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Abstract: The present article aims to analyze the representations and the role of symbolic forms of
mythical-religious thought in the mediatization of sustainability. A main corpus of items, composed
of the media information and news offer covered by the mainstream French media, and a secondary
corpus, as important, related to Francophone scientific articles, was considered. The study, conducted
on French media news referenced by the Google search engine between 2009 and 2018, highlights a
production of secular meaning of sustainability through mythical-religious references, a growth in
the spiritualization of media content of the journalistic offer on sustainability, and the hegemony of
the media, the omnipotence of the mediatized thing producing “an effect of Church” by legitimizing
a certain “truth” of the information.

Keywords: climate change; sustainability; religion; French mediatization; education and information;
symbolic forms

1. Introduction

In the context of the debate on climate change and sustainability transition, this article aims
to analyze the representations and the role of symbolic forms of mythical-religious thought in the
mediatization of sustainability. According to the philosopher Ernst Cassirer [1], symbolic forms are
processes of dynamic symbolization. Therefore, as expressions of culture, symbolic forms are cultural
forms which act by (re)structuring the “structures” of reality in whatever fields of action they are to be
found. They can be encoded and decoded in various ways, bearing specific symbolic functions [2].
For example, the myth itself is a symbolic form which constructs "a sensitive metaphorization of
reality", or even, a phenomenal revelation of life’s subjectivity. In contrast to scientific thinking,
mythical-religious thinking is a non-conceptual thinking, devoid of a critical dimension. It is a symbolic
construction of meaning based on the objectivity of intuitive rationality [1,3].

In our analytic model, we considered two corpora: a main corpus of items composed of the media
information and news offer covered by the mainstream French media and a secondary corpus, as
important, related to Francophone scientific articles during the period 2009–2018. The two corpora
were referenced by the search engine Google and Google Scholar, respectively.

The notion of sustainability conquered the French media in the second half of the 20th century.
Generally, it has penetrated news content by raising questions related to the environment, the economy,
or society. Its use was already detected at the beginning of the 1960s in the press articles, such as
the articles by Marc-Ambroise from the “Aménagement du territoire”, section of the newspaper
Le Monde, or broadcasts, such as the television program by Michel Péricard, “La France défigurée”,
presented by Louis Bériot and launched in 1971, on the militant background of the professionalization
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of environmental journalism [4,5]. The amplification and anchoring of the idea of sustainability in
relation to environmental, economic, and social news then gave rise to scientific publications, such
as [6–11], which follow the same issues as the media followed. Scientific publications exist in the
wake of very extensive Anglophone literature oriented toward the promotion of sustainability in an
environmental, economic, and social context, which calls for general awareness by proposing various
actions under the sign of urgency [12–33]. The pragmatism of this academic promotion of sustainability
is based on the establishment of specific indicators for the hard and social sciences [34–39].

Henceforth, the universal urgency of a global intervention solicits the contribution of the cultural
sciences [15,40–56]. Academic and media discourses have started to focus on the problem of the
relationship between sustainability and religion in the broad sense of spirituality in its various forms
and cultural declinations. One of the salient illustrations of the resurgence of this perspective in the
academic field is the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale University, whose objective “is to create
a new academic field of study that has implications for environmental policy and environmental
humanities” [57]. At the origin of this project were a memorable series of conferences organized between
1996 and1998 at Harvard’s Center for the Study of World Religions with the participation of over
800 environmentalists and international scholars of the world’s religions (Buddhism, Confucianism,
Shinto, Hinduism, indigenous traditions, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Taoism, Jainism, etc.). However,
policy-oriented evangelical environmentalism will bring the issue of the relation between sustainability
and religion into the public media sphere [43].

Contrary to previous observations, the impact of religion on sustainability is perceived as not
only positive, but also, and above all, as performative [8,58–64]. By considering this theoretical
contextualization that is inscribed in the very history of the concept of sustainability, we aim to
highlight how sustainability is linked to religion in the mediatization of news in France, specific to a
public sphere trapped in the ambiguous political implementation of a secularism whose meaning is
constantly blurred by the media according to the conventions and ideologies at work [65–67].

The paper is structured as follows: theoretical background and empirical-methodological
delimitations, presentation of the findings, and discussions and conclusion.

2. Theoretical Background

The global phenomenon of the “media staging” of news is a current issue in theoretical and
empirical studies, which propose and operationalize the mediatization not only as a new concept but
also as a new paradigm of interpretation and understanding of current societies [68–91]. Generally,
research on mediatization reveals two major theoretical frameworks: a) an institutionalist framework,
which focuses on the adaptation of various systems and domains (social, political, religious, cultural,
etc.) to the logic of media institutions [74–79] and b) a more complex social, constructivist framework,
which approaches this concept as a process of the communicative construction of sociocultural
reality [78]. Both frameworks converge on the thesis that mediatization is an expedient instrument
for analyzing critically “the interrelation between changes in media and communications on the
one hand and changes in culture and society on the other” [74] (p. 196), and, as such, they are
particularly relevant for the study of sustainability. Mediatization reflects how the consequences of
multiple processes of mediation shape the understanding of the dimensions of a society—in this case
sustainability. In this respect, the concept refers to a process of profound transformation of the media
system—the media being dissolved completely and invisibly throughout society [72,92,93]. They
create a “media-life” [94] and become a meta-process analogous to globalization, democratization,
urbanization, commercialization, or individualization [84].

Winfried Schulz [95] establishes four dimensions of mediatization: (1) the extension of human
capacities for communication through time and space, (2) the substitution of prior or direct social
activities or experiences with mediated ones, (3) the fusion of interpersonal and mass-mediated
activities, and (4) the adaptation of social activities and institutions to the media logic. By considering
these dimensions and the sensitizing value of this paradigm, which “offers a general sense of reference
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and guidance in approaching empirical instances” [89,96] (p.464), we will attempt to demonstrate how
sustainability can be productively reinterpreted in terms of mediatization.

The media approach to news on sustainability induces in the French public sphere a particular
tension that articulates the coexistence of religion and sustainability. It participates in the mediatization
of culture. Culture embeds not only the news or the products of the media of popular culture.
It encompasses language, traditions, practices, artistic achievements, community rituals, religions,
and many other specific elements associated with a territory. Likewise, the mediatization of the news
becomes a part of the mediatization of religion, as the operationality of faith is not limited to the
religious sphere. For instance, faith operates alongside scientific facts in scientific activity [97] or in
economic transactions. Faith and the sacred in general are present in the media (churches, religious,
or spiritual events, etc.), elements of religion are present in the media of popular culture [98,99],
and the media itself operates according to the logic of religion. More precisely, the media embodies a
symbolic power, previously represented by the clergy, arrogating to itself the same status and the same
prerogatives, although secular, but no less dominant and exclusive [100].

The mediatization of culture becomes a culture of mediatization in its own respect, whose main
resources are mediated by media technology. Therefore, everyday life in the culture of mediatization
is “reshaped” by the existing media [78]. The mediatization of culture cannot be reduced to the
simple fact that such or such media takes hold of a cultural reality, such as for example religion,
to deal with sustainability. From this perspective, our approach takes into account the fact that
“mediatization covers two simultaneous and dialectical movements. On the one hand, it is the result
and consequence of relations, interrelationships, connections, and interconnections of the use by
society of communication means and tools enhanced by digital technology. On the other hand, it
means a new social environment that focuses deeply on those relations, interrelationships, connections,
and interconnections that build a contemporary society. The society is in mediatization. The human
being is in mediatization. It must be underscored that such an idea of mediatization configures a new
way of being in the world” [76] (p.201).

Therefore, we consider that whatever the comprehensive framework at work in the media
information offer is, the meaning of news mediatization is dependent on two paradoxical
trans-paradigmatic fluid constants: a) the fact of informing, i.e., to stage the visible and the expressible
and b) the fact of insinuating, that is to say to stage the invisible and the non-expressible.

Thenceforth, we will highlight the paradoxical production of meaning of news mediatization which,
accommodating religion and sustainability, engages factual information and ideological justification,
human rights and mythical-religious thought, rational distance and emotional proximity.

3. Method and Corpus

Anchored into an exploratory research design, this study aimed to state and test hypotheses
intended to establish potential causal relationships between variables derived from secondary sources,
organized in three clusters, such as:

a) literature review;
b) digital methods. In order to collect digital traces asynchronously, we mined data from search

engines that operate on information stored in their own digital environment. Even if this procedure
raises a set of unavoidable methodological challenges, they nevertheless allowed access to information
and data that is difficult to capture with the traditional methods confer [101];

c) discourse analysis—used to capture the discourses used, the relationships and the affinities that
they develop, along with their consequential representations.

The analysis mainly concerned a corpus of news disseminated by the French mainstream media
between 2009 and 2018. There were 32 media according to the following categories: national daily
newspapers (e.g., Le Monde, Le Figaro, La Croix, Libération, Marianne, etc.), daily regional press (e.g.,
Var et Nice Matin, Midi Libre, Le Parisien, La Voix du Nord, etc.), magazines (e.g., L’Express, Le Nouvel
Observateur, Paris Match, etc.), media on social networks (e.g., Brut on Facebook), and press agency
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(e.g., Agence France Press – AFP). Secondly, a corpus of Francophone scientific articles, all domains
combined, was constituted for the same period in order 1) to highlight the imbalance between the
media interest and the scientific interest for the coupling of sustainability and religion and 2) to show
how and why media treatment is captive to a mythical-religious thought.

The corpora gathered the articles/items referenced by the search engine Google (media articles)
and Google Scholar (scientific articles). In order to measure the presence and evolution of religious
references within the media information offer on sustainability, we identified and took into account
a total of 2915 news items on sustainability produced between 2009 and 2018 by all the French
mainstream media, including 2007 news items focusing on the sustainability-religion tandem. In the
same period, we identified 96,610 scientific articles on sustainability, including 8511 articles on the
sustainability-religion tandem. Data collection was made based on research using a protocol of
relevant keywords, implemented from a documentary study of the literature (see references in the
introduction section), focused mainly on the combination of “sustainability and religion” and their
specific declinations, such as “apocalypse”, “Buddhism”, “Confucianism”, “Shinto”, “Hinduism”,
“indigenous”, “tradition”, “Judaism”, “Christianity”, “Islam”, ”Taoism”, “Jainism”, “evangelism”,
“faith”, “Bible”, “God”, “sacred”, “religion”, “church”, “pray”, “worship” . . .

Our methodology was built on the theoretical model developed by Fairclough [102,103], and it
focused on discourse analysis at the interpretative level, with a particular emphasis on discursive
practices and representations built on sociocultural (religious) resources contained in the press articles.
Discourse analysis acknowledges that the relationship between the use of language and non-discursive
reality is dialectical [104]. Therefore, it is central to the understanding of discourse as a representation,
and as a way of transforming reality [95]. In this context, we scrutinized media article excerpts in
order to determine the sociocultural representations of religious-oriented sustainability. Two types of
discourse emerged as a result. The discourse of “scientific language”, with references to science and
the discourse of “religious language” with references to mythical-religious thought, which constituted
our focal point. Our study was structured into two parts. Part one measured the evolution of
religious references in the media on sustainability, and part two identified the sociocultural religious
representations used by the media in establishing a link between sustainability and religion in the
presentation of news media.

4. Findings

The results of the two parts presented (1) the evolution of religious references in the media on
sustainability and (2) the organic articulation in the French news media of sociocultural representations
of sustainability and religion.

4.1. Evolution of Religious References in the Media Information Offer on Sustainability

From the news media corpus, 68.85% of items included references to religion (Figure 1). Only
8.80% of the scientific articles on sustainability referenced by Google Scholar included references to
religion (Figure 2). The scientific articles on sustainability identified were not, however, the main
subject of this research. We used them only as elements of comparison in order to highlight the
meaning of the quantitative results concerning the corpus of news media on sustainability in relation
to religious themes and references.
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Figure 2. Scientific articles on sustainability: References to religion.

The annual evolution of the number of French news media items that use religious references
in the treatment of sustainability topics shows that in the period 2009–2018 there was considerable
growth. Thus, from 20.28% in 2009, the number of French news media items using religious references
when approaching sustainability issues rose to 97.01% in 2018, with peaks of growth in 2011 (47.45%),
in 2014 (91.12%), and in 2018 (97.01%) (Figure 3). At the same time, the growth concerning scientific
articles was insignificant—from 8.17% in 2009 to 9.39% in 2018 with a more notable increase in 2011
(8.80%), 2015 (9.40 %), and 2017 (9.87%) (Figure 4).
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In the period 2009–2018 the gap between the number of articles in French news media and the
number of Francophone scientific articles using religious references when approaching sustainability
topics increased from 12.11 % in 2009 to 87.62% in 2018 (Figure 5).
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4.2. Sustainability and Religion in French News Media: Sociocultural Representations

The media treatment of French current issues on sustainability brings together three categories
of sociocultural religious representations: a) the founding representations of the mediatization of
sustainability, b) dogmatic representations of the mediatization of sustainability, and c) pragmatic
representations of the mediatization of sustainability.

4.2.1. Founding Symbolic Representations: The Mediatization of Paradise and the Apocalypse

The founding representations of the notion of sustainability in the media are constructed with
mythical-religious material provided by the collective imaginary in relation to a lost paradise and
frightening information based on apocalyptic scenarios. Thus, the media portrayal of sustainability as a
means of achieving a rediscovered paradise conveys an enormous palette of representations that cover
all aspects of human life and environment, such as the “plan of action for people, planet, and prosperity”
of “Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, published in 2015 by
United Nations.

The circulation of these representations superimposes three layers of meaning:
a) Firstly, the meaning induced by the media: “They help to fix the ways of thinking, in large part

determining ideas, habits, and customs. They are ( . . . ) in a way the judges of the truth, they decide
and dictate the ways of life. They establish what is wrong, and decide what are the important and
significant events” [105];

b) Secondly, the ideological meaning of reconstructing an optimistic vision of the future, taking up
a loss of the past, a vision in opposition to an unpleasant present dominated by negative information.
This is about using the references of sustainability to mobilize the imaginary of a pragmatist, which
could bring out a collective faith in a future restoration of human existence and its framework
of development;

c) Thirdly, the pragmatic meaning of the commodification of current individual freedoms against
the necessary happiness of security of future daily life. French mainstream media portray the apocalypse
using emotions that precede and blur the general manifestation of critical thinking. This mediatization
is characterized by the articulation of three media acts: (a) the reduction of discursive polyphony to
a discourse taken up in unison, (b) the management of the shortage of factual information, and (c)
the construction of a secular theology of sustainability as in the following example: “In 2003, Olafur
Eliasson staged an amazing artificial twilight within Tate Modern ( . . . ) hordes of dumb visitors
came to contemplate this end of the world full of grace ( . . . ) It was light years away from the big
bang Instagram; a selfie, they barely knew what it was. Sixteen years after this landmark Weather
Project, science fiction has almost come true. The climatic apocalypse, which for a long time was only a
fantasy for which artists could make their honey, is now fast approaching. It is not at Eliasson, a great
environmental activist before the Lord, that we will hear the sad news. No more illusion: the time is
now for action, as desperate as it is [24]”. Or “The apocalypse clock is not a science fiction concept:
very real, it symbolizes the imminence of a cataclysm on a planetary scale, midnight representing the
end of the world. Each year, the bulletin of atom scientists, an American NGO which brings together
researchers and experts in the field of nuclear disarmament and climate change, including 15 Nobel
Prize winners, gathers to decide whether to advance or delay the deadline. Verdict for 2018? 30 seconds
less before the end of the world compared to 2017, which brings the time to 2 minutes before midnight.
In question? The increased risk of global nuclear conflict and the ‘unpredictability’ of US President
Donald Trump. Beyond the atomic risk, there is also the question of climatic risk” [106].

Representations of paradise and the apocalypse in the French news media on sustainability are
grouped around seven major items— health, food, transport, housing, education, climate, and social
justice. By considering these items, we listed 356 occurrences in our corpus corresponding to
representations of “lost paradise” and 682 occurrences corresponding to “apocalyptic representations”.
Across all these occurrences, the thematic connection of the founding symbolic representations varied
between 31% for “climate” and 5% for “transport”. The themes of “health” and “food” included,
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respectively, 22% and 19% of occurrences. Finally, the theme of “social justice” generated 9% of
occurrences and the themes of “housing” and “education” each 7% (Figure 6).
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The content of these representations was nevertheless different for each item. For example, even
if the items “housing” and “education” each had 7% of occurrences, the content of the occurrences
of “housing” was dominated by the representations of the “lost paradise”, while the content of
occurrences of “transport”, the representations of “lost paradise”, and of the “apocalypse” had almost
equal positions (Figure 7).
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4.2.2. Dogmatic Representations: The Mediatization of Promises and Hope

Another category of sociocultural religious representations of sustainability are the “classic”
dogmatic representations that project various promises and messages of hope echoing the objectives
of the United Nations [107]—no poverty in all its forms anywhere; zero hunger; food security and
improved nutrition; healthy lives and the promotion of well-being for all at all ages; inclusive and
equitable quality education and the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities for all; gender
equality and the empowerment of all women and girls; the availability and management of water
and sanitation for all; access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all; inclusive
economic growth; full and productive employment and decent work for all; resilient infrastructure; the
reduction of inequality within and among countries; making cities and human settlements inclusive,
safe, and resilient; the combat of climate change and its impacts; conservation of the oceans, seas,
marine resources, terrestrial ecosystems, and forests; peaceful and inclusive societies,; and access to
justice for all, etc.

These media representations of sustainability are mainly related to the three “classic” dimensions
of the concept. More precisely, they give meaning to sustainability in the spheres of economic,
environmental, and social predictions through media discourse, such as for example “Investing your
money responsibly means combining financial return and ‘societal’ return, also called ‘extra financial’
return. They are socially responsible investments and dedicate their funds to companies of an ethical,
social, or environmental nature” [108]. Or “between the trade of animals for the production of wool,
leather, and other furs, and the dyeing factories ravaging the surrounding water, the traditional fashion
sector is doubly polluting. But the English designer proves that it is possible to make an ethical and
sustainable luxury fashion. Organic cotton produced with the minimum of water, synthetic leather
which skates over time like a classic skin, and fake fur more real than nature: as she has known how to
do for fifteen years for women, Stella McCartney should soon rhyme eco-responsible and desirable
fashion for men” [109].

We identified 483 occurrences in our corpus that we matched with representations of “promises”
and 359 occurrences corresponding to representations of “hope”. The connection of these
representations to the “environment” item in the media treatment of sustainability was dominant,
at 68%, compared to the “economy” and “society” items, whose connections were 18% and 14%,
respectively (Figure 8). For “environment”, a balance between “promises” and “hope” characterized
the content of dogmatic representations. Differently, for “economy” the content of these representations
was dominated by occurrences of “promises”, while for “society” the dominant occurrences were those
of “hope” (Figure 9).



Sustainability 2020, 12, 2095 10 of 18

Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 17 

improved nutrition; healthy lives and the promotion of well-being for all at all ages; inclusive and 
equitable quality education and the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities for all; gender 
equality and the empowerment of all women and girls; the availability and management of water 
and sanitation for all; access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all; inclusive 
economic growth; full and productive employment and decent work for all; resilient infrastructure; 
the reduction of inequality within and among countries; making cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, and resilient; the combat of climate change and its impacts; conservation of the oceans, 
seas, marine resources, terrestrial ecosystems, and forests; peaceful and inclusive societies,; and 
access to justice for all, etc. 

These media representations of sustainability are mainly related to the three “classic” 
dimensions of the concept. More precisely, they give meaning to sustainability in the spheres of 
economic, environmental, and social predictions through media discourse, such as for example 
“Investing your money responsibly means combining financial return and ‘societal’ return, also 
called ‘extra financial’ return. They are socially responsible investments and dedicate their funds to 
companies of an ethical, social, or environmental nature” [108]. Or “between the trade of animals for 
the production of wool, leather, and other furs, and the dyeing factories ravaging the surrounding 
water, the traditional fashion sector is doubly polluting. But the English designer proves that it is 
possible to make an ethical and sustainable luxury fashion. Organic cotton produced with the 
minimum of water, synthetic leather which skates over time like a classic skin, and fake fur more real 
than nature: as she has known how to do for fifteen years for women, Stella McCartney should soon 
rhyme eco-responsible and desirable fashion for men” [109]. 

We identified 483 occurrences in our corpus that we matched with representations of “promises” 
and 359 occurrences corresponding to representations of “hope”. The connection of these 
representations to the “environment” item in the media treatment of sustainability was dominant, at 
68%, compared to the “economy” and “society” items, whose connections were 18% and 14%, 
respectively (Figure 8). For “environment”, a balance between “promises” and “hope” characterized 
the content of dogmatic representations. Differently, for “economy” the content of these 
representations was dominated by occurrences of “promises”, while for “society” the dominant 
occurrences were those of “hope” (Figure 9).  

 
Figure 8. Thematic connection of the representations of “promises” and “hope” in the mediatization 
of sustainability. 

Economy
18%

Environment
68%

Society
14%

THEMATIC CONNECTION OF THE REPRESENTATIONS OF 
“PROMISES” AND “HOPE” IN THE MEDIATIZATION OF 

SUSTAINABILITY

Figure 8. Thematic connection of the representations of “promises” and “hope” in the mediatization
of sustainability.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 17 

 
Figure 9. Content of dogmatic representations in the mediatization of sustainability. 

4.2.3. Pragmatic Representations: The Mediatization of Love, Sharing, and Temperance 

Pragmatic representations result from an intellectual articulation between belief and experience. 
In this articulation, the mediated sustainability was based on religious representations of belief, 
because belief “is something of which we are aware; then it soothes the irritation caused by doubt; 
finally, it implies the establishment in our mind of a rule of conduct” [110] (p. 45). Belief appears, for 
the religious mediatization of sustainability, as one of the best paradigms of meaning. The role of this 
paradigm is increased by the fact that experience religiously responds to conditions that “include the 
need to establish and maintain the balance of an organism with an environment as well as the pursuit 
of different kinds of aims and interests” [111] (p. 124). These representations are in fact figures in 
action of knowledge by action. Three of them stand out significantly—love, sharing, and temperance. 
These figures are often articulated in the mediatized subject—“After the ‘bobos’ and the ‘nimby’, the 
ecological sphere welcomes a new trend: the ‘ginks’, like ‘Green inclined, no kids’.” Launched by the 
American Lisa Hymas on her childfreefeminist blog, this trend could have a strong impact with the 
release of the book by Stefanie Iris Weiss, columnist at the Huffington Post. In Eco-Sex: Go Green 
Between the Sheets and Make your Love Life Sustainable, she explains why women have an interest in 
not procreating for the good of the planet” [112]. Or “Don't throw it away, the yard is full: every year 
in France, each individual throws on average 29 kg of food that is still consumable, including 7 still 
packaged. (..) the cost is not only financial, it is also ethical and social (…) without speaking of the 
ravages on the environment (…) Contribute to the reduction of waste in canteens while helping the 
most deprived: this is the bet of Excellents Excédents, (…) the founder, (…), consultant in sustainable 
development, (…) embarks on its collection across the Paris region” [113]. 

We identified 279 occurrences concerning representations of “love”, 481 occurrences regarding 
representations of “sharing”, and 354 occurrences for representations of “temperance”. These 
occurrences were mainly linked to three thematic items: a) “resources” 46%, b) “production” and 
“consumption” 36%, and c) “human development” 18% (Figure 10). For each item, the 
representations’ contents were dominated by different occurrences: a) for the “resources” item, the 
occurrences of “love” were dominant, followed by “sharing” and “temperance”; b) for the 
“production and consumption” items imposed, the occurrences of “sharing” followed by 
“temperance” and “love”, and c) for the “human development” item, the occurrences of 
“temperance” prevailed followed by “sharing” and “love” (Figure 11).  

00.10.20.30.40.50.60.70.8

Economy Environment Society

CONTENT OF DOGMATIC REPRESENTATIONS IN THE 
MEDIATIZATION OF SUSTAINABILITYPromises Hope

Figure 9. Content of dogmatic representations in the mediatization of sustainability.

4.2.3. Pragmatic Representations: The Mediatization of Love, Sharing, and Temperance

Pragmatic representations result from an intellectual articulation between belief and experience.
In this articulation, the mediated sustainability was based on religious representations of belief, because
belief “is something of which we are aware; then it soothes the irritation caused by doubt; finally,
it implies the establishment in our mind of a rule of conduct” [110] (p. 45). Belief appears, for the
religious mediatization of sustainability, as one of the best paradigms of meaning. The role of this
paradigm is increased by the fact that experience religiously responds to conditions that “include the
need to establish and maintain the balance of an organism with an environment as well as the pursuit
of different kinds of aims and interests” [111] (p. 124). These representations are in fact figures in
action of knowledge by action. Three of them stand out significantly—love, sharing, and temperance.
These figures are often articulated in the mediatized subject—“After the ‘bobos’ and the ‘nimby’,
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the ecological sphere welcomes a new trend: the ‘ginks’, like ‘Green inclined, no kids’.” Launched by
the American Lisa Hymas on her childfreefeminist blog, this trend could have a strong impact with
the release of the book by Stefanie Iris Weiss, columnist at the Huffington Post. In Eco-Sex: Go Green
Between the Sheets and Make your Love Life Sustainable, she explains why women have an interest in not
procreating for the good of the planet” [112]. Or “Don’t throw it away, the yard is full: every year
in France, each individual throws on average 29 kg of food that is still consumable, including 7 still
packaged. (..) the cost is not only financial, it is also ethical and social ( . . . ) without speaking of the
ravages on the environment ( . . . ) Contribute to the reduction of waste in canteens while helping
the most deprived: this is the bet of Excellents Excédents, ( . . . ) the founder, ( . . . ), consultant in
sustainable development, ( . . . ) embarks on its collection across the Paris region” [113].

We identified 279 occurrences concerning representations of “love”, 481 occurrences regarding
representations of “sharing”, and 354 occurrences for representations of “temperance”. These
occurrences were mainly linked to three thematic items: a) “resources” 46%, b) “production” and
“consumption” 36%, and c) “human development” 18% (Figure 10). For each item, the representations’
contents were dominated by different occurrences: (a) for the “resources” item, the occurrences of “love”
were dominant, followed by “sharing” and “temperance”; (b) for the “production and consumption”
items imposed, the occurrences of “sharing” followed by “temperance” and “love”, and (c) for the
“human development” item, the occurrences of “temperance” prevailed followed by “sharing” and
“love” (Figure 11).
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5. Discussion

Considering the findings, we observed a high degree of representation of religious references
regarding sustainability in the French mainstream media compared to a low representation of this type
of reference in the scientific production. This discrepancy indicates a media approach to sustainability
in the French public sphere in two different registers: one that aims primarily at emotional experience
and affective knowledge and another that aims at intellectual understanding and conceptual knowledge.
In this respect, the French mediatization of sustainability through economic, social, political, and cultural
news engages the representations of a spiritual environment provided in traditional symbols by the
collective French imaginary, an environment which “naturally” echoes a religious ecology which
“considers creation as a dynamic fabric of related processes. [ . . . ] What is fundamental is not the
‘elementary particles’ [ . . . ] but the harmony of the connections and movements which transcend
themselves, in which the aspiration of the Spirit toward a perfection not yet achieved. If the Cosmic
Spirit is the Spirit of God, the universe cannot be viewed as a closed system. It should be understood
as an open system for God and his future” [114] (p.141). At this point, it is worth emphasizing that
the mediated representations on sustainability are relevant to the debates in the field of scientific
representations [115], as they try to reconcile the theory with the world; thus trying to bring answers
on the ontology of the models as representations of parts or aspects of the world. The mediated
representations reveal how the techniques of representation (in this case the media) participate both
in the construction of objectivity (real value because of the explanation provided), as well as in the
construction of subjectivity (lack of real value due to a lack of explanation), within the broader process
of knowledge building.

News media on sustainability appear in the French media under the less and less camouflaged
influence of mythical-religious thought [1], as “In places where sustainability provides convincing
identity markers for people who use the term to reflect particular visions of where society is headed
and what values it ought to maximize, it is fulfilling the function of explicitly religious narratives—a
basic companion to human culture” [116] (p. 198). The secular character ostensibly claimed and
attached to the French journalistic/media activity of information is neither an obstacle to associate
the religious universe with the mediatization of sustainability nor an absolute novelty, because “even
ostensibly secular international organizations utilize the religious dimensions of sustainability (in the
form of spiritualized language, religious metaphors, or discourses of awe and reverence) for their own,
often different ends” [116] (p. 55).
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A second result consists in the progression over time of the quantity of religious references in the
French media information offer on current affairs. It is not a religious awakening that the media would
echo, but a progression that corresponds to a growing French political and social interest in questions
linked to the future of the planet. The fact that this growth is consistent with a constant increase in the
volume of information on sustainability is proof of this, “the volume of media coverage can generally
indicate the relative salience that is awarded to an issue over time in a given context (Mueller, 1973;
Benton and Frazier, 1976; Naisbitt, 1976; Beniger, 1978; Dearing and Rogers, 1996; França Filho, 2005).
Hence, measuring media salience by the volume or frequency of media coverage has emerged as a
relatively common method in agenda-setting research (Funkhauser, 1973; Benton and Frazier, 1976;
Howlett, 1997), as critiqued by Kiousis (2004). Examples in the context of sustainability include the
coverage of EU environmental policies (Bijsmans and Altides, 2007), climate change (Brossard et al.,
2004; Boykoff, 2007), or HIV/AIDS (Dearing, 1989)” [117] (p. 3). This growth can be, at the same
time, the indicator of an unconscious recognition of the ontological need of the human being to have
a spiritual reference even if it declines any religious attachment. In this perspective, sustainability
presents to consciousness not as a need to be satisfied in the different areas of human activity, but
as the daily experience of a moral experience imposed and ritualized by a secular trans-ideological
spirituality [118,119].

The third important result is the thematic connection of representations with religious connotations.
Thus, the French media attach sustainability to religious representations indicating a) mythical
limits—“paradise” and “apocalypse”—which distinguish creation having a beginning and an end
from its creator, who is out of time, b) religious means—“promises” and “hope”—which condition the
imaginary as a motivational foundation in the management of the past and future, and c) spiritual
strategies in the experience of present news. The contextual meaning of these thematic connections
certainly does not indicate any media conversion, but the pre-eminence of an economic pragmatism
in the production of news media. More precisely, the French media attach sustainability to religious
representations because they are fertile in narratives that generate fusional behaviors by virtue of their
inherently strong emotional charge [98].

Finally, a fourth result to consider is the religious content of the different representations in
the media treatment of sustainability. This type of mediatization is an indicator of the historical
cultural role played by sustainability in the secularization of the world’s major religions. It responds
to the spiritual quest for a “connected” world without limits or places, while participating in the
secularization of a humanity which wishes to free itself from the constraints imposed for centuries
by religious organizations and institutions [120]. These religious contents of the representation of
sustainability highlight a loss of recognition of science in the collective conscience in favor of the
“truth” of the media validated not by reason, but by the bodiless authority of mythical-religious “truth”
concealed in the subconscious of its identity memory [3].

6. Conclusions

The outcomes of the research presented in this paper pinpoint three conclusive observations.
First, this study, conducted on the French news media, highlighted a production of secular meaning

of sustainability through mythical-religious references. The novelty of the results is in resonance with
the concept of mediatization, which does not limit the technological impact only to the increase in the
speed and volume of information flows, but which also considers the capacity of new technologies of
information and communication to transform the very content of sociopolitical and economic action.

Second, the two parts of the study show a growth in the spiritualization of the media content of the
journalistic offer on sustainability in a context where the degree of credibility of the mainstream media
is constantly decreasing and digital social media like Facebook are integrating within the mainstream
media category. The study also shows the hegemony of the media, the omnipotence of the mediatized
thing producing “an effect of Church” [100] (p. 50) and legitimizing a certain “truth” of information and
a certain “reality”. Media have the same function as that of institutionalized religion, a median position
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between morality, dogma, and prophetism [100,121]. Finally, media as a vessel, media as language,
and media as environment [122] become the embodiment of the “truth”, once owned by science.

Third, the specific impact of the French news media in the public sphere, along with the educational
and informational meaning of the secular usage of mythical-religious references to communicate issues
of sustainability, can be correlated with two major social trends observable in French society: a) the
growing influence of the public sphere over the private sphere and b) the current incremental increase
of public interest and political action to promote an inclusive culture.
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