationally by empowering Hispanic parents to 

become advocates for their children” (GuideStar, n.d., para. 1).  The non-profit has also been 

called a “‘school choice’ advocacy organization geared toward the Hispanic community” (Vogel, 

2016, para. 34).  The Council donated $50,000 to CSS (SourceWatch, 2016).  This money 

donated to CSS by HCREO reportedly came from the Jaquelin Hume Foundation, which has 

maintained extensive ties to various Koch brother organizations (SourceWatch, 2016).  From 

1999-2011, the Hume Foundation donated $24.3 million to various Koch-brother-connected 

entities including the State Policy Network, the American Legislative Exchange Council 

(ALEC), Americans for Prosperity, the Heartland Institute, the Heritage Foundation, and the 

CATO Institute (SourceWatch, 2016).  Additionally, as of 2015, the State Policy Network, a vast 

Koch-brothers-connected ring of right-wing think tanks in 49 states that is largely funded by 

multinational corporations and that strongly favors ALEC-supported corporate interests in state 

legislatures, listed HCREO as an educational reform resource (SourceWatch, 2016).   

Checks and Balances for Economic Growth 

 Checks and Balances for Economic Growth donated $289,965 to CSS (SourceWatch, 

2016).  Employees of Washington, D.C.-based law firm Webster, Chamberlain & Bean, a 

nonprofit firm that provides legal services for trade organizations and associations, originally 



 

 105 

founded Checks and Balances for Economic Growth.  Previous clients of Webster, Chamberlain 

& Bean include other fossil fuel-connected organizations like ALEC and The Heritage 

Foundation (The Heritage Foundation, 2008; SourceWatch, 2016). 

Floridians for Government Accountability 

Floridians for Government Accountability, “a corporation formed to educate the public 

and provide information on issues related to economic freedom, fiscal responsibility, and 

accountability in all levels and branches of government,” donated a total of $96,750 to CSS 

(Floridians for Government Accountability, 2017; Pomerantz, 2016).  Additionally, Jim Hart, 

who is currently the Chair of Floridians for Government Accountability, is also a former vice 

president for Duke Energy, one of the major utility companies behind CSS (Ammann, 2015; 

Grass, 2016; Chipola College, 2007).  Hart’s ties to the fossil fuel industry extend beyond that 

leadership position, though.  While he served as vice president of Duke Energy, he was also a 

member of the Interstate Natural Gas Association of America’s Public Affairs Committee as well 

as served on the American Gas Association’s public relations committee (Chipola College, 

2007). 

Analysis of these groups shows a range of ties to CSS, from directly donating millions of 

dollars to only being distantly connected to this organization.  While the connections of these 

organizations to the Florida fossil fuel sector are at times distant, they serve to demonstrate the 

depths to which the fossil fuel sector went to defeat solar expansion in Florida.  Although their 

amendment was defeated, the major for-profit utilities in the state and their affiliated groups 

spent the second-highest amount of money ever on a single constitutional amendment in Florida 

in their efforts to pass CSS (Turner, 2016d).  The connections between the corporate fossil fuel 

sector in Florida and Florida politics help ensure that the fossil fuel sector, and especially the for-
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profit utility companies, maintains a place of importance in the eyes of Florida politicians.  This 

is a key function of political donations and will serve to keep the desires of the utility industry 

prominent in the legislature. 

The organizations involved in this fight attempted to have an impact on legislation, 

working to create favorable legislative environments through monetary donations to politicians 

instead of working to create new products or services that consumers would prefer to purchase.  

The lack of renewable energy innovation demonstrated by these companies up to this point can 

be explained by the neoliberal practice of creating a captured consumer base, that is, ensuring 

guaranteed profits from the population because competition has been eliminated due to the 

willing helpfulness of politicians who write favorable rules for the for-profit utility companies.  

Although there is ample evidence that solar energy will benefit all Floridians in various ways, the 

private utilities in Florida have ensured their profits with their vast aggregate connections to the 

private sector and legislative arena.  They have no obligation to use renewable energy sources, 

and as long as they do not have an incentive to change, they will not make the required 

investments in renewable energy technologies.  It is easier and more cost-effective for the 

utilities to maintain the status quo than it is to truly satisfy consumer demand for renewable 

energy. 

Together, these organizations along with the utility companies concluded that a “solar 

problem” existed in Florida and needed to be handled in a way that would maintain the economic 

and political dominance of the for-profit utilities.  As Domhoff (2010) writes, solutions to 

problems that threaten the corporate class are often generated by the interaction between various 

think tanks, foundations, and policy discussion groups that represent the interests of the 

corporate class.  The organizations that supported CSS legitimated themselves and their 
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members by creating a “solution” to the problem of solar expansion and getting their message 

out to the media.  Despite the fact that the language of Amendment 1 was widely considered to 

be misleading, the Florida Supreme Court narrowly ruled in a 4-3 decision that the amendment 

met the constitutional requirements for being placed on the ballot.  The leaders of these groups 

serve as experts that policy makers can rely on to generate new policy ideas that can be 

supported by a wide range of political organizations that represent numerous interests in the state 

of Florida (Domhoff, 2010).  These organizational leaders may also be viewed as experts on 

issues in the eyes of their constituents; these leaders are typically trusted community members 

that are thought to be representing the best interests of the community. 

As discussed earlier, these organizations also had a favorable and legitimate-sounding 

media outlet in Politic365, which focuses on providing news and information about various 

issues to communities of color.  This media outlet has connections to the fossil fuel companies 

and for-profit utilities through Julia Johnson and her company, NetCommunications, as well as 

through Johnson’s vast connections to the fossil fuel industry that she has built throughout her 

career.  The blog pushed anti-solar stories and opinion pieces aimed at communities of color, and 

particularly the African-American community in Florida, to gather support for the anti-solar CSS 

measure. 

Domhoff (1999/2010) writes that elite control of the opinion-shaping process allows the 

capitalist class the ability to create and maintain an ideological or hegemonic consensus among 

the population as the policy-planning network creates policies that benefit the capitalist class as a 

whole.  In this fight, the special interest process and the policy-planning network for CSS 

consisted of the numerous dark money groups that are strongly affiliated with the Koch brothers’ 

network of anti-renewable energy think-tanks and policy mills, interconnected board 
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memberships among key energy and economic non-profit groups, along with the support of 

former politicians in various groups from both parties.  The opinion-shaping network consisted 

of utility company spokespersons being quoted in mainstream newspapers, editorials written by 

the co-chairmen of CSS published in the mainstream newspapers, and authoritative sources 

being used in blogs and other outlets targeted at specific minorities that have ownership and 

funding connections to the fossil fuel sector and are designed to shift minority opinion in favor of 

the CSS amendment.  Together, this network of groups that composed the policy-planning 

process and the opinion-shaping process worked their political connections and media placement 

to ensure a favorable opinion of a decidedly anti-consumer ballot amendment. 

Utility Company Campaign Donations 

 In addition to the organizational donations that were made in efforts to pass CSS, the 

major utilities also donated to individual Florida legislators with the expectation that these 

legislators will play key roles in maintaining the utility monopoly.  As of January 2016, FPL had 

given $2.3 million to individual campaigns while Duke gave $807,000 since July of 2015 to 

individual campaigns (Klas, 2016a).  FPL also gave $911,000 to the Associated Industries of 

Florida and $210,000 to the Florida Chamber of Commerce (Klas, 2016a).  This money could 

then be distributed to political committees and legislators.  Miami Democratic Representative 

Kionne McGhee, for example, raised $20,050 for his political committee, with $15,000 of that 

total coming from AIF and FPL (Klas, 2016c).  In March 2017, McGhee was selected to become 

the Democratic leader in the Florida House of Representatives, replacing Janet Cruz as House 

Democratic leader (Wallace, 2017).  McGhee will become Speaker of the House if Democrats 

win enough seats from Republicans in the 2018 midterm elections.  A donation to someone who 

is set to inherit a speaker position, with the possibility of that person becoming the majority 
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speaker, indicate these organizations may be looking beyond the current election cycle and are 

attempting to influence future legislation by contributing to a future House leader.  House 

Speaker (at the time) Steve Chrisafulli received $75,000 from FPL while Duke gave another 

$40,000 to his campaign (Klas, 2016c).  Furthermore, FPL paid for a $5,000 fundraiser for 

Chrisafulli while Duke Energy let Senate budget chairman Tom Lee use its skybox suite at a 

September 2015 Tampa Bay Rays baseball game (Klas, 2016c).  Duke also provided tickets and 

food for both Democratic- and Republican-party sponsored events (Klas, 2016c). 

 Donations and gifts to individual politicians of this sort comprise the candidate-selection 

process described by Domhoff (1999/2010) and might be considered various forms of influence 

peddling.  While there might not be explicit strings attached to any one of these donations or 

gifts, there are implicit assumptions that these individual legislators will act and vote in ways that 

benefit the for-profit utility companies and maintain their status in Florida’s political realm.  

Additionally, accepting donations like this might serve as a sort of vetting mechanism, letting the 

utility companies know which candidates might have the ambition to work their way to the top of 

Florida’s political world or beyond regardless of political affiliation (Domhoff, 2010), despite 

donations going overwhelmingly to conservative candidates. 

Boards of Directors Connections for the Four Major Florida Utilities 

 In addition to the organizational connections between CSS and the fossil fuel industry, it 

is important to understand the leadership connections between the board members and executives 

of the major for-profit utility companies involved in this fight.  Although these companies are 

often demonized by the public, it is important to remember that it is highly-vested individuals at 

these companies who make decisions and take actions to prevent any threat to their personal and 

professional well being.  What follows is an analysis of the individual political and economic 
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connections that sometimes result in a revolving door between regulatory bodies and the private 

sector. 

Duke Energy 

According to the Duke Energy website, five of the fourteen Duke Energy board members 

have previous connections to other energy companies in the United States.  Thomas E. Skains 

became a Duke board member in 2016, but he previously served as Chairman, President, and 

Chief Executive Officer of the Piedmont Natural Gas Company, which is a wholly-owned 

subsidiary of Duke Energy primarily serving customers in North Carolina, South Carolina, and 

Tennessee (Duke Energy, 2017).  Theodore F. Craver, Jr., who joined Duke in 2017, is the 

former Chairman, President, and Chief Executive Officer of Edison International, a public utility 

company based in California (Duke Energy, 2017).  John H. Forsgren joined Duke in 2009.  

Prior to joining Duke, he served as Vice Chairman, Executive Vice President, and Chief 

Financial Officer for Northeast Utilities (Duke Energy, 2017).  John T. Herron, who joined Duke 

in 2013, formerly served as President, Chief Executive Officer, and Chief Nuclear Officer for 

Entergy Corp., which serves customers in Arkansas, Louisiana, Texas, and Mississippi (Duke 

Energy, 2017; Entergy, 2017).  Finally, William E. Webster, Jr. joined Duke in 2016, and prior 

to that, he served as the Executive Vice President of the Institute of Nuclear Power Operations 

(Duke Energy, 2017).  Although not a fossil fuel, nuclear energy is a significant product of Duke 

Energy, and an expansion of solar electricity would cut into Duke’s profits regardless of whether 

Duke is producing electricity using fossil fuels or nuclear power. 

There is a noticeable lack of government connections among the Duke Energy board 

members, but there is also a noticeable lack of renewable energy experts on the Duke board as 

well.  This is likely not by accident as Duke has a vested interest in maintaining the control of 
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energy production for its customers and likely has no natural ambition to invest in renewable 

energy technologies.  While Duke Energy may not maintain the political connections that some 

of the other companies do (see below for further explanation), they still use their vast resources 

to influence politics at the state level to generate policies that are favorable to fossil fuel, as 

demonstrated by the more than $6.7 million the company donated to CSS in efforts to suppress 

solar expansion. 

TECO 

 Rob Bennett became TECO Energy’s Chief Operating Officer when Emera, a Canadian 

electric utility company, purchased TECO in July 2016.  He served as Emera’s Chief Executive 

Officer prior to the company’s acquisition of TECO and has guided both companies through the 

acquisition and transition phase (TECO Energy, 2017).  Prior to joining Emera, Bennett served 

as Chief Operating Officer for Bangor Hydro Electric Company in Bangor, Maine, which was 

subsequently acquired by Emera.  Sarah McDonald is currently the President of TECO Services, 

Inc., and recently served as President of Emera (Caribbean) Inc., President and CEO of ICD 

Utilities Limited, and President and CEO of Grand Bahama Power Company (TECO Energy, 

2017).  All of these companies fall under the Emera brand name.  Greg Blunden currently serves 

as a Senior Vice President and Chief Financial Officer for TECO energy.  He previously worked 

for Nova Scotia Power before joining Emera in 2000 (TECO Energy, 2017).  Vice President 

David Nicholson, who also serves as TECO’s legal and general counsel, worked for Tampa law 

firm Macfarlane Ferguson & McMullen, where he represented the interests of Peoples Gas 

before it was purchased by TECO in the late 1990s (TECO Energy, 2017).  Gordon Gillette 

currently serves as president of Tampa Electric and Florida Operations and serves on the board 

of the American Gas Association, a trade group representing the interests of the fossil fuel 
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community, as well as chair of the American Gas Foundation, a think tank that examines public 

policies regarding energy issues (American Gas Association, 2017; American Gas Foundation, 

2005).  Charles O. Hinson joined TECO in 1994 as the director of State Governmental Affairs.  

Before working for TECO, Hinson served as an aide to former Florida Governor Bob Graham.  

He also currently chairs a political committee for the Associated Industries of Florida, and 

previously served on the boards for the Tampa Bay Political Leadership Institute, Tax Watch, the 

Florida Chamber of Commerce, the Florida Association of Professional Lobbyists, and Keep 

Florida Beautiful (TECO Energy, 2017).  Rick Wall currently serves as vice president of Gas 

Operations at TECO (TECO Energy, 2017).  He is also a former president and current board 

member of the Florida Natural Gas Association, a non-profit “that promotes and encourages the 

growth of the natural gas industry in…Florida” (Florida Natural Gas Association, 2013, para. 1; 

TECO Energy, 2017). 

Florida Power and Light 

 Eric Silagy has been the President of FPL since 2011 and was named CEO in 2014 

(Bloomberg, n.d.).  He has spent his career in the energy industry and also serves as a board 

member of Enterprise Florida, Inc., a pro-jobs organization focused on increasing the overall 

number of jobs in the state (Florida Chamber of Commerce, 2018).  At Enterprise Florida, Inc., 

Silagy is associated with Florida Attorney General Pam Bondi and Florida Commissioner of 

Agriculture Adam Putnam, who both also sit on the board of Enterprise Florida (Bloomberg, 

n.d.).  Bondi stated her anti-solar position during the 2016 campaign, and both Bondi and 

Putnam received media and public relations support from Front Line Strategies, Inc., the media 

and public relations firm mentioned above which had a handful of employees donate small 

amounts to CSS (Elsner, 2015).  In addition to serving as CEO of FPL, Silagy also sits on the 
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Energy Security Leadership Council of Securing America’s Future Energy, a group composed of 

liberal and conservative military and business leaders that seeks long-term solutions to the 

country’s energy issues and security (Next Era Energy, 2018). 

Michael W. Sole currently serves as Vice President of Environmental Services for FPL 

and has held that position since 2010 (Klas, 2010).  Prior to joining FPL, Sole worked as 

Secretary for the Florida Department of Environmental Protection under former Governor 

Charlie Crist (Klas, 2010; Ritchie, 2010).  Susan Glickman, who at the time that Sole joined FPL 

was a consultant lobbyist for the Natural Resources Defense Council, remarked that Sole leaving 

the DEP for FPL was not a surprise as “FPL has a history of hiring highly placed governmental 

officials to help them have policy written in a way that benefits their shareholders” (Klas, 2010, 

para. 4). 

 Although FPL does not have many board members with extensive energy industry 

connections, NextEra Energy, Inc., the parent company of FPL, also has a few executives with 

connections to other fossil fuel interests as well as military contractors.  John L. Skolds was 

named a director at NextEra in 2012.  Previously, Skolds held numerous leadership positions for 

Exelon Corporation, eventually serving as president from 2003 until he retired in 2007 (NextEra 

Energy, 2013).  Exelon Corporation is the largest operator of nuclear power plants in the United 

States.  James L. Camaren, a board member since 2002, served as chairman and CEO of 

Utilities, Inc., prior to it being purchased by a Dutch company in 2002 (NextEra Energy, 2013).  

Hansel E. Tookes, II was named a director of Next Era in 2005.  He previously served as 

president of Pratt & Whitney’s Large Military Engines Group and served in various leadership 

positions with Raytheon, a leading military and defense contractor, from 1999-2002 (NextEra 

Energy, 2013).  Tookes’ leadership positions with Raytheon include chairman and CEO of 
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Raytheon Aircraft Company in 2000 and then being appointed president of Raytheon 

International one year later.  William H. Swanson has been a NextEra Energy board member 

since 2009.  Before joining NextEra, Swanson spent his career with Raytheon, having joined the 

company in 1972 and retiring as chairman of the board and CEO in 2014 (NextEra Energy, 

2013).   

Additionally, Toni Jennings, a board member at NextEra since 2007, spent a significant 

portion of her career serving as a Florida legislator (NextEra Energy, 2013).  She was elected to 

the Florida House of Representatives in 1976 until 1980.  She was then elected to the Florida 

Senate from 1980 until 2000.  During this time, she also served as Senate President for two 

consecutive terms.  Jennings’ final government post was as Lieutenant Governor of Florida 

under former Governor Jeb Bush from 2003-2007 (NextEra Energy, 2013). 

Gulf Power 

 Stan Connally currently serves at Chairman, President, and CEO of Gulf Power Company 

and has spent his career managing utility companies in Georgia, Alabama, and Florida.  In 

addition to his corporate positions, he currently serves as vice-chair for Enterprise Florida, which 

connects him to fellow for-profit utility president and CEO Eric Silagy at FPL, who serves as the 

director of Enterprise Florida.  By extension, Connally is also connected to conservative 

politicians Pam Bondi and Adam Putnam, who, as mentioned above, also currently sit on the 

board for Enterprise Florida.  He also serves on the Board of Directors at the Florida Chamber of 

Commerce as well as for the James Madison Institute, whose spokesperson, Sal Nuzzo, was 

recorded at an industry conference in Nashville saying that Amendment 1 was a piece of 

“political jiu-jitsu” designed to cloak anti-solar policies as pro-solar legislation (The James 

Madison Institute, 2017; Klas, 2016f).  Allan G. Bense, a current board member for Gulf Power, 
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is also the Board Chairman for the James Madison Institute, joining his CEO Connally at the 

conservative Tallahassee think tank.  Bense was elected to the Florida Legislature in 1998, and 

served as Speaker of the House of Representatives from 2004-2006, his final two years in the 

legislature (The James Madison Institute, 2017).  Additionally, according to his profile on the 

James Madison Institute website, Bense’s son-in-law, Will Weatherford, also was elected to the 

Florida House of Representatives from 2006-2014, serving as Speaker of the House from 2012-

2014 (The James Madison Institute, 2017; Van Sickler, 2016). 

The energy industry connections among the executives at each of these for-profit utilities 

demonstrate the close ties that those in the Florida energy industry maintain throughout their 

careers.  Each of these executives has built their careers in fossil fuels and each therefore has a 

vested interest in ensuring that solar energy does not have many opportunities for expansion, 

especially in a state like Florida.  As mentioned earlier, Duke Energy has a dearth of executives 

with governmental and legislative experience as well as executives with extensive legal 

experience.  Despite this shortcoming on its board, Duke can still wield influence as its interests 

are typically aligned with those of the other major utilities in Florida.  Duke can indirectly take 

advantage of the governmental and legal knowledge that the other companies have on their 

boards as the industry works together to advance its collective interests.  Additionally, none of 

the major Florida for-profit utilities involved in this fight has an individual with a renewable 

energy background on their board of directors or in their overall leadership.  This is an implicit 

message to the consumers that renewable energies are not a priority for these companies. 

As Domhoff (2010) writes, it should not be surprising that a fossil fuel utility company 

seeks out individual corporate talent that was trained and rose through the ranks of companies in 

the same industry, like fossil fuel energy production and energy distribution.  This maintains an 
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ideological connection and fosters a common goal among executives, as well as creates and 

perpetuates a shared identity among for-profit fossil fuel utility executives.  Domhoff (2010) also 

writes that, collectively, members of the corporate executive class frequently have similar views 

regarding labor and labor unions, often desiring to limit the power of average citizens to the 

benefit of maintaining their power and wealth.  While this study does not focus on labor in the 

energy market, a similar claim can be made regarding the corporate desire to limit solar 

expansion: any attempt to decrease the customer base, and one that simultaneously empowers 

those same customers to be able to generate their own electricity, represents a threat to the social 

status and political power of the utility companies, but perhaps more importantly, demonstrates a 

threat to the wealth of the utility companies and the executives that run them. 

In addition to these organizations working to create a state of permanent favoritism in the 

Florida legislature, they also worked collectively to further cement neoliberal economics and the 

neoliberal project in the lives of Floridians by restricting future options for energy creation to the 

hands of a few for-profit companies if the CSS amendment had passed.  Neoliberalism has 

largely given commanding control of society’s political, economic, and cultural resources and 

institutions to corporate interests (Giroux, 2004; Harvey, 2005), and the solar energy fight in 

Florida is an example of how a few corporations in a particular sector work to permanently limit 

the ability of citizens to become independent energy creators. 

In addition to following the typical neoliberal playbook of restricting competition to a 

few already-wealthy and powerful companies to benefit the elite and corporate class in the 

Florida energy sector, these organizations also used the rhetoric of neoliberalism in the title of 

their amendment to appeal to the sensible Florida consumer.  The name “Consumers for Smart 

Solar” implies that individuals (but not for-profit companies) would support this amendment 
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regardless of what the legislation would actually do, and that a vote against CSS is an unwise 

move on the part of the average Florida voter.  Neoliberal theory asserts that as long as 

consumers are given all relevant information, then a rational person will make the best decision 

possible.  The issue with this assertion is that consumers often do not have all available 

information, especially when it comes to a constitutional amendment in an era of political 

disengagement combined with millions of dollars being spent to sway public opinion in one 

direction in a media environment that is difficult to navigate for the average consumer.  The 

amount of money spent by the utility companies and their affiliated organizations was designed 

to block out competing information that countered and often corrected the claims from the utility 

companies and their affiliates.  It is difficult for consumers to avoid messaging with this kind of 

money behind it, and the name of the amendment was designed to appeal to the neutrality and 

rationality of voters. 

Interestingly enough, though, Floridians for Solar Choice (FSC), the primary antagonist 

group to CSS, promoted the rhetoric of neoliberalism as part of its arguments for why Floridians 

should deny the utility companies their wishes.  This version of neoliberal rhetoric is analyzed in 

the next chapter, but what follows is an analysis of the much smaller network that composed the 

opposition to CSS. 

Floridians for Solar Choice 

 Floridians for Solar Choice (FSC), the grassroots group that attempted to get a pro-solar 

amendment on the 2016 ballot but ultimately failed to do so by not gathering enough voter 

signatures, was primarily financially supported by the Southern Alliance for Clean Energy 

(SACE) before it failed to earn a spot on the 2016 ballot.  SACE is a non-profit with the goal of 

making climate change and related energy solutions a priority for legislators in the Southeastern 
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United States (Southern Alliance for Clean Energy, 2013).  FSC managed to raise $1.6 million in 

its failed effort to put its amendment on the 2016 ballot before the amendment was shut down in 

early 2016 amid allegations that the PAC was not paying its bills (Auslen, 2015; Klas, 2016f).  

SACE gave a total of $1.9 million in direct donations and in-kind contributions to FSC between 

2015 and the 2016 election, both in efforts to get the FSC amendment on the ballot as well as 

supporting the PAC as it fought the utility-backed amendment leading up to the election (Florida 

Division of Elections, 2017). 

 Dr. Stephen A. Smith has held the executive director position at SACE since 1993 and 

became Executive Director of the SACE Action Fund, the political arm of SACE, in 2007 

(Southern Alliance for Clean Energy Action Fund, 2013).  Smith also serves on numerous 

councils and boards, including on the U.S. Climate Action Network and the Tennessee Valley 

Authority’s Regional Energy Resource Council, and has worked on energy and climate change 

issues in states throughout the southeast (Southern Alliance for Clean Energy Action Fund, 

2013).  Susan Glickman, Florida Director of the SACE Action Fund, was quoted extensively in 

newspaper coverage of this battle leading up to the election.  Her statements will be analyzed in 

the next chapter, but here it is important to note that she has worked extensively on energy and 

environmental issues throughout the Florida as well as consulted with business leaders to move 

toward a greener economy (Southern Alliance for Clean Energy Action Fund, 2013).  

Additional Support for FSC 

 In addition to the strong support from SACE, Floridians for Solar Choice yielded support 

from numerous groups across the political spectrum, including the TEA Party network, the 

Florida Restaurant and Lodging Association, the Florida Retail Federation, the League of 

Women Voters, the Christian Coalition, and the Libertarian Party (Klas, 2015b).  Other major 
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contributors include Coral Gables environmentalist Barbara Stiefel, who donated $100,000; 

energy marketing firm Infinite Energy, which has offices in Gainesville, donated $25,000; 

Conservatives for Energy Freedom donated $25,000; Miami car dealership Williamson 

Automotive donated $10,000; and retired Miami doctor Leverette F. Lynn gave $10,000 (Klas, 

2015b). 

 What is immediately noticeable when comparing the major donors of FSC to those of 

CSS is the dearth of six-figure donations to FSC.  This is perhaps the best illustration of the 

opposition that pro-solar advocates faced in this fight.  The sustained large donations to CSS that 

came from the corporate sector allowed an unpopular bill an unnaturally long life in the public 

eye.  Meanwhile, the lack of similarly sized donations to FSC likely hindered that organization’s 

efforts in the 2016 elections. 

In addition to the 27 statewide newspapers that published editorials opposing the efforts 

of CSS, 65 local, statewide, and national businesses, organizations, and associations also stated 

their opposition to Amendment 1.  Fifty-seven local and national solar companies also voiced 

opposition to Amendment 1 as well as notable Florida celebrities like singer Jimmy Buffet and 

author Carl Hiaasen, and former Florida Governor and U.S. Senator Bob Graham (Floridians for 

Solar Choice, 2016). 

Clearly, the organizations that opposed the CSS amendment worked with resources that 

were nowhere near as vast as those that supported CSS.  Although the overall financial 

contributions for FSC were significantly less than that of CSS, the pro-solar advocates were no 

less prominent or vocal in this fight.  The opinion-shaping network for FSC was comprised of 

the newspapers, organizations, and celebrities that took public stances against the CSS 

amendment.  Although these organizations and individuals did not receive money from FSC to 
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make their claims against CSS (and often expressed opinions in favor of FSC’s amendment 

while signatures were still being gathered for both), they served as the unofficial public relations 

arm of FSC.  While the money spent to pass the CSS amendment made records, pro-solar 

advocates were able to get their anti-CSS messages out to the public, which ultimately heeded 

the warnings of pro-solar advocates, the state’s newspapers, and local celebrities. 

Despite the considerably smaller size of the pro-solar camp, it is still possible to trace a 

small policy-planning network through the FSC.  While Domhoff’s (1999/2010) articulation of a 

policy-planning network focuses on the extensive nature of elite and corporate control of policy 

discussion, creation, and implementation, Smith likely was able to foster his connections to 

various pro-environmental groups that he has made throughout his career to generate support for 

the FSC amendment while there was still a chance it could have made it on the ballot.  Similarly, 

Glickman likely used her pro-environmental connections to generate support for FSC among her 

associates in Florida and turn that support against CSS. 

Additionally, the organizations from across the political spectrum that supported FSC 

acted as part of the opinion-shaping network by sending out newsletters and other media to their 

constituents.  Leaders in these groups also made several public appearances to gather support for 

solar expansion among the population, demonstrating an ability to set aside normal political 

hostilities to carry on a sustained fight for a common goal. 

Furthermore, no direct connections between the newspapers under analysis here and the 

fossil fuel sector or the solar sector could be found.  Additionally, no connections were found 

between board members of the newspapers’ ownership and the boards on which the utility 

company executives sit.  Although no direct connections were found between these outlets and 

the parts of Florida’s energy sector under analysis here, there is evidence that the standard 
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reporting tactics used by mainstream Florida newspaper media implicitly favored the utility 

companies despite some of the outlets expressing their displeasure with the utility-backed 

amendment.  These practices are explored in greater detail in the next chapter.  

Conclusion 

This chapter examined the political and economic connections between the fossil fuel 

industry, solar supporters, and the Florida newspaper media as they existed in this fight, but this 

is only one avenue for exploring the solar battle in the state.  The political economic 

developments in Florida’s energy sector discussed above demonstrate the power wielded by an 

oligarchical economic sector.  They also illustrate how that power is maintained and perpetuated 

through the close personal ties and industry socialization practices that those at the highest levels 

of the Florida energy sector engage in throughout their careers.  The economic concentration 

seen in this sector, and the increased power that accompanies such concentration, aligns with 

what has occurred in other economic sectors over the previous four decades in the neoliberal era.   

Electric utilities enjoy natural monopolies in other states, so it is not surprising that 

Florida’s electric utilities also enjoy this privilege.  However, this fight reveals how even those 

who operate firms that enjoy this privilege will go to great lengths to control their marketplace.  

The documents analyzed here also illustrate the deep political and economic ties between 

Florida’s energy sector and the state’s political realm.  These connections show how members of 

a private sector oligopoly, such as the for-profit utility companies, use their financial power to 

curry political favoritism.  As Bettig and Hall (2012) write, “capitalists would rather plan and 

control markets than actually compete” (p. 55).  While this statement refers to the transnational 

media corporations that currently compose the media oligopoly in the United States, it also 

applies to other economic sectors in more localized areas. 
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It is important to note that the individuals discussed above who have made their careers 

in the energy industry are products of their time.  In other words, the executives, presidents, 

directors, and CEOs of the for-profit utility companies analyzed in this chapter entered the 

industry, rose through the ranks, and ultimately have been rewarded with large salaries and also 

likely significant compensation packages in the neoliberal era of capitalism.  As the tenets of 

neoliberalism have become hegemonic and exert influence in nearly all aspects of society, these 

individuals were likely raised to believe that the ideas that compose neoliberal theory are normal, 

acceptable, and natural in society, and may not view their actions as anything but logical in the 

current political economy.  These individuals, companies, and organizations have benefitted 

from the current system of rewards and punishment that implicitly favors industry consolidation 

and concentration through government intervention.  That these individuals have an incentive to 

perpetuate the system is not surprising; they have worked hard to ensure the continued influence 

and dominance their firms have among members of the Public Service Commission as well as in 

the public consciousness, and they have no desire to see a threat to their power come to fruition. 

Similarly, as neoliberalism has become hegemonic throughout society, a few key court 

decisions have allowed private money to proliferate in our political system at all levels, creating 

what Nichols & McChesney (2013) call a “dollarocracy.”  The politicians detailed above, like 

their private sector colleagues, have come into power in the neoliberal era, which has seen 

greater emphasis placed on money in politics than at any time in recent history.  The politicians 

involved in this fight, particularly those who received contributions from the fossil fuel sector, 

understand that fundraising is key to survival in our current political system.  Without large, 

sustained contributions from some of the most powerful players in the energy sector, many of 

Florida’s politicians may not be able to remain in their elected positions.  As such, soliciting 
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donations from the powerful fossil fuel energy sector likely also seems rather natural and may go 

relatively unquestioned in the daily operations of Florida’s politicians, particularly because their 

primary goal is to be reelected.  This results in a system that perpetuates the influence of the for-

profit utility companies in the state.  It also perpetuates the current money-driven political system 

that excludes potential candidates simply because they may not be able to participate in the 

system, and possibly induce changes, due to lacking the requisite funds.   

Although Amendment 1 did not pass, the $26.1 million spent by utilities on the 

amendment was likely not in vain.  While neither solar advocates or solar opponents have 

publicly declared their intentions to place an amendment on the 2018 ballot at this point, it seems 

unlikely that an industry will have invested that amount money and cease efforts to limit solar 

growth and keep it under their thumb.  The kind of money that was spent on this legislation 

works to create a permanent presence in the political system; now, it may only seem natural for 

the utilities to spend even more millions to defeat solar growth, along with possibly limiting the 

potential of other renewable technologies, as these companies will likely attempt to thwart future 

competition.  This amount of money spent on one proposed constitutional amendment, in 

addition to the increasing public pressure on utility companies to adopt renewable energy 

sources, ensures that this issue will likely not go away for the utilities, which means it will 

continue to be an issue for Floridians.   

The amount of money spent in support of CSS, combined with the public-facing nature of 

the utility companies funding CSS, was all but guaranteed to generate local, statewide, and in 

some cases, national news coverage.  What follows in the next chapter is an analysis of that news 

coverage from the five most widely circulated newspapers in Florida. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

NEWSPAPER COVERAGE ANALYSIS 

Chapter Four examined the political and economic connections between Florida 

legislators, the fossil fuel and solar advocates involved in this fight, and the Florida newspaper 

media.  The current chapter explores newspaper coverage of this issue as it unfolded in 

newspapers in the state of Florida as of 2016.  First, I explore the reporting tactics used by 

journalists and outlets.  I then explore themes that are present in the news coverage in order to 

understand how the solar fight was portrayed to the public.  Along with this, I explore the 

ideologies that are espoused by solar supporters and opponents and are then perpetuated in 

Florida’s newspapers.  Analyzing newspaper coverage of this fight allows me to answer the 

following research questions: 

1.) What ideologies are perpetuated in the news articles, and do these ideologies connect 

to larger political and economic factors in the energy industry? 

2.) Who gets to speak in the media coverage and from what perspective are they 

approaching this issue?  Why do they receive coverage over other voices? 

3.) Are the news outlets and reporters following the typical, profit-oriented journalistic 

practices to cover this issue?  If so, how? 

The next section explores the texts following Curtain’s (1995) description of textual 

analysis. First, though, I want to briefly recap the methodology used to gather and analyze these 

news articles.  News articles were gathered through the Access World News database from the 

five most-widely circulated newspapers in Florida.  As of 2016, the five most widely circulated 

local newspapers in Florida are the Tampa Bay Times, Miami Herald, Orlando Sentinel, South 

Florida Sun Sentinel, and The Palm Beach Post (Cision, 2016).  Publication dates ranged from 
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July 11, 2013 to November 9, 2016.  July 11, 2013 is the first instance of any media coverage I 

have been able to find regarding Floridians for Solar Choice and the broader solar expansion 

movement in Florida, while November 9, 2016 is the day after Amendment 1 was defeated.  The 

search terms used to gather the articles were “Floridians for Solar Choice,” “Consumers for 

Smart Solar,” and “Amendment 1.”  

Altogether, I analyzed 231 articles from all five newspapers.  After accounting for 

duplicated articles, the Tampa Bay Times printed considerably more articles than the other 

newspapers, with 78 articles published about solar expansion in the date range mentioned above.  

By contrast, the South Florida Sun Sentinel published 51 articles, the Orlando Sentinel printed 

41 articles, the Miami Herald published 40, and the Palm Beach Post printed 21 articles (See 

Appendix A). 

Following Curtain’s (1995) description of textual analysis, the next section examines the 

institutional conventions that produced the original news stories, followed by an exploration of 

the frames or themes used to portray this solar fight in the coverage.  After I have deconstructed 

the texts to reveal the underlying themes and processes that produced the news stories, I attempt 

to come to a clearer picture of how the news production process orients readers to understand 

this issue from a certain, preferred viewpoint, and then attempt to place the coverage of this story 

into a larger productive and historical context.  (See Chapter Three for an extended discussion of 

methodology.)    

Primary Reporting Tactics 

Analysis reveals that reporters and newspapers relied heavily on official sources to 

provide the majority of information for news stories that covered the solar expansion fight, with 

138 articles providing official sourcing (59.7%).  More specifically, coverage included the 
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prominent use of official sourcing across all five newspapers, led by the Tampa Bay Times.  Fifty 

of the 78 articles published by the Times included a perspective from some official source 

standing on either side in this fight.  The South Florida Sun-Sentinel used official sources in 33 

of its articles, while the Orlando Sentinel did the same in 25 of its articles that covered this fight.  

The Miami Herald only cited official sources in 18 of the articles analyzed, while the Palm 

Beach Post used official sources in 12 of its articles that covered solar expansion (See Appendix 

B).  Of these 138 articles, 23 were opinion or guest columns that contained official reporting 

while four were editorials penned by the newspaper editorial boards and included official 

sourcing. The rest were straight news articles. 

The most commonly cited official sources for the pro-solar expansion effort (anti-CSS) 

across all five newspapers were Tory Perfetti, a Florida Tea Party leader and represented 

Floridians for Solar Choice (FSC), who was quoted a total of 29 times; Dr. Stephen A. Smith, 

president of the Southern Alliance for Clean Energy (SACE), who was quoted 42 times; Susan 

Glickman, the Florida director for SACE, who was quoted nine times; and Debbie Dooley, the 

Green Tea Coalition co-founder and chief grassroots solar agitator, was quoted eight times.  And 

while not an official Floridians for Solar Choice spokesperson, Florida Supreme Court justice 

Barbara Pariente, who wrote a scathing dissenting opinion against the Supreme Court’s 4-3 

decision to allow the utility-backed Amendment 1 initiative onto the November ballot, in which 

she called Amendment 1 a “wolf in sheep’s clothing” (Klas, 2016c, para. 14), was quoted 27 

times across all five newspapers.  Other pro-solar/anti-CSS spokespersons that were quoted in 

the coverage included environmental lawyers and representatives from supporting groups such as 

the Florida Retail Federation and the League of Women Voters.  Non-official spokespersons 

were quoted a total of 57 times. 
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On the other hand, the most commonly cited official sources for the utility-backed 

Consumers for Smart Solar (CSS) Amendment 1 initiative included Sarah Bascom, 

spokeswoman for CSS, who was quoted 22 times across all five newspapers; Dick Batchelor and 

Jim Kallinger, co-chairmen of CSS, who were collectively quoted 18 times; and utility company 

and industry representatives, which includes official spokespersons as well as some utility upper 

management, such as Florida Power and Light president and CEO Eric Silagy, were quoted a 

total of 36 times across all five newspapers.  Other pro-CSS/anti-FSC spokespersons, which 

included allied lawyers as well as business and other community leaders, were quoted 37 times.  

And finally, while he never provided a direct quote to any of the newspapers analyzed here, Sal 

Nuzzo, vice president of policy for the Tallahassee-based James Madison Institute (see Chapter 

Four) and who inadvertently revealed the true nature of Amendment 1 in a leaked audio 

recording at a conference, was indirectly quoted 21 times in all five newspapers, usually to make 

the case that voters should reject Amendment 1 on election day (Klas, 2016c; Trigaux, 2016) 

(See Appendices C-E for quotation totals). 

Analysis also reveals a tendency of reporters who covered this fight to provide 

perspectives of both sides, with 79 articles (34%) taking a binary approach to covering the solar 

expansion effort.  This indicates that reporters relied on the binary narrative format to help tell 

the story of this fight.  As other environmental communication scholars have noted, the news 

media generally prefer to place coverage of most events into a binary good/bad dichotomy 

(Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004, 2007; Cottle, 2013; Lester, 2010; Neuzil & Kovarik, 1996).  

Environmental issues in particular are typically framed using this good/bad binary as news 

organizations face numerous issues that restrict the ability for reporters to explore narratives 

beyond the simplistic good/bad binary.  These restrictions include limited financial resources; the 
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tendency (and often desire) for news stories to fit a limited amount of space, which not only 

limits perspectives offered but also limits how much important contextual information can be 

included; and an unwillingness to explore different narrative styles in news reporting.  

Clearly, reporters and outlets relied heavily on official sourcing as a means of producing 

a news story during this fight.  As Bettig and Hall (2012), Herman and Chomsky (2002), and 

Lester (2010) write, official sourcing is problematic for a number of reasons.  First, by relying 

heavily on only a handful of spokespersons, the reporters risk reducing the coverage to the 

talking points provided by those sources.  For example, common talking points used by FSC 

representatives revolved around the possibility of their initiative expanding energy choice for 

consumers while remarking that the CSS amendment will restrict energy choice for consumers 

(Klas, 2016b; Santana, 2015; Spear, 2015) or focusing on the consumer economics of solar 

(Dixon, 2016; Gillin, 2015; Penn, 2015d; Penn & Trigaux, 2015).  Additionally, because the 

majority of sources that were quoted in the coverage reside close to the levers of power in this 

fight, the viewpoints expressed typically reflect those that align with opinions of the officials 

who spoke on behalf of their respective groups.  This necessarily excludes other viewpoints from 

gaining coverage and forces any dissenting opinion to stay within a range that is acceptable to 

the elite news-definers (Herman & Chomsky, 2002; Lester, 2010). 

As a result of these limitations likely faced by the news organization under analysis here, 

news coverage took a rather adversarial stance such that the political conflict and drama 

produced by this fight seemed to overshadow any responsibility reporters might have felt to 

provide viewpoints that fall outside of the dichotomous reporting described above.  Coverage 

tended to give the feeling that this fight was a one-off incident that was isolated to the 2016 

election cycle.  Although FSC representatives indicated they are going to try to place their 
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initiative onto the 2018 ballot, until then, readers will not be as oriented to the continuing 

environmental degradation that is perpetuated by the fossil fuel favoritism in the Florida 

legislature, which is predicted to have large-scale negative effects on Florida. 

Despite the use of binary reporting, 59 articles (25.5%) across all five newspapers 

negatively framed Amendment 1.  This number does not include the anti-CSS op-eds written by 

FSC representatives/spokespeople and only pertains to straight news articles written by staff 

writers.  For example, Smith and Klas (2016) wrote about the firefighters’ union pulling its 

endorsement of Amendment 1 after the Nuzzo tape revelations.  One article documenting the 

amount utilities had spent to pass Amendment 1 was titled, “$43 million spent to limit solar” 

(Klas, 2016i).  Similarly, an article in the Miami Herald titled, “Big energy’s campaign cash 

keeps solar down in Florida,” also documented the significant monetary donations that utility 

companies have given to state legislators over the years, highlighting the power the utility 

companies hold over legislators, and by extension, over the energy markets in the state.  Another 

article titled, “Some slick, shady solar shenanigans,” discussed the contents of the Nuzzo 

recording and implied that the utility companies were trying to deceive Floridians into voting 

against their own interests (Klas, 2016d).  

By at least providing lip service to “both sides” in the news coverage (not including 

editorials or op-eds), outlets and reporters were able to sidestep notions of anti-corporate bias 

that might have been present in the coverage, especially that of anti-CSS sentiment, and by 

extension, anti-utility sentiment.  Even though news coverage may have implicitly criticized the 

CSS amendment by how the initiative was portrayed in the articles and in the headlines, outlets 

and reporters may have given readers the impression that both amendments had equal merit, 

especially early in the process while both initiatives were still active.  However, by at least 
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providing coverage of the pro-CSS perspective, even if certain articles eventually used space to 

debunk CSS’ arguments and conclude that voters should not support the amendment, news 

outlets and reporters were able to blunt any flak that may have been sent their way by the utilities 

and their allies. 

In addition to these negatively framed news articles, newspaper columnists and editorial 

boards argued against Amendment 1 and offered support for the FSC amendment while it was 

still active.  These editorials and opinion columns, combined with straight news coverage that 

focused on the utilities’ influence in this fight, may have tapped into a latent anger among 

consumers over the abuse of customers perpetrated by companies like Duke Energy, which has 

used the early cost recovery program to charge customers for power plants that have not even 

been built, and may never be built (see Chapter One).  Individual columnists and editorial boards 

understood the potential harm Amendment 1 could do to future solar expansion and the broader 

adoption of renewable energies in general, and they lobbied ardently against it.  This effort was 

led by the Tampa Bay Times, which contained 24 editorials and op-eds that explicitly urged 

voters to reject Amendment 1.  This can be partially explained by the fact that the Times is run 

by the non-profit Poynter Institute.  As it is run by a non-corporate entity, writers and editors at 

the Times may feel as though they could have taken a more prominent anti-CSS stance against 

corporate-backed legislation like Amendment 1.  For example, a Times editorial published four 

days before the election called the arguments made by CSS supporters “ridiculous” (para. 4) and 

that passage of Amendment 1 would make acquiring solar more difficult for the average 

consumer and had the possibility to put in place more barriers to solar acquisition (Times 

Editorial Board, 2016b).  Another editorial in the paper, titled, “Don’t fall for false solar claims,” 

noted that many of the 2.5 million early voters were feeling “buyers’ remorse (Times Editorial 
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Board, 2016a, para. 1).  While the outlet still must respond to advertiser demands, the fact that 

this relatively independent outlet could so frequently show open hostility to a very powerful 

political lobby in Florida demonstrates the Times’ ability (and ultimately its choice) to provide an 

accurate portrayal of Amendment 1 and help readers understand the true nature of the legislation. 

A second reporting tactic used by Florida journalists in their coverage of this fight was a 

focus on the logistical issues within the campaigns of both CSS and FSC, such as 

fundraising/campaign financing (e.g., Bousquet & Auslen, 2015; Klas, 2016e; Klas, 2016h; Klas, 

2016k; Salisbury, 2016a; Turner & Saunders, 2015), legal hurdles faced by each group (e.g., 

Salisbury, 2015; Saunders, 2015b; Spear, 2015; Turner, 2016b; Turner, 2016c) or signature 

gathering issues (e.g., Auslen, 2015; Hemlock, 2015; News Service of Florida, 2015; Saunders, 

2015c; Turner, 2015). All five papers contained coverage that discussed campaign and legal 

logistics that each group had to face (i.e., each initiative needing to gain Florida Supreme Court 

approval for the ballot language) or documented campaign finance issues within each group.  

Campaign finance/fundraising issues were most prominent in the South Florida Sun-Sentinel and 

the Tampa Bay Times, which each had 27 articles that at least mentioned campaign finance 

issues.  The Miami Herald published 17 articles concerning this topic, while the Orlando 

Sentinel printed 14 articles, and the Palm Beach Post published 11 articles on this issue.  Articles 

discussing legal logistics were most prominent in the South Florida Sun-Sentinel and the Tampa 

Bay Times, which published 17 articles and 11 articles, respectively.  The Orlando Sentinel had 

six articles about this issue while the Miami Herald and the Palm Beach Post each printed five 

articles and four articles, respectively.  Finally, signature-gathering issues were mentioned in 10 

articles published by the South Florida Sun-Sentinel.  The Tampa Bay Times printed five articles 

on this issue, the Orlando Sentinel published four articles, the Miami Herald printed two articles, 
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and the Palm Beach Post contained only a single article that discussed this issue (See Appendix 

F). 

Overall, 96 articles at least mentioned campaign finance/fundraising issues, 39 articles at 

least mentioned the Florida Supreme Court’s decisions in the fight, and 23 articles discussed 

signature-gathering benchmarks met by each group as well as the signature-gathering issues 

faced by FSC.  Altogether, 158 articles (68%) at least briefly mentioned one of these logistical 

issues faced by the competing groups; many of these articles discussed more than one of these 

issues in the same piece.  In addition to these news articles, 10 other editorials or op-ed columns 

at least mentioned one of these issues. 

While these are certainly important issues to document, reporting of this type requires 

little investigative effort on the part of the reporter.  Much of this information is publicly 

available, which allows the reporters to quickly write a story before their deadline.  The problem 

with simply reprinting publicly available data, though, is that, again, this takes away space to 

present an alternative narrative to the readers.  Instead of receiving a narrative focused on 

environmental preservation or protecting human health, the reader is oriented to focus on the 

moneyed forces behind the amendments as well as how solar expansion will affect consumer 

pocketbooks and consumer protections in the energy market.  This positions the reader to make a 

judgment on the amendments based on non-environmental factors, such as through an economic 

lens or whether individual home and business owners have the right to sell excess solar energy to 

other nearby residents, effectively becoming their own power generator.  This narrative also 

positions the reader to perhaps disregard environmental considerations when trying to make 

complicated decisions at the intersection of energy and economics.  While immediate economic 

considerations need to be made when considering energy policies, future economic output is also 
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dependent on immediate environmental preservation as well as maintaining a healthy human 

population, which is also partially dependent on a healthy local environment.  This dilemma 

presents readers with tough decisions to make at the voting booth, but avoiding any substantive 

contextual discussion of the environmental issues facing the state as a result of fossil fuel 

consumption is a significant blind spot in the reporting on this issue. 

Beat reporting is also considered to be detrimental to well-rounded coverage (Bettig & 

Hall, 2012).  In this case, beat reporters wrote or coauthored 96 (41.6%) of the stories published 

across all five newspapers.  More specifically, Ivan Penn, the primary beat writer for this solar 

expansion story for the Tampa Bay Times prior to taking a position with another newspaper, 

wrote or coauthored 15 of the 78 (19%) articles analyzed from the Times.  Mary Ellen Klas, a 

political reporter and the Capital Bureau Chief for the Miami Herald and the co-chief for the 

Times/Herald Tallahassee bureau, was the primary beat reporter on this fight for the Tampa Bay 

Times after Penn left the outlet, wrote or co-authored 14 (18%) stories.  In total, 36 out of 78 

(46%) of the articles published in the Times came from four reporters.  These numbers do not 

include any newspaper editorials or op-eds. 

On top of writing for the Times, Klas was also the primary beat writer on this issue for 

the Miami Herald, for which she wrote half of the 40 articles analyzed from that outlet.  In the 

Orlando Sentinel, the News Service of Florida was named in the byline for nine of the 41 articles 

published by the Sentinel.  Beth Kassab wrote another six articles and was the most frequently 

named writer for the Sentinel, even though her online biography indicates she is a columnist as 

opposed to a reporter.  Similarly, many of the straight news articles published by the South 

Florida Sun-Sentinel did not have any author named in the byline.  Indeed, 13 out of the 51 

articles published by the Sun-Sentinel had no specified author and were likely written by a wire 
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service, such as the News Service of Florida.  Paula Dockery, who also formerly served as a 

Republican in the Florida House of Representatives and in the Florida Senate, provided five 

commentary articles in which she lobbied against Amendment 1, but she is not a reporter 

employed by the Sun-Sentinel.  A handful of her columns were reprinted in the Orlando Sentinel, 

as well.  Jim Turner, a reporter for the News Service of Florida, a subscription news service that 

provides coverage of Florida politics, wrote or coauthored nine out of the 51 articles under 

analysis; each of the articles appeared in the South Florida Sun-Sentinel.  Doreen Hemlock and 

Jim Saunders (Executive Editor of The News Service of Florida) each wrote or authored three 

articles that were published in the South Florida Sun-Sentinel.  And finally, Susan Salisbury, 

writing for the Palm Beach Post, wrote 12 out of the 21 articles published by the outlet. 

Beat reporting about solar expansion, then, was more evident at The Tampa Bay Times, 

The Miami Herald, and The Palm Beach Post than it was at the Orlando Sentinel or the South 

Florida Sun-Sentinel.  In the case of the Times, it can be assumed that had Penn not left the outlet 

for another newspaper, he would have continued to provide updates on this fight as the beat 

reporter.  Klas, who provided articles for both the Times and the Herald, published many of her 

articles from the Times/Herald Tallahassee Bureau, a combined newsroom effort in which staff 

from each paper work together to produce stories that are then published in both papers.  The fact 

that Klas could write one article and have it printed in both papers effectively reduces the 

number of voices that wrote about this issue as she represented both papers with one voice.  

Additionally, much of her reporting provided a narrow lens through which to view this issue; she 

primarily focused on campaign fundraising and legal and logistical issues faced by each group.  

While being (re)printed in two prominent newspapers allowed her reporting to reach a wider 

audience across the state, it also crowded out other journalists who may have reported on other 
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aspects of this fight, or on perspectives that fall outside of the normal range of discussion on this 

issue, such as more coverage of environmental perspectives or the viewpoints of local citizens.   

Furthermore, the prominence of beat reporting on this issue may also be attributed to the 

decline of the Florida Capitol Press Corps along with the rise of online subscription news 

services like The News Service of Florida.  The Florida Capitol Press Corps has seen significant 

reductions in newspaper staff since the Great Recession in 2008 (Post, 2013).  The continued 

consolidated ownership of Florida’s newspapers, combined with reduced reporting budgets, led 

to many local papers to reduce or eliminate their coverage of the capitol.  The Miami Herald and 

the Tampa Bay Times took a different route as each had already removed one staff writer from 

their Capitol Press Corps bureaus but then agreed to combine their remaining resources and 

reporters to create a united bureau operating out of Tallahassee (Post, 2013).  The fact that both 

papers now reprint articles in each other’s pages further reduces the number of voices and 

perspectives that may have covered this issue from two different parts of the state.  Instead, 

Times and Herald subscribers received the same content from the same reporters.   

Additionally, the rise of online subscription news services like The Florida News Service, 

and the inclusion of articles penned by its writers, further reduces the diversity of voices in the 

news coverage.  Although the articles produced by this service cover the activities of the capitol, 

they may force alternative voices and the opinions of local residents to the margins.  Sending 

reporters out to the streets costs money, especially for some of the smaller outlets, while being 

able to rely on steady reporting from another news service will allow those papers to fill their 

pages and still receive the necessary advertising dollars.  The content produced by these 

subscription services is also less likely to be controversial, giving the newspapers the appearance 

of objectivity while still meeting advertiser demands.  Furthermore, the reporters covering this 
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issue are also responsible for producing stories about other legislative events at the Capitol, 

meaning there is no single reporter dedicated to covering environmental issues.  All of these 

limitations serve to restrict how this issue is covered and subsequently presented to readers. 

Overall, analysis reveals that reporters and newspapers used typical coverage tactics that 

have been identified by earlier political economy of media scholars (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; 

Bettig, 2002; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; Hardy, 2014; Jhally, 1989; 

McChesney, 2004; Mosco, 2009).  In general, as beat reporting is thought to hinder well-rounded 

coverage of an issue, it is also considered to be detrimental to the consumer.  One person 

covering a subject provides a very limited viewpoint of the issue.  Beat reporting often distills an 

issue into discrete talking points that very frequently do not encompass the complexities of the 

issue let alone allow for more than two sides of the story to be told (Bettig & Hall, 2012; 

McChesney, 2008).  Additionally, beat reporting that relies on official sourcing is likely to 

produce stories that conform to certain narrative formats and limits contextual information 

provided for readers, as discussed above.  While official sourcing may be more efficient for 

reporters working on tight deadlines, important information is necessarily left out of the 

discussion if only official sources are cited or if only a handful of individuals are reporting on the 

same topic.  The lack of true investigative journalism and a heavy reliance on publicly available 

data indicate that reporters were likely hampered by limited budgets and tight deadlines to 

produce stories that covered this fight.  These factors may also explain why some articles were 

reprinted nearly verbatim across multiple newspapers.  The fact that column space can be filled, 

and advertisers can still be supported, by simply sharing columns across outlets means that fewer 

resources must be used to deliver the same result: a news article that provides information, but 
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fails to provide much context about this fight beyond an economic perspective or reporting on 

campaign-related issues. 

Primary News Themes 

Campaign Finances, Signature-Gathering, and Legal Logistics 

As previously indicated, campaign finance issues, signature-gathering issues, and legal 

logistics were mentioned throughout a significant portion of the news articles analyzed (See 

Appendix F).  These were the most prominent themes in the coverage.  Most of these articles 

simply reported campaign donation updates and monthly expenses for both political action 

committees.  Additional coverage of this sort also explained the steps each group needed to take 

as they went through the legal process to place their initiative on the ballot, such as gaining the 

approval of the Florida Supreme Court over each ballot’s language.  As discussed above, 

reporting stories that used publicly available information is useful, especially for those who do 

not know how to access that information, but it also orients the reader to focus on certain 

arguments over others.   

This prominent focus on campaign fundraising issues, however, served a valid purpose 

for coverage of this issue.  While it may be considered “lazy reporting” to simply republish 

publicly available data on campaign finances, the fact that the CSS amendment was so 

deceptively misleading and primarily financed by the four major investor-owned utilities in 

Florida warranted an extensive amount of coverage of campaign finance issues.  Residents 

needed to understand who was funding the attempt to limit the potential for solar expansion as it 

could have had long-term ramifications far beyond the 2016 election cycle.  However, the 

temptation to cite lazy reporting should be resisted in light of newsroom cuts over the years.  The 

cuts in resources that newsrooms have faced, especially since the Great Recession, have led to a 
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dearth of in-depth reporting from commercial outlets.  These cuts mean that fewer people are 

doing more work, and they simply may not have had the time to investigate and write a thorough 

report about a complex issue such as this. 

Indeed, only a few columns across the newspapers opposed the amendment on the 

grounds that something like energy policy should not be decided in a constitutional amendment. 

Orlando Sentinel reporter Gray Rohrer cites an argument made by environmentalists and 

alternative energy advocates in an August 2016 article, indicating that the inability to change the 

constitution in the future is an inappropriate way to handle this complex and evolving issue 

(Rohrer, 2016).  Similarly, an unattributed article published in the South Florida Sun-Sentinel in 

July 2015 also argued that a constitutional amendment should only be used as a last resort 

because it is difficult to change constitutional amendments once enacted (“Bright Side…”, 

2015).  Columnist John Romano, writing for the Tampa Bay Times, indicated that the state 

Constitution is not the place to settle renewable energy issues (Romano, 2015b).  An article in 

the Miami Herald also mentioned the desire of some to take up energy issues in the state 

legislature as opposed to the Constitution (Klas, 2016l).  Although this argument was only 

mentioned in a small number of news articles, it also appeared in the editorials published by the 

newspapers as reasons to reject the CSS amendment (e.g., Sentinel Editorial Board, 2016a; 

Sentinel Editorial Board, 2016b; Times Editorial Board, 2015).    

Consumer Economics and Protections 

Another prominent theme in the coverage was a focus on consumer economics and the 

economics of Florida’s energy industry.  Seventy-one of the total 231 articles (30.7%) contained 

at least a reference to the economics of solar energy, either at the individual level or at the utility 

level, or discussed the potential for more jobs with high wages in an emerging solar market, or 
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otherwise placed the story in an economic framework.  Both CSS and FSC supporters made 

economic arguments as reasons why voters should support each respective amendment.   

Reporters from all five newspapers used an economic frame to present the solar fight to readers 

from January 2015 (Penn, 2015a) through to the day of the election (Smiley, 2016).  This 

economic framework consistently provided arguments by representatives from both the FSC and 

the CSS groups that passage of their respective amendments will be an economic boon to 

consumers and business owners alike.  FSC supporters like Stephen A. Smith, who casts himself 

as an environmentalist as opposed to a solar industry representative, were cited a handful of 

times providing economic arguments over environmental preservation arguments (Penn, 2015a; 

Penn, 2015b; Spear, 2015). 

This frame was frequently used by official sources, which was then picked up by 

journalists who diligently reported what those official sources said.  And while an economic 

argument for solar expansion is certainly valid, primarily providing that argument obscures other 

equally valid and justified arguments used by FSC supporters and opponents.  Additionally, 

framing solar expansion as an economic issue allows for the typical reporting patterns that have 

been noted in the past to be recycled and used again.   

  From the outset of this fight, Floridians for Solar Choice representatives argued that 

residents should be able to generate their own power on their homes and businesses, saying that 

allowing third-party leasing of solar panels is the free market in action and that the investor-

owned utilities, with the help of the state government, should not be able to dictate how 

consumers’ energy is created.  In a 2013 interview on MSNBC’s All In with Chris Hayes, 

Dooley claimed that governments should not be able to pick “winners and losers” or impede the 

free market by supporting legislation that creates monopolies (Koenig, 2013).  Dooley’s rhetoric 
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in this interview indicates she supports truly “free” markets with plentiful competition and 

choices.  While this interview did not take place with a Florida newspaper, the arguments used 

by Dooley reverberated throughout the 2016 campaign and came to stand for individual rights 

and freedom from the grip of Florida’s utility companies. 

Along with a focus on economics, the coverage provided by the newspapers under 

analysis here also supported notions of a free market by providing quotes about professed desires 

to let the free market reign by both camps.  The free market argument used by Dooley described 

above holds consistent throughout the FSC campaign up to the point the group decided to pull its 

initiative and look toward future elections.  In a 2014 article in the Tampa Bay Times, Smith 

from SACE placed his pro-FSC argument into economic terms, saying that Florida is “basically 

the largest untapped solar market in the United States” and that utilities are committing “a real 

injustice” with their efforts to limit the solar markets (Penn, 2014, para. 4).  In another article 

published in the Tampa Bay Times in July 2015, columnist Jim Romano highlights the 

hypocritical nature of the government-sanctioned investor-owned utility monopolies in a state 

with prominent Republican free-market champions like Governor Rick Scott and Attorney 

General Pam Bondi constantly extolling the virtues of the free market and open competition 

(Romano, 2015a).  Romano argued that the FSC amendment would actually follow the tenets of 

the free market by allowing home and business owners to generate solar electricity.  Also in July 

2015, FSC chairman Tory Perfetti argued that FSC is aiming to help people “take control of their 

bill” (Klas, 2015a, para. 9). 

In an October 2015 South Florida Sun-Sentinel article, Perfetti, speaking on the Florida 

Supreme Court’s 6-1 decision indicating that the FSC amendment met the legal standards to get 

on the ballot, said, “We are thrilled with the high court’s ruling so that voters may have the 
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opportunity to vote on removing a barrier that currently blocks Florida’s families and businesses 

from greater energy choices through the power of the free market” (Saunders, 2015a, para. 3).  In 

a January 2016 article printed in the South Florida Sun-Sentinel, as FSC was contemplating 

pulling its ballot initiative from consideration for the 2016 election, Perfetti again lauds the free 

market as the best way for solar to expand, saying, “It is unfortunate that Florida continues to 

treat solar energy differently and continues to maintain barriers to free market growth of this 

energy source” (Turner, 2016a, para. 12). 

While the news articles and reporters analyzed here refrained from explicitly advocating 

that voters reject Amendment 1, the same cannot be said for editorials and opinion pieces.  For 

example, in an op-ed published in the Miami Herald in February of 2015, Kent Crook, the CEO 

of Wiremaster’s Electric, an electrical services company based in Miami, as well as a board 

member of the Florida Alliance for Renewable Energy, and an FSC supporter, argues that “clean, 

renewable solar power” can allow for “cleaner air and water for future generations” (Crook, 

2015, para. 5-7).  Crook also insinuates that investor-owned utilities like FPL do not care about 

its lower-income customers when it fights true solar expansion opportunities and “[guts] 

customer energy-efficiency opportunities or [builds] new power plants” (Crook, 2015, para. 8).  

Despite at least mentioning environmental stewardship and a concern for lower-income 

residents, Crook takes a distinct economic approach to his support for solar energy and the FSC 

ballot initiative throughout his op-ed.  He argues that solar panels improve home resale value as 

he praises the power of the free market and competition to provide adequate energy solutions to 

Floridians.  Middle- and low-income residents can take advantage of financing plans while 

landlords “will have the opportunity to provide the economic benefits of solar power to tenants” 

(Crook, 2015, para 5).  After continuing to cite the economic benefits of a wide-scale switch to 
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solar, he finishes his argument by again appealing to competition, the key rhetorical tenet of 

capitalism.  “It’s called the free market,” Crook says, “and competition will benefit us all,” as he 

notes that solar expansion will create demand for new jobs in an emerging industry, translating 

into well-paying local jobs that cannot be replaced (Crook, 2015, para. 10). 

In this argument, FSC representatives and other supporters relied on economic 

perspectives and incentives to drive home their point.  Arguing that a home or business owner 

could generate his or her own electricity and sell any excess to owners of other surrounding 

structures appeals to the idea of self-reliance and to taking care of one’s own problems.  

Historically, the government-utility monopoly has been charged with dealing with the problem 

of powering our work and home lives in our electrified world.  The notions of energy 

independence put forth by FSC worked to subvert the centralized institution of energy creation in 

society as it is manifested in the government-supported monopoly utilities in the state.  Instead of 

relieving the problem of energy creation through the centralized institution of energy production, 

and as such belonging to the domain of all of society, a new decentralized version of 

independent energy creation that reflects the desires of the pro-solar advocates can take root, 

which is what was promoted by FSC.  Now, humans can create their own electricity in a 

decentralized capacity to alleviate the problem of energy creation, thereby reconstituting the 

institution of energy creation as a problem of the individual, and as such, it is now the 

responsibility of the individual to relieve that problem of existence. 

 At the same time that solar advocates were touting the utility of the free market to gather 

support, anti-solar advocates, most of whom went on to support and fund the utility-backed CSS 

amendment, also appealed to the free market in their opposition to the ballot initiative put forth 

by FSC.  In a March 2015 report, Penn and Trigaux wrote about the response to FSC offered by 



 

 143 

the Florida chapter of Americans for Prosperity (AFP), the Koch brothers-connected group that 

regularly supports pro-corporate legislation in states around the country.  In this case, AFP-

Florida director Chris Hudson indicates that the group does not have a position on the FSC 

initiative and they are focused on having a conversation about solar energy.  He said government 

should play no role in playing favorites in the energy sector and the free market should decide 

who wins or loses while arguing that supporters of the FSC initiative are trying to force 

“government and taxpayers to prop up the solar industry” (Penn & Trigaux, 2015, para. 2). 

CSS co-chairman Jim Kallinger attempted to bolster his group’s subsidy argument in 

some of the quotes he provided for the news coverage.  In a July 2015 news article in the Miami 

Herald, he argued that the FSC amendment was being run by “out-of-state solar utilities who 

want to operate in a way that is heavily subsidized and dangerously unregulated” (Klas, 2015a, 

para. 8).  In another news report, TECO spokeswoman Cherie Jacobs indicated that the CSS 

initiative “would make sure that electric customers who have solar systems are not subsidized by 

those who do not have solar” (Levesque, 2016, para. 25).  Similarly, in the same article, Alex 

Glenn, president of Duke Energy’s Florida operations, argued that the CSS amendment: 

provides protections for customers who don’t have solar, don’t want it, who can’t afford 

to put $30,000 worth of panels on their roof, who can’t because they rent, they have a 

condo, or they don’t want to drill 18 holes in their roof. (Levesque, 2016, para. 26) 

And at the beginning of the article, Glenn is quoted promoting Duke Energy’s current solar 

effort, letting readers know that Duke is the seventh-largest provider of renewable energy in the 

country.  Here, he is alluding to Duke Energy’s abilities to generate more solar power than most 

other providers.  However, it glosses over the fact that Duke still creates most of its energy from 

fossil fuels.  And, since Duke is one of the largest utility companies in the country, the vast 
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majority of its customers in Florida still consume energy generated from fossil fuel sources and 

cannot take advantage of third-party solar leasing programs to create their own electricity. 

Along with the economic focus of the arguments used by CSS representatives covered in 

the news coverage, these same individuals also regularly argued that Amendment 1 will still 

allow solar expansion while offering consumers protections that are already in place (Salisbury, 

2016b).  Overall, 25 articles across all five newspapers at least mentioned consumer protections 

with perspectives from both FSC and CSS supporters.  Often, it was CSS representatives who 

cited the potential for Amendment 1 to provide strong consumer protections, specifically against 

predatory third-party leasing companies that were feared might come into Florida and take 

advantage of unsuspecting homeowners, especially senior citizens.  CSS board member Screven 

Watson indicated that Amendment 1 would “not prohibit third-party solar electric in Florida” 

and that it allows the state government to “retain its authority to protect the health, safety and 

welfare of the public” (Rohrer, 2016, para. 22).  CSS spokeswoman Sarah Bascom argued that 

the amendment would protect customers from companies that would prey on customers with 

long-term solar equipment leases and who would otherwise be “free from any burden of 

consumer protection rules” (Levesque, 2016, para. 19). 

Dick Batchelor, the other co-chairman of CSS, wrote four op-ed pieces that were 

published in the Orlando Sentinel, the Tampa Bay Times, and the South Florida Sun-Sentinel.  

Kallinger wrote three op-eds, two of which were published in the Palm Beach Post and the other 

in the Orlando Sentinel.  Together, they co-authored one op-ed published in the Palm Beach 

Post.  Each of these pieces adhered to basic talking points espoused by the group and its 

representatives, which revolved around protecting consumers from unfair practices used by solar 

leasing companies in other states.  Batchelor cited the example of solar leasing fraud in Arizona 
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as a reason to support Amendment 1, saying it will protect solar users from unfair charges as 

well as grow solar energy in Florida (Batchelor, 2016).  In an op-ed written before FSC pulled its 

amendment from voter consideration, he similarly argued that the FSC amendment does not offer 

“proper safeguards” for Florida consumers, that it does nothing for consumers in general, and 

will simply confer benefits to special interests like third-party solar leasing companies 

(Batchelor, 2015, para. 2).  In one of his op-eds for The Palm Beach Post, Kallinger argued that 

passing the FSC amendment would result in a new tax in the form of a monthly fee imposed on 

each consumer’s electric bill regardless of whether that person uses solar power (Kallinger, 

2015).  Aside from citing the fraud that occurred in Arizona, he does not provide any evidence 

that the FSC amendment would increase fees for non-solar users.  Instead, he relies on the same 

canards that FSC opponents used until the group had to pull its ballot initiative. 

 While both sides expressed desires for a free market and open competition, which are key 

components of neoliberal theory, they each expressed different aspects of neoliberalism that are 

inherently opposed to each other.  First, while neoliberal theory asserts that barriers to 

competition should be struck down where possible, removing barriers to “competition” often 

results in reduced barriers to concentration within an industry, and ironically, results in less 

competition (Giroux, 2004, 2008; Harvey, 2005).  And, those who advocate for removing these 

barriers to competition are usually large corporations, powerful industries, and wealthy 

individuals.  As Bettig and Hall (2012) wrote, those who operate within and benefit from an 

oligopoly work above all else to ensure the current structure stays in place.  They understand that 

they can be more successful by supporting each other and maintaining the oligopolistic structure 

than by actually competing and cannibalizing each other. 
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Interestingly, in this fight, the largest private corporations that compose one of the most 

influential lobbies in Florida politics advocated maintaining barriers to competition presented by 

solar energy.  The threat posed by solar expansion to the traditional utility companies is very 

real, especially in a state like Florida, and the investor-owned utilities involved in this fight went 

to great lengths to thwart the potential of distributed solar energy from taking hold and to 

maintain power and influence over the state legislature, the Public Service Commission, and 

ultimately, Floridians. 

Their desire to thwart competition is understandable.  However, the typical route taken by 

entities that wish to maintain their power and increase their profits involves removing barriers to 

competition (consolidation), which allows those wealthiest entities to then purchase potential 

competitors before smaller businesses can become truly threatening.  In this case, in an irony that 

is consistent with the inherent ironies of neoliberalism, the utilities’ pathway toward staving off 

competition from individual home and business owners effectively becoming their own 

miniature power plants, involved keeping current barriers to solar expansion in place at a 

minimum, if not erecting more barriers to solar expansion, as well as possibly limiting other 

renewable energies, in the future. 

Another neoliberal irony inherent in the utilities’ argument was that passing the FSC 

amendment would require taxpayer subsidies and government mandates—in short, government 

intervention.  Government intervention is anathema to a freely functioning market, according to 

neoliberal theory (Harvey, 2005).  However, it was not lost on any of the newspapers or the 

straight news reporters at the outlets that explicit government intervention in the energy markets 

in the form of overt favoritism for the investor-owned utilities is causing the uproar over viable 

solar expansion.  Additionally, it glosses over the fact that fossil fuel-powered utilities and 
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industry associates have received preferential treatment from the United States government for 

over a century and that the investor-owned utilities in Florida have received overwhelmingly 

favorable treatment in the state legislature (Kroll, Gilson, Hanson-Bundy, & Park, 2014).  This 

messaging strategy served to deflect government intervention that helped the already-established 

industry while claiming a new competitor wants government assistance but should not receive it 

because it would result in an unfair playing field for fossil fuel competitors. 

Floridians for Solar Choice, however, argued that a different aspect of neoliberal theory 

should be the guidepost that voters use when they step into the voting booth.  According to 

neoliberal theory, individuals should have unassailable rights and freedoms, and if they have the 

means to produce their own electricity, then they should be able to do just that on their own 

property; in other words, individual home and business owners should be able to get out from 

under the thumb of the investor-owned utilities.  This was the crux of the FSC argument 

throughout the entirety of its campaign.  While implicitly promoting self-sustainability and 

individual reliability, the arguments used by FSC supporters worked to reconstitute the 

institution of energy creation as a problem of the individual, and as such, it is now the 

responsibility of the individual to relieve that problem of existence. 

While arguments like those used by FSC seem like they fit in with the normal daily 

discourse of American life, the fact that environmentalists successfully argued against the CSS 

amendment by using the discourse of neoliberalism is evidence of how much that language has 

permeated society.  Classic arguments about environmental protection and stewardship or 

preserving our environmental legacy for future generations barely registered in the coverage (see 

next section).  Environmentalists have resorted to using the language of market fundamentalism 

to champion their cause, which seemed to resonate with enough voters to reject Amendment 1. 
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Despite this success, though, the fact that traditional environmental preservation 

arguments were eschewed in favor of market-based arguments indicates that those arguments 

may no longer appeal to a wide enough range of voters.  Instead, as neoliberalism has come to 

define our existence, arguments for saving the environment have taken a turn toward a market-

based discourse that places environmental stewardship into economic terms.  This is evidence of 

the saturation of neoliberalism and neoliberal discourse into another segment of society in which 

individuals acting in that arena previously did not view their work as an economic issue. 

Additionally, as neoliberalism has permeated our daily discourse (Giroux, 2004, 2008; 

Harvey, 2005), our vocabulary has become restricted to discussing issues through certain lenses.  

Indeed, this is evident in the news coverage of this issue.  While coverage was certainly affected 

by other issues like sourcing, beat reporting, and financial limitations faced by those who 

covered this story, it is clear that the reporters and outlets covering this story take an implicitly 

neoliberal approach to how they reported on this issue.  By focusing on campaign finances, 

economics, and the marketplace, as well as publishing quotes from official spokespersons, news 

coverage orients readers toward the neoliberal perspectives that limit other viewpoints from 

gaining attention.  By relying on those typical journalistic practices, reporters and outlets are 

reinforcing the discourse of neoliberalism, and by extension, are reinforcing market-based 

solutions to problems that require thinking beyond the current capitalist marketplace.   

As these themes primarily oriented readers toward viewing this issue through certain 

lenses, other information or viewpoints must necessarily take a backseat or be entirely dismissed 

in the coverage.  This is what I turn to next. 
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Environmental and Consumer Perspectives 

 While the majority of the coverage oriented consumers toward campaign issues and solar 

economics, only 21 articles (9%) across all five newspapers at least mentioned the involvement 

of environmental groups that overwhelmingly supported the FSC amendment or strongly 

opposed the CSS effort.  Considering the environmental issues facing the state of Florida in the 

coming years and decades, the low prominence of environmental arguments across all five 

newspapers bears exploration.  The lack of environmental coverage in general is not surprising 

according to extant literature in political economy of media and environmental communication.  

The fact that in-depth environmental perspectives are nearly absent from the coverage across all 

five newspapers means that coverage largely failed to make the connection between fossil fuel 

use and climate change for readers, particularly how fossil fuel consumption, regardless of where 

that energy source is used, affects local climates and exacerbates climate change.  Additionally, 

by focusing readers on certain issues like campaign fundraising or the economics of solar energy, 

news coverage neglected to discuss the underlying ecological processes at work in regard to 

climate change and how the currently constituted economic system perpetuates those ecological 

issues.  As Cottle (2013) writes, the news coverage of solar expansion “[dissimulated]” (p. 26) 

the complex interconnections between continuing ecological disasters and the dynamics of 

globalized neoliberal capitalism. 

Although the coverage of this event frequently did not help consumers understand the 

deeper connections between the economy and the environment, the environmental news 

literature suggests that this event became legitimized in the eyes of the population by virtue of 

receiving prominent mainstream coverage in Florida’s newspapers.  Lester and Hutchins (2009) 

and Lester (2010) write that environmental protests become legitimate once they receive 
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mainstream news coverage.  While this event may not be classified as an environmental protest, 

it is certainly a protest surrounding energy, economics, and individual choice.  While an 

environmental protest may have turned off some who ultimately supported FSC, the fact that this 

fight was not explicitly about environmental protection may have provided cover for those more 

conservative supporters and others who may not want to freely associate with strict 

environmental protests or movements. 

Consumer viewpoints also went almost entirely unmentioned in the news coverage.  

More specifically, consumer viewpoints were only mentioned in 15 (6%) of the articles 

analyzed.  This distinct lack of coverage concerning actual consumer viewpoints glosses over 

how real citizens viewed this issue.  It is likely that more citizens viewed this issue through an 

environmental conservation perspective as opposed to an almost strictly economic or legal issue.  

Florida’s voters have indicated that they are generally pro-conservation and support 

environmental protection measures, as evidenced by the electorate’s recent moves on 

environmentalism by passing Amendment 4 in August of 2016, which allowed business owners 

who installed solar panels to exempt the value added to their properties from the solar panels 

from their income taxes.  Additionally, in the 2014 midterm elections, voters overwhelming 

passed Amendment 1, which requires the state to appropriate certain funds for environmental 

protection projects.  Providing more in-depth consumer viewpoints would have provided a 

chance for different narratives to emerge around this fight.  It could have also provided more 

nuanced arguments from citizens that expanded the economic- and campaign-focused reporting 

that might have elucidated on the role of the deep ties between capitalism, fossil fuel use, general 

consumption patterns that heavily depend on fossil fuels, and the current political establishment. 
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In addition to the lack of environmental perspective or a citizen/consumer perspective, a 

key goal of the utilities in this fight went almost completely unmentioned except for one article 

originally published in the Miami Herald and partially reprinted in the Tampa Bay Times a day 

later.  In 2008, the Florida Public Service Commission passed a measure that forces every public 

utility in the state to allow customers with renewable energy generation systems to sell back 

excess energy to the utility through a net-metering agreement (Klas, 2016e).  Amendment 1 

opponents feared that passage of the initiative would “provide the legal argument for FPL and 

other investor-owned utility companies to claim that [the 2008 law] is unconstitutional,” as a key 

piece of the language in the CSS initiative prevented subsidies from being provided to solar users 

(Klas, 2016e, para. 7).   

This argument was used by CSS representatives to gather the support of groups like the 

NAACP of Florida and Urban Leagues in a handful of cities across the state, which may fear that 

wealthier customers will drop off the grid as they install solar panels, raising rates for those who 

cannot afford solar, which are likely to be lower socioeconomic class families, home owners, and 

business owners.  This allowed CSS supporters to argue, both explicitly and implicitly, that their 

amendment will protect lower socioeconomic classes and racial minorities in the state, who are 

more susceptible to the health dangers of fossil fuel consumption as well as the dangers posed by 

climate change.  In addition, it allowed CSS to take a moral high ground as they could argue that 

they are truly looking out for the disadvantaged and less fortunate. 

Conclusion 

Analysis of the newspaper articles that covered the Florida solar expansion fight leading 

up to the 2016 election reveals that news coverage followed typical reporting patterns identified 

by previous political economy of media scholars as well as previous environmental 
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communication scholars.  This includes a reliance on official sourcing, a focus on the economics 

of solar, and reporting about the daily logistical issues each group faced.  Analysis also shows 

that environmental or consumer perspectives are given scant attention in favor of covering 

aspects of the fight that are easy to document, such as campaign financing issues.  As mentioned 

above, the limited attention given to these issues is likely due to a number of factors, including 

budget cuts at the newspapers analyzed here as well as a lack of support given to the Capitol 

Press Corps to be able to provide in-depth consumer and environmental coverage.  Additionally, 

the fact that many of the articles analyzed here were printed in at least two of the newspapers, 

along with the use of wire subscriptions services in place of paying staff reporters, supports the 

notion that the content studied here was rather homogenized throughout this fight.  This research 

supports the conclusion that the same structural limitations that have been identified in previous 

research are also present here, affecting how news is produced and distributed. 

Indeed, the type of straight reporting that is seen here, such as reporters generally 

adhering to the reporting tactic of telling “both sides” of the story, works to support the 

newspaper industry status quo.  The use of tactics like objective reporting and official sourcing 

limit the range of acceptable perspectives that may be discussed in the news coverage.  

Furthermore, the fact that the news coverage and editorial pieces aided in the defeat of 

Amendment 1 may also lend credence to the belief that the current system of news production 

works, especially since all five newspapers advocated voting against the initiative in their 

editorial pieces.  The initiative’s defeat may allow newspaper owners to be able to say that the 

amendment did not pass, so therefore, the coverage was effective, even if it was flawed.  In other 

words, news coverage tactics likely will not change as owners and managers may believe that the 

outlets do not need more resources, reporters, etc., believing that the newspapers were able to get 
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their point across.  While this study did not analyze newspaper reach or the ability of the news 

coverage to influence the opinions of individuals, managers and owners may take this as a sign 

that the current corporate media system works in Florida.  And even though the viewpoints of the 

owners of these outlets were not explicitly discussed, the larger goals of news outlet owners, 

such as producing cheap journalism to maximize profits, were likely met by the outlets analyzed 

here, which supports McChesney’s (2008) claim that, even if news coverage of an issue is 

politically neutral, the coverage still “smuggles in values conducive to the commercial aims of 

the owners and advertisers” (p. 34). 

Furthermore, even though the editorials discussed here openly advocated for the defeat of 

Amendment 1, it is difficult to determine if those pieces had any effect on public opinion, 

especially when compared to the straight news reporting conducted by the outlets.  The political 

economy of the fossil fuel industry, as well as the utility industry in Florida, will largely remain 

intact for the time being.  The legislative influence of the utilities will still be felt in Tallahassee 

as long as the utilities are willing to fight to maintain their favorable positions.  The news 

coverage of this issue, despite having negative headlines or being generally anti-CSS, still 

implicitly promotes the dominance of fossil fuels in Florida’s economic and political systems.  

Campaign spending by the utilities will likely not decline, and may actually increase as solar and 

other renewable energy sources continue to improve and become more cost effective.   

The lack of alternative viewpoints outside of the primary themes discussed here works to 

keep the criticism of widespread fossil fuel consumption, and the political economy of the fossil 

fuel industry, at bay while Florida remains under heavy threat from climate change-related 

events.  In short, the commercialized news coverage of this issue effectively limits any 

widespread resistance that may be fostered by the readership if the news coverage had provided a 
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wider context and made connections between this rather localized fight and the larger existential 

issue of climate change. 

The fight between Big Energy and FSC over solar expansion in Florida represents a 

smaller conflict within the larger environmental movement that has been taking place over the 

previous century, indeed, perhaps, since the beginnings of the United States (Neuzil & Kovarik, 

1996).  The media have the ability to define problems in society, and as such, control the 

knowledge that supports and advances social problems, and by extension environmental 

problems, or work to restrict the efforts of social change agents (Bettig & Hall, 2012; Cottle, 

2013; Lester, 2010; Neuzil & Kovarik, 1996).  As this fight occurred through the media, the local 

and national attention given to FSC and its message of structural change in the energy sector 

helped the group win the support of other non-elite classes across Florida.  One key difference in 

this fight, though, is that the anti-CSS agitators did not, as a group, situate its arguments for 

structural change on the sole basis of environmental protection, as past environmental 

movements have done (Cox, 2013b; Neuzil & Kovarik, 1996).  Instead, the key point of tension 

was the liberation of the masses from the oppression of the government-utility monopoly, thus 

allowing for true energy independence among the masses in the form of quite literally removing 

oneself from the problem-solving institution of centralized energy production (i.e., public 

utilities) as energy creation is now re-institutionalized and re-situated within the individual. 

As such, the groups composing FSC were unwittingly reinforcing the dominance of the 

economically well off as they will be the first to pull out of the current system of energy creation.  

Autonomous energy creation will become the domain of those who can access solar panels—

those who can afford solar panels will be able to remove themselves from the constraints of the 

current system of continued fossil fuel use promoted and supported by government-utility 
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hegemony.  The effects of a large-scale switch to solar energy, however, are beneficial to every 

member of a community, in the form of improvements to public health; a cleaner local 

environment; truly increased energy independence, security, and reliability at both the societal 

level and the individual level; and in improving our national defense (Roulo, 2013; Shahan, 

2013; Union of Concerned Scientists, n.d.).  Perhaps most importantly for Florida, though, the 

widespread adoption of solar energy beyond the individual level is likely to help curb the 

impending advancements of climate change, which are set to have immediate and direct material 

effects throughout Florida. 

Once those who pull out of the system are sufficiently removed from the burdens of the 

fossil fuel system, they may begin to exert their financial influence on the legislative process to 

maintain the dominant form of relations that provide them with the advantage of remaining 

independent of the government-utility hegemony.  As such, the potential equalizing force of 

renewable energy technologies, particularly solar, may remain in the hands of the economically 

advantaged, limiting its potential to relieve lower socioeconomic classes from their burden of 

using fossil fuels to power their lives and, relatedly, continuing the disproportionate material 

effects of fossil fuel use, such as degraded human health and local environments, for those living 

in the areas around fossil fuel-powered utilities.  As such, those who have power under the 

current structure will be able to maintain their power in any alternative legal or economic 

arrangements, thereby ensuring their continued dominance of the hegemonic system, and thus, 

society.   

The neoliberal ideological tenets of personal responsibility and individualism saturate the 

discussion of solar growth and energy independence.  The institution of energy creation is now 

located within the individual, and as such, it becomes the sole responsibility of the individual.  In 
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this way, by advocating for the growth of the solar market and asserting the rights of individuals 

to own the material forces to create their own electricity, this reconstituted and newly 

individualized institution of energy creation truly reinforces the neoliberal project.  As such, the 

overriding neoliberal hegemony remains intact and continues to permeate society despite the 

material relations of neoliberalism (in this case, the government-supported utility monopoly), 

being openly attacked by professed free market advocates.   

Following Laclau and Mouffe (2001), the discursive, reality-defining superstructure of 

neoliberalism sutures the fissures opened up in the material conditions of the government-utility 

hegemony by the growing accessibility of solar panels.  As such, FSC represented new 

opportunities for energy independence, but only for those with the material means to purchase or 

lease solar panels and unburden themselves from the dominating government-utility hegemony.  

For all others who cannot afford solar panels, they must remain under the auspices of the 

government-utility hegemony.  No matter the material capabilities of individuals, however, all 

remain subordinate to the overarching reality-defining neoliberal hegemonic project. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

AUDIENCE COMMENTARY ANALYSIS 

 The previous chapter provided an analysis of news coverage of the solar expansion fight 

in Florida. Chapter Six, then, will examine user responses to this fight as it is portrayed in the 

local news coverage.  More specifically, this chapter will attempt to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. Are the ideologies that are present in the news coverage also present in user 

comments attached to the news articles as they are posted to the social media 

accounts of the original publication outlets?  If so, how? 

2. How are online audiences making sense of this issue? 

Chapter Three provides an in-depth overview of the methods I used for this portion of the 

study, but I will briefly discuss them here again. Using Curtain’s (1995) textual analysis 

methodology, I examined the already-expressed interpretations of news articles to understand if 

or how the interpretations coincide with the ideological positions espoused in the newspaper 

coverage.  Materials analyzed during this portion of the study include user comments that were 

attached to news articles that were posted to the Facebook accounts of each newspaper outlet 

under analysis.  All of these materials were examined for the purpose of determining if and how 

Floridians reflect, reinforce, or subvert the ideologies, desires, and actions of the currently 

dominant monopolistic government-utility hegemony in the state. 

To gather the audience commentary, I collected all comments attached to the articles 

posted to each outlet’s Facebook page using the search function on the social media site.  

Facebook was chosen as a site of analysis because it is the largest social networking platform in 

the United States, especially among users over the age of 35, who are more likely to own a home 
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or business and may have a greater economic incentive to support solar expansion (Statista, 

2018a).  Additionally, because the platform allows for extended comments to be shared, there is 

a possibility that more in-depth conversations can occur without resorting to shorthand writing to 

fit a character count.  To search for Facebook commentary, I combined the name of a given 

newspaper along with the name of each article published by that news outlet (e.g., Tampa Bay 

Times “They say Florida utilities used misleading ballot language to deceive the electorate”) 

(Klas, 2016j).  

To keep track of the user-posted comments, screenshots of the original article posting 

were taken to identify which article was commented on, then screenshots of all available 

comments on that article were taken.  These include original comments and reply comments.  

The timestamp of each screenshot was used to ensure that screenshots of comments can always 

be associated with the appropriate corresponding article.   

In total, 732 comments were collected and analyzed from articles about the solar 

expansion fight that were posted to the Facebook pages of each newspaper.  There were a total of 

559 unique users who commented from all five newspapers.  The Miami Herald provided the 

most comments out of all five newspapers, with 401 comments provided by 304 unique users 

collected from its Facebook page. The Miami Herald was the only newspaper to have comments 

on both its Facebook page and its website.  The other four papers only had comments on their 

Facebook sites.7  The Orlando Sentinel Facebook account provided 137 comments posted by 111 

unique users, the Tampa Bay Times Facebook account provided 123 comments from 82 unique 

users, the South Florida Sun-Sentinel Facebook account provided 69 comments from 60 unique 

users, and the Palm Beach Post provided just two comments from two unique users on articles 

                                                
7 The Tampa Bay Times changed computer systems in late 2017 that erased all available 
comments from its website.  
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posted to its Facebook account page.  (See appendices G-H for a breakdown of user commentary 

totals.) 

After analyzing all available comments, and after initially planning to analyze comments 

from the newspaper websites as well, I decided to only include comments attached to the stories 

that were posted to the Facebook pages of each newspaper.  The content of the comments posted 

to the articles on the Miami Herald website reflected the trends I found throughout the Facebook 

commentary from the other newspapers.  As a result, because the other newspaper websites did 

not provide any additional comments, and because there were no substantial differences between 

comments on the Miami Herald Facebook page and the Miami Herald website, I determined that 

I would only analyze comments posted to the Facebook pages of the news outlets.  What follows 

is an in-depth analysis of that audience commentary. 

Primary Commentary Themes  

Anti-Establishment Thinking 

One major theme of the user-generated comments under analysis is heavy criticism of the 

state-supported utility monopolies, with a share of the criticism aimed at the Republicans in 

control of the state legislature.  As previously indicated, Republicans currently have a dominant 

majority in the Florida legislature, and this fact is not lost on users who posted comments.  For 

example, a user named Reid8 noted, “The GOP has put Florida decades behind other states when 

it comes to energy independence. We should be exporting power to other states, not lagging 

behind9.”  Complementing this point, Pat W. posted, “Too many ignorant Rethuglicans took over 

Florida long ago.  Anything THEY touch turns into sh@.”  In what appears to be an effort to 

                                                
8 All names have been changed to protect user confidentiality. 
9 All comments included in this chapter are quoted verbatim from the original user, including 
grammar and punctuation errors. 
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display feigned incredulity, Vaughn wrote, “Not Rick Scott !”  And, a user named Ryan 

summarized the position of the pro-solar FSC movement: “Is the party of small government 

being hypocritical again? Can we please have some of that less government and free market 

economics for the burgeoning solar industry.”  

Additionally, for the most part, users were keenly aware of the moneyed forces behind 

Amendment 1.  Commenting on an opinion piece written by Paula Dockery in the Sun-Sentinel 

that revealed the entities supporting Amendment 1, users showed, as Chris indicated, that they 

understood that the legislation was “Written by LAWYERS for DUKE ENERGY to rob 

CONSUMERS.”  Wes similarly remarked, “I knew it. I knew FPL was behind this” to an article 

in the Sun-Sentinel that shed light on who was funding Amendment 1.  User Antonio, 

commenting on an opinion article arguing that Amendment 1 would harm solar growth in 

Florida, noted that the utilities had already spent $21 million (at the time) to confuse voters on 

the ballot, and asks how many solar panels could have been purchased with that money. 

“Important to vote no!” he said. “Not a joke!”  Commenting on a Tampa Bay Times editorial 

which recommended readers reject Amendment 1, Steve provided information about the three 

largest financial backers of Amendment 1 and asks, “Why would the power companies spend 

nearly $15m (of money from your power bills) to defend your rights?”  On the same article, Meg 

asks other users to “Read who is for it and who opposes it. If you can put two and two together , 

you can see the utility companies want you to vote yes! They want to be able to charge us for 

selling excess solar electricity back to them. VOTE NO,!!”  Commenting on an article published 

in the Miami Herald highlighting the effort put forth by Florida millionaire Carter Quillen, who 

built a solar-powered boat and cruises in it along the Atlantic coast from Jacksonville to Miami, 

urging people to reject Amendment 1, Johnny felt that “it’s a fricken’ OUTRAGE how FPL 
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takes our money and spends in on TV ads to support their smarmy, fraudulent amendment. 

That’s not just insulting the intelligence and abusing the trust of their clients; it’s downright 

criminal.”  Similarly, Owen, commenting on an article discussing the Florida firefighters union 

withdrawal of support from Amendment 1 that the legislation “is the biggest fraud of the whole 

election. If you go by the ads, you would think that this is the greatest thing for the environment 

but it’s another way to give the electric companies more money.”  “Duke has our Governor and 

legislative by the purse strings. We should be leading the Country in a solar,” another user 

named Leslie noted on an article published in the Miami Herald about the utility companies’ 

campaign contributions. 

While some of these statements veer into the territory of hyperbole (e.g., calling the legal 

use of the political system “criminal” even if it is purposely very misleading), the general outrage 

behind them is sound.  These users are reiterating the basic facts about the legislation that were 

reported in the articles on which they commented, such as the fact that the CSS amendment 

largely was a creation of the for-profit utility companies in the state.  Part of the negative 

sentiment expressed here may also be attributed to general resentment of the for-profit utilities 

stemming from previous abuses of influence (e.g., the Levy County nuclear power plant 

discussed in Chapter One). 

Another series of comments from multiple users connected the financial contributions 

from utilities to state legislators to the decline of democratic participation and the rise of 

concentrated industries, which in this case study refers to the concentrated utility industry in the 

state. “We have the best legislature money can buy,” noted a user named Sidney on an article in 

the Miami Herald about the campaign contributions made by the for-profit utilities to pass CSS.  

Referring to the decline of democratic participation, Cindy commented that large campaign 
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donations from major corporations are “why people are disenfranchised with government. It is 

not for the rich alone to pursue happiness.”  Echoing that sentiment in a snarkier manner in their 

comments on an article in the Miami Herald documenting the more than $28 million that special 

interests have spent to influence 2016 election outcomes, users Ellis and Pamela commented, 

“Liberty and justice for all…that can afford it,” and “Welcome to the American oligarchy,” 

respectively. 

Commenters on these articles clearly did not appreciate the efforts of Republican state 

legislators to help the monopoly utilities maintain their influential position in the lives of 

consumers.  They also did not appreciate the efforts of the major utility companies to distort their 

proposed amendment and confuse voters for the purpose of maintaining their power and 

influence over the Florida energy markets.  The current dominant government-fossil fuel 

monopoly as it is promoted by those in power through the CSS ballot initiative is being attacked 

and discredited by individual users, reflecting the efforts of the conservative-led Floridians for 

Solar Choice PAC to shed light on the collusion between the state government and the energy 

industry.  The PAC, through its efforts to change the Florida constitution, has exposed for voters 

the contradictions of the neoliberal ideology of the Republican dominated legislature and 

Governor Scott’s favoritism toward the already dominant forces in the energy industry while 

working to marginalize opportunities for newcomers to the industry.  

The anti-establishment thinking present in user comments was also likely fostered by the 

newspaper coverage of this issue.  All of the newspaper editorial boards under analysis strongly 

recommended that voters reject Amendment 1; it is likely that voters thought it was strange that a 

Florida newspaper was recommending that voters reject a proposed amendment that would 

ostensibly allow for solar expansion in the Sunshine State.  The interest of many voters was 
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likely piqued by this and led them to conduct further research on the true nature of the 

Amendment.  Indeed, user Greg noted on an article describing the Nuzzo tape recording scandal 

in the Miami Herald, “Im glad Miami Herald finally caught on to the matter. The amendment is 

so deceptive. Have to vote NO on ameneddment 1 #VoteNoOn1.”  

Users that commented viewed the Consumers for Smart Solar ballot initiative as nothing 

more than an attempt by the dominant hegemonic forces to maintain control over energy 

production and limit citizen participation in the energy creation process. As one user ironically 

wrote, this stands in direct contradiction to the conservative ideals of free markets and open 

competition championed by free market supporters. 

As Marx (1867) and Jhally (1989) write, efforts to reinforce a dominant ideology often 

result in a naturalization of the dominant group’s discourse.  Furthermore, political apathy can 

result in the dominant ideology coming to “make sense” among the population with little further 

questioning by non-dominant groups (Jhally, 1989).  While passage of the CSS solar initiative 

would have served to further institutionalize the already dominant government-fossil fuel 

discourse, consumers, through the use of Facebook comments, found a way to create and expand 

the cracks in the dominant discourse that allow for anti-establishment opinions and 

counterclaims to be expressed, viewpoints that frequently did not appear in the traditional news 

coverage of this issue.  As explored in Chapter Five, any explicit stance toward the solar fight 

was absent from the straight news coverage of this issue in the newspapers.  Of course, the 

editorial and opinion pieces published in the newspapers under analysis expressed strong anti-

Amendment 1 views, and every paper under analysis ultimately recommended voting ‘no’ on 

Amendment 1, although these recommendations were noted to be the opinions of the editorial 

boards or the staff of the newspapers.  The opinions and counterclaims expressed in the user 
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comments reflect the stances portrayed in the editorials and in the voting recommendations and 

challenge the dominance of the economic and political elites of the Florida energy industry as 

members of that industry work to maintain their control over energy markets and limit ideas of 

decentralized energy creation via solar.  While users commented on news articles, editorial and 

opinion articles, and voting recommendation guides, the general consensus among those who 

commented echoed the anti-Amendment 1 sentiment espoused by the newspapers under analysis.   

Additionally, it cannot go unstated that much of this anti-establishment mentality 

expressed by voters may have also partially been a product of selective attention to articles about 

this particular topic.  Solar panels have become more attractive to home and business owners as 

costs have declined over recent years, and many commenters may feel as if it may be an 

opportune time to install panels.  The fact that some users may have been seeing an economic 

incentive to installing panels may have oriented them to pay closer attention and become more 

involved in the fight. 

Along with this anti-establishment mentality among Facebook users came many calls for 

voters to reject Amendment 1 at the ballot box.  These calls for democratic participation are 

explored next. 

Energizing Democracy 

Users were also highly aware of the fact that solar expansion would cut into the profits of 

utility companies, which were working to ensure their status and role in the lives of Floridians do 

not become threatened by the burgeoning solar industry.  Because Floridians for Solar Choice 

did not place its initiative on the 2016 election ballot, users actively engaged in efforts to ensure 

that the Consumers for Smart Solar ballot initiative did not pass on Election Day. “Let’s be clear 

here ! The solar amendment on the November Ballot, We the PEOPLE MUST VOTE NO !!” 
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wrote a user named Marley.  Echoing this line of reasoning, user Jarrett wrote, “Please register to 

vote… We have the power to vote yes or no on these amendments.”  

User Ellis mentioned above further noted: 

Amendment 1 is nothing but deceptive, how the court approved this makes me wonder 

about their integrity.  It was specifically written to confuse voters between the two 

amendments…If you want solar expansion and lower power bills, vote no on this solar 

amendment. 

Other users offered similar sentiments toward Amendment 1 and encouraged others to 

vote ‘No’ on the ballot. “Our votes make a difference! Keep informed on what’s in our best 

interest and vote so that special interest $$$ doesn’t dictate election outcomes,” wrote Ellie on an 

article about the utilities’ financial efforts to pass CSS in the Miami Herald.  She implored others 

to “EXERCISE YOUR VOTING POWER.”  Referring to the issue as “the people vs the big 

energy,” user Adam asserted that the solar fight is not a conservative or liberal issue on an 

opinion article written by Carl Hiassen and published in the Miami Herald. “What seems like a 

no brainer but isn’t is controlled for profit by a higher power.”  A user named Keilen, 

commenting on an article reporting on the Florida Supreme Court’s division over whether the 

CSS amendment was misleading (before ultimately approving the initiative’s language), noted 

the success of Amendment 410 passing in August, but warns others that the fight for solar 

expansion is not over and encourages them “to take time to learn why you should vote No on 

Amendment One in November.”  Other users named Jake and Cece also called for removing the 

four judges that approved the language of the proposed Amendment and allowed for it to be 

                                                
10 Amendment 4 was passed in a special August election in 2016 and provided tax exemptions 
for renewable energy equipment, including solar panels, to be included in home, industrial, or 
commercial property value assessments. 
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placed on the ballot despite the vocal concerns of other justices that the Amendment was 

deceptively worded and designed to trick voters. 

The efforts put forth by users here are aimed at ensuring consumers are able to maintain 

their rights to install solar panels in the future.  This is exactly what the utility-backed initiative 

would do as it would have enshrined in the state Constitution the rights that consumers already 

hold to install solar panels on their property.  The issue, though, is that passage of this initiative 

would also ensure that solar users could not sell electricity to others and ultimately replace the 

functions of the local utility company.  As a result, third-party solar leasing companies could not 

establish a presence in Florida, which means that, in the eyes of the commenters, the utility-

backed initiative must be defeated.  Although passage of the CSS amendment would allow 

consumers to maintain the rights they currently enjoy, consumers would be forced to pay the 

pricey upfront costs of solar panel installation instead of being able to lease the panels from a 

third-party provider.  This effectively ensures low-income communities cannot access the solar 

market, forcing these communities into further reliance on the government-fossil fuel monopoly 

in Florida.  These communities already suffer from numerous environmental injustices that are 

forced on them by the dominant fossil fuel monopoly (Madrid, 2015).  And, because home and 

business owners who are able to install solar panels must currently sell any electricity created by 

those panels back to the utility company, individuals in low-income communities who are able to 

install solar panels will be unable to truly take control of their energy production.  The means of 

energy creation will still be in the hands of the utility companies.  Even if the utilities purchase 

solar-generated electricity from consumers, the dominant government-supported fossil fuel 

industry still controls the pricing structure for energy rates in the state as well as maintains its 

current monopoly on energy distribution.  Again, passage of this initiative would further 
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entrench the dominant government-fossil fuel monopoly, which removes the ability for private 

home and business owners to take full control of their own energy creation. 

In total, there were 99 explicit calls to vote ‘No’ on Amendment 1 throughout the 

comments posted to all five newspapers.  This number does not account for the users who 

provided arguments against Amendment 1 but stopped short of explicitly recommending others 

vote ‘no’ or advocating any certain actions be taken regarding the Amendment.  Throughout the 

comments it was clear that the vast majority of users were against the Amendment, and many 

spent time trying to convince others to vote against the desires of the utility companies.  As 

Harvey (2005) notes, democratic participation is anathema to neoliberalism.  Implicit in 

neoliberal theory is distrust of voter sentiment and of rule by majority.  The preferred method of 

governance and social control under neoliberal capitalism is through elite control of decision-

making.  As explored in Chapter Four, the utility company executives maintain deep ties to elites 

in state and national politics and in other sectors of the economy through their positions of 

economic power.  As Domhoff (2010) explains, economic elites often come to a consensus on 

what constitutes good policy through their connections to each other via interconnected boards of 

directors or membership in elite social and professional clubs.  These connections allow them to 

maintain “a high level of influence over government institutions” (Gonzalez, 2012, p. 22) and 

gives them an opportunity to use their vast corporate resources, and perhaps even personal 

wealth, to exert influence in politics.  These connections likely allowed utility company 

executives to work together behind the scenes to strategize and implement their anti-solar 

Amendment in their attempt to thwart Floridians for Solar Choice and the desires of the broader 

community that wishes to see a large scale switch to solar energy.  The utility company 

executives are also likely very suspicious of strong democratic participation in the energy sector 
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in the form of a decentralized energy grid powered by individual home and business owners’ 

solar panels.  In other words, the utilities spent $26 million on Amendment 1 to ensure 

consumers do not have that ability to affordably create their own electricity on their property and 

sell excess energy to their neighbors, effectively limiting personal freedom and forcing home and 

business owners to stay on the energy grid. 

Users understood that their rights to autonomously govern themselves were trying to be 

eroded, and they understood that the causes of their lost power and autonomy stem from the 

collusion between government and industry working together to maintain their dominance over 

consumers and influence over society.  As both government and industry elites actively work to 

maintain their privileged positions in Florida society (Domhoff, 2010), users called for increased 

democratic participation throughout the state to ensure that the mechanisms for energy creation 

have the chance to stay in the hands of citizens.  User efforts to promote increased democratic 

participation may benefit, either directly or indirectly, those who are most vulnerable to not only 

the whims of the fossil fuel industry, but also to the effects of climate change.  A call for 

increased democratic participation can be viewed as a call to reduce environmental injustice, 

especially those injustices related to declining human health and to the degradation of the planet 

as a result of fossil fuel extraction and consumption. 

Economics Remains Prominent 

 Another theme that was present throughout the comments was a focus on the economics 

of solar energy over concerns about negative environmental or human health effects that come 

from burning fossil fuels. The return on investment from solar energy is still a concern for many 

consumers.  Commenting on an article about the amount of money being spent to pass CSS 

published in the Miami Herald, Darius commented:  
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I would gladly install solar cells on my house. But…. They would take 15 years to pay 

for themselves, the warranty is only good for 10 years, and my windstorm insurance 

won’t cover them. FPL might have something to do with the insurance, i doubt they have 

anything to with the warranty issue. 

Another user, Eric, responded: “Sorry Darius, but the ROI for solar was down to 10 years awhile 

ago and is now closer to 7 years depending upon all the variables.”  Similarly, Marc, who 

apparently was an employee for SolarCity (“We are now in 16 states – but FL isn’t one of them”) 

tried to convince Darius about the return on investment for solar energy, and cited continued 

dirty energy use and having higher prices from the monopoly utilities in 15 years time as other 

reasons to vote down Amendment 1. Darius initially indicated that he was concerned about the 

return on investment, but when challenged by Marc, Darius argued that he was concerned about 

his homeowners insurance covering solar panels in the event of a hurricane. Similarly, user 

Kristen, commenting on an article about the sizable campaign contributions from the utility 

companies published in the Miami Herald, expressed concern about how solar was “Expensive, 

otherwise I would have panals. It took 8 years for FPL to fix a pole.”  

This exchange reflects concerns from some users about the economic utility of solar 

energy, which are certainly legitimate concerns for home and business owners who do not want 

to see their properties lose value after installing solar panels.  Additionally, concerns over 

insurance coverage should damage occur to the solar panels are also legitimate. User Kristen 

reflected the sentiment, but followed it up with a specious argument about Florida Power & 

Light taking a long time to fix a power pole as a reason to reject Amendment 1, likely alluding to 

the inability (or unwillingness) of FPL to take care of its own infrastructure. 
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Other users similarly expressed their concerns about the economics of solar energy.  One 

user named Brandon, commenting on the same article on which the exchange with Darius 

discussed above occurred, noted the lack of solar panels on homes and businesses in Dade 

County and challenged another user to “Come to dade county, besides the store wholefoods, and 

a few parking meters, not a single one. Natural gas must be very cheap making solar 

uneconomical?”  Additionally, two other users discussed the recently repealed (in 2015) solar 

incentives for consumers, which made it more economically feasible for consumers to purchase 

solar panels for their homes.  These arguments reflect the focus on the economics of solar energy 

that is present in the news coverage of this issue while other concerns about environmental 

destruction and the degradation of human health related to fossil fuel consumption go largely 

unmentioned.  

Additionally, in an effort to contradict the economic arguments that solar panels are too 

expensive in which to seriously invest, user Willie highlighted the irony inherent in the 

arguments of others who commented about the initial investment costs and return on investment 

of solar panels: 

People say solar energy is expensive; it might cost about $25K to $30K to generate 

enough electricity to a 3000 square ft house. They also say it won’t recover the cost 

before 15 or so years; and then they buy a $35,K to $50K car that depreciate in price the 

moment you drive it out from the dealer!!! And of course, you need to buy a new one 

after 3-5 years!! When generating electricity from solar, you are doing the right thing for 

your environment, for the future generation, for the homeland security, and believe it or 

not for your wallet as well!! When you buy a car, you are contributing to air pollution, 
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increasing your carbon footprint, and probably making a hole in your wallet. The choice 

is yours!  

This comment from Willie attempts to redirect attention to some of the broader issues 

surrounding this fight.  Willie is one of only a small handful of users who commented about the 

utility of solar energy beyond economic concerns, citing the known possibilities of solar energy 

to help the environment, protect the welfare of future generations, and enhance our national 

security.11  Willie also comments on the hypocrisy of consumerism that encourages people to 

buy a new vehicle every few years while being opposed to technology that will pay for itself 

over time and may eventually generate a profit if home and business owners can sell excess 

electricity to their neighbors without the utility companies’ involvement.  Being able to engage 

in third party leasing agreements outside of the purview of the utility companies will allow home 

and business owners to sell excess electricity to neighbors to help offset the upfront costs of solar 

panel installation.  In order for the United States, and Florida in particular, to avoid the most 

severe consequences of climate change, a large-scale switch to renewable energy sources must 

take place.  For that to occur, solar panels must remain accessible to the majority of home and 

business owners, most of whom cannot afford the immediate installation costs.  Being able to 

pay off the cost of solar panels over time is a key economic incentive to create a change in our 

energy system if the utility companies are unwilling to adapt to consumer demand and desires to 

switch to solar energy. 

The focus on the economics of solar from various users directs attention away from 

environmental concerns or human health concerns, and reflects the overall news coverage that 

                                                
11 A 2007 report published by the Council on Foreign Relations considers climate change to be a 
significant potential driver of pandemic, disease, more destructive storms, and humanitarian 
disasters in the United States and to its neighbors, with the Gulf Coast being particularly 
vulnerable. 
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focused heavily on the economics of solar and on logistical and legal issues facing the two 

campaigns.  These perspectives are relatively easy and cheap to report about for the journalists 

and newspapers.  Indeed, environmental concerns were only mentioned four times in the 

comments under analysis here.  This illustrates the ability of the newspapers to direct attention 

toward certain issues and perspectives, which inevitably forces other concerns to the margins and 

limits the range of debate that may be had about an issue (Bettig & Hall, 2012; McChesney, 

2004).  

The issue with arguments that focus on the economics of solar, though, is that they focus 

on the hypothetical effects that might be felt by one person installing solar panels and potentially 

losing home value, or having inadequate insurance coverage in the case of an emergency.  What 

gets lost in these arguments is that voting ‘no’ on Amendment 1 and preventing the utility 

takeover of solar energy production is not equivalent to being forced to install solar panels on a 

home or business.  In other words, users who focused on the economic arguments and return on 

investment seemed to lose sight of the larger picture—that this vote was not necessarily about 

solar energy itself, but was about retaining the ability to use one’s property as one sees fit and 

limiting the overreach of the for-profit utility companies, and by extension, limiting the 

overreach of the state government.  

A Social Media Political Community 

 Throughout the comments, users seemed to be building a community around the largely 

held consensus that the utility companies were up to no good with their proposed Amendment 

and that voters should reject the attempted monopolization of solar energy production.  User 

Mollie blamed state representatives or senators and wanted to know which of them approved the 

ballot wording, but was corrected by other users who indicated that the Florida Supreme Court 
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approved the initiative’s language and allowed it onto the ballot. The following exchange 

between users took place on the comment section of a Miami Herald article explaining why the 

utilities are spending so much money on Amendment 1 and is illustrative of true solar supporters 

(or those holding anti-Amendment 1 positions) working to change how others might vote: 

-John: “Voted yes the part about not paying for others hit home, we all have to pay our 

own way.” 

-Angela responded, “It’s a lie. It’s a false assumption that solar customers will be 

subsidized by non-solar users.” 

-Travis responded, “You just voted so that people with solar can’t sell their cheaper 

power back to the grid (driving costs down) and gave the 2 utility companies power over 

solar applications. Gee… Thanks.” 

-Dwight responded, “Geez you goofed that one up. Start informing yourself before you 

vote.” 

Although John had already voted, the corrections that other users made to his assumption that the 

Amendment would not force consumers who remained on the grid to subsidize solar users may 

have served to deter others from voting for Amendment 1 for similar reasons.  Similarly, the 

exchange between Darius and two other users described in the previous section also illustrates 

how people came together to correct misinformation and attempted to persuade voters to reject 

Amendment 1.  Furthermore, some users expressed confusion after the election results were 

made public about the 60% requirement for constitutional amendments to be passed; users 

thought it needed to achieve a simple majority or that the Amendment needed to reach 70% 

approval to pass, but other users stepped in to make the correction that the Amendment had to 

reach 60% approval to pass.  
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 These exchanges illustrate that many users were passionate about this issue, or at least 

that they were passionate about not allowing Duke, FPL, and the other investor-owned utility 

companies to monopolize solar energy and limit the potential for home and business owners to 

take control of their own energy production needs in the future.  These exchanges also show that 

a “placeless public debate” about this issue has occurred through the Facebook platform (Van 

Zoonen, Vis, & Mihelj, 2010, p. 259).  The 559 unique users that engaged each other in this 

online community created a collective group identity and achieved high levels of solidarity due 

to their anti-Amendment 1 views through commenting, tagging, and posting other articles, 

videos, or photos.  The vast majority of users knew what the utilities were attempting to do and 

engaged in civic-minded behavior in their attempts to educate, inform, and persuade other voters 

to reject Amendment 1. 

Adulation in Victory 

 In addition to these exchanges, users expressed adulation and celebration after news of 

the Amendment’s defeat hit the wires.  “YES!! Well done, Florida!” said one user named Ron.  

“I was worried about this one, but people were not fooled!” said Jessica.  “Well done Florida!”  

Some users thanked and applauded Floridians for rejecting the Amendment:  “Voters are getting 

wise to these badly worded ballot measures! Thank you fellow Floridians!” said user Michael.  

“Thank god people caught on!” said user Rogelio.  People were fooled because there were more 

yes votes than no.  Lucky they needed 60%,” before warning others to stay vigilant about the 

actions of the utility companies.  “In the future we need to watch them so they don’t pull this 

crap on us again! Stay educated people!”  In total, 44 users commented positively or in a 

celebratory way about the Amendment’s defeat in the voting booth.  
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 This celebratory attitude displayed after the Amendment’s defeat seemed to create a 

further sense of solidarity and group identity among users.  Not only were people united in 

fighting for the Amendment’s defeat, but users also stayed connected in victory in the immediate 

aftermath of the election.  This likely further reinforced the connections between members of the 

anti-Amendment 1 group, and it may serve as a cohesive launching point for possible fights 

against the utility companies regarding similar issues in the future.  As previously noted, the $26 

million spent by utilities was not wasted as that money served to put the public on notice that the 

utilities were taking this battle seriously, and they will likely be willing to spend more money in 

the future to limit decentralized solar expansion.  The fight in the future may come in a different 

form, but the issue of solar growth will remain a legitimate threat to the utility companies.  This 

supports the argument put forth by Nichols and McChesney (2013) that even when the wealthy 

elite in American society spend large amounts of money in a losing electoral or legislative fight, 

they still win.  In other words, while the utilities did not succeed in this instance to limit solar 

expansion, the companies’ relatively deep pockets will allow them to keep putting this issue 

before the Florida public.  Their vast resources will allow them to keep this issue in the public 

debate and may eventually wear down the public enough to achieve their desires.  At some point, 

however, the utilities may get tired of waiting for voters to give them what they want and may 

use their resources to force the issue into the legislature. 

Community Building 

Another phenomenon present in the comments was that of users “tagging” others in the 

comment threads.  Tagging refers to entering the name of another user in a post or comment, and 

that user who was mentioned then being notified that they have been mentioned, or tagged, in a 

post or comment.  Ninety total users tagged others in their comments.  The act of tagging others 
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on Facebook served to incorporate a broader audience into the debate.  This may have allowed 

more people to become engaged in the fight, including those who may not pay much attention to 

the news or to politics.  And even if those who were tagged in a comment do not interact or 

participate much in an online platform, some people may have felt an urge to become active in 

their own neighborhoods and may have tried to convince their friends and neighbors to reject 

Amendment 1 in the voting booth.  In other words, it may have contributed to the calls for 

increased democratic participation that were explored above.  

While Katz-Kimchi and Manosevitch (2015) found that Greenpeace’s use of Facebook in 

their Unfriend Coal campaign garnered the support of “elites and decision-makers” (p. 262), the 

same cannot be said of Facebook users in this fight.  While more users and potential voters were 

roped into the discussion via the tagging feature available to them on the platform, there is no 

direct evidence that the audience commentary analyzed here helped to gain the support of any 

elites or important decision makers in this fight.  However, as mentioned in Chapter Two, 

celebrities are able to bring attention to environmental issues such as the solar fight (Lester, 

2010).  While celebrities, important elites, or decision-makers did not engage in the Facebook 

commentary under analysis here, Floridians for Solar Choice did gain the support of local 

celebrities from a range of professions, such as musician Jimmy Buffett and former Florida 

Governor Bob Graham in its efforts to achieve wide-ranging exposure, acceptance, and 

legitimation (Floridians for Solar Choice, 2016).  The group uploaded a short video of Buffet 

discussing the proposed Amendment 1 to its YouTube page on October 23, 2016, which has 

since reached over 15,000 views (Floridians for Solar Choice, 2016). 

Of course, this case study is not including comments on YouTube videos, and the support 

from these celebrities was offered before Floridians for Solar Choice failed to gain enough 
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signatures to be placed on the ballot.  Even though the comments here did not involve celebrity 

interaction, some users may have been directed to Floridians for Solar Choice through their 

interactions with others on Facebook.  This may not be as benign as it seems.  If this did occur, 

then it is not a stretch to conclude that these users were exposed to the celebrities who spoke in 

favor of expanding solar access.  Additionally, users who interacted online and engaged with the 

materials produced by the celebrities may have been galvanized to fight for expanded solar 

access for home and business owners in future elections.  Exposure to the FSC message and 

celebrity supporters also likely drew attention to the moneyed interests and corrupt politics that 

worked to prevent expanded solar access, which may motivate users to continue to fight against 

the power of the government-fossil fuel monopoly as solar energy continues to proliferate. 

Additionally, the fact that the space on a platform like Facebook became politicized is not 

surprising in this fight.  As news has migrated online and is now significantly facilitated and 

filtered through social media outlets, it appears that the public debate regarding this issue also 

took place online, allowing for a “placeless public debate” to occur (Van Zoonen, Vis, & Mihelj, 

2010, p. 259).  This placeless debate allowed pro-solar advocates and anti-Amendment 1 folks 

alike to engage in a running dialogue in which users could interact, debate, inform, educate, and 

persuade, all with the intent to deny the utility companies their wishes to control solar energy 

production.  Very few comments were posted with the intent to misinform or muddy the waters, 

and civically engaged citizens who cared about this issue quickly rebutted users who posted 

comments with that intent.  Those who fought back against the small amount of misinformation 

forced the conversation back into productive territory before it could be further derailed, which 

likely helped foster the sustained vocal rejection of Amendment 1, helping to bring about its 

ultimate defeat.  
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Reinforced Neoliberalism 

 Perhaps the most prominent aspect of the user commentary also reflects a significant 

trend identified in the news coverage of this issue.  As discussed in Chapter Five, the news 

coverage of this solar fight was saturated with the tenets of personal responsibility and 

individualism that comprise neoliberal discourse.  This language filtered into the comments 

made by various Facebook users as they interacted with others on the platform.  User Sam 

posited on an article about the utility companies’ campaign contributions in the Miami Herald 

that “The beauty about the coming energy revolution is that we can each own our own method of 

energy production.  That should scare the hell out of the big utilities and it does.”  In a response 

to another user’s comment regarding the lack of energy storage capabilities, Sam indicated that 

“Tesla is inventing and manufacturing a battery that will let you store the energy your solar 

panels create and run your home entirely off the grid.”  As mentioned above, John said that he 

“Voted yes the part about not paying for others hit home, we all have to pay our own way.”  

Another user named Ned encouraged voters to reject Amendment 1 “if u believe folks should 

own and control their solar power!”  Similarly, user Fiona noted that “FPL wants to make sure 

that you do not have the right to sell it to a third party.”  Finally, Adam, also previously cited, 

indicated he is “all for capitalism, but energy freedom will not happen in our lifetime. There is 

billions tied up in this industry.” 

 Although there were not many comments that explicitly tied Amendment 1 to limiting 

energy freedom for consumers, these comments underscore the overall mood regarding the 

proposed legislation.  Voters who took the time to inform themselves of the utilities’ true 

intentions behind this amendment saw the threat to their personal freedoms that this bill 

represented.  These users understood that their abilities to produce their own energy would be 
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restricted if this bill passes, and they unwittingly embraced the naturalized discourse of 

neoliberalism to defend their rights to autonomous energy creation on their own property.  The 

neoliberal language of personal responsibility and individual freedoms is now so normal 

throughout society that a dichotomy emerged in the discourse of this fight: energy should either 

be wholly owned and produced by the utility companies, or that it should be wholly owned and 

produced by individual home and business owners.  There was no mention of any middle ground 

solutions such as community-owned solar energy projects, creating some sort of union between 

utility-produced solar and third party leasing agreements for individual home and business 

owners, or even of home and business owners sharing the electricity with those who cannot 

afford it.  Utility companies can still exist and earn significant profits under these arrangements, 

but residents will not be tethered to the whims and wishes of a powerful industry and compliant 

legislators.  These are tenable solutions in a state like Florida, especially since they have been 

successfully implemented in other parts of the country.  

Conclusion 

 The comments analyzed here reflect the larger story that was portrayed in the newspaper 

coverage of this fight. The focus on economic issues over environmental or human health 

concerns demonstrated by users reflects the narrative emphasis found in the newspaper articles 

analyzed in the previous chapter.  Additionally, the anti-establishment, anti-utility sentiments 

expressed by users throughout the commentary were also prominent talking points in the 

numerous editorial and opinion pieces published by the newspapers.  This demonstrates the 

ability of the major state newspapers to influence the direction of public discussion about this 

issue.   
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The majority of the comments analyzed here came from the Miami Herald.  This reflects 

the fact that the outlet provided the most number of comments by a significant margin, but it may 

also demonstrate a higher propensity to engage in political activities on social networking 

platforms among people who live in a larger urban center.  This can be attributed to a number of 

factors, including a higher population of young potential voters who may be more concerned 

about environmental stewardship.  It may also be attributed to a high number of home and small 

business owners living in the general circulation area who are trying to save money.  It is 

difficult to make claims regarding rates of political activity on online platforms based on where a 

paper is located due to the lack of geographical boundaries placed on social media users as well 

digital newspaper subscribers.  However, despite these limitations, the trends described above 

were present to varying degrees on the comment sections of articles posted to the Facebook 

pages of all five newspapers.   

Additionally, the fact that the language of neoliberalism exists throughout the 

commentary supports Harvey’s (2005) and Giroux’s (2004, 2008) arguments that the 

assumptions, practices, and language of neoliberalism have penetrated nearly all aspects of 

society, and have become hegemonic as a way of life.  This language was present throughout the 

news coverage and undoubtedly influenced how users viewed and commented on this issue.  In 

fact, that these comments are saturated in neoliberal language reveals perhaps the most intriguing 

part of this fight, which is that two sides of neoliberalism were pitted against each other in a 

battle over energy production rights.  One side of this fight, led by the utilities, tried to trick 

consumers into voting to give them more power.  A key tendency of large corporations under 

neoliberal capitalism, and a pattern that is visible in nearly every sector of the economy, is to 

limit competition and eliminate threats from outsiders.  Solar energy presents the ultimate threat 
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to utility companies that are still relying on fossil fuels, and the investor-owned utilities spent 

millions to ensure distributed solar energy creation poses no real threat to their bottom lines and 

overall existence.  True competition between dominant firms does not exist under neoliberal 

capitalism at the national level, and it does not exist in the Florida energy markets, either.  While 

the utility companies should receive their fair share of criticism for the underhanded tactics they 

used in their attempt to further consolidate the energy markets, this was just their first attempt to 

bring solar agitators to heel.  As mentioned above, the money they spent will still serve a purpose 

in the future, but Floridians should remain aware that the fight for solar expansion and control of 

energy production might take a different more secretive path the next time this issue arises in the 

public sphere. 

 The second side of neoliberalism that was present in the commentary analyzed here and 

in the larger fight was the desire of users to gain control of energy production.  On the surface, 

decentralized energy production sounds like a wonderfully democratic idea that will help 

individuals, families, and communities lower their electric bills and begin to reduce the negative 

impacts of fossil fuel extraction and consumption on environmental and human health on their 

communities.  While these are certainly admirable and achievable goals, there is a dark side to 

this narrative.  As discussed in the previous chapter, the ability to remove oneself from the 

energy grid at this point is almost entirely dependent on socioeconomic status.  This means that 

those who can afford solar panels are more likely to actually install solar panels; this will remain 

true even if tax breaks or other incentives are provided to home and business owners.  Those 

individuals, families, or communities that cannot afford solar will be forced to remain on the 

grid, at the whim of the utility companies.  This reinforces the dominance of the utility 

companies and of Florida’s economic elites, as autonomous energy creation will stay in the 
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hands of those who can afford it.  And as the economic elites continue to pull further away from 

society in terms of wealth, health, and even physical location, the negative economic and health 

effects of fossil fuel consumption will continue to disproportionately and negatively affect those 

who live near fossil fuel-powered utilities as well as well as those who simply must remain on 

the grid and under the thumb of the government-supported fossil fuel monopoly.  

 Overall, it is apparent that Facebook commenters reflected the trends seen in the news 

coverage.  What this also tells us is that the views of these civic-minded commenters are shaped 

by the modern political economy of the United States.  As Marx (1867) pointed out, the relations 

of economic production in any society determine the political and cultural expressions of that 

society.  While the broad adoption of solar expansion is a goal worth pursuing, it is not without 

its potential downsides.  The technological advancements that have brought about the prospect of 

widespread solar expansion may contribute to the current high tensions between the economic 

elites and everyone else in the United States.  As those with the means to pull out of the grid do 

so, they also begin to pull out of the larger society, thus perpetuating the already unequal class 

relations.  And if economic elites are allowed to continue to pull out of the larger society simply 

because they have the financial resources to do so and little incentive to remain involved with the 

majority of citizens, increased depoliticization is likely to take deeper root among the population, 

resulting in a political system at all levels that makes sense and works for the economic elites 

who can fully participate and effect real change in the system.  This supports Nichols and 

McChesney’s (2013) arguments that individuals who make up the middle, working, and lower 

socioeconomic classes are participating in a political system that is largely unresponsive to their 

needs and desires and typically acts on behalf of vested, big money interests.   
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These users understood, even if implicitly, that increased access to solar technology could 

lead to significant changes to the structure of the current energy system.  The fact that most of 

comments analyzed were posted to articles detailing the record-setting (Klas, 2016g) amount of 

money spent by the utility companies perhaps reflects this understanding the political system 

favors the desires of the wealthy over everyone one.  Demand from individual consumers for 

increased access to solar technology threatens to change the very structure that has been built 

over decades by the government-supported fossil fuel monopoly and could reorganize life around 

a decentralized network of renewable energy sources, effectively eliminating the utility 

companies’ roles in generating electricity; instead, the utilities may simply maintain the grid and 

distribute energy produced by the local home and business owners in this hypothetical world.  

 Furthermore, the trends identified in the comments here reflect the larger influences of 

capitalism not only on news coverage, but also on public opinion.  Many of the users who 

commented reproduced the dominant neoliberal ideological tenets even if they were unaware 

they were doing so.  These economic arguments are considered commonsense and go 

unchallenged, even when criticism of modern corporate capitalism may be warranted.  These 

arguments hold a special place in American society and frequently influence discussions around 

renewable energy sources.  This pattern is also quite evident in this solar fight.  Notions of 

energy independence align with the neoliberal belief that individuals have the right to determine 

what is best for them, even if those actions may not align with what is best for the community or 

larger society. According to the theory, if everyone acts in his or her own self-interest, then 

society will be better off because of it.  However, as those composing the higher socioeconomic 

levels in society continue to accumulate more wealth than those at the bottom, they will continue 

to pull away from society, including taking advantage of the improved possibilities of being able 
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to generate their own electricity.  The increasing distance between economic classes also creates 

differences in the political system as those with money are able to exert more influence over 

policies and politicians, leading to a difference in legislative priorities between the wealthy and 

everyone else. 

Notions of energy independence also align with the neoliberal belief that the 

responsibility for a person to care for him or herself lies solely with the individual; the larger 

society should play a limited or nonexistent role in caring for the individual.  In this case, if a 

person has the ability to generate his or her own electricity, then that is what must be done.  This 

belief runs parallel to the rise of individualizing and atomizing technologies in society, of which 

solar panels are arguably a part.  If home and business owners pull out of the grid, they no longer 

have a reason to fight the current power structure and force change to the old model of energy 

creation.  Again, this reinforces the unequal class relations that exist in society, and only further 

removes the potential for an energy option that will work for all people, not just those at the top.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

The previous few chapters explored the political economy of Florida’s fight for solar 

expansion that culminated in the 2016 election.  More specifically, Chapter Four explored the 

political and economic connections between the major players in the Florida’s fossil fuel 

industry, solar industry, and newspaper media; Chapter Five analyzed the newspaper coverage 

about the solar expansion fight produced by Florida’s five most widely circulated state 

newspapers; and Chapter Six examined the Facebook user commentary that was associated with 

the news coverage regarding this fight.  In this final chapter, I will provide my final conclusions 

to this study, discuss what can be done about the state of news reporting on issues like this, 

explore the limitations of this research, attempt to situate this study within the larger body of 

political economy of media work, and provide recommendations for future research. 

 This research supports the findings of previous political economy of media research 

regarding news content production (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012; Herman & Chomsky, 

2002; McChesney, 1999, 2004, 2008, 2013) as well as previous research concerning 

environmental news reporting (Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004, 2007; Cottle, 2013; Lester, 2010; 

Neuzil & Kovarik, 1996).  The prominent use of official sourcing and beat reporting, a lack of 

in-depth coverage beyond campaign issues or economic concerns, and a dearth of environmental 

or consumer perspectives led to a limited range of viewpoints that were expressed in the 

coverage and associated Facebook commentary.  This small range of discussion works to limit 

the number of possible solutions that can be discussed and deemed legitimate enough to act upon 

by voters or the legislature.  The commercial imperative of the newspapers analyzed here, which 

has resulted in resource cuts and staff reductions at outlets across the state, forces the kind of 
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coverage that was seen.  The lack of resources and relatively small number of people who 

covered this issue forced reporters who did to rely on standard reporting tactics that restrict the 

breadth and depth of coverage of environmental issues. 

The fact that the content of the online commentary echoed the same themes that the news 

coverage provided also supports Lester and Hutchins’ (2009) findings that even though 

environmental groups engage in effective web campaigns, traditional media outlets maintain a 

strong gatekeeping role.  In this case, the newspapers acted as narrative gatekeepers by implicitly 

determining and limiting the possible range of debate that could be had about this issue.  The 

commenters generally stayed within the framework that the news articles and editorials used to 

discuss this issue with only slight variation throughout. 

Additionally, the fact that the newspapers maintained their gatekeeping role also supports 

previous findings that mainstream media legitimizes environmental movements in the eyes of the 

public and can help rally support among those who might not identify with the positions of an 

environmental movement or protest (Hutchins & Lester, 2006; Katz-Kimchi & Manosevitch, 

2015; Lester, 2010; Lester & Hutchins, 2009).  The notion that a group like Floridians for Solar 

Choice, which was composed of members who held a wide range of political and ideological 

leanings, can coalesce around a potentially divisive environmental issue in a very partisan 

political atmosphere and push that issue into the mainstream, shows that political action around 

an environmental issue can be bipartisan and can include individuals who may not want to 

identify with a typical environmental movement.  The fact that this group’s message was able to 

penetrate the mainstream media enough to spawn a response ballot initiative from the powerful 

utility industry that sought to undermine solar expansion, and then eventually defeat that 

competing amendment in an election, demonstrates the ability of the Florida newspaper media to 
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carry the momentum of an environmental protest and legitimize FSC’s message of energy 

freedom in the eyes of Floridians, especially those who may not want to be viewed as 

environmentalists.  The diverse connecting points that people found to support this issue seemed 

to allow for a wide range of potential solutions to be discussed, but in the end, the messaging 

focused on economics, both of solar energy and of political campaigns. 

Nonetheless, the perpetuation of the current neoliberal political economy is the most 

prominent component of this issue.  What is most striking is how both pro-solar and anti-solar 

advocates used the language and tenets of neoliberal capitalism to advance their respective 

messages.  Floridians for Solar Choice presented their argument as maintaining the individual 

rights and freedoms to be able to use one’s property how one sees fit.  In other words, their 

message relied on the neoliberal belief that one should take responsibility for one’s own actions.  

If a person can generate his or her own electricity on property he or she owns, then that person 

has the right (and the responsibility) to do just that.  A person should not have to rely on anyone 

else to generate his or her own electricity.  This argument resonated with many home and 

business owners throughout the state, who then voiced their support of FSC (or expressed their 

disagreement with CSS) in the audience commentary in an effort to retain their right to install 

solar panels on their properties. 

On the other hand, Consumers for Smart Solar co-opted that same message about energy 

freedom and helping home and business owners retain their rights to install solar panels on their 

property.  Ultimately, though, its proposal would have limited rooftop solar expansion in the 

state, and perhaps would have permanently limited the potential of any renewable energy making 

inroads in the state, if it had passed.  Its proposal effectively would have further concentrated 

energy production into the hands of the utility companies in the state.  Furthermore, passage of 
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the CSS amendment would have allowed the utility companies to argue that any home or 

business owner who installs solar panels would effectively be operating as an unregulated utility 

company, and would have to stop producing energy with their solar panels.  This piece of 

legislation reflected the logic of neoliberal capitalism, which relies on concentration in all sectors 

of the economy and promotes activities that facilitate economic consolidation as the normal 

functions of the economy (Giroux, 2004, 2008; Harvey, 2005; McChesney, 2004, 2008, 2013).   

Furthermore, the financial resources wielded by the utility companies also served to suppress the 

signature gathering efforts of FSC.  Consumers for Smart Solar was able to pay up to twice as 

much per signature than FSC could, forcing the pro-solar group to spend as much as $350,000 

per week toward the end of its signature-gathering campaign (Dickinson, 2016).  This effectively 

undercut the democratic nature of the FSC citizens’ ballot initiative. The utilities were able to 

pay more individual signature gatherers more money per signature while simultaneously forcing 

FSC into an unsustainable financial situation (Kotch, 2016).  These actions support Harvey’s 

(2005) claim that the rhetoric of democracy with which neoliberalism can be cloaked is routinely 

undercut by moneyed special interests.  Actions like these often appeal to the wisdom of voters 

to make the right decision (often a pro-corporate decision) but end up having the consequences 

of subverting voter desires and limiting opportunities for democratic self-governance.  In this 

case, the energy industry elites relied on the wisdom of Floridians to approve of their desired 

initiative while they worked behind the scenes to ensure that it passed.  Relying on the wisdom 

of the voters to consent to their efforts to consolidate the Florida energy market backfired on the 

utility companies as enough voters realized the nature of the deception to reject it on election 

night. 
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Newspaper coverage of this issue reflected these neoliberal assumptions and tenets as 

reporters had to rely on statements from official sources from both factions, most of whom 

espoused these same neoliberal ideas when they were quoted discussing the pieces of legislation 

in the news coverage.  By limiting straight news coverage of this issue to the viewpoints and 

solutions discussed by those official sources, few connections were made between the current 

state of our economic and political systems and the longer-term destruction of the environment.  

Newspaper opinion columnists and those who submitted guest columns to the papers made the 

most explicit environmental connections.  However, those columns were so few in number that 

they may not have had much of an impact on voters’ decisions.  Instead, the strong dose of 

economic arguments in the news coverage, as shown by the presence of similar content in the 

user commentary, seemed to make more of an impact on Floridians’ voting choices. 

Interestingly, and perhaps rather ironically, the lack of coverage focusing on the 

environmental side of this fight may have allowed the pro-FSC/anti-CSS movement to gain 

support from non-environmentalists.  This fight was largely framed as an economic issue, and 

economic concerns consistently rank as a top issue of voters heading in an election, especially in 

a presidential election year.  The lack of an environmental focus in the news coverage may have 

inadvertently (if only temporarily) prevented further localized environmental degradation by 

(again, perhaps only temporarily) helping to deny the utility oligopoly from consolidating and 

controlling the means of solar energy production in the state.  Indeed, perhaps in spite of its for-

profit nature and the type of coverage generated as a result of those commercial pressures, the 

Florida commercial newspaper industry may have inadvertently aided in the creation and 

sustenance of an anti-Amendment 1 community that was able to agitate enough support to defeat 

the utility-sponsored initiative. 
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The issue now becomes whether third-party solar panel leasing can become mainstream 

enough to begin to allow more home and business owners to remove themselves from the reach 

of the utility oligopoly.  Additionally, if this does become the case, neoliberalism will still have 

made its mark on this issue.  Currently, those residing in higher socioeconomic classes who want 

to install solar panels and who do not need the help of third-party leasing programs are better 

able to remove themselves from the grid, perhaps creating further social distance between those 

individuals and those in lower socioeconomic levels, creating a more separated, atomized 

society.  Why does this matter?  Those who are able to achieve certain levels of success often 

come to believe that their success was a product of their own hard work and wits while giving 

little credit to the social benefits they have enjoyed that others may not have been able to access.  

That same thought process may set in among those who are able to remove themselves from the 

utility-controlled grid, and this may become true despite the fact that solar adoption will help 

those in lower socioeconomic classes see lower power bills and improved health benefits, even if 

solar penetration is minimal (Paulos, 2017).   

Without appropriate financial incentives in place, such as easy access to third-party 

leasing programs, those in lower socioeconomic classes will continue to face a disproportionate 

amount of the negative effects of fossil fuel consumption, especially if they live near utility 

plants.  Perhaps those who can afford to install solar panels without the assistance of third-party 

leasing programs may begin to lay the blame for the poorer health levels seen among members of 

lower socioeconomic classes on the decisions made by individuals living in those areas, which 

are subject to more exposure to utility plant emissions.  Furthermore, those who can remove 

themselves may also begin to participate in the political system in ways that benefit themselves 

over the interests of others.  Those who can afford to participate in our money-driven political 
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system are more likely to take advantage of this situation and begin to shape the political system 

to meet their concerns.  This may be something like limiting further access to solar for lower 

socioeconomic classes by supporting politicians who listen to money over the needs of their 

constituents, simply for the purpose of maintaining their privileged place in society and 

preventing the economic benefits of expanded solar access from reaching others. 

This would remove blame from our current fossil fuel-powered, consumption-based, 

economic system, allowing it to perpetually benefit those who already tend to experience more 

systemic advantages than others.  To prevent that further creep of neoliberalism in society, 

newspaper media covering issues like this need to change how they collect and present 

information used in their stories.  In order to do that, however, significant changes in the way 

news is produced need to take place.  That will require structural changes to the commercialized 

nature of our media system, particularly our news media.  This is what I turn to next. 

Possibilities for Change to the News Production Process 

 In order to change news coverage of this issue and provide a wider range of thought and 

discussion about similar energy issues in the future, the current structure of the media system 

must undergo some significant changes.  Those changes will be difficult to enact, however, as 

they begin with counteracting what McChesney (2004, 2008, 2013) considers the root cause of 

the poor state of journalism today: the for-profit, commercialized nature of the United States 

media system.  After years of cutbacks, staff reductions, and ownership consolidation across the 

newspaper industry, boards of directors, owners, and advertisers exert a disproportionate amount 

of influence over the type of content that gets produced.  Content that is expensive or does not 

generate enough revenue is less likely to be made, meaning that non-traditional sources, like 

environmentalists or average consumers, are less likely to be featured in the coverage. 
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One possible solution is unionization.  In order for reporters to take back control of news 

production and coverage, and to allow them to openly criticize the current state of our fossil fuel-

powered, consumption-based neoliberal economic system, the imperative to create content that 

generates profits above providing context about issues like this must be abandoned.  This issue is 

too important in a place like Florida to leave out the connections between continued fossil fuel 

use and the encroaching threat of climate change to the state.  Despite this growing problem, 

Florida newspapers have largely failed to make the wider contextual connections between 

climate change and an economic system based entirely on consumption.  A unionized newsroom 

may give reporters the freedom to make those political economic connections and not face 

backlash from shareholders, owners, advertisers, etc.  A unionized newsroom can also potentially 

provide greater support against corporate flak directed at reporters and outlets that do write about 

these contextual connections.  Indeed, unionization that has occurred in newsrooms across the 

country like the Casper Star-Tribune in Casper, Wyoming (Morton, 2018), the Los Angeles 

Times (Koren, 2018), and at online news outlets like Vox, Buzzfeed, and Slate (Moore, 2018) 

raise hope for the idea of protecting journalistic freedom to explore these connections.  Reasons 

for these votes range from concerns over earning a fair and livable income to receiving worker 

protections in the case of layoffs (Sedacca, 2017).  While this study did not explore newsroom 

cultures of the papers analyzed here, it can be argued that being able to criticize the political 

economy of the fossil fuel industry, the media’s role in implicitly promoting fossil fuel interests, 

and the resulting connections between climate change and media and economic systems that are 

predicated on mass consumption is of vital interest to Floridians.   

A unionized newsroom may begin to offer these sorts of opportunities for reporters.  

Being free to reveal these connections for voters is crucial to creating a pathway that diverts from 
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our current ecological trajectory.  Furthermore, the basis of a free press is not just rhetorically 

having the ability to hold the powerful accountable, but it is in upholding “an obligation to call 

out, to challenge, to undermine the natural tendency of propertied classes to dominate politics, 

open the doors to corruption, reduce the masses to effective powerlessness, and eventually 

terminate self-government” (McChesney & Nichols, 2016, p. 166).  This solar fight 

demonstrated each of the concerns in action.  The utilities exert a strong influence over the 

Florida political system, which works to their advantage as they can fend off challenges from 

outside threats rather successfully with the help of a compliant legislature.  Their attempt to curb 

solar expansion was an attack on the possibility of widespread solar adoption occurring across 

the state and would have deceived voters into limiting future solar expansion by inadvertently 

and unwillingly voting against solar expansion.  And if had been passed, the CSS amendment 

might be hailed as a piece of model legislation to curb voter rights in similar fights in states 

across the country.  The newspaper coverage of this issue demonstrates the ability of those 

papers to hold the powerful and corrupt accountable, at least in the immediate term.   

However, as Nichols and McChesney (2013) write, even when the powerful and wealthy 

lose, they still win.  As has been mentioned, this fight will likely not go away anytime soon, 

especially considering that solar energy installations are growing at high rates across the country 

and Florida is still a prime state for solar expansion.  The utilities may not have achieved their 

wishes in 2016, but they are likely to try again in future elections.  Their survival depends on it.  

The legislative process, from overt political favoritism to limits placed on citizens’ initiatives, is 

set up to favor their interests as long as they are willing to spend more money than the 

opposition. 
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Furthermore, moving beyond the grip the utility companies hold over the Florida 

legislature and population, the news coverage here still implicitly emphasized neoliberalism, 

which promotes consumption at all levels of life.  A unionized newsroom may allow reporters 

the freedom to be able to study the well-documented criticisms of our current version of 

capitalism (Giroux, 2004; Harvey, 2005; McChesney, 2004, 2013; Nichols & McChesney, 2013) 

and then be able to include that research in their news reporting without fear of repercussions 

from management, stockholders, or advertisers.  A healthy environment powered by clean 

energy ultimately benefits all citizens, businesses, and organizations in this country.  Satisfying 

the desires of shareholders and of for-profit companies should not preclude criticism of the 

current political economy, even if that criticism hurts the company’s bottom line.  Unionization 

may allow reporters to begin to chip away at those connections between consumption and 

environmental degradation.  It may also allow reporters to begin to hold their own industry 

accountable for its role in the ecological crisis as the news media have historically relied on 

advertising to fund their operations, which gave advertisers the ability to push the ideology of 

mass consumption onto readers, viewers, and listeners.  The advertising-induced mass 

consumption that is so prevalent around the world has been cited as a key factor in 

environmental degradation (Jhally, 2002), and deserves valid criticism as a driver of climate 

change. 

Another possible solution lies in the public policy route.  McChesney (2013) writes of a 

possible solution to support non-profit journalism in which each taxpayer receives a $200 

voucher to give to the non-profit news outlet of their choice.  This will ostensibly open up the 

news media to more varied perspectives, allowing a wider range of debate to take place in the 

population.  While this option does not have a direct impact on the commercial news media, it 
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may force nontraditional viewpoints about a particular issue to be discussed in the mainstream 

commercial media if it picks up enough traction in the non-profit news sector.  Additionally, this 

approach will likely be met with hostility from large portions of the population as it may be 

viewed as government overreach or intervention in the private media market.  This will have to 

be overcome by explaining the importance of local journalism in preparing citizens to participate 

in our democratic system. 

These two options may not provide solutions to all of the problems that plague our for-

profit media system, but they can at least serve as a starting point.  More importantly, these 

options focus on changing the structural components of our media system to place less of an 

emphasis on generating profits and satisfying advertiser demands and re-emphasizing the needs 

of the citizenry to understand what the powerful members of their society are doing.  This must 

be emphasized in any proposed changes to accommodate a wider range of perspectives in the 

news coverage of environmental issues. 

While the political economy approach to media studies serves as a valid lens through 

which to analyze media behavior and understand how the media system affects social life in 

general, this theory and method is not without its share of scholarly critiques.  What follows is a 

brief exploration of those criticisms. 

Limitations 

 Frequent criticisms about political economy of media center around claims that scholars 

in this field have a tendency to reduce human behavior and interactions to primarily economic 

considerations, or that the economy determines cultural production, distribution, and 

consumption in the last instance.  Or, in Marxian terms, the economic base always determines 

the superstructure.  Critical/cultural scholars maintain that although mass cultural products have 
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become largely homogenized, this phenomenon does not remove the ability for individuals to 

create different individualized meanings and associations that resonate with certain parts of an 

audience (Hardy, 2014; Jenkins, Ford, & Green, 2013; Mosco, 2009; Schiller, 1989).  Critiques 

of this sort assert that political economic analyses overemphasize the transmission of a dominant, 

pro-capitalist ideology and make overdeterministic, reductionist, and economistic connections 

between corporate concentration and commercial power and the actual products of media.  In 

this interpretation of political economy of media, knowing how the media are organized is 

enough to understand the content that is released by media outlets; structural factors such as 

ownership or the existence of capitalism are relatively absent in cultural studies analyses, which 

limit the explanatory power of those studies (Hardy, 2014).   

Hardy (2014) writes that critiques of the strain of political economy of media research 

that is largely associated with McChesney today assert that analyses of the roles of capitalist 

owners and market concentration are overplayed while the roles of other key parts of the system, 

such as markets and regulatory bodies, are routinely underemphasized.  Power is thought to be 

too concentrated at the top while too little agency is given to other components of the media 

system.  It tends to represent a static view of the world and downplays points of resistance.  For 

Garnham (2011), the assumption that monopoly capitalist control of media leads to a dominant, 

inescapable pro-capitalist ideology, particularly through advertising, is no longer valid.  He 

argues that the central claims of a scholar like Schiller, who asserts that free-flowing information 

is a “[tool] of a sort of ‘soft’ US imperialism,” was and is a product of a temporary moment in 

time (Garnham, 2011, p. 45).  Although the increase of media ownership concentration is an 

issue that certainly warrants discussion, Garnham (2011) argues that claims that the United 

States culture industry represented a version of United States cultural imperialism through the 
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worldwide spread of western industrialized culture came to be largely unfounded.  Although the 

dominant ideology thesis argued that capitalist societies could only tolerate products and services 

that advanced the interests of capitalism, particularly corporate capitalism, Garnham (2011) 

asserts that this argument severely simplifies the debate and overlooks the role of regulatory 

bodies and the public sector while simultaneously neglecting the oftentimes conflicting interests 

of different corporate actors and the different regulation issues between various sectors of the 

economy.   

In contrast, while not a political economy of media scholar, Domhoff (2010) argues in his 

description of Elite Theory that analyses of the upper classes and ruling elite demonstrate that 

most issues of contention between individuals representing different businesses or sectors of the 

economy are typically resolved as those individuals mingle in the networks and organizations in 

which elites tend to spend their time (e.g., social clubs, trade associations, etc.).  Domhoff’s four 

processes then explain how the wealthy and elite use their unified goals to influence the political 

economy of the country to limit systemic changes that may disadvantage them.  This lends 

credibility to the central theses of political economy of media scholars such as McChesney or 

Schiller.  McChesney (2013) argues that while governments have the power to change existing 

regulations of the media system, they “do so only on rare historical occasions,” so rarely that 

most people are unaware that the possibility to change the structure of the media system even 

exists (p. 66).  Furthermore, considering the deluge of private and corporate money being given 

to political candidates by media organizations (Nichols & McChesney, 2013), there is likely little 

incentive for those candidates to seriously consider reforms to the currently existing media 

structure, which in the United States overwhelmingly preferences the needs and desires of the 

business class. 
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In the context of this study, these limitations help highlight how the Facebook users who 

interacted on the platform worked to build a small, informal, but useful community of CSS 

detractors, solar supporters, and true free market advocates to encourage, inform, and educate 

confused or misled voters about the intentions of CSS and Amendment 1 in 2016.  While these 

users certainly provided valuable insights into this issue through their interpretations of the 

Amendment and its potential future effects, many of the talking points provided by these users 

closely followed the information discussed in the news articles and opinion pieces provided by 

the newspapers.  The fact that many of the same themes identified in the news coverage also 

featured prominently in the user commentary underscores the limited range of viewpoints 

provided by the news coverage.  Associated with this limited range of viewpoints is a limited 

range of potential solutions to advance solar expansion and begin reducing fossil fuel 

consumption.  Despite the detractors who spoke out against the major utility companies in both 

the newspapers and on Facebook, the dichotomous arguments that emerged in the news coverage 

and then appeared in the user commentary served to reinforce the dominant place of the utility 

companies and keep intact the political economy of Florida’s energy sector.  Furthermore, the 

coverage here also served to keep intact the core of commercialized journalism, such that any 

critical connections between fossil fuel use, consumption, and media performance were 

completely absent in the news coverage. 

By framing solar expansion as being either entirely in the hands of the utility companies 

or in the hands of individual private property owners, the potential for productive discussions 

that bring about realistic solutions regarding solar energy expansion become neutered before they 

can get off the ground.  In the neoliberal era, the idea of community-based solar initiatives takes 

a back seat to utility-owned solar or completely individualized solar production.  Both options 
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highlight different aspects of neoliberalism, and in both cases, either solution maintains traces of 

neoliberal ideology. 

The criticisms of the political economy perspective described above help us realize that, 

even though the same themes could be found across the news coverage and then seen in the user 

commentary, this does not indicate that each person who read the articles viewed this issue in the 

predominant economic terms that were set forth by the newspapers.  This supports McKee’s 

(2003) claim that the orientation of the original texts and the user interpretations of those texts 

may not always align.  In Chapter Three I wrote about the possibility of an “intertextual flow” 

(McKee, 2003, p. 97) occurring between the discussions users had on Facebook and the 

discussions users had on the newspaper websites.  Because newspaper comments largely were 

unavailable, it was not possible to determine if users carried conversations from one platform to 

another for the purpose of continuing and expanding the discussion elsewhere.  Although an 

intertextual flow did not occur in this regard, it can be argued that an intertextual flow did occur 

between the themes of the news articles and the thoughts espoused in the user commentary.  This 

supports McKee’s (2003) assertion that consumers (in this case, readers) use the original texts of 

the newspaper articles to help make sense of the issue, but that does not mean that all users who 

commented on the news articles viewed this issue in a uniform manner.  Indeed, users may have 

simply started to understand the complexity of this issue through the news coverage before 

coming to their own interpretations of these events.  Similarly, users may have understood the 

issue by other means, such as noncommercial media, which may have shaped how they 

approached the issue in the online commentary. 

Another limitation of this study is the lack of user-generated commentary that could be 

gathered from the newspaper websites.  Although the comments that were pulled from the Miami 
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Herald website (the only newspaper website that provided user comments) reflected the themes 

present in the Facebook commentary, that may not be the case for each of the newspapers that 

were analyzed here.  Indeed, geographical differences may be seen in those newspaper 

comments that were not present in the Facebook commentary.  Differences between Facebook 

users and newspaper-only commenters may also be present.  These possible differences deserve 

further scrutiny to understand whether perhaps other local issues are influencing perceptions of 

environmental news, such as whether a proposed environmental regulation might hurt a local 

influential employer. 

There are also limitations with using Facebook as a source for online commentary.  

While Facebook use is prevalent among users of all ages over the age of 35, the largest single 

age group of users is 25-34 year olds (Statista, 2018a).  Individuals in this younger demographic 

may hold more favorable views toward transitioning to renewable energy sources in the face of 

climate change and may have been more willing to fight for solar expansion.  These users may 

have advocated for the ultimate defeat of Amendment 1 in the comments, which could have 

influenced the direction of the online conversations. 

The platform is also popular among users of all income levels.  Indeed, 85% of Internet 

users living in households that earn less than $30,000 per year also use Facebook (Statista, 

2018b).  However, this statistic does not account for those living in or near poverty.  Differences 

in socioeconomic status among online users may reflect how individuals in different regions 

across the state perceived this fight.  Along with this, there may be differences in opinion 

between those who have access to the Internet and use online platforms like Facebook and those 

who cannot access affordable and reliable Internet service.  The digital divide, or the gap 

between low socioeconomic and middle and high socioeconomic individuals and families in 
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accessing computer technology, may also affect how this issue was viewed.  Fewer than half of 

the households making under $20,000 per year have access to affordable and reliable Internet 

service, and those who do have Internet access may still be using dial-up service as opposed to 

broadband (Vick, 2017).  Those with less reliable Internet access may have been excluded from 

the online discussion and dissemination of information about this issue, which could have also 

skewed the conversation and limited the perspectives from which to view this fight.  Indeed, 

many lower socioeconomic individuals may have been unaware of the contentious nature of this 

fight from the start.   

A case study of this nature is important to conduct for a few reasons.  First, patterns of 

environmental news reporting will continue to be important to document as major corporations, 

advertisers, and local media outlets confront the realities of climate change and acknowledge that 

business practices will likely have to alter for any chance of establishing long-term 

environmental and economic sustainability.  Will local and statewide media organizations 

continue to promote, even if implicitly, a dominant fossil fuel narrative in the face of relentless 

scientific data demonstrating climate change is occurring and is likely to have significant effects 

on Florida?  Will Florida media in particular take the initial step and begin to distance 

themselves from this kind of reporting and promotion of the fossil fuel industry?  Will Florida 

media in particular begin to criticize their own structural issues and explore in their news 

coverage how those structural components relate to the perpetuation of our fossil fuel-powered, 

consumption-based economy?  These become particularly important questions for Florida’s 

newspaper outlets as the state is set to experience the most immediate and significant effects of 

climate change.  Furthermore, the fact that most original reporting is still done by print 
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newspapers makes these questions even more important to consider by the state’s newspaper 

media (McChesney, 2013). 

Second, as Nichols and McChesney (2013) and others have documented, our political 

system has become saturated with money, resulting in what Nichols and McChesney refer to as a 

Dollarocracy.  Every presidential administration since Reagan has continued to promote 

neoliberal policies that often benefit private, corporate interests while continuing to fuel 

environmental degradation and devastation around the world.  Along with this, money has taken 

deep root in our political system, working to bend it to the will of the wealthy and powerful.  

Will local media outlets continue to provide powerful private interests the opportunities to 

normalize their attempts to influence a state’s legislators and population to actively limit 

democratic participation regarding issues that are of the utmost importance to local residents? 

Third, this research attempts to fill the call for more work to be done at the intersection of 

political economy and environmental communication (Cottle, 2013; Mosco, 2009) as well as 

Lester’s (2010) call for researchers to examine the production practices behind environmental 

news as well as the news content itself.  This research also fulfills Kellner’s (2009, 2011) call for 

scholars to come to a better understanding of an issue by analyzing production, distribution, and 

consumption of media content, and completing his critical culture circuit.  This research 

demonstrates that the current system of commercial news production, combined with the current 

neoliberal political economy, influences the content of the news articles analyzed here.  It is 

important to remember, though, that while the political economic approach can provide valuable 

insights into the news production process and the resulting content that is produced, it is only one 

approach that can provide an avenue to reading these texts.  Despite the ability of users to make 

their own meaning of this issue based on their personal lived experiences, the fact that the 
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majority of user comments analyzed adhered to the themes in the news coverage demonstrates 

the narrative power held by local newspaper media in this fight.  Thus, the intersection of these 

academic fields continues to deserve attention. 

Recommendations for future research 
 
 Future political economy of media research should continue to meet the calls to fill the 

gap between political economy of media research and environmental communication research.  

More specifically, future research should continue to analyze local newspapers as they cover 

environmental fights similar to this solar dispute.  The fact that most original reporting is done 

locally, combined with the fact that residents still desire local journalism that can help them 

understand their communities and build stronger relationships between local and community 

news, community cohesion, local democracy, and civic engagement, demonstrates the 

importance of supporting quality local journalism.  Additionally, this demonstrates that local 

news coverage of environmental fights deserves continued scholarly analysis and criticism, 

especially considering the continued (and perhaps nearly complete) infiltration of news coverage 

by neoliberal discourse and values.  These political economic connections help shed light on the 

unseen processes that determine how certain issues are portrayed in the media and received by 

the audience.  Furthermore, continued analysis of these connections at the local news level may 

eventually help reveal whether different reporting tactics have been adopted by outlets or 

journalists who cover similar issues in other areas of the country.   

 Political economy researchers should also continue to take seriously Kellner’s call to 

integrate political economy research and audience reception analysis.  Although there were not 

many differences between news themes and audience themes in this research does not mean that 



 

 204 

pattern will remain true in future similar energy fights.  Future research should document any 

similarities or divergences in these patterns. 

 The research described here serves to illuminate one small battle in the larger 

environmental movement.  While solar advocates came out on top this time, the fight will 

continue in places around the country.  News coverage of those coming fights has the ability to 

shape the future of the environmental movement, and of the larger political economy of the 

country.  However, in order for a different ecological trajectory to take hold, the fight begins 

with a local media system that is free to bring the true causes of environmental degradation to the 

discussion table. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

TOTAL ARTICLES BY NEWSPAPER 
 
Miami Herald Orlando 

Sentinel 
Palm Beach 

Post 
S.F. Sun-
Sentinel 

Tampa Bay 
Times 

Total 
Facebook 
Comments 

40 41 21 51 78 231 
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APPENDIX B 
 

INSTANCES OF OFFICIAL SOURCING BY NEWSPAPER 
 
Miami Herald Orlando 

Sentinel 
Palm Beach 

Post 
S.F. Sun-
Sentinel 

Tampa Bay 
Times 

Total 
Facebook 
Comments 

18 25 12 33 50 138 
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APPENDIX C 
 

INDIVIDUALS & GROUPS QUOTED IN NEWS COVERAGE 
 

Person 
Quoted 

Organizational 
Affiliation 

Miami 
Herald 

Orlando 
Sentinel 

Palm 
Beach 
Post 

S.F. 
Sun-

Sentinel 

Tampa 
Bay 

Times 

Totals 

Anti-
CSS/Pro-

Solar* 

  
18 

 
5 

 
7 

 
4 

 
23 

 
57 

 
 

Solar Industry 
Representative

s 
SEIA, etc.  

 
4 
 

 
0 

 
3 
 

 
2 
 

 
8 

 

 Current & 
Former 

Politicians 
(Dwight 

Dudley, etc.) 

8 
 

1 
 

0 
 

1 
 

10 
 

 

 Supporting 
Groups 

(Florida Retail 
Federation, 

etc.) 

3 
 

1 
 

3 
 

0 
 

4 
 

 

 Think Tanks 
(Energy & 

Policy 
Institute, etc.) 

2 0 0 0 1  

 Other FSC 
spokespeople 

(George 
Cavros, 

lawyers, etc.) 

1 
 

3 
 

1 
 

1 
 

0 
 

 

 
Stephen 
A. Smith 

Southern 
Alliance for 

Clean Energy 

 
9 

 
5 

 
2 

 
15 

 
11 

 
42 

Susan 
Glickman 

Floridians for 
Solar Choice 

3 0 0 0 6 9 

Debbie 
Dooley 

Floridians for 
Solar Choice 

1 0 0 0 7 8 
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APPENDIX C 
 

INDIVIDUALS & GROUPS QUOTED IN NEWS COVERAGE 
 

Utility 
Co. 

Represen
-tatives  

 9 3 4 6 14 36 

 Duke Energy 3 2 0 0 5  
 FPL 4 1 4 5 5  
 Gulf Power 1 0 0 0 0  
 TECO 1 0 0 1 4  

Pro-
CSS/Anti
-Solar** 

  
13 

 
3 

 
2 

 
9 

 
10 

 
37 

 Supporting 
Organizations 
(JMI, NAACP, 

etc.) 

 
7 

 
0 

 
0 

 
3 

 
3 

 

 CSS 
Spokespersons 
(lawyers, etc. 

 
6 

 
3 

 
0 

 
5 

 
6 

 

 Supporting 
Politicians 

(Pam Bondi, 
etc.) 

 
0 

 
0 

 
2 

 
1 

 
0 

 

Tory 
Perfetti 

Floridians for 
Solar Choice 

4 3 5 5 12 29 

Barbara 
Pariente 

Florida 
Supreme Court 

6 3 0 9 9 27 

Sarah 
Bascom 

Consumers for 
Smart Solar 

8 1 2 5 6 22 

Sal 
Nuzzo 

James Madison 
Institute 

6 3 0 4 8 21 

Dick 
Batchelor

/Jim 
Kallinger 

Consumers for 
Smart Solar 

1 3 2 7 5 18 

Environ-
mental 

Earthjustice, 
etc. 

4 3 1 7 6 21 

Consume
-rs 

 3 5 2 2 3 15 

 
*See Appendix D for a further breakdown of individuals quoted in news coverage. 
** See Appendix E for a further breakdown of individuals quoted in news coverage. 
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APPENDIX D 
 

ANTI-CSS/PRO-SOLAR REPRESENTATION IN NEWS COVERAGE, PERSONS & 
ORGANIZATIONS QUOTED 

 
 
  

 Miami 
Herald 

Orlando 
Sentinel 

Palm 
Beach 
Post 

S.F. Sun-
Sentinel 

Tampa 
Bay 

Times 
Pamela 

Goodman/League 
of Women Voters 

 
1 

 
1 

 
2 

 
0 

 
1 

Scott McIntyre, 
Florida Alliance 
for Renewable 

Energy 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
4 

Mike 
Antheil/Solar 

Energy Industry 
Association 

 
1 

 
0 

 
2 

 
0 

 
1 

Alex Snitker, 
Libertarian Party 

of Florida 

 
1 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

 
1 

Peter Williams, 
Florida Solar One 

0 0 0 1 0 

Jeff Prutsman, 
CEO, American 

Solar Energy 
Systems 

 
1 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

Bob Graham, 
former Fla. 
Governor 

 
2 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

Individual 
Legislators 

6 1 0 0 9 

Bill Hoysradt, 
Abundant Energy 

0 0 1 0 0 

David 
Pomerantz, 

Energy & Policy 
Institute 

 
2 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

FSC (Legal, 
financial) 

1 3 1 1 0 

Randy Miller, 
Florida Retail 

Federation 

 
1 

 
0 

 
1 

 
0 

 
1 
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APPENDIX E 
PRO-CSS/ANTI-SOLAR REPRESENTATION IN NEWS COVERAGE, PERSONS & 

ORGANIZATIONS QUOTED 
 
  

 Miami 
Herald 

Orlando 
Sentinel 

Palm 
Beach 
Post 

S.F. Sun-
Sentinel 

Tampa 
Bay 

Times 
Legal 

Representation 
5 0 0 0 3 

Pam Bondi, 
Florida Attorney 

General 

 
0 

 
0 

 
2 

 
1 

 
1 

AIF 0 0 0 1 0 
Screven Watson 1 3 0 4 2 
Unnamed CSS 
spokespersons 

0 0 0 1 1 

Adora Obi 
Nweze, NAACP 
Florida president 

 
1 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

David Hart, 
Florida Chamber 

of Commerce 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

 
0 

Hispanic 
Chamber of 
Commerce 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

 
0 

JMI (except Sal 
Nuzzo) 

6 0 0 0 2 
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APPENDIX F 
 

PRIMARY NEWS THEMES USED IN COVERAGE 
 

Frames 
Used 

Miami 
Herald 

Orlando 
Sentinel 

Palm 
Beach 
Post 

S.F. Sun-
Sentinel 

Tampa 
Bay 

Times 

Totals 

Campaign Finance 17 14 11 27 27 96 
Legal Issues 5 6 5 17 11 43 
Signature-

gathering issues 
2 4 1 10 5 22 

Economics 15 11 4 11 30 71 
Corporate 

Coverage/Business 
Perspective 

 
5 

 
4 

 
1 

 
2 

 
10 

 
22 

Environmental 4 3 1 7 6 21 
Consumer 

Perspectives 
3 5 2 2 3 15 
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APPENDIX G 
 

NUMBER OF USER-GENERATED COMMENTS BY NEWSPAPER FACEBOOK 
PAGE 

 
Miami Herald Orlando 

Sentinel 
Palm Beach 

Post 
S.F. Sun-
Sentinel 

Tampa Bay 
Times 

Total 
Facebook 
Comments 

401 137 2 69 123 732 
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APPENDIX H 
 

NUMBER OF UNIQUE USERS WHO POSTED COMMENTS 
 

Miami Herald Orlando 
Sentinel 

Palm Beach 
Post 

S.F. Sun-
Sentinel 

Tampa Bay 
Times 

Total 
Facebook 
Comments 

304 111 2 60 82 732 
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APPENDIX I 
 

IRB APPROVAL LETTER 
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