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Abstract: Electricity is invisible and yet it has been turned into a product, to be 
sold and consumed by society as both a necessity and a commodity. This product, 
as with any product, has a visual form. The visual representations of electricity are 
also associated with a wide range of emotions and social practices. Electricity 
becomes somewhat ÔvisibleÕ to the people when it is lost, when it is threatened, 
even if it is for a short time. Usually, these are at times of turmoil, such as wars 
and natural disasters. These are the times when electricity becomes a symbol of 
safety and security, a symbol of home and ÔourÕ space; a symbol of warmth and 
comfort, a symbol of light and hope. The focus of this article is on the perceptions 
of electricity of individuals and social groups as presented in visual imagery. It is 
based on both primary and secondary images produced and interpreted during 
natural disasters. Empirical data includes an analysis of photographs and articles 
published by the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and the Cable News 
Network (CNN) in the wake of Hurricane SandyÕs US landfall in late October 
2012, as well as field interviews commenting on pre- and post- Sandy perceptions 
of electricity in all its forms. The symbolism of electricity will be connected to 
more general issues of social and cultural sustainability as the perceptions of what 
is and what is needed intersect with questions of what might become if 
perceptions and expectations remain unchanged. 
!

!

 
1.   Introduction 
 
Electricity is invisible and intangible, leaving communication about electricity to occur 
through verbal or written expressions and/or visual representations including photographs and 
cinematic interpretations. The visual representations of electricity can occur ÔnaturallyÕ, 
gradually overtime, or can be ÔforcedÕ, as a result of shock, unusual experience or distress. 
For example, one of the spaces where electricity is used most frequently is that of the home 
space. On one hand, the idea of what constitutes a home has occurred over a period of time as 
the spatial organization of the home is negotiated due to factors such as convenience and 
power relations of the various family members (Gregson and Lowe 1995). Additionally, 
traumatic events such as war or migratory processes can influence the image of the home and 
with it, the role of electricity within the home space (Gardner 1993, Langhamer 2005). 
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The study of ÔnaturallyÕ forming visual representations is more challenging because many of 
these images are not clearly shaped in the minds of the people who share them. Such a study 
involves longitudinal research and/or a series of in-depth interviews.  
 
The ÔforcedÕ images are much more poignant and easy to identify in the time surrounding the 
event that triggered them. The development of modern technology allow researchers to gather 
and preserve the abundant images forced into existence surrounding a traumatic event in 
time, even if the researchers were not present. A proper analytical interpretation of the images 
can often reveal meanings that were not meant to be communicated when the images were 
formed, but become essential to understanding their influence on relaying feelings, 
relationships and life-changing experiences. 
 
This paper is situated in the latter context and focuses on the discourses surrounding visual 
imagery of electricity during times of turmoil and how the images are perceived and 
interpreted. I have chosen to focus on events surrounding Hurricane Sandy that affected the 
East Coast of the United States of America (USA) in 2012 because of new ÔforcedÕ images of 
electricity that were produced as a result of the turmoil caused by power going out in several 
of the eastern states. These images in turn forced people to recognize the ÔPower of PowerÕ, 
to realize their dependency on electricity and to begin identifying alternate solutions. 
 
This study presents news articles, photographs and video documentaries as part of a complex 
disaster discourse, hoping to gain an understanding of the images of electricity that were 
produced during and immediately after the disastrous events. 
 
The paper is structured to first present background information on discourse and discourse 
analysis, before focusing on the event under consideration. Second, to outline the methods 
used to study the event as applicable to the specific empirical materialÑ news article 
headlines, content, photos, photos imbedded in narratives and video footage. Finally the 
results will be presented along with further theoretical discussion and conclusions. With this 
paper, I hope to show how the findings from a discourse analysis of the different components 
of online news articles can collectively illustrate the imaginaries created by people and for 
people, in relation to the Sandy discourse. These imaginaries can be extended to connect the 
topic of electricity with topics such as economic, political, cultural and social structures as 
well as various imaginaries of spaces and of hope; and in doing so, effect other areas of social 
life and act as a potential catalyst for social change.  
 
 
2.   Discourse and discourse analysis 
 
There are many complex definitions of the term discourse, but they all seem to involve 
various forms of verbal and non-verbal communication. According to James Paul Gee, 
discourse can refer to the ability of:  
 

ÔHumans [to] integrate language with non-language Òstuff,Ó such as different ways 
of thinking, acting, interacting, valuing, feeling, believing, and using symbols, 
tools, and objects in the right places and at the right times so as to enact and 
recognize different identities and activities, give the material world certain 
meanings, distribute social goods in a certain way, make certain sorts of 
meaningful connections in our experience, and privilege certain symbol systems 
and ways of knowing over othersÕ (Gee 2010, p. 13). 
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The choice of which discourses to engage with is subjective, more specifically, discourse is 
understood as a form of social practice that is based on the concept of semiotic mediation 
(Vygotsky 1978). Vygotsky studied how behavior and the consequent acts change as a result 
of the ideas and meaning contained within the processes which proceeded such activities 
(Sadovnik 1995). These preliminary processes have two aspects, namely the rhetorical-
responsive and ethical considerations, both of which invite introspection and should be taken 
into account as one researches how each discourse act progresses (Shotter 1993). Semiotic 
mediation occurs regardless of the interpretation one has toward practice theory, whether a 
Weberian approach such as ReckwitzÕs (2002) suggestion that the individual acts are the 
carrier of practices, or a Durkheimian one, such as SchatzkiÕs (1996 and 2002) argument 
where practices are socially developed, coordinated sets of sayings and doings. 
 
Due to the subjective nature of semiotic mediation and interpretation, Ôeach discourse rests on 
assumptions, judgments, and contentions that provide basic terms for analysis, debates, 
agreements, and disagreementsÕ (Dryzek 1997, p. 9). As a result, discourse analysis is not a 
unified discipline. There are many approaches to discourse analysis, one being Ôthe analysis 
of language as it is used to enact activities, perspectives, and identitiesÕ (Gee 2010, p. 4). This 
approach returns us to the base of any discourse, the use of verbal and nonverbal means to 
convey meanings. Further, language use, can be argued, is a form of social practice, where 
language can refer to any system that can be used to communicate meaning including verbal, 
written or symbolic ones (Horv‡th 2013). 
 
 
3.   Electricity and discourse analysis 
 
Electricity is invisible so any communication about electricity occurs through a variety of 
language systems including verbal expressions and/or visual representations. The visual 
representations of electricity are associated with a wide range of emotions and social 
practices. Discourse analysis enables the researcher to engage with these emotions and 
practices by allowing examination of the discourses surrounding electricity thus better seeing 
the transfer of ideas, engagement of practices as well as social, political, cultural and 
economic power structures that are reflected in various acts of communication (Antaki et al. 
2013, Fulcher 2012, Iedema 2003, Jorgensen and Phillips 2002, Machin and Mayr 2012) 
 
Van Dijk (2013) employs the idea of ÔstructuresÕ to argue that there is a certain criteria 
present in all types of discourse analysis. ÔTypical of discourse analysis is an explicit, 
systematic account of structures, strategies or processes of text or talk in terms of theoretical 
notions developed in any branch of the fieldÕ (van Dijk 2013). ÔStructuresÕ can refer, but are 
not limited to, structures of meaning and (inter)action such as inequality or power related 
interactions as well as structures of expression such as sound, image and movement. These 
ÔstructuresÕ can be reflected through some type of theoretical understanding that is presented 
through an orderly account. This order is achieved through the inclusion of methodological 
steps to execute, in addition to abstract, mental, interactional and social strategies that can be 
observed and commented upon. 
 
Van DijkÕs notion of ÔstructuresÕ will be central to the discourse analysis of the visual images 
of electricity surrounding a moment of turmoil, which is the main focus of this paper. It is 
during a moment of distress or chaos that power is most readily reenacted and structures 
become more evident so that order may be strived for and achieved once again. 
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4.   Structures in discourse 
 
There are many structures that can be studied through a discourse analysis of communication 
during times of turmoil, but broadly speaking, there are three basic types that serve the need 
of my analysis bestÑ grammatic, speech acts and macrostructures. 
  

ÔThe [first] and most traditionally linguistic [is presented] by the grammatic, 
referring to phonological or graphematic, morphological, syntactic, semantic and 
lexical features of [any] text [or] how syntactic structures express underlying 
ideological positions, for instance through the use of passive constructions and 
deletion of agents from typical subject positions in order to dissimilate the 
negative actions of elite and powerful groupsÕ (Boyd-Barrett and Graddol 1994, 
pp. 26Ð7). 
 

Lexical choices and readability factors are key components for this first level of analysis. 
 
The second level of textual structure analysis is that of speech acts, which can focus on the 
tools used to communicate meaning, such as the locutionary acts or utterances, illocutionary 
acts or intended significance, and perlocutionary acts, or the actual effect. (Kissine 2013, 
Pandey 2008, Steinberg 1971). 
  
The third level is that of macrostructures, or the underlying topics and themes that are 
expressed indirectly in the data. Macrostructures are placed in a hierarchical organization 
which is held in place by macrorules, or summaries that are largely based on intuition and 
lived experience. For example, in news analysis, macrorules Ôdefine the gist, upshot or most 
important information of the news report [through] the processes of deletion, generalization 
and constructionÕ (Boyd-Barrett and Graddol 1994, pp. 26Ð7). However, it is important to 
note that macrorules are subjective and their meaning is interpreted in view of the readerÕs 
world knowledge. That is why in news analysis, macrorules are frequently revealed in the 
headlines or in the leading few paragraphs of news articles. 
 
There are many specific ways to analyze discourses for linguistic (grammatic), tools (speech 
acts), and thematic (macrostructure) aspects. The following model was chosen as one 
possible way to illustrate the structures that exist surrounding the visual imagery of electricity 
during a time of turmoil, while also taking into consideration the medium from which the 
data comesÑ newspaper articles.  
 
 
5.   The positioning Star of David discourse analysis model 
  
BartlettÕs ÔPositioning Star of DavidÕ discourse analysis model is an augmentation of HareÕs 
Positioning Theory. Positioning Theory refers to the idea that when an actor performs an 
individual act, that performance allows the actor to embody a specific position within a 
storyline. The act itself becomes part of the storyline and other actors adjust and align their 
own acts accordingly (Bartlett 2009, p. 182). This results in a three way process, illustrated in 
Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Positioning Triangle 

 
The importance of this theory is that it suggests that discourse acts are not interpreted as 
irrefutable constants or absolute truth, even if they appear so by those performing the act; but 
rather that discourse acts exist when recognized and accepted in the existing social alignment.  
 

ÔPositioning Theory can be used to analyze all levels of discourse, highlighting 
the fact that the different levels employ the same basic mechanisms and vary only 
in the timescales over which they operate: in terms of the enduring social 
positions constructed and contested the scope of the storyline invoked, and the 
scale and speed of each individual discourse actÕ (Bartlett 2012, p. 170). 

 
Positioning Theory, therefore, allows the researcher to portray language as action, as 
language is the tool through which individual acts are affiliated with specific social positions 
within a given context. In that sense, language is the tool used to create the storylines and to 
build imaginaries within a certain context. In other words, there are ÔsilentÕ features that 
occur in order for positioning theory to exist. 
  
Tom Bartlett (2012) discusses these ÔsilentÕ features imbedded in positioning theory, 
proposing his ÔPositioning Star of DavidÕ model.  
 

ÔTo put it simply, speakers must use a style of language that makes clear their 
social standing and this standing must carry currency with the audience in context, 
as must the various acts they performÕ (Bartlett 2012, p. 170).  

 
This method highlights the structural constraints that are not as evident in the basic 
positioning triangle, thus when overlaid, creating Figure 2Ñ ÔPositioning Star of DavidÕ. 
 
 

 
Figure 2: Positioning Star of David 
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The ÔPositioning Star of DavidÕ discourse analysis model will be especially useful when 
analyzing not only verbal (oral or written) textual data, but also, the visual. The Ôsilent 
featuresÕ, or the means, marketplace and symbolic capital, are frequently communicated 
through various language and sign systems that require the researcher to engage with visual 
illustrations as well as oral interpretations and written representations. 
  
The discourse analysis of this paper is conducted during one specific moment of turmoilÑ
Hurricane Sandy and all major types of communication surrounding that event. 
 
 
6.   The Sandy discourse 
 
Over the course of week, Hurricane Sandy developed from a tropical wave in the Western 
Caribbean Sea on October 22, 2012 into the largest Atlantic Ocean hurricane recorded in 
history. Sandy had a span of over 1,100 miles in diameter and made three landfalls. The first 
landfall was near Kingston, Jamaica on October 24, the second was just west of Santiago de 
Cuba, Cuba on October 25 and the third was near Atlantic City, New Jersey, USA on October 
29. During its existence, Sandy was categorized as Category 1, 2 and 3 types of hurricane at 
various times as well as different levels of tropical storms. Sandy caused an estimated 
property damage of over US$50 billion in USA alone, leaving 24 states affected as over nine 
million households were left without power. I chose to focus on USA because at the last 
landfall site communities had effectively six days to prepare; images of Sandy were created 
pre-, post- and during the event, unlike the other two landfall sites where images were 
primarily created during and post-. 
 
Hurricane Sandy provides a context, but there are a variety of texts used in this context to 
create the Sandy Discourse. On one hand, there are image texts such as photographs and 
videos that can help capture and disseminate the discourse, as well as symbols and artistic 
expressions that can help interpret and represent the discourse. Additionally, there are 
narratives (written or auditory, structured or not) texts that invoke images as well as other 
image texts, such as tone and movements that allude to a secondary or tertiary level of 
encoded meaning. 
 
All of these different types of text when analyzed as part of the Sandy context, aid in 
understanding the complexity of Sandy discourse. The texts themselves constitute 
independent discourses and become a part of one or other communicative events, but they are 
also, part of the larger Sandy Discourse. In some sense, these texts can be perceived as the 
building blocks behind the construction of the social reality that results from the Sandy 
Discourse. 
  
The messages conveyed through texts exchanged in the Sandy discourse are associated with 
several major themes and sub-themes, which will be explored in the discussion sections of 
this paper. However, it must be noted that even though the various themes permeate through 
most types of texts, some themes are more accented in some texts than in others. This is a 
reflection of the specific material used to build every text typeÑ words and sentences, still 
photographs, moving images or a combination of any two or three of them. For example, 
many of the videos focused on individual life stories, while many of the photos focused on 
space alteration and destruction. 
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7.   Electricity in the sandy discourse as reflected in online media news 
 
This paper presents the results of the analysis of online news articles from two online news 
platformsÑ Cable News Network (CNN) and British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). 
Online news articles were chosen as opposed to print media, because there were more articles 
published online on the topic due to the costs and speed involved, which can also be accessed 
with relative ease even months after the event took place. Furthermore, online news articles 
can also potentially reach a much larger audience relatively quickly across a greater 
geographical span than it is currently possible with print media.  
  
CNN was chosen as it was the largest American network, which covered the Hurricane Sandy 
disaster, while BBC was arguably the largest network from the United Kingdom (E Biz MBA 
2013, Net Top 20 2013). The study of the two networks allows for a comparison of the 
discourses present in the various components that exist in a news article. Here, the analysis of 
the CNN articles is used to demonstrate the discourses present within the society being 
studied, while the BBC articles are used to illustrate the interpretation of these discourses 
though the analytical lens of another culture. 
  
For this study, 1,146 articles from CNN online news were gathered between the dates 
October 20 to December 20, as well as 319 Articles from BBC online news from the same 
time period. From these articles, 82 from CNN and 20 from BBC were stratified on the basis 
of having the words Ôelectricity + SandyÕ. These 102 articles represent the sample used in this 
paper. In the CNN articles, 365 photos were recovered with 120 in the BBC articles, in 
addition to about 30 videos containing life stories and biographical data. In other words, the 
articles selected include written, orally delivered and/or visual components. The texts have 
been coded using an online text analyzer, which codes each individual word. The images 
have been partially coded using the computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software, 
Compendium. The video footage used for this paper was analyzed without the use of 
software programs due to the nature of the material. 
 
 
8.   Multimodal study of electricity in the online media news 
 
Online news articles have become an essential part of the Sandy discourse. There are five 
major segments of these articles, which reflect different sets of images and when combined in 
different ways allow for more possible interpretations of meanings (intended or not), 
communicated feelings and experiences or realities created as a result of new understandings. 
All five segments of a news article need to be viewed for BartlettÕs (2012) discourse analysis 
model (2012) to apply because as he arguesÑ in order for an actor to perform an act and 
become part of the storyline, both the act and the actor need to establish their symbolic 
capital through various forms of communication targeted at an audience that can decode these 
messages. The five segments of a news article offer five different means at communicating 
the intended messages, and in this case, the intended messages about electricity within the 
Sandy discourse. 
  
The first is the study of the headlines of the articles, especially relevant in our contemporary 
world, where there is oversaturation of information and the headline can determines if the 
reader will engage with the message. The second is the classical media article content 
analysis, where the text itself is coded and analyzed for discourses. The third is the study of 
images, or photos, used to illustrate a particular article in relation to the text. The fourth is the 
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study of photo galleries, which sometimes have captions but are frequently only labelled by 
theme. The fifth and final main mode online media news use is the showing of video; 
particularly for this paper, the use of biographical interviews to illustrate the story being 
covered. 
  
The various themes of electricity in the Sandy discourse permeate these different modes. As 
they are intertwined in order to create a complex discourse, the following presentation of 
results will be artificially divided to show main themes that emerged from each of these 
modes; however, as the themes are not limited to only being present in one aspect of news, 
the discussion section will be divided thematically. 
 
8.1   Headlines or the hook 
Headlines are an important component of a news article, which in addition to the vocabulary 
content, also show which newspaper has published the headlineÑ in this case BBC and CNN. 
The logos of both companies present as part of the headline help communicate certain 
meanings in relation to the symbolic capital gained over the years by both news companies. 
Both institutions use their online (eg. internet, radio, television) and offline platforms (eg. 
undertakings as part of local communities and charities) in order to establish their social 
standing to a target audience. Specifically, since both institutions are information providers, 
the people working for the company have had to gain the respect and trust of their respective 
audiences as a reliable source of information. The pre-established ÔrespectÕ and ÔtrustÕ allows 
each story that BBC and CNN publish to play a part in how the reader will interact with an 
event such as Hurricane Sandy. 
 
ÔTrustÕ is at the basis on the reader-news provider relationship. To trust the information 
provided is accurate and reflects events to the best ability of the individual journalists. For 
example, the frequency of the word ÔsuperstormÕ as part of news headlines, underlines the 
idea that this storm is more than a regular storm, which means that even if the reader knows 
how to prepare or behave during a ÔstormÕ, they would need to trust the expertise of the 
newspaper to lead them through this event. The need for trust places the reader in a relative 
power structure to the newspaper.  
 
The content of the headlines can also be imbued with symbolism. In some studies such as the 
ÔHard Words: Functional Basis for Kaluli DiscourseÕ by Feld and Schieffelin (1981), has 
been shown that word choice can correspond with ÔpowerÕ and ÔplaceÕ. Word choice can be 
associated with expertise and can warrant higher social standing and power. The expertise is 
signalled by an extensive vocabulary in a given area in addition to the knowledge of how to 
apply the vocabulary within context. In the Sandy case, specific word choice can preserve 
power and preserve, in this case, the existing reader-news provider relationship 
  
Specifically relating to electricity, ÔtrustÕ and ÔintimidationÕ are very prominent. In relation to 
trust, are headlines inviting the reader to engage with advice on how to charge electrical items 
and where; both during and after the event. While some of the more repeated phrases 
emphasize intimidation, as for instance Ôin SandyÕs wakeÕ and Ôin the dark,Õ both phrases 
from CNN, highlight elements that induce fear. A fear that occurs as the result of phobias 
relating to lack of light, some based in folklore and myths such as the early hours of the 
morning, or before people wakeÑ the time of night when Ôbad thingsÕ happen. BBC articles 
on the other hand, rather than intimidating, focus on luring the reader to browse photographs 
of the events, such as power shortages and other destruction caused by Sandy. 
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8.2   The written word: Body text 
The textual content of the articles was also analyzed similarly to the headlines and the 
macrostuctures revealed multiple discourses. For example, an emerging theme that feeds 
through multiple discourses was that of Ôloss of electricityÕ or Ôpower outagesÕ as the result of 
Sandy. 
 
First, the losses of power impacted people physically, such as the inability to get access to 
electricity or death as the result of electric shocks, but also, by the creation of an image of 
people-without-power as either ÔcustomersÕ or ÔvictimsÕ. Both of these terms place the 
individual in a power relation to the company they buy from, or, to Sandy for taking away 
something that was ÔnecessaryÕ, or even a ÔrightÕ. 
  
Second, the loss of power discourse shows that despite that the power shortages affecting 
close to nine million households, the ones that are most discussed and victimized are those in 
New York City. This includes Manhattan and the financial district as the symbol of wealth in 
USA, but also, Queens and the electrical fires that caused a neighbourhood to burn to the 
ground. New York City is the centre of attention for the news narratives both before and after 
Sandy made landfall, thus illustrating the importance of the New York City over that of any 
part of the New Jersey State. In addition to that, the interest in Manhattan and Queens was 
also enlarged by the multiple pre-existing images and associations of the neighbourhoods in 
cinematic and in literary representations. 
  
Third, as a consequence of the loss of power, a discussion of a variety of power sources such 
as private generators, solar and wind took place. Interestingly enough, all these sources are 
referred to as substitutes or a way to make do until the ÔnormÕ can be restored. This is 
important for it illustrates the image of how electricity should be obtained to power a home, 
not by being self-reliant and having own sources, but rather, by depending on energy 
companies to Ôtake care of itÕ. 
 
8.3   The spoken word: Video news, video life stories, documentary footage 
The video footage could be divided into three major parts: video news, where a journalist 
reports the event; video life stories, where people would speak on how Sandy affected them 
personally and documentary footage of what happened. 
 
Video news is primarily descriptive in nature with an accent on the destruction and flooding 
caused by the hurricane. Frequently they serve to update the viewer as to any changes or any 
sensations such as political or celebrity involvement in the relief efforts as well as the latest 
numbers of households with power outages. 
 
The video life stories are typically about an individual, where in many, it is the individual 
who tells their own story. An example is BillÕs Story (BBC News 2012) where William [Bill] 
Carroll tells of his life at the Jersey Shore community of Ortley Beach for the last 50 years. 
The language and gestures show Bill to be an ordinary, average citizen of the United States. 
There are no class or social status indications, thus allowing for his story to be relevant to all 
who view it. Here follows more detail from this example. 
 
Bill refused to evacuate, so when the storm came and his house dropped a couple of feet, he 
managed to safely flee to a neighbourÕs home. The video follows Bill upon his return at the 
house, which is so badly damaged and a danger to those around, that it must be demolished. 
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Bill has been given some time to decide what he would like to take with him. Carrying a 
small lawn mower out of a room, he says: 

 
ÔYou want to take everything, but you canÕtÉ you knowÉ you... you are limited 
in what you can leave with [É] all the [power] tools Johhny, I want 
everythingÉanything you can save I want to save, anything possibleÕ (BBC 
2012). 

 
The quote illustrates how when it came down to the final choice, the priority was given to the 
power tools. For Bill those electrical tools are needed for the building of a new life elsewhere. 
He does also take a few frames and memorabilia, but he doesnÕt seem concerned that 
memories stored in items such as chairs, tables or others, would be lost. His greatest worry 
comes across as to how to take out the washing machine since the doors are shut. 
  
These concerns of Bill illustrate the power of electricity items in this manÕs life. They are 
more than possessions; they are extensions of his self-identity. 
 
The third part of the video footage available is that of the documentary footage. The camera, 
following the events and the voice of the reporter, is often combined with one of the victims 
or those engaged in helping victims to overcome the ordeal. These are the most complex of 
the video texts participating in Sandy discourse and require in-depth analysis that cannot be 
achieved within the limited space of this paper. That is why my observations will focus on 
the photo stories and photo galleries. 
 
8.4   Photos embedded in articles 
An analysis of the photos embedded in articles shows on first glance that these photos are 
used for illustrative purposesÑ a text paired with a corresponding photo. For instance, there 
are satellite images of Sandy and the projected paths used to illustrate the narrative in the 
story. However, there are some cases where the photos have a different and even stronger, 
narrative than the text. Examples are articles where the text is factual and informative of what 
happened while photographs are the ones that carry the variety of discourses that shape the 
context of the text. In order to elaborate on this, the photo stories and photo galleries section 
will present some of the discourses present within the photos. 
 
8.5   Photo stories and photo galleries 
The photo stories and photo galleries can be divided into three categoriesÑ pre-, during and 
post-Sandy. Each of these categories has a unique set of images with their own encoded 
purpose pending on the time during which and for which they were created. 
  
There are two types of images in the category of pre-Sandy. The first type is satellite images 
or computer animations tracking where the storm is, as well as its projected path and 
predicted destruction. The second type is photographs. Some of these photos show 
destruction and power loss in areas that have already been affected, such as Jamaica where 70 
per cent of households lost power. Closer to SandyÕs landfall, other images of warning 
include the images of dark clouds over the New York skyline or ÔbracingÕ or ÔbravingÕ the 
high winds and waves. These images were used as a warning and a prompt for evacuation in 
USA, whose impact with Sandy was still to come. Evacuations, apart from residents and pets, 
included hospitals and hospices. In the hospital setting there were multiple stories illustrating 
the difficulty of evacuating people, specifically infants, which depended on electricity 
powered machines to survive in addition to maintaining a sterile environment. The 
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dependency on electricity whether in hospital, financial or political setting, revealed the 
difficulty created in social mobility and ability to perform certain social functions, such as the 
ability to vote in the upcoming presidency elections or to simply breathe as was the case with 
one of the evacuated prematurely born infants. 
  
In addition to evacuation, there are also many images of other types of preparation for the 
storm. Examples include, the boarding up of houses, shops and New York subway systems as 
well as protecting electricity outlets, cables and electricity generators. However, not all 
images related to electricity pre-Sandy were warnings. Some of the images were also images 
of hope. For instance, there is an image of Cape MayÕs lighthouse (see Figure 3), which 
appears in the smog as a beacon of hope. 
 
 

 
Figure 3: Light House at Cape May, New JerseyÑ Photo Copyright CNN Photography 

Source: http://edition.cnn.com/2012/10/25/americas/gallery/weather-sandy/ 
 
After all, lighthouses are ÔhopeÕ for the sailors who search for their path back home even in 
the direst circumstances; a ÔhopeÕ that is then transferred into a new context as part of the 
Sandy photo gallery. 
  
The photographs in the category of during, mostly focus on the flooding caused by the 
natural disaster, but there are also some images of electricity such as photos of power going 
out during the storm.  
  
The photos in the category of post- are the most abundant in images of electricity. As the 
name of the category itself suggests, there is an inherent semantic dichotomy, a comparison 
of the post- to the pre- Sandy images. Additionally, in this category there are multiple other 
semantic dichotomies that exist such as: civilized vs. barbaric, organized vs. chaotic, security 
vs. insecurity, certainty vs. uncertainty, routine vs. emergency, stability vs. fragility, luxury 
(eg. comfort, transport, TV, phone, refrigerator, laundry, AC) vs. lack thereof, necessity (eg. 
warmth, food) vs. lack thereof, etc. The dichotomies serve to illustrate opposite meanings, 
interpretations and realities (eg. experiences of the evacuated in shelters pre and post event 
and how their reality changes as a result). Therefore, they can bring a heightened 
understanding of the social and cultural dependency on electricity and how these perceptions 
change in time of ordeal. 
  



L. Pirgova 

! !12 

There are multiple images created as part of such semantic dichotomies, which are also 
related to different temporal dimensions. Here I will  discuss only those associated with the 
themes of ÔmemoriesÕ, ÔpowerÕ and ÔexpectationsÕ. 
  
In the theme of ÔmemoriesÕ, are images that preserve and compare a person, place or thing to 
its previous formÑ prior to Sandy. These are images that frequently depict the human 
fascination with the destructive power of Sandy, but also, some photos which are created for 
insurance claims to energy companies, memory preservation or to provide up to date 
information. Up to date information suggests that all themes previously discussed as part of 
pre- and during Sandy are also carried over. 
  
In the theme of ÔpowerÕ are images that depict a variety of political, economic, social and 
cultural structures, reflecting key discourses presented in the textual narratives as well as 
images that show the Ôpower of natureÕ versus the Ôpower of manÕ. These are images that 
show more reflexive discourses and are very complex in nature. 
  
In the theme of ÔexpectationsÕ are images depicting how social reality should be construed 
and what problems Sandy has caused. This is where the dichotomy of civilized vs. barbaric 
can be noted where for example, Figure 4 illustrates the expectation of ÔcivilizationÕ or a 
space with technology and electricity, as opposed to the destructive power of natureÑ as it 
barbarically uproots a tree. 
 
 

 
Figure 4: Photo Obtained from BBC Online GalleriesÑ Photo Copyright Getty Images 

Source: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-20138994 (Image 11) 

 
The photograph is extremely powerful and it also alludes to the presentation of the discourses 
through an artistic manner in order to demonstrate the full impact of the event, as evident in 
this highly stylized image. 
 
 
9.   Creating imaginaries  
 
The discussion so far has shown some of the discourses that exist in all five of the mediums 
through which news articles communicate messages to the reader. Most discourse analysis 
uses grounded theory, which allows the researcher to use the data as the starting point for 
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discussion as oppose to hypothesis testing which is more common with quantitative research. 
However, Layder (1998) argues that grounded theory does not accurately reflect academic 
research, which begins with the field of knowledge and expertise of the researcher gained 
through time or through a carefully built literature review. That is why he suggests that one 
engage with adaptive theory or the analysis of the data as a starting point but reflected 
through the previously gathered theoretical knowledge of the researcher. As such this next 
discussion section will piece together the various discourses creating Ôthe dialogical relation 
between prior theory and data collection and analysisÕ (Layder 1998, p. 169) in order to show 
the complexity of the discourses surrounding the images of electricity during Hurricane 
Sandy, as!well as how the topic of electricity can relate to other imaginaries. The following 
sections explore structure, space and hope imaginaries that were created through the five 
online news article mediums discussed thus far. 
 
9.1   Imagining Structures 
As noted earlier, van Dijk (2013) suggests that discourses can be studied through the analysis 
of a variety of structures at macro, meso and micro levels. Structures can be defined as 
organized social realities governed by a series of rules that create the margins of the reality 
without having a strict, static form. In a sense, structures are images of reality created by 
specific guidelines which are construed through the use of a variety of discourses. Therefore, 
these realities can be stratified thematically (eg. topic), demographically (eg. gender, age, 
individual vs. group) or purposefully (eg. mixture of thematic and demographic structures).  
  
During Sandy, four main thematically defined structures were amplified through the 
discourses surrounding electricity, namely Political, Economic, Social and Cultural. 
  
The Political Structures were evident through three main discoursesÑ the election 
proceedings, role of politicians and government-organized responses to Sandy. Elections 
were disrupted by a lack of power as most voting stations were powered by electricity. This 
was especially well illustrated in photos where poll organizers could be seen using flashlights 
to light the way for people to sign paper copies of the ballots. Incumbent politicians also used 
Sandy to solidify their positions and drew on an accent of concern for victims. For example, 
one image was captioned ÔBuildings on the shoreline are pictured from Air Force One as it 
prepares to land in Atlantic City, New Jersey, carrying President Barack Obama, who visited 
areas hardest hit by the unprecedented stormÕ (Duke 2012). The concern and priority of 
victims was so great that it warranted the president himself to survey both from above as well 
as within the situation. This concern, some have argued, is what secured ObamaÕs second 
presidency in a presidential race that before Sandy, was too close to call. Furthermore, 
government officials showed their concern through personally participating in relief efforts, 
providing electricity generators to power areas that suffered the most, especially in 
Manhattan, as well as proposing the Sandy Aid Relief Bill. 
  
The Economic Structures became clear over concerns of cost (eg. who pays, how much and 
to whom) brought on by the Sandy Aid Relief Bill, the inability of the stock exchange to 
function for a couple of days due to loss of power and various relief/response efforts. 
Unfortunately, rather than solidifying economic structures, the lack of electricity during 
Sandy destabilized them. The inefficiency of the relief efforts, including in-effective 
communication, slow response times (eg. a fire was able to destroy 100 homes in Queens), 
and gas shortages, contributed toward a growing mistrust in both the political organization 
and the stability of the economy. 
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Social Structures were created in an attempt to establish communication and respond to those 
that needed the most help after the power shortage. Organizations such as the Red Cross, the 
police and the Marine Corps helped organize relief efforts that were community based. The 
need for community spirit became evident as volunteers helped with food/barbeques, 
clothes/blankets, cleaning debris, providing shelter as well as providing ports for charging 
electrical equipment (See Figure 5). 
 

 
Figure 5: Photo Obtained from CNN Online GalleriesÑ Photo Copyright John Swords 

Source: http://edition.cnn.com/2012/11/02/living/sandy-new-jersey-color 
 
Through these socially based efforts, Cultural Structures were further solidified with the 
bridging of communities over the trauma from Sandy as well as bonding over the American 
identity. American flags were placed on houses to recall characteristics such as strength, 
resilience and compassion, which enabled victims to survive through the Sandy ordeal just as 
the survivors of Hurricane Katrina have. Relationships with neighbours experiencing the 
same ordeal seemed to eliminate cultural differences and created a stronger sense of 
neighbourhood.  
 
9.2   Imagining Spaces 
In addition to imagining a variety of structures, Sandy forced people to re-imagine spaces. 
Images of electricity after Sandy caused for a new way of relating to the home space and the 
urban space, as well as a new way of defining spaces in between, where the familiar was 
made unfamiliar.  
 
The home space is a space that is very much defined by electricity consumption. People use 
electricity for survival (eg. heat or security), for comfort (eg. the usage of a variety of 
electrical appliances that help free time for leisure activities, can produce light or alternate 
living environments). Electricity has enabled the home space to be associated with 
independence, despite the energy dependence needed for this independence to occur. Feelings 
of independence, relaxation and safety are possible because electricity consumption has 
become a part of a daily routine that tends to take such patterns for granted. Electricity 
consumption has become internalized and even the physical home space is construed in such 
a way as to hide the wiring that enables this consumption to take place. For many, energy is 
only evident in daily practices or from the holes in the wall that allow for appliances to work.  
 
Sandy challenged the definable home space by forcibly making the unseen components 
needed for the daily routines of energy use, seen. An example is the following photo (See 
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Figure 6) from New York, of a building whose fa•ade was completely stripped off as a result 
of the high hurricane winds of about 135 kilometres per hour. 
 
 

 
Figure 6: Photo Obtained from BBC Online GalleriesÑ Photo Copyright Getty 

Source: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-20131303 
 
This photo depicts the electrical wiring, normally hidden, now exposed to the naked eye. This 
photo challenges the viewer to ask questions otherwise left ignored such as: Ôwhere does my 
electricity come fromÕ and Ôwhat would it mean for me to live without itÕ. The shock of the 
photo is brought on by the visualization of the devouring power of the hurricane. The strong 
winds caused a disruption to daily energy consumption routines by severing power linesÑ
challenging the fundamental perceptions and meanings associated with home. Associations of 
home with concepts such as safety, security and special structures are significantly shaken 
when observing an image showing the inner home space exposed and open to the gaze of the 
outside world.  
 
The exposure of the unseen to be seen is also evident in the spaces outside of the home, or the 
spaces in between, as well as the fascination that this exposure brings. The following photo 
and quote will serve as an example of this phenomenon from outside of the home space.  

 
 

 
Figure 7: Photo Obtained from CNN Online GalleriesÑ Photo Copyright Getty 

Source: http://edition.cnn.com/2012/10/31/us/tropical-weather-sandy/ (Image 32) 
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ÔThe inside of a gas pump is exposed at a closed station that was recently 
under floodwater on Thursday, November 1, in Hoboken, New Jersey. 
Superstorm Sandy, which made landfall along the New Jersey shore, has left 
the state with a fuel shortage due to logistical problems and power failuresÕ!
"Thieler et al. 2012). 

 
Figure 7 shows the inside of a gas pump, where the walls have been stripped by the high 
winds. The gas pump is an object that is also embedded in daily routine, albeit be without the 
added symbolism of ownership, safety and identity that are otherwise associated with the 
home space. In addition to challenging the viewerÕs perception of these objects, the examples 
of the stripped house and of the gas pump both invite psychoanalytic analysis by showing 
disruptions to daily routine and inviting questions as to the effects these disruptions might 
have.  
  
In theory, these observations link to notions of the uncanny or the border between the familiar 
and unfamiliar. Figure 8 is an illustrative photo, captured by CNN iReporter Jordan Shapiro, 
of the Williamsburg Bridge. The photo shows Manhattan on one side in darkness, connecting 
through the bridge to the well-lit Brooklyn.  
 
 

 
Figure 8: Photo Obtained from CNN Online GalleriesÑ Photo Copyright Jordan Shapiro 

Source: http://edition.cnn.com/2012/10/31/us/tropical-weather-sandy/ (Image 79) 

 
This bridge illustrates the transformation from the familiar or well-lit skylines to the 
unfamiliar or darkened version of a New York burrow. Disasters and other moments of 
turmoil, such as Hurricane Sandy, can cause even normal, familiar objects to become strange, 
and unfamiliar. What is interesting here, is the unfamiliarity caused by a lack of electricity on 
part of the bridge and in the one burrow, rather than any overt devastation due to the storm, 
such as wind or water damage. 
 
The existence of a void between the familiar and unfamiliar is not necessarily negative. For 
example, one of the descriptions of the effect Sandy had on New York City is that of a post-
civilization feeling due to the lack of electricity. This feeling is shown through many 
photographs, but more so in the ones depicting Halloween celebrations. Halloween or All 
HallowsÕ Eve is a night when children and adults dress as monsters and fairy tale characters. 
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They engage in a ritual known as ÔTrick-or-TreatÕ which, in modern times mean children 
walk door-to-door in their neighbourhoods, calling out the people with the words trick or 
treat and receive candy. The decorations people use to alter their home and public spaces in 
order to invite the Halloween holiday spirit involve objects such as fake skeletons, witches or 
zombies along with the more traditional carved pumpkins, straw figures and corn 
arrangements. These objects aim to insert familiar spaces into unfamiliar and threatening 
ones because Halloween is the one night of the year when it is acceptable to ÔscareÕ people, 
even strangers. Since Sandy made landfall and reeked devastation two days before 
Halloween, the storm inadvertently set the perfect post-apocalyptic scene for Halloween to 
take place. In a strange sense, Sandy actually served to enhance the Halloween atmosphere 
and with the laughter of children, elicited feelings of hope and resilience in the midst of chaos 
and despair.  
 
9.3   Imagining Hope 
Halloween was not the only time when people imagined hope. Hope was given through 
people heroes, divine intervention and artistic expression as well as through having the time 
to heal. 
  
There were many people who became heroesÑ volunteers, professionals or people who were 
at the right place and in the right time. Fire-fighters, policemen, Marine Corps and health 
services are only some of the professionals who sometimes put their lives on the line in order 
to help those who needed it. Volunteers also helped neighbours or sometimes even travelling 
to other communities. Specifically in relation to electricity, do-it-yourself poles and electrical 
wiring support were erected by people in order to provide a short term solution to the power 
outage wherever and whenever possible. 
 
Sandy was also seen by some as proof of GodÕs existence. Some perceived Sandy as the force 
of nature or a divine intervention into our lives and our consumerist behaviour, while for 
others God became evident during the electrical fire that resulted in the destruction of 100 
homes in Queens when only the following statue of Mary was left standing in parts of the 
wreckage. 
 
 

 
Figure 9: Photo Obtained from CNN Online GalleriesÑ Photo Copyright Getty 

Source: http://edition.cnn.com/2012/10/31/us/tropical-weather-sandy/ (Image 101) 
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As the result of surviving the electrical fire, this statue, the symbolic representation of the 
Mother of Christ, was infused with more beautiful symbolism. The statue is a symbol of hope 
for it represents the ability to survive, harnessing strength and power, and providing security 
and protection if one were to believe. The consequences from the fire are what infused this 
statue with this additional symbolism, but there are many other forms of artistic expressions 
connected to Sandy that resulted in communication of meaning in just a powerful manner. 
These artistic expressions can be broadly placed in three categoriesÑ damaging, inspiring and 
reflecting.  
 
Sandy caused the damage of art galleries, such as the Derek Eller Gallery and other objects, 
such as the infamous crane that hangs over one of New York CityÕs skyscrapers and in the 
process of damaging, symbolism was created.  
 
Sandy also inspired art or ways of expressing feelings and emotions caused by Sandy through 
a variety of mediums such as sculptures, paintings and others. A week or two later school 
projects began to involve creation of Sandy memorials that included a variety of artworks 
from drawings and paintings to found-object sculptures, stories and poems. Many of the 
sculptures were created with materials found in the wreckages along the New Jersey shore. 
Some others used fallen trees as reference to the power of nature. Some in-school residencies 
involving traditional artists altered their curriculums so as to incorporate the Sandy events. 
For example, Eagleswood Elementary School in Ocean County altered their basket weaving 
program to focus on ÔFriendship BasketsÕ and in so doing, commemorate the sense of 
community unity so evident during the Sandy crisis (Reddington 2013). 
 
Finally, Sandy helped achieve introspection and reflection over the events through the use of 
the artistic lens. An example would be the numerous photos taken by people photographing 
objects or locations that were devastated after Sandy, such as the roller-coaster on the Jersey 
Shore or various sites in New York City. These reflexive photographs allowed people to ÔseeÕ 
the situation more clearly, thus allowing a glimmer of hope of improvement, before paving 
the path to recovery.  
 
 
10.   Sandy discourse: A message about the ‘power of power’ 
 
In conclusion, this paper showed a possible discourse analysis of 82 articles, 30 videos and 
485 photographs from BBC and CNN. The five forms of textÑ headlines, main body text, 
photos in narratives, videos and photographsÑ were analyzed and placed in context in an 
attempt to construe the social reality people were faced with after Sandy. Hurricane Sandy 
was a terrible event for the East Coast of USA, not only because the loss of life was high but 
because of the drastic disruption to daily routines and practices. The loss of electricity caused 
people to face their imaginaries in relation to political, economic, social and cultural 
structures, and to establish more clearly, where these structures are insufficient or in need of 
change. Additionally, people were challenged with their perspectives of the home, urban and 
in-between spaces, as was the case in my sample. More importantly however, people were 
challenged with new understanding of their dependency on electricity, the one aspect of their 
lives that was believed to help in achieving independence. When people felt dependent, that 
was the moment when the true ÔPower of PowerÕ was recognized. A power so strong as to 
have each man, woman and child enslaved to routines, which, if disrupted, can bring a sense 
of chaos and discomfort.  
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This brings me to the argument that relates all new understandings about electricity at times 
of turmoil to the more profound issues of social, economic and cultural sustainability. The 
ÔPower of PowerÕ illustrates a dependency on electricity, which if connected to the wider 
frame of climate change and sustainability, begs the question of what happens when we can 
no longer sustain the consumptive patterns underpinning our social practices and cultural 
conventions. If energy consumption remains unchanged, new technologies could provide a 
plausible patching option. This patching would depend on the development and 
implementation of new technology, including better acquaintance and acceptance of 
renewable sources of energy. However, the current patterns indicate that electricity 
consumption is not static, but rather, it is on the rise. Electricity consumption is predicted to 
continue to rise exponentially as the developing countries develop toward the current social 
and cultural standards normalized and imbedded in social and cultural practices of the 
developed world. 
 
In this context the findings discussed earlierÑ where electricity is seen as a marker of 
civilized societyÑ implied that, our social behaviour and practice will not change for as long 
as the existing dependency on electricity continues. If we hope to participate in sustainable 
energy practices, we must not depend on technology to solve the current issues but rather aim 
to change the meanings encoded in the various images of electricity that are made evident in 
times of turmoil.  
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