
   

 

 

EMERGING STORM FRONT: THE LANGUAGE OF SCIENCE AND 
POLITICS 

 
Claire Connolly, Florida State University  

 
 

Abstract 
 
Recent developments in environmental terminology after Hurricane 
Katrina open a porthole into the relationship between science and politics. 
The science-politics nexus has been highlighted by two of the most important 
theoretical movements in the social sciences, critical theory and 
post-modernism. However, these movements have offered conflicting or at least 
dissimilar accounts of why the science-politics nexus is important, how it 
functions, and where it is headed.  This paper examines emergent changes in 
environmental terminology to draw out points of agreement and disagreement 
between critical theory and post-modernism on how science functions 
politically in modern industrial democracies.  The paper also identifies 
theoretically significant questions for future research to track 
terminological shifts as they occur.  
 

Introduction 
 
Wetlands have been defined by the political and scientific community with 
ecocentric terms.  The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers defines wetlands as “those 
areas that are inundated or saturated by surface or ground water as a frequency 
and duration sufficient to support, and that under normal circumstances do 
support, a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life in saturated soil 
conditions” (Lewis, 2001, p. 34).  Similarly, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
define wetlands as “lowlands covered with shallow and sometimes temporary or 
intermittent waters [including] shallow lakes and ponds, usually with emergent 
vegetation as a conspicuous feature…” (Lewis, 2001, p. 32).  Other definitions 
from the National Research Council and the Food Securities Act follow the 
same suit (Lewis, 2001). 
 
After Hurricane Katrina hit the gulf coast, the definition of wetlands in the 
political arena has been changing, thereby affecting both the scientific 
community and the power of government.  Prior to the storm, wetlands along the 
gulf coast were defined in the science and political arenas using ecological 
features, as noted above (Zinn, 2005, Lewis, 2001).  After the storm, the 
definition shifted to anthropocentric terms, such as hurricane buffer and storm 
surge protection (Zinn, 2005; Breaux, 2005). Although these terms were 
occasionally used by some scientists and educators in the wetlands field as side 
benefits, they were not used as the primary definition of wetlands. 
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Will this new definition be adopted by the scientific community to use for 
congressional reports and federal grants resulting in wetlands being no longer 
viewed as an absolute value; or will they resist the definition change and avoid 
the erosion of the environmental ethos?  Will this definition change affect the 
way the public views the natural environment?  If so, what would the 
consequences be? 
 

Post-modernism 
 
Foucault, a post-modernist, believes that science, a form of knowledge, is driven 
by power and that this knowledge is an extension of power.  This power for the 
postmodernist is not a superior form of knowledge and needs to obtain its 
legitimacy from a force or institution outside the scientific community (White, 
1999).  The locus for sustaining the reorganization and development of 
knowledge is conflict, which is an integral part of power (Gutting, 2005).   
 
The dynamics of power for Foucault is “dispersed across complicated and 
heterogeneous social networks marked by an ongoing struggle” or conflict 
(Gutting, 2005 p. 112-113).  Power is viewed as relational and situated, or based 
in an action (Brooke, 2002).  Therefore, these power relations are everywhere, 
dynamic, reciprocal, and mediated by social alignments (Gutting, 2005; 
Flyvbjerg, 1998).  He states that “the exercise of power perpetually creates 
knowledge and, conversely, knowledge constantly induces effects of power” 
(Faubion, 1994, p. xvi).  They are co-created and therefore intertwined (Brooke, 
2002).   
 
Foucault does not “focus on an abstract definition of power but rather sees it as 
constituted in relationships within and between localized networks of action” 
(Brooke, 2002, p. 54).  It is in these localized networks, or complex social 
networks, that power is distributed as to not be possessed by one dominant 
individual (Gutting, 2005).  The power is not present at specific locations along 
the network, but is instead “always at issue in ongoing attempts to (re)produce 
effective social alignments, and conversely to avoid or erode their effects, often 
by producing various counteralignments” (Gutting, 2005, p. 113).   
 
Foucault argues that the individual should speak to those holding the power, but 
should not expose the domination of, or support resistance to, either the power 
or the abuse of power (Haddock, 2005; Gutting, 2005).  If there is resistance, 
Foucault believes that it cannot be “external to power because power is not a 
system of domination with an inside or an outside” (Gutting, 2005, p. 111).  The 
social domination, which Foucault does not want to expose, transfers upon 
creation to political institutions (Sköllerhorn, 1998).  This uneven power 
distribution is caused by the distribution of uneven resources in the economy 
(Sköllerhorn, 1998).  Foucault believes that although there are aspects of power 
which can benefit stakeholders, there would not be a society without relations of 
power (Brooke, 2002).   
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In his essay ‘Governmentality’, Foucault explains that institutional structures 
enable power and authority to work and concludes that “authoritative networks 
are more intrusive even than the totalitarian state” (Haddock, 2005, p. 146).  He 
also believes that power relationships are not from the top down, but are 
configured either through a network system or in isolation (Gutting, 2005).  The 
network, for this paper, is government where the power resides regarding the 
wetland definition change. 
 

Critical Theory 
 
With roots in the Frankfort School, Critical Theory, in contrast to Post-
modernism, tends to “view situations through a lens of local domination by 
powers-that-be, with the potential for localized resistance” (Brooke, 2002, p. 
49).  This paradigm is self-critical of knowledge claims and the “taken-for-
granted assumptions about aspects of their contemporary society” arguing that it 
was all shaped by historical and social contexts (Brooke, 2002, p. 49).  
Habermas, unlike Foucault, believes that science has its own internal logic and 
is “concerned with the foundations of all knowledge claims” (White, 1999, p. 
58).   
 
One central idea in critical theory is that “relations of power are not something 
bad in themselves and something from which one must be emancipated”; 
emancipated being one of the key features of critical theory (Brooke, 2002, p. 
53).  Foucault disagrees arguing that producing knowledge can lead to 
contradictory terms.  Therefore, emancipatory intentions sometimes produces 
undesired outcomes (Brooke, 2002).  This contradicts Habermas’ assumption 
that the “good in human beings will dominate” (Flyvbjerg, 1998), p. 328).  In his 
theories, he does not account for dealing with human evil (Flyvbjerg, 1998). 
 
Critical theorist, Marcuse, sees a “new” science that includes nature as a partner, 
a new relationship between humans and the rest of nature.  Habermas disagrees 
with Marcuse’s “new” science and instead places instrumental reason in the 
theory of rationality.  Habermas has argued that  

the advance of instrumental reason has led to the ‘scientization of 
politics’, that process whereby social and environmental problems are 
increasingly posed as technical problems requiring technical solutions 
by experts rather than as political problems that need to be addressed, 
first and foremost, by an informed and rational citizenry (Eckersley, 
1992, p. 107).   
The main problem with Habermas on this topic is that he claims “we 

only know nature (through science and technology) only insofar as we can 
control it” (Eckersley, 1992, p. 110).  Although his theories are influenced by 
Modernism and the Enlightenment, he neglects ecocentrism, focusing on 
anthropocentric issues regarding the environment, and has a “personal bias 
towards technology and economics in environmental issues” (Sköllerhorn, 1998, 
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p. 561).  This objective and normative view of nature stems from the critical 
theorist’s need for human emancipation (Sköllerhorn, 1998). 
 

Consequences 
 

Both theorists, Foucault and Habermas, would view wetlands 
anthropocentrically thereby using the new definition.  However, the power 
struggle facing the scientific community would divide them.  If the new 
definition penetrates the scientific community, then Foucault would be right.  
Power would be driving science and the scientific community.  On the other 
hand, if the new definition is met with resistance from the scientific community, 
especially from an outside force, then Habermas would be right.   
 
Eckersley (1992) states in his book that mixing anthropocentric assumptions of 
the environment, along with technology, increases the capacity for 
environmental destruction dramatically.  If the anthropocentric definition of 
wetlands in the gulf coast is adopted by the scientific community, then more 
money and technology will be allocated for wetland restoration projects in the 
affected region.  One reason is the proposed restoration projects, once 
independent from each other, are now interrelated similar to the successful 
Florida Everglades program (Zinn, 2005).  Another reason regards new funding 
sources, once non-applicable, becoming available to wetland restoration 
projects.  However, one needs to question who would be in charge of designing 
and implementing the restoration effort and how that will change the landscape 
of the Louisiana coastline.    

 
Methods 

 
The study would be a longitudinal study over a period of years measuring the 
interface between power and science, and the science-politics nexus.  Some of 
the measures include: 

• Documenting definitions used in congressional reports and meetings 
regarding Louisiana wetlands before and after Hurricane Katrina. 

• Interviewing coastal managers and political officials both in Louisiana 
and Washington, D.C. to see which definition is being used.  

• Documenting major media outlets in how wetlands are described.   
• Documenting research and grant proposals scientists submit to 

government agencies to see how they are defining wetlands for those 
power figures.   

 
Future Research 

 
Future research should look at disaster policy and coastal planning to see what 
kind of language is used to define wetlands.  Since these two fields are looking 
at scientific systems in an anthropocentric way, have they been defining 
wetlands this way?  If so, for how long?  Have they used this definition in 
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congressional reports and federal grant proposals?  If so, what has the monetary 
compensation been to those compared to proposals with only ecocentric terms 
used?   Has government’s influence and power already taken over this field, 
especially after September 11, 2001 and the creation of the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS)?  There is a possibility that the sudden power of DHS 
swept through the disaster policy field without allowing those in that field to 
react. 
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