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Abstract 

Industrial agriculture inflicts major harms on nonhuman animals, the environment 

and human health.  How do agribusinesses culturally legitimize their harmful 

practices?  Utilizing critical discourse analysis, I clarify the ways in which one large 

agribusiness, Tyson Foods, disguises their actions while at the same time presents the 

image of a benign, good corporate citizen.  The discourses employed by Tyson gain 

legitimacy by drawing on and aligning with larger cultural discourses that are often 

taken for granted.  This research, situated at the intersection of green and cultural 

criminologies, makes a contribution to these as well as to the burgeoning social harm 

approach within criminology. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction  

 

Increasingly, agricultural production in the United States is consolidated in the 

hands of a very few powerful corporations.  For example, just four companies (Tyson, 

Cargill, Smithfield, and JBS) make over 85 percent of all beef that is sold in the US 

(Napach 2014). Tyson Foods, based in Springdale, AR, is one such corporation.  In the 

2013 fiscal year, Tyson, on average, killed 40.9 million chickens, 135,000 cows and 

391,000 pigs per week (Tyson 2013d).  Tyson is emblematic of ―agribusiness,‖ or interest 

in the profitability of food production, and the rise of ―industrial agriculture.‖  Industrial 

agriculture‘ describes agricultural production that is conducted via intensive farming 

practices.  That is, large quantities of resources (e.g., labor, fossil fuels) and technological 

advances (e.g., machinery, irrigation, genetic selection) are utilized to produce the highest 

yields from the smallest amount of space.  I will be using the terms ―industrial 

agriculture,‖ ―industrial farming,‖ and ―intensive farming‖ interchangeably throughout 

this dissertation as all of these terms refer to the system of agricultural production that is 

currently dominant in the United States.   

A concomitant of agribusiness concentration is harm, especially to nonhuman 

animals
1
 and the ecological environment.

2
  Although the agricultural industry in the 

                                                 

 

 
1
 Beirne (1999) notes that although the use of the term ―nonhuman animal‖ serves the 

purpose of connoting that humans are also animals, the term is not without problems.  



 
2 

United States is subject to government regulation, many of the harms that are perpetrated 

by the industry fall within the bounds of the law.  In particular, the harm inflicted upon 

animals on the industrialized farm proceeds on a mass scale, much—though certainly not 

all—of it perfectly legal.  

For this project, I use Presser‘s definition of harm, ―trouble caused by another‖ 

(2013:2).  Applying this definition to harm to environment, harm/trouble is anything that 

would threaten or reduce the ability of the ecological environment to sustain life.  To 

apply this definition to animal harm, I also borrow from Agnew‘s definition of animal 

abuse—―any act that contributes to the pain or death of an animal or that otherwise 

threatens the welfare of an animal‖ (1998:179).  Pain and death can certainly be 

considered ―trouble.‖  I will also talk of ―animal suffering‖ in this dissertation and by that 

I mean, a negative emotional state caused by adverse events.  Although there is some 

debate as to whether animals can suffer (see Dawkins 2008; Rowman 1988), I take the 

                                                                                                                                                 

 

 

Beirne likens the use of the term ―nonhuman animals‖ to the use of the term ―non-male 

human‖ where one person is defined negatively in terms of their relation to another.  I 

will use both ―animals‖ and ―nonhuman animals‖ throughout this dissertation.  

 
2
 Please note that my separation between environment, humans, and animals is merely 

practical as I much prefer a broad definition of environment that necessarily includes 

people and animals.  Later, I will discuss specific harms and these categorizations 

(environment, humans, and animals) facilitate that discussion. 



 
3 

position of evolutionary biologist, Marc Bekoff, that animals are capable of experiencing 

a range of emotions, including suffering (Bekoff 2010). 

This dissertation investigates the discursive construction of harm and ―business-

as-usual‖ by US agribusiness by means of a case study of corporate behemoth Tyson 

Foods.  I mean to show just how such harms are normalized through dominant 

discourses.  Specifically, utilizing critical discourse analysis, I will examine the ways in 

which Tyson Foods culturally legitimizes harm-doing through the use of discourses on 

their
3
 corporate website.   

I chose Tyson Foods as an exemplar of big agribusiness because it is the largest 

US-based corporation involved in livestock production
4
 with net sales exceeding $34.4 

billion for the 2013 fiscal year.  Tyson employs more people (115,000) and operates more 

                                                 

 

 
3
 I will use pronouns such as ―they,‖ ―them‖ and ―their‖ to refer to Tyson throughout this 

dissertation.  Although these pronouns personify the corporation, referring to Tyson as 

―it‖ poses a greater issue as it seems to discursively construct the company as a non-agent 

(See Korten 1995). 

4
 The phrases ―livestock producers,‖ and ―chicken producers,‖ will be used throughout 

the dissertation, although I find these terms inherently problematic as they imply that the 

animals require human intervention to exist.  The terms ―pork producers‖ and ―beef 

producers‖ cause slightly less concern because the terms ―pork‖ and ―beef‖ refer not to 

the animals themselves, but to the meat that comes from these animals.  These are 

examples of metonymy, explained in Chapter 4 on Research Methods. 
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plants (104) than do any of its competitors.  Like many other chicken producers, Tyson is 

characterized by vertical integration—meaning they control/own most all aspects of 

chicken production.  Tyson owns the chickens they eventually slaughter and package: 

they contract farmers to raise the chickens to their specifications.  For the 2013 fiscal 

year, Tyson contracted with 5,500 poultry farmers (Tyson Foods Inc. 2013).  Although 

the cattle and hog industries are not similarly vertically integrated, Tyson maintains 

partnerships with many suppliers who rely on Tyson as a purchaser of large quantities of 

livestock (cows and pigs).  Tyson has partnerships with 7,500 cattle and hog suppliers 

(Gazdziak 2013; Tyson Foods Inc. 2013).  Because Tyson is such a large player in meat 

production, it makes sense to examine their discourses for how the harms of industrial 

agriculture get culturally legitimized.  Next, I turn to a discussion of how harm to animals 

has been conceptualized in academic literature.  

Other scholars note that much of the literature on animal harm deals with the so-

called ―link‖ between (illegal) violence against animals, usually companion animals, and 

violence against humans (Beirne 1999; Taylor 2011).  Early work that examined animal 

harm was concerned with the role of animal cruelty in childhood development.  That 

research links harming animals in childhood to later offenses and posits animal cruelty as 

one of three signifiers of later sociopathic behavior, the other two being enuresis (or bed-

wetting) and fire-setting (Felthous 1980; Felthous and Bernard 1979; Felthous and 

Kellert 1987; Hellman and Blackman 1966; Wax 1974).  Other research investigates the 

co-occurrence of animal abuse with other family violence such as spousal or child abuse 

(Arkow 1997; Ascione 1997; Deviney, Dickert and Lockwood 1983).  More recent work 
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continues to focus on the link between childhood cruelty to animals and later violent 

offenses against humans as well as the co-occurrence of violence in families (see for 

instance DeGue and Dilillo 2009; Flynn 2011; Merez-Perez, Heide and Silverman 2001; 

Schwartz et al. 2012; Tallichet and Hensley 2004). 

Although work that examines the link between violence against animals and 

violence against humans is important, it is equally and perhaps more important to 

examine harm to animals that is widely accepted and legal.  As South and colleagues 

note, focusing on the link and instances of where animal harm is connected to inter-

human abuse ―does not serve animals especially well because it ignores those sites where 

animal abuse occurs much more often and is socially acceptable and almost invisible‖ 

(South, Brisman, and Beirne 2013:34).  As such, this project is inspired by my desire to 

understand how some forms of animal harm are normalized and rendered ―almost 

invisible‖ within the cultural context of the United States.  

There is little contention that industrial agriculture inflicts major harm on animals, 

humans, and the environment.  For example, animals that are raised for food within the 

large agribusiness model are forced to live in conditions that constrict their ability to 

satisfy their natural instincts and infringes upon their general well-being (Harrison 1966, 

ASPCA 2013).  Small-scale farmers experience a ―cost-price‖ squeeze whereby the 

profitability of their operation decreases due to the advanced technology and efficiency of 

large agribusiness; the small farmer is simply unable to compete (Richards, Lawrence, 

and Kelly 2005).  Consumers are also put at-risk, as food-borne illnesses have increased 

along with the concentration of food production (Horrigan, Lawrence, and Walker 2002, 
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Sivapalasingam, et al. 2004).  Ecosystems become severely unbalanced in the large-scale 

farm model where crop diversity, which is vital to keeping ecosystems in balance, is rare 

or non-existent on large-scale farms (Altieri 2000).   

Despite the fact that the harms of industrial agriculture are well documented, 99 

percent of all farmed and slaughtered animals in the United States were raised on 

Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs) (Farm Forward 2008).  Intensive 

animal farming operations are classified by the EPA as either Animal Feeding Operations 

(AFOs) or CAFOs (EPA 2012).  According to the Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA), AFOs are ―agricultural operations where animals are kept and raised in confined 

situations‖ and they ―congregate animals, feed, manure, dead animals, and production 

operations on a small land area‖ (EPA 2012).  In order to be classified as an AFO by the 

EPA, a lot or facility: 1) must have animals that ―are, or will be stabled or confined and 

fed or maintained for a total of 45 days or more in any 12-month period;‖ and 2) must not 

produce crops or vegetation (EPA 2012).  In contrast to AFOs, CAFOs are defined 

according to the number of animals in an operation.  In the United States, the EPA 

classifies CAFOs as small, medium, or large.  In order to be defined as a CAFO, the 

operation must meet the definition for an AFO plus meet the animal population 

guidelines (EPA 2012).  An operation consisting of 1,000 cattle, 700 dairy cows, 2,500 

hogs over 55 pounds, or 125,000 chickens (if a liquid manure system is used the number 

of chickens needed to qualify is only 30,000) would be considered a large CAFO (EPA 

2012).   



 
7 

AFOs are classified as areas of potential point-source pollution pursuant to the 

Clean Water Act of 1972 (Federal Water Pollution Control Act 1972).  As such, AFOs 

have been regulated in some capacity since the early 1970s with the advent of the 

National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES), which sets effluent 

guidelines and standards for various industries with the goal of reducing water pollution.  

The EPA defined what was considered an AFO or CAFO for NPDES in 1976; the 

definitions and guidelines regulating AFOs and CAFOs were revised by the EPA for the 

first time in 2003 and then, most recently, in 2008 (Hribar and Schultz 2010).   

   One of the driving forces behind the fact that such a large number of animals are 

farmed intensively is the high demand for meat.  At the beginning of the twenty-first 

century, people in the United States were consuming more meat than ever before.  In 

addition, having meat at nearly every meal has been the expectation of most people 

(United States Department of Agriculture 2003).  Knowledge of the harms inflicted by 

industrial agriculture has grown among the general public due in part to the increased 

speed at which information can be disseminated.  According to the website ChartsBin
5
 

(2013), however, data from the United Nations show that meat consumption in the United 

States continued to increase to just over 270 pounds per person for the year of 2007.  

Although that number declined to about 264 pounds in 2009, the United States had the 

largest per capita meat consumption of all 177 countries included in the data set 

                                                 

 

 
5
 ChartsBin is an online tool for creating charts and graphs.  The ChartsBin website 

provides interactive charts and maps for several public data sets. 



 
8 

(ChartsBin 2013).  Globally, meat consumption is projected to reach a total of 300 billion 

tons per year by 2022 (Tyson 2013d). 

Analysis of discourse within animal industries points to the use of techniques of 

neutralization in company literature that facilitates harm to animals, specifically the 

denial of injury (Stibbe 2001, Sykes and Matza 1957).  In this internal discourse, animals 

are reduced to the status of inanimate objects through the use of language. For example, 

live chickens are referred to by a cooking method (e.g., broiler or fryer), live cows are 

referred to as ―beef‖ and injuries sustained by live animals are referred to as ―damage‖ 

(Stibbe 2001).   

In order to get—and to keep—people ―on board,‖ large agribusinesses must 

somehow mask or culturally legitimize their harmful actions.  I argue that food 

corporations do these things partly through their websites, where they distance 

themselves from the factory farm
6
 image and present themselves as good corporate 

citizens who are ―stewards of the animals, land and environment‖ (Tyson Foods 2013c). 

Theoretical Orientation  

This project is theoretically grounded within harm-doing perspectives on crime, 

sometimes referred to as zemiology (Hillyard et al. 2004; Presser 2013), and green 

                                                 

 

 
6
 The term factory farm is often used by animal activists to describe intensive animal 

farming as it connotes the poor conditions animals experience within industrial 

agriculture.  The term is considered offensive, inaccurate and non-technical by those in 

the industry (see McCarty 2005).  
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criminology (Lynch 1990; South et.al. 2013)
7
.  While drawing on these paradigms, my 

project also broadens the scope of each.   

Harm Perspectives 

By ―harm perspectives,‖ I refer to a variety of views that seek to ―widen the rather 

narrow approach to harm that criminology offers‖ (Pemberton 2007:27).  Harm 

perspectives broaden the scope of critical criminology by taking into consideration acts of 

indifference as well as purposeful acts (Pemberton 2007).  Box (1983) explains ―the 

intent to harm someone may be less immoral (at least no more immoral) than to be 

indifferent as to whom is harmed. . .indifference rather than intent may well be the 

greater cause of avoidable human suffering‖ (19)  These perspectives hold that by only 

focusing on those harms that have been proscribed by law, a wide range harmful actions 

are excluded.  Harm theorists further contend that it is important to examine those harms 

that are excluded because, by nature, the law legitimizes certain power relations thus 

concealing the harm of some agents (Henry and Milovanovic 1996).  Presser (2013) 

names three main reasons for scholars to theorize about and study harm as opposed to 

crime: 

1. Studies of harm privilege the perspectives of victims.   

2. When broken down their essence, studies of crime really are about harm. 

3. Researchers may uncover new correlates and patterns of offending. 

                                                 

 

 
7
 Harm perspectives and green criminology may be considered as overlapping spheres of 

critical criminology.   
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 I add to this list the fact that theorizing about and research on harm as opposed to crime 

take into consideration that criminal laws are a human construction and therefore ever-

changing and relative to historical and cultural contexts (Curra 2014; Quinney 1970).   

Henry and Milovanovic (1996) suggest broadening the definition of ―crime‖ as 

―the expression of some agency‘s energy to make a difference on others and it is the 

exclusion of those others who in the instant are rendered powerless to maintain or express 

their humanity‖ (1996:116).  This definition has nothing to do with laws or legality but 

considers instances of reduction and or repression of humanity as criminal.  Similarly, 

Schwendinger and Schwendinger (1970) called for a redefinition of ―crime‖ as human 

rights violations.  These definitions are interesting from the perspective of one concerned 

with animal harm as they are explicitly anthropocentric.  Thus, even the most capacious 

conceptions of ―harm‖ within the criminological endeavor exclude nonhuman animals.  

In this enterprise, I am aligned with the social harm and constitutive criminology 

perspectives, but include nonhuman animals among those beings whose social worlds are 

of concern.  Green criminology is a more specific harm perspective that seeks to remedy 

the exclusion of non-humans by privileging harm done to the environment and animals.   

Green Criminology 

The green paradigm within criminology, which covers a broad range of topics, 

overlaps with the social harm perspectives just discussed as it moves beyond the 

traditional conception of crime as illegal acts committed against persons to include 

nonhuman victims and in many instances harms that have not been legislated against.  

Green criminology is a relatively new perspective that was first identified by Michael J. 
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Lynch (1990) as concerns about the environment became more prominent in public 

discourse and policy (Potter 2010).  Green criminology became more prominent and 

established as a subfield with the publication of a special issue of Theoretical 

Criminology in May of 1998.  Then, in the early 2000s, efforts were made by scholars to 

clarify the perspective (e.g., Halsey 2004; Lynch and Stretesky 2003).  Lynch and 

Stretesky (2003) argue that clearly defining the term ―green‖ is necessary for the forward 

movement of the green criminological perspective.  They contend that certain 

interpretations of the term lead to a green criminology that is aligned with corporate 

interests, focusing only on violations of environmental regulations, while ignoring real 

harm that is caused by pollution, dumping and use of resources that is done within legal 

limits.  The authors argue that the ―green‖ in green criminology must be redefined 

through a frame of environmental justice, which recognizes the detrimental effects of 

legitimate activities.  Halsey has argued that ―green‖ should not be used at all to describe 

the perspective due to the fact that ―it does not adequately capture the inter-subjective, 

inter-generational, or inter-ecosystemic processes which combine to produce scenarios of 

harm‖ (2004:835)
8
.    

                                                 

 

 
8
 Note that Halsey later distanced himself from his 2004 work stating that he is ―less 

wedded‖ to the idea that ―the term ‗green‘ should be jettisoned from criminological 

discourse‖ (Halsey 2013:107).   
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Debate continues as to exactly how this perspective should be labeled, but 

criminologists mainly use ―green criminology‖ (South et.al. 2013).  Despite the attempts 

to more clearly define (and name) the subfield, the framework remains quite broad and 

flexible, with green criminological works covering a range of topics including climate 

change, pollution, and the trade of endangered species (South et.al. 2013).  Some green 

criminological works have adopted a legalistic view by restricting their study of 

environmental harms to those acts or omissions that are expressly proscribed by law (for 

example, Shover and Routhe 2005)—such studies have been referred to as ―legal-

procedural‖ (South et.al. 2013).  Other green criminologists adopt a ―socio-legal 

approach,‖ questioning both illegal and legal practices that are harmful to the 

environment and/or animals (South et.al. 2013).  I follow this latter approach, aligning 

my work with Beirne and South‘s hope for green criminology to ―be a harm-based 

discourse that addresses…environmental morality, environmental ethics, and animal 

rights‖ (2007:xiv).  Within the context of Beirne and South‘s vision of green 

criminology, there is a clear space for a critical discourse analysis of Tyson Foods‘ 

website.      

Particularly relevant to my project is Brisman and South‘s (2013, 2014) recent 

attempts to integrate green criminology with cultural criminology.  Cultural criminology 

pays particular attention to how crime and crime control are situated culturally. That is to 

say, cultural criminologists are interested in how understandings of deviant and/or 

criminal behaviors are constructed through cultural processes including the use of 

symbols and interaction with mass media.  This perspective has traditionally shown that 
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the so-defined deviant/criminal actions of individuals and groups, such as various youth 

subcultures, are reactions to oppressive conditions of late modernity.  Moreover, cultural 

criminology is about power and how power is, specifically, conjured within the culture of 

the late-modern era.  The intersection of cultural and green criminology makes sense 

because it is in this time of late modernity that so-called green issues are at the forefront 

of global culture, with the internet representing the foremost place where cultural 

symbolism is produced and reproduced.  

This project broadens the scope of green criminology by examining the discursive 

foundations of harm to the environment in the age of the Internet.  Brisman and South 

(2013, 2014) note the absence of green criminological work on the construction of harm, 

in various ―mediated representations or constructions of environmental crimes and 

harms‖ outlets (2013:11).  Indeed, the role of discourse in producing and reproducing 

harms has received scant attention in within green criminology.  There are a few notable 

exceptions to this exclusion.  For example, Kalof and Taylor are concerned with the 

competing discourses surrounding dogfighting- discourses of those who fight dogs, the 

―worried public,‖ and law enforcement (2007:319).  Riise examines one Norwegian 

political document to ―show how language is employed by the authorities to shape 

human-animal relationship; how the exploitation of non-humans is being upheld through 

the use of conceptual power‖ (2013:134).  Given this gap in the literature, the current 

project seeks to add to our understanding of how language shapes harmful actions, the 

victims of which are not human.  I now turn to a discussion of work that provides support 
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for the idea that language and other symbols used in human communication are 

foundational for the cultural legitimation of harm.  

Discursive Foundations of Harm 

Social action is constituted in discourse.  That is, motivations and justifications 

for human actions are socialized.  We come to the world of discourses that pre-exist us 

but are prone to creative use and change; these shape how we view the world—which 

behaviors are and are not acceptable given our social locations. According to Berger and 

Luckmann (1967), society is both an objective and a subjective reality and these realities 

interact dialectically: people create the society in which they live and people are in turn 

shaped by society.  Over time the ―objectivity of the institutional world ‗thickens‘ and 

‗hardens‘‖ such that it is thought of as not only normal, but natural (Berger and 

Luckmann 1967:59).   

Demonstrating just how normalized harm can become within certain discourses, 

Cohn (1987) writes of her experience working at a center on defense technology and 

arms control.  Her experience began as a two-week summer workshop that culminated 

into a more permanent position for Cohn.  At the start, she described the defense experts 

who presented the workshop as engaging in ―dispassionate discussion of nuclear war‖ 

and she was baffled as to how they could think the way they did (Cohn 1987:688).  One 

of Cohn‘s observations included that ―Nuclear missiles are based in ‗silos.‘ On a Trident 

submarine, which carries twenty-four multiple warhead nuclear missiles, crew members 

call the part of the submarine where the missiles are lined up in their silos ready for 

launching ‗the Christmas tree farm.‘ What could be more bucolic-farms, silos, Christmas 
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trees?‖ (Cohn 1987:698).  Her initial bafflement notwithstanding, in having to learn to 

speak the language of nuclear planners Cohn discovered part of what made it easy to so 

unemotionally talk about such a thing as nuclear war was how the language distanced 

speakers from having to actually acknowledge what it was they were talking about—

although this was not a conscious choice: 

Learning to speak the language of defense analysts is not a conscious, cold-

blooded decision to ignore the effects of nuclear weapons on real live human 

beings, to ignore the sensory, the emotional experience, the human impact. It is 

simply learning a new language, but by the time you are through, the content of 

what you can talk about is monumentally different, as is the perspective from 

which you speak (Cohn 1987:705).  

Within the new discourse she learned, nuclear war became a mundane topic—just 

another thing that gets talked about at work every day.  Indeed, Cohn states that the more 

that she talked about it, the less afraid of nuclear war she became, as if the words 

somehow erased the reality of it.  

In his book Why War?, Philip Smith (2005) identifies discourses that have helped 

to facilitate US declarations of war.  He singles out for attention the opposing discourses 

of liberty and repression: the ―Discourse of Liberty‖ consists of the ideas of open, 

trusting relationships that ―involve the free and fair exchange of ideas,‖ whereas the 

―Discourse of Repression‖ involves relationships that are characterized by deceit, 

suspicion, and secrecy (2005:16).  Smith notes that successfully associating enemies with 

the ―Discourse of Repression‖ is a necessary precondition for war.   
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Other scholars have looked at discourses or logics that permit harm to animals 

(Presser 2013; Presser and Schally 2013; Stibbe 2001).  Regarding meat-eating, Presser 

(2013) found that people discursively construct themselves as both powerful and 

powerless, and that this so-called ―power paradox‖ permits the practice to continue.  

Individuals expressed being able to eat the flesh of animals because essentially ―that‘s 

what they‘re for,‖ an idea rooted in discourses of ―custom, utility, and religion‖ (Presser 

2013:55).  Individuals also expressed a helplessness regarding meat-eating—an inability 

to stop eating meat or to stop meat production.  The discursive constructions allowed the 

participants to be complicit in the harm that is intensive animal farming.  Where harm to 

humans is often precipitated by dehumanization, Presser notes that harm to animals does 

not require the same ―reduction of target‖ for it is coded in the language of 

dehumanization that ―to be nonhuman is to risk mistreatment. . .nonhumans cannot 

logically be dehumanized‖ (2013:53).  

In their work concerning discourses that led up to an amendment to the Tennessee 

state constitution which instituted hunting and fishing as a right, Presser and Schally 

(2013) discovered three main logics that facilitated the passing of the amendment—the 

discourse of economic utility, veneration of the past, and claims of future infringement.  

In the discourse of economic utility, harm is legitimized because it is profitable.  

Discourses that venerated the past legitimized the harm of hunting and fishing by 

associating it with long-standing traditions that were categorized as ―good.‖  Discursive 

constructions of victimhood were the most prominent: those in support of the amendment 

claimed a need to be protected from animal rights groups, activist judges, and a 
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legislature who might ―willy-nilly‖ decide to outlaw hunting and fishing (Presser and 

Schally 2013:179).  

Stibbe‘s (2001) work also exposes the discursive foundations of animal harm. A 

critical discourse analysis of articles from meat industry trade magazines (e.g., Poultry 

and Meat Marketing and Technology), professional journals (e.g. veterinary and law 

journals), and some articles written by the meat industry to justify farming methods led 

Stibbe to the observation that animal harm is normalized through discourses of science 

which serve to naturalize the oppression of animals.  Use of animals for food was 

presented through the lens of the biological rules of predation.  Other logics Stibbe found 

included the casting of animals as inanimate resources, and animal harm being obscured 

through the use of linguistic devices such as nominalization and metonymy (see Chapter 

4 for explanation of nominalization and metonymy).  The current project follows Stibbe‘s 

example but broadens the scope of discourses examined by looking a different type of 

medium, namely the corporate website.  Further, analysis of Tyson Foods‘ website places 

attention on discourse intended for the public, which may reveal more diverse discursive 

constructions than those found by Stibbe in his research on industry ‗talk‘.  

This project addresses several understudied topics in criminology in general: harm 

to animals, legal harm, and the role of discourse in perpetuating harm.  These topics 

generally fall outside of the scope of traditional criminological work, which tends to 

focus on illegal behaviors – specifically, street crime and individual offenders.  This 

research adds to the existing research in the following specific ways: it broadens the 

scope of green criminology by examining the role that discourses play in 
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producing/perpetuating a majority of citizens who silently consent to the harms of 

industrial agriculture and it expands criminological research on animal harm by including 

harms that are not proscribed by law.  

Outline of the Dissertation 

 Chapter 2 of this dissertation will focus on the staggering rise of industrial 

agriculture and some of the general harms that result from it—particularly intensive 

animal farming.  I will also describe the particular harms perpetrated by Tyson Foods, 

with an emphasis on harms to nonhuman animals, in Chapter 2.  My descriptions of both 

the general and specific harm will provide a useful context for my project. Chapter 3 

explores the context of the socially responsible corporation and how harm gets culturally 

legitimized. In Chapter 4, I outline the methodology utilized in my research, describing 

the theoretical foundations of critical discourse analysis and the particular procedures I 

used.  I report my findings in Chapter 5, which include discourses that have Tyson 

aligning with ―good‖ and distancing themselves from harm.  This aligning and distancing 

is seen to occur through discourses that disguise actions and present Tyson as benign and 

part of a decent whole.  Chapter 6 contains my summary and conclusions for the project, 

including a discussion of limitations of the research and suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter 2  

Industrial Agriculture and Its Harms 

Over 9 billion animals were killed for food in the United States in 2013— 

approximately 28,000 farm animals per person living in the US that year (HSUS 2014b).  

These farm animals did not die without suffering.  This chapter provides an overview of 

industrial agriculture and its harms, especially to animals, in order to provide context for 

my analysis of Tyson Food‘s website.  I will first trace the origins of industrial 

agriculture and emphasize some of the particular harms of raising and processing animals 

for food in the industrial system, looking specifically at harm to animals, harm to the 

environment, and harm to human health.  I will conclude with a discussion of particular 

noteworthy cases of harm perpetrated by Tyson Foods.  The harms of industrial 

agriculture are numerous and complex.  Therefore, this chapter should not be taken as an 

exhaustive account of all of the harms that are associated with industrial agriculture, but 

rather should be looked at as a survey, intended to provide an overview. 

The History of Industrial Agriculture in the United States 

The move toward industrial agricultural production in the United States can be 

traced to the Morrill Act of 1862 (Land Grant College Act, 7 U.S.C. 301 et seq. 1862) 

seq.), the federal legislation that instituted the Land Grant University System, and to the 

institution of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) in the same year 

(Florer 1968; Centner 2004; USDA 2014a).  The Morrill Act was introduced by Justin 

Morrill, a Vermont state representative, for the purpose of distributing approximately 6 

million acres of federal land across the states; each state was to use this land to establish 
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at least one college where ―agriculture and the mechanic arts‖ would be the primary focus 

(Land Grant College Act, 7 U.S.C. 301 et seq. 1862; Florer 1968:459).  At that time, the 

economy of the United States was largely agrarian and Morrill argued that the United 

States could not afford to be second best in agricultural production, drawing comparisons 

to European competitors (Florer 1968).  Keeping up with Europe in terms of agricultural 

production was a clear concern of the time as evidenced by President Abraham Lincoln‘s 

signing of the legislation that would create the USDA (USDA 2014a).   The purpose of 

creating the USDA was to ―acquire and to diffuse among the people of the United States 

useful information on subjects connected with agriculture in the most general and 

comprehensive sense of that word, and to procure, propagate, and distribute among the 

people new and valuable seeds and plants‖ (USDA 2014a).   

The federal infrastructure and support provided by the Morrill Act and the 

institution of the USDA, created a context in which farmers were encouraged to innovate 

and adopt new practices that would increase yields.  At the same time, science and 

technology were advancing rapidly.  For example, the development of farm machines 

started with the invention of the reaper by Cyrus McCormick in the 1840s and rapidly 

continued throughout the rest of the nineteenth-century with the introduction of many 

other mechanized products such as the combine, poultry incubators, and mechanical 

planters (Pew Commission on Industrial Farm Animal Production 2008).  All of the new 

inventions provided the tools that farmers needed to increase production yet reduce labor, 

which did occur (Centner 2004).  Following this period of greater yields, farm yields 

leveled off in the mid-twentieth century before, once again, rapidly increasing in the 
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1960s due to further technological advances, such as genetic selection, chemical 

fertilizer, and pesticides (Pew Commission on Industrial Farm Animal Production 2008).  

The technological advances that led to this second increase in agricultural production are 

often collectively referred to as the ―Green Revolution‖ (Pew Commission on Industrial 

Farm Animal Production 2008).  As a result of the Green Revolution, agricultural 

production began to outpace the food needs of consumers, creating a surplus of crops—

namely, corn and other grains.  The surplus of corn and other grains lead farmers to look 

to these cheap and abundant sources of food to feed livestock; by utilizing these sources, 

―large-scale animal agriculture [became] more profitable‖ (Pew Commission on 

Industrial Farm Animal Production 2008:3).  Thus, advances in crop production 

increased yields which in turn allowed increased production within animal agriculture; 

for example, since 1960, milk production has doubled, meat production has tripled, and 

egg production has quadrupled (Centner 2004; Delgado 2003; Pew Commission on 

Industrial Farm Animal Production 2008).   

Criticisms of intensive animal farming began to emerge early on during the 

second period of rapid change beginning in the 1960s, most notably Ruth Harrison, who 

wrote about the treatment of chickens, pigs, cows and veal calves on industrial farms in 

great detail in her 1966 book, Animal Machines.  Harrison (1966) noted that all of the 

animals are forced to live in conditions that constrict their ability to satisfy their natural 

instincts and that their general well-being is not held in any regard.  She called for the 

abolition of many common practices at that time and presented her work as an expose of 

―factory farms‖ with the goal of reforming the industry.  More than 50 years later, 
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however, the operations on industrial animal farms have not improved very much. The 

industry‘s use of battery cages—small wire cages that are stacked on top of one another 

in rows for egg-laying hens—was one practice that Harrison (1966) spoke out against in 

her book.  Although battery cages are in the process of being phased out in some states 

(California, Michigan and Ohio), federal legislation to ban the practice of housing egg-

laying hens in battery cages has not been successful (Humane Society of the United 

States (HSUS) 2012a).  In fact, as of 2012, a majority (more than 90%) of egg-laying 

hens continued to be housed in battery cages (HSUS 2012a).  The use of battery cages is 

just one example of harmful conditions on intensive animal farms.  In the next section, I 

will describe battery cages in more detail as well as several other specific harms of 

intensive animal farming. 

The Harms of Intensive Animal Farming
9
  

Intensive animal farming is harmful to the animals that are raised for food under 

this system.  It is also harmful to the environment and to human health.  In this section I 

                                                 

 

 
9
 Even those industrial farms that are not involved with animal production can be seen to 

cause harm to the environment. For example, the increase of monocultures—the 

cultivation of a single crop over consecutive years—leads to soil depletion and 

unbalanced ecosystems.  Monocultures are also more susceptible to pest invasion, which 

is likely to lead to an overuse of pesticides that are harmful to both the environment and 

human health (Altieri 2000).   
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will detail some of these harms, with my discussion restricted to intensive animal farming 

practices in the United States. 

Harm to animals.  The US federal Animal Welfare Act (Animal Welfare Act 

1966), which was passed in 1966, authorizes the Secretary of Agriculture to create the 

standards for humane handling of animals by dealers, research facilities and exhibitors, 

but excludes livestock, horses not used for research, rodents and birds (Animal Legal 

Defense Fund 2014a; Animal Welfare Act 1966).  The Animal Welfare Act makes no 

provisions for farmed animals and most states‘ animal cruelty laws exclude animals 

raised for food and legally hunted animals (Animal Legal Defense Fund 2014a; Animal 

Welfare Act 1966).  Federal legislation regarding the humane slaughter of animals—

specifically, the Humane Methods of Slaughter Act of 1958—states that animals must be 

rendered unconscious via some quick and effective method prior to slaughter (Humane 

Methods of Slaughter Act 1958; USDA 2014b).  The Humane Methods of Slaughter Act, 

however, excludes chickens (Humane Methods of Slaughter Act 1958; Animal Legal and 

Historical Center 2014b).  The near absence of laws governing the treatment of animals 

within the industrial agricultural model allows the exploitation and abuse of animals, both 

in terms of how animals are raised and in terms of how they are killed.  As noted by 

Angus Nurse, author of Animal Harm, ―the desire for profit and the lack of effective 

regulation create an environment where animal abuse is not only possible but becomes 

operationally acceptable as a means of maximizing profits‖ (2013:39).   

Severely crowded conditions are the basis of many of the harms that prevail on 

industrial farms.  The concentration of animals is evidenced by the fact that in 2001, 
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fewer than 30,000 poultry farms were producing nearly eight and a half billion chickens, 

272 million turkeys and 84 billion eggs each year (Centner 2004) and USDA data from 

2012 indicated that approximately 69,000 hog farms raised around 65 million pigs 

(USDA 2012).  Although concentration of cows (approximately 922,000 operations 

raising around 9 and a half million) is not quite as severe as concentrations of chickens 

and pigs—owing to the fact that fewer cows and pigs are needed than chickens to 

produce comparable amounts of meat—the concentration of cows has been increasing 

over the past decade (USDA 2012).     

Animals that are raised on industrial farms are subjected to extremely close living 

quarters so as to produce the greatest number of animals as is possible from the smallest 

amount of space.  For breeding sows, this means being crammed into gestation crates, 

which have been the most common housing used for pregnant sows in the pork industry 

(HSUS 2014a).  Gestation crates are so small and so close together that the animal is 

barely able to move for her entire pregnancy.  Breeding sows are moved to somewhat 

larger farrowing crates shortly before they give birth.  The farrowing crates are spaced so 

that there is room to nurse piglets.  Once the piglets are weaned, however, the sows are 

subjected to artificial insemination and shortly after returned to the gestation crates 

(Shapiro 2013).  The breeding sows live this cycle for practically their entire lives 

(Shapiro 2013).  The drive to produce more with less means that egg-laying hens are 

confined in battery cages (HSUS 2012a).  Battery cages are so small that hens cannot 

fully extend their wings, much less engage in other natural behaviors such as perching, 

nesting and dust bathing (HSUS 2012a). 
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Close quarters cause problems to animals in many other ways.  For example, pigs 

experience skeletal deformities in their feet and legs and are subjected to tail removal 

(usually without anesthesia) to prevent other pigs from biting them in the overcrowded 

conditions (Jacques, Gibbs, and Rivers 2013).  Workers on industrial chicken farms often 

practice debeaking—chickens have their beaks cut off as chicks with no anesthesia—to 

prevent them from injuring each other in ways that would result in a financial loss 

(Jacques, Gibbs, and Rivers 2013).  Also common are selective breeding and unnatural 

reproduction.  Selective breeding manipulates growth in ways that cause suffering among 

animals—particularly for chickens who experience severely decreased mobility as their 

breasts are genetically engineered by scientists working for the food industry to be too 

large for their legs to support.  Unnatural reproduction is forced upon dairy cows and 

breeding sows who are kept perpetually pregnant so that they may continue to produce 

milk and piglets, respectively.  For dairy cows, constantly having to produce milk often 

result in mastitis—a painful inflammation of the udders.  For breeding sows, unnatural, 

forced breeding means confinement to gestation crates (ASPCA 2013; Jacques, Gibbs, 

and Rivers 2013).  Furthermore, animals are subjected to unclean air caused by a build-up 

of animal waste in enclosed spaces, lack of veterinary care, and use of unnatural lighting 

to manipulate growth and behavior (ASPCA 2013).   

At the slaughter stage, these animals commonly experience inhumane and 

ineffective killing (Lawrence 2004).  For example, the practices used to render the animal 

unconscious (e.g., captive bolt gun, electrocution) prior to slaughter are sometimes 

ineffective and the animal is nonetheless sent on to the next stages of processing while 
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still alive (PETA n.d.).  Chickens are hung upside down from shackles and sent 

assembly-line style past workers or mechanical knives, which slice the chickens‘ throats; 

the line moves so rapidly that workers often miss the throat and the animal is mutilated 

and sent on to the next stages (PETA n.d.).  For pigs and chickens, later stages of 

processing include being scalded after slaughter in order to remove hair and feathers.  

Several undercover videos from pig and chicken processing plants have shown that it is 

not uncommon for pigs and chickens to enter the scald tanks while still alive due to 

ineffective killing methods (PETA n.d.; Warrick 2001).  

Harm to the environment and human health.  Industrial agriculture is not just 

harmful to animals, but to the environment as a whole and, as a consequence, to humans.  

These intensive operations consume large amounts of fossil fuels and water, while 

generating significant water pollution from waste run-off.  Intensive farming, particularly 

intensive animal farming, threatens human health in other ways as well.  Illnesses such as 

E.coli and salmonella have originated with animals raised on industrial farms
10

 

(Silbergeld, Graham, and Price 2008) and animal waste has caused outbreaks of 

cryptosporidiosis in Scotland and England (Centner 2004).  In addition, large 

concentrations of animal waste not only contain pathogens that can lead to illness, but 

also release dangerously high levels of nitrogen and phosphorus into the air which can be 
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 Note that one study recently compared 50 conventionally raised beef samples with 50 

―grass-fed‖ beef samples and found no significant differences in contamination rates 

(Zhang et.al. 2010).  
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quite harmful to infants in particular (Centner 2004).  Respiratory problems are not 

uncommon among individuals who work in or live near confined pig operations (Centner 

2004; Consumers Union 2000).  

We must also consider the fact that animals raised on industrial farms are treated 

heavily with antibiotics to promote growth and to reduce illness in crowded conditions—

approximately 26.6 million pounds of antibiotics are given to farmed animals every year 

which is more than eight times more than the amount consumed by humans (Brody 

2001).  Only about eight percent of this massive amount of antibiotics is actually used to 

fight infections (Centner 2004).  The extensive prophylactic administration of antibiotics 

to intensively farmed animals has been found to lead to mutations in bacterial strains as 

well as a reduction in the efficacy of the drugs for humans who have consumed 

antibiotic-laden meats (Landers, Cohen, and Wittum 2012; Silbergeld et al. 2008).  

Because of these hazards, in January 2006, the EU began prohibiting the use of 

antibiotics in livestock for purposes of enhancing growth and feed efficiency (European 

Union 2005).  In the United States, organizations such as the American Medical 

Association and the Department of Health and Human Services have stated their 

opposition to the prophylactic antibiotic use in livestock, but until recently (December 

2013), the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) allowed the use of antibiotics as growth 

enhancers (Mathews 2001; Tavernise 2013).  The FDA‘s new policy bans the use of 

antibiotics for the purpose of increasing growth and stipulates that farmers must first 

procure a prescription from a veterinarian in order to use the drugs to treat sick animals 

(Tavernise 2013). The changeover to this new policy is expected to be complete by 2017.  
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We have examined many of the general ways that intensive animal farming can be 

harmful, so next I turn to a discussion of specific cases of harm committed against the 

environment and animals by Tyson Foods.  

Particular Harms Perpetrated by Tyson Foods 

The foregoing discussion of harm caused by industrialized agriculture provides an 

umbrella under which we may understand the particular harms attributable to Tyson 

Foods.  Any one corporation is only a piece of the puzzle of harm.  But Tyson is the 

largest corporation involved in livestock production and processing (Gazdziak 2013).  In 

this section, I will provide an overview of several selected cases of harm perpetrated by 

Tyson Foods.  I examine instances involving harm to the environment and then discuss 

cases of animal harm.  

Harm to the environment.  

In June 2003, Tyson agreed to pay a total of 7.5 million dollars to the federal 

government and to the state of Missouri for violating the Clean Water Act—5.5 million 

dollars to the federal government, 1 million to the Missouri state government, and one 

million to the Missouri Natural Resources Protection Fund (US Department of Justice 

2003).  Tyson‘s chicken processing plant in Sedalia, MO, which processed approximately 

1 million chickens per week with hundreds of thousands of gallons of wastewater being 

produced every day was first found to be discharging undertreated and untreated 

wastewater into the Lamine River by an investigator with the Missouri Department of 

Natural Resources (US Department of Justice 2003).  Beginning in 1996, the Missouri 

Department of Natural Resources cited Tyson several times for their behavior and the 
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state of Missouri filed two lawsuits against Tyson, yet Tyson continued to illegally 

discharge wastewater (US Department of Justice 2003).  Subsequently, the EPA‘s 

Criminal Enforcement Division and the FBI conducted an investigation, executing search 

warrants at the plant in 1999 (Stafford 2003).  Tyson stated in its official response that 

the violations were the result of innocent mistakes by a few employees, however, internal 

documents revealed that high-level managers were fully aware of the violations (Stafford 

2003).  In the end, Tyson pleaded guilty to 20 felony violations, admitting to illegally 

discharging the untreated wastewater (US Department of Justice 2003).  The Honorable 

Howard F. Sachs, the United States District Judge for the United States District Court for 

the Western District of Missouri, who presided over the case, stated in his order that the 

fine was small given Tyson‘s size and the fact that they blatantly disregarded several 

warnings and citations; Judge Sachs suggested that Congress increase fines for such cases 

(Stafford 2003). 

In January 2005, Tyson paid $500,000 to settle an air pollution suit brought 

against the company by the Sierra Club and three Western Kentucky residents (The New 

York Times 2005).  The lawsuit was brought on the grounds that four Tyson chicken 

production facilities in three counties in Western Kentucky were so large that the fumes 

and dust that came from the farms should be subject to regulation under the Clean Air 

Act (Bruggers 2002).  The complainants argued that the releases from the farm should 

have been reported but were not and they alleged that the operations constituted 

nuisances under state law.  In addition to the monetary compensation, Tyson agreed to 
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monitor the air for ammonia and to plant trees as buffers at other chicken farm locations 

(The New York Times 2005). 

In April 2013, Tyson paid $3.95 million in fines for violating the Clean Air Act 

(Jamieson 2013)—eight separate incidents where anhydrous ammonia was accidentally 

released from refrigeration systems in Tyson Plants between 2006 and 2010 (Jamieson 

2013).  Anhydrous ammonia is an extremely hazardous substance; exposure to it can 

result in chemical type burns as well as frostbite since its boiling point is -28°F (EPA 

2006).  In addition, anhydrous ammonia is extremely flammable and explosive; ―it can be 

ignited by something as common as the electric flash from a switch‖ (EPA 2006:1-2).  

The first incident occurred in October of 2006 at a Tyson plant in South Hutchinson, 

KS—one worker was killed and another was injured by the chemical release (Joplin 

Globe 2013).  In November of 2006, a release at Tyson‘s plant in Sedalia, MO, caused 

injuries to three workers (Joplin Globe 2013).  In December of 2006, two incidents 

occurred— another release at the Hutchison plant caused 10 injuries and prompted a full-

plant evacuation, and an accidental release occurred at Tyson‘s Omaha, NE, plant where 

five workers were injured and 475 were evacuated (Joplin Globe 2013).  Two accidental 

releases occurred at Tyson‘s plant in Perry, IA— one in November 2007 and another in 

November 2009 (Joplin Globe 2013).  One worker was injured in both of these incidents 

at the Perry plant with the latter resulting in a 45-day hospitalization due to severe 

chemical burns and frostbite sustained over 25 percent of his body (Jamieson 2013; 

Joplin Globe 2013).  The other accidental releases include incidents at Tyson‘s Sioux 

City, IA plant (October 2007), their Emporia, KS plant (April 2009), and their Cherokee, 
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IA plant (June 2010); one person was injured in each of these incidents (Joplin Globe 

2013).  Inspectors found multiple violations at other Tyson plants in the states where the 

eight accidents occurred.  Overall, 23 Tyson facilities were named in the suit (Joplin 

Globe 2013).  In addition to the monetary fine, Tyson agreed to conduct tests of their 

pipes and to have third-party inspections of their ammonia refrigeration systems in the 23 

plants named in the suit (Joplin Globe 2013).    

The previous three cases were examples of some of the largest fines paid by 

Tyson for environmental violations, but Tyson has incurred many smaller fines and 

continues to do so on a regular basis.  According to Tyson‘s sustainability report
11

, the 

company incurred $89,701 in fines for the 2010 fiscal year, $154,016 in the 2011 fiscal 

year, and $18,631 in the 2012 fiscal year (Tyson 2012).  In addition, Tyson has revealed 

that 11 reportable chemical releases occurred in the 2010 fiscal year, 25 reportable 

chemical releases occurred in the 2011 fiscal year and 24 reportable chemical releases 

occurred in the 2012 fiscal year (Tyson 2012). Table 2.1 provides specific information 

regarding Tyson‘s environmental fines greater than $5,000 during the 2010, 2011 and 

2012 fiscal years.  This table does not include in the large fines previously discusses 

because they fall outside of the time frame for which data on the smaller fines were 

available.  
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 A sustainability report is a document published by organizations that assesses the 

environmental and social impacts of the activities of the organization (Global Reporting 

Initiative n.d.).  
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Table 2.1 

Tyson Environmental Penalties Greater than 5,000 for Fiscal Years 2010, 2011, and 2012 

Fiscal Year  Violation Location Penalty 

 

2010 

 

Sludge release from 

storage tank 

 

 

Harmony, NC 

 

$8,375 

2010 NPDES permit 

violations  

 

Carthage, MS $50,000 

2010 Special order by 

consent for odor 

complaints
a
 

 

Harmony, NC $8,182 

2010 Wastewater release 

from irrigation 

pivots  

 

Madison, NE $5,000 (plus 

$10,000 allocated 

for Supplemental 

Environmental 

Project)
b 

 

2011 Special order by 

consent for odor 

complaints 

 

Harmony, NC $20,000 

2011 Removal of 

hazardous 

substances 

 

Mercury Refining 

Superfund Site, NY 

$32,685 

2011 Air permit 

violations  

 

Tenaha, TX $6,656 

2011 Failure to 

immediately report 

an ammonia release 

 

Vicksburg, MS $28,800 

2011 Failure to 

immediately report 

an ammonia release 

 

Logansport, IN $63,375 

 

2012 Failure to 

immediately report 

an ammonia release 

Glen Allen, VA $10,631 
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Table 2.1 Continued 

 

   

Fiscal Year  Violation Location Penalty 

 

2012 

 

Removal of 

hazardous 

substances 

 

 

Marina Shale 

Processors 

Superfund Site, LA 

 

$8,000 

Data from Tyson Foods‘ (2012) Sustainability Report Executive Summary 

 

Notes:
 a
A special order by consent is a special case where a company applies for an 

exception to their NPDES permit (North Carolina Department of Environment and 

Natural Resources n.d.). 

 
b
Supplemental Environmental Projects are voluntary environmentally beneficial 

programs meant to remedy problems related to specific violations.  When Supplementary 

Environmental Projects are proposed, penalties are often reduced (EPA 2014). 
 

 

 

Harm to animals. In March of 2005, an undercover video recorded by a member 

of the animal activist group, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), 

emerged depicting widespread abuse in a Tyson chicken-processing plant in Heflin, AL 

(USA Today 2005).  The video was recorded over a three month period (December 2004 

through February 2005) when the undercover activist was employed by Tyson as a 

supervisor who was responsible to monitor and prevent chickens from being entering 

scald tanks while still alive (Animal Agricultural Alliance 2014).  The video depicted 

workers killing chickens with their bare hands and chickens being scalded while still 

alive (PETA n.d.).  Tyson responded to the video by stating that the undercover activist 

was in violation of their animal welfare policies as he allowed the abuse he was hired to 

prevent.  Tyson further claimed that the video had been edited to make it appear as if 
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chickens were being decapitated manually and that these birds had in fact already been 

cut (USA Today 2005).  The undercover activist, however, countered that manually 

decapitating birds was a standard practice in the processing plant and that he had been 

taught this technique by a supervisor (USA Today 2005).   

In 2007, PETA conducted an undercover investigation of two additional chicken 

processing plants— one in Cumming, GA, and one in Union City, TN (Berlin 2008).  

The investigation resulted in PETA releasing a video that depicted workers urinating on 

the slaughter line and throwing birds violently into leg shackles.  In addition, the video 

showed one worker admitting to breaking chickens‘ backs and taking his anger out on the 

chickens (Animal Agricultural Alliance 2014; Berlin 2008).       

In January 2013, the Animal Legal Defense Fund (ALDF) filed a complaint with 

the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) against Tyson (Lutz 2013).  ALDF‘s complaint 

cited false and misleading advertising by Tyson—specifically, statements that appeared 

on Tyson‘s website claiming that Tyson Foods was leading the industry in animal welfare 

(Lutz 2013).  Tyson subsequently removed this language from their website and the FTC 

discontinued their investigation of the complaint based on the changes (Engle 2014). 

In April of 2008, an undercover video was recorded by an activist with the 

Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) at the farm of one of Tyson‘s hog 

suppliers, Wyoming Premium Farms in Wheatland, WY (Animal Agricultural Alliance 

2014).  The undercover activist worked at the farm for approximately one month 

documenting widespread abuse including: sows being punched and kicked, a worker 

sitting on a pig with a broken leg, piglets being slammed into the ground, piglets falling 
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through the floor grates into the waste (urine and feces) pits where they were injured or 

killed, sick piglets being held up in the air and swung around by their hind legs, and 

numerous pigs with untreated illnesses and wounds (HSUS 2012b).  Initially, Tyson 

denied any connection with Wyoming Premium Farms but later admitted that a Tyson-

owned subsidiary did purchase hogs from the farm (Zelman 2012a).  Tyson stated that 

they would not be purchasing from Wyoming Premium Farms until they had a chance to 

investigate (Zelman 2012a).  Nine workers from Wyoming Premium Farms were 

subsequently charged with animal cruelty (Orr 2012; Zelman 2012b).  Six of the 

employees plead guilty to the charges in December of 2012, one was convicted of one 

count of animal cruelty in July 2013, and one plea was still outstanding as of July 2013 

(Biondolillo 2013).  

Most recently, in November 2013, Mercy for Animals, a US- based non-profit 

animal activist group,  released a video that documented widespread abuse of pigs on the 

farm of contracted Tyson hog supplier, West Coast Farms in Oklahoma.  An undercover 

activist with Mercy for Animals recorded the video while he was employed as a 

farmhand for about a month in 2013 (mid-September through mid-October) (Quirk 

2013).  This video showed workers kicking, hitting, and throwing pigs, as well as sticking 

their fingers in pigs‘ eyes, and on one occasion, workers throwing a bowling ball at a 

pig‘s head (Mercy for Animals n.d.; Quirk 2013).  The video also revealed that sick or 

injured piglets were killed by workers by slamming them on the ground (Quirk 2013).  

Although blunt force is an industry standard method for euthanizing sick or injured 
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animals,
12

 it is recommended that workers ensure that the animal‘s death is ―achieved 

quickly‖ (American Association of Swine Veterinarians 2009:2). The undercover activist 

observed, however, that piglets were often still alive for hours after they were thrown 

forcefully onto the ground (Schecter, Alba and Perez 2013).  The undercover activist said 

that he reported the abuse to the owner of the farm but that the abuse continued and none 

of the workers indicated that the owner had talked to them about abuse when the activist 

questioned them about it (Quirk 2013).  The owner stated that he was never informed of 

any abuse and that he terminated all of the employees shown in the video (Quirk 2013). 

Tyson terminated their contract with West Coast Farms after the video came out and the 

Oklahoma Pork Council and the National Pork Producers Council condemned the 

behaviors depicted in the video (Oklahoma Farm Report 2013).  The actions of the 

workers in the video were also condemned by an expert panel convened by the Center for 

Food Integrity.  The panel, however, defended some of the actions stating that although 

they were unpleasant to view, the behaviors were consistent with industry standards 

(Schecter 2013).  Although the District Attorney‘s office of Okfuskee County—where 

West Coast Farms is located—conducted a formal investigation, no formal charges were 

filed against any of the workers or the farm‘s owner (Oklahoma Farm Report 2013).  In 
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 Recently, the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) recommended that 

those pork producers still using blunt force trauma as their primary method of euthanasia 

adopt alternative methods (Pork Network 2013). 
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January 2014, Tyson issued a letter to all of their pork suppliers; in this letter, Tyson 

stated that they would be increasing on-farm audits via their FarmCheck
TM

 program
13

 

(Tyson Foods 2014).  The letter also suggested, but did not require, that Tyson pork 

suppliers install video monitoring in their facilities, that methods other than blunt force be 

used for euthanizing sick or injured animals, that pain mitigation be used during tail 

docking and castration procedures, and that housing for pregnant sows be improved 

(Tyson Foods 2014).  The fact that these were suggestions, not requirements, gives the 

impression of lip service.  In terms of housing for pregnant sows, not requiring a phasing 

out of gestation crates leaves Tyson trailing behind competitors such as Smithfield who 

has a plan in place to be gestation-crate free by 2017 (HSUS 2014a).   

Legislation has recently been introduced in several states that would ban 

undercover audio, video, and photographic documentation on industrial farms (Galli and 

Kreider 2013).  The anti-whistleblower laws that would create such bans are collectively 

known as ag-gag bills and are lobbied for by agribusiness.  Ag-gag bills are one example 

of how large agribusinesses use their power to perpetuate scenarios that are profitable for 

them but harmful to animals, humans, and the environment.  The next chapter will 

discuss ag-gag bills in greater depth and will examine corporate power as an explanation 

for the continuation of the mass harm caused by industrial agriculture.  In particular, I am 

concerned in Chapter 3 with the construction of the good corporate identity and corporate 
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 The Tyson FarmCheck™ program is an animal well-being program that ―includes on-

site audits of livestock and poultry farms‖ (Tyson Foods 2013d:4). 
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social responsibility (CSR), and the role of the corporate website as a platform for these 

constructions.   
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Chapter 3                                                                                                                         

Contextualizing the ‘Socially Responsible’ Corporation and the Cultural 

Legitimation of Harm 

Corporate harms and their legitimation are situated within a complex cultural, 

structural, and historical landscape.  This chapter is an effort to illuminate that landscape. 

The unifying argument of this chapter is that Tyson‘s harm/socially responsible 

discourse reflects general attitudes about harm to nonhumans and corporate power, as 

well as weak corporate regulation. In addition, Tyson‘s harm/discourse cannot be 

understood without also understanding the history of corporate PR or ―spin,‖ and its 

contemporary conduit par excellence, the corporate webpage, and the particularly modern 

―need‖ for companies to project social responsibility.   

I first discuss the dominant social paradigm and how this paradigm perpetuates 

corporate power and results in weak corporate regulatory systems.  Then, I turn to a 

discussion of public relations to clarify how corporations persuade the public to think 

certain ways about their products and the corporations themselves.  Corporations 

construct themselves as socially responsible via various media vectors including 

television, print, and the Internet.  I will conclude with a brief discussion of the corporate 

website which is increasingly an indispensable tool for communicating messages to the 

public.    

The Dominant Social Paradigm and Corporate Power 

The concept of the dominant social paradigm, ―the values, metaphysical beliefs, 

institutions, habits, etc. that collectively provide social lenses through which individuals 
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and groups interpret their social world‖ (Milbrath 1984:7), provides some insight into 

how harmful practices perpetrated by corporations often go unchallenged by society at 

large.  The dominant social paradigm operates as an underlying logic that directs the 

everyday actions and interactions of citizens.  The term was first introduced by Pirages 

and Ehrlich (1974) to specifically describe the cultural perspective that permits the 

widespread degradation of the environment.  The current dominant social paradigm in the 

United States continues to be a cultural perspective that promotes harm to animals and 

the environment.   

Cable (2012) outlines six main logics of the current dominant social paradigm.  

The first holds that the value of nature lies in the extent to which it can be exploited for 

production.  The second logic deals with circles of compassion—any ―other‖ such as 

other species, other people, and other generations are excluded from circles of 

compassion and are thus exploitable.  Third, the dominant social paradigm places great 

importance on consumerism—the ability to consume more is equated to having a good 

life and being a good citizen.  Fourth is the idea of acceptable risks and the belief that the 

market will regulate itself.  Fifth is the notion that growth is limitless and that any 

environmental problems associated with ever-increasing growth can and will be solved 

by human ingenuity.  Finally, the dominant social paradigm contains the idea that current 

societal arrangements are not problematic; ―society, culture and politics are basically 

OK‖ (Cable 2012:123 emphasis in the original).  The persistence of this paradigm reflects 

a merging of the logic of the corporation, to achieve ever-increasing profit, and the logic 

of the public sphere, to consume products at ever-increasing rates (Allen 2005).  These 
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complementary logics have respectively been referred to as the treadmill of production 

(Schnaiberg 1980) and the treadmill of consumption (Bell 1998).  Many scholars note 

that the dominant social paradigm is not only detrimental to the environment, but that, as 

part of a larger cultural orientation influenced by neoliberal ideology, it also erodes 

democracy (Allen 2005; Brisman 2013; Cable 2012; Carey 1997).  Cable eloquently 

notes:     

With the public inculcation of corporate ideology, corporate values and 

democratic values are conflated in an insidious form of social control: social 

control by stealth.  We are sold the ideology like brand-new, prewashed, already 

torn blue jeans.  Corporations downsize democracy and score a ―twofer‖: 

management of public attitudes plus legitimation of the corporate state (Cable 

2012:124).  

Indeed, corporate power and the dominant social paradigm have flourished in the context 

of neoliberal ideology—and all are mutually reinforcing.  

The power enjoyed by corporations is legitimized within the dominant social 

paradigm; critical criminologists Henry and Milovanovic note that ―corporations as 

excessive expressors of power. . . will inevitably attempt to constitute law to reflect the 

legitimacy of their power and the illegitimacy of others‖ (1996:117).  Indeed, corporate 

actors have a vested interest in making sure that the practices in which they engage occur 

within the bounds of the law and so are inclined to influence the law to their favor.  

Studies of corporate influence on the law have shown that corporations utilize their 

resources in ―concerted attempt[s] to prevent their socially injurious behaviors from 
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being criminalized‖ (Box 1983).  Even in instances where the state has been successful in 

creating laws that restrict behaviors of corporate actors, enforcement of the laws falls to 

relatively toothless regulatory agencies.  Of the regulatory agencies in the US and the 

UK, Box makes four points that are telling of the limits of their power: 

1. Regulatory agencies do have the power to ―initiate or recommend criminal 

prosecution,‖ but ―they are primarily designed to be regulatory bodies whose 

main weapon against corporate behavior is administrative‖ (1983:45). 

2. The financial resources of the regulatory agencies are paltry when compared to 

the vast amounts of wealth available to national and multinational corporations. 

3. Related to the second point, regulatory agencies do not possess anywhere near 

equivalent legal resources to national and multinational corporations.  That is to 

say, the government lawyers, whom Box refers to as ―all-rounders,‖ who would 

represent the state in court proceedings, are no match for the specialized corporate 

lawyers who have spent inordinate amounts of time focusing on very specific 

areas and finding loop-holes (1983:46). 

4. Transnational corporations can easily relocate their base of operations, or ―their 

illegal activities, at least‖ to other countries where regulations are nonexistent or 

are more lax (1983:46). 

The observations made by Box over three decades ago still hold true today.  

Tyson, as a large corporation, enjoys legitimation through the dominant social paradigm 

and is able to manifest their power to influence the law and access resources that dwarf 

those of the regulatory agencies that would sanction any violations.  
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The political economy contexts that enable harmful practices to continue, operate 

alongside the cultural legitimation of the corporation and their power/actions.  Indeed, 

those political economy contexts help to create the cultural legitimation; they are 

mutually reinforcing.  A consenting majority of citizens must allow the practices of the 

corporation to continue.  As Cable notes: ―The social institutions that reflect economic 

imperatives are bound, chicken-and-egg-style, with culture. . . Culture normalizes and 

legitimates social institutions‖ (2012:122).  Certainly, the consent of the public comes in 

part from the simple fact that we understand what the corporation is doing as operating 

within the bounds of the law, which is legitimate by definition.  But the legality of the 

actions of the corporation is only part of the story.  In order to get people on board with 

them and to induce people to purchase their products or pay for their services, 

corporations must turn to persuasive appeals and other marketing strategies.  The 

persuasive appeals used in marketing are not just about selling a product anymore, but are 

more about selling a lifestyle, an image or an idea (see Brisman and South 2013, 2014).  

Indeed, corporations sell their brand images, which are designed to fit the desired self-

image of target consumers (Dowling 2001).  Corporations communicate their identity and 

their brand not only through traditional advertising campaigns, but also via public 

relations.  Although both advertising/marketing and PR are used to communicate ideas to 

the public, they are generally distinct practices.  Advertising or marketing are instances 

where a company has paid for time, whereas PR often occurs under the guise of press 

releases and other communication with the public via media time that has not been 

directly purchased.  Beder (2002) notes: 
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The art of PR is to ‗create news‘; to turn what are essentially advertisements into 

a form that fits news coverage and makes a journalists‘ job easier while at the 

same time promoting the interests of the client (113). 

As such, most large companies now spend more on PR than they do on traditional 

advertising (Beder 2002).  An in-depth discussion of PR follows in the next section.  

Public Relations 

PR is the organizational practice of managing and disseminating information to 

the public (Grunig and Hunt 1984).  PR has become a multi-billion dollar industry with 

the top twenty firms in the US bringing in more than 1.5 billion dollars in 2013 

(O‘Dwyer 2014).  Scholars have traced PR back to ancient societies, with Edward 

Bernays, a pioneer of modern PR in both theory and practice,  stating that ―The three 

main elements of public relations are practically as old as society: informing people, 

persuading people, or integrating people with people‖ (1952:12).  Modern PR, however, 

is usually attributed to either Bernays or Ivy Lee, discussed below.   

Ivy Lee was one of the founders of the first PR agency, the Publicity Bureau, 

founded in 1900, and is widely considered to have created the press release (Diggs-

Brown 2011).  The press release includes such things as ―news, feature stories, bulletins 

and other announcements which flood media offices‖ (Beder 2002:112).  Lee‘s first PR 

client was the Pennsylvania Railway, which had built a reputation of secrecy surrounding 

accidents as they regularly denied access to reporters when accidents occurred (Harrison 

and Moloney 2004).  Lee approached this lack of public trust by inventing the press 

release, which, while avoiding alienating reporters, ensured that the company itself 
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managed media coverage of any accidents (Beder 2002; Harrison and Moloney 2004).  

The use of the press release and Lee‘s insistence that the Pennsylvania Railway be more 

forthcoming about accidents resulted in the restoration of the railway‘s reputation 

(Harrison and Moloney 2004).  During Lee‘s time with the railway, an accident took 

place on the New York Central Railroad just weeks following an accident on the 

Pennsylvania Railway.  While New York Central Railroad maintained the position of 

denying access to reporters, Lee invited reporters to Pennsylvania Railways‘ accident site 

and answered all of their questions.  Subsequently, columns and editorials praising 

Pennsylvania Railway and condemning New York Central began to appear (Harrison and 

Moloney 2004).  In 1906, while Lee was employed by the coal mining company, George 

F. Baer and Associates, he came under fire as the public aligned with striking workers 

during a labor dispute.  The criticisms led Lee to release a ―Declaration of Principles‖ to 

all city newspaper editors (Harrison and Moloney 2004).  At the heart of these principles 

were the ideas of transparency and honest communication (Diggs-Brown 2011).   

Whereas Lee focused on informing the public, Bernays, a nephew of Sigmund 

Freud, devised elaborate modes of managing opinions and persuading people by applying 

psychological principles to PR (Bernays 1923).  Bernays both theorized about and 

practiced PR, and he expanded the PR repertoire to include photo-ops, press conferences, 

and the like, to create staged events on which the media could report (Beder 2002).  

Bernays famously served as part of President Woodrow Wilson‘s propaganda team, 

which was responsible for the campaign that shaped public opinion on the United States‘ 
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entry into WWI (Carey 1997). After the war, Bernays was able to transfer the same 

principles used in the war campaign to business campaigns.  Of this shift, Bernays wrote: 

Businessmen, private institutions, great universities—all kinds of groups—

became conditioned to the fact that they needed the public; that the public could 

now perhaps be harnessed to their cause as it had been harnessed during the war 

to the national cause, and that the same methods could be used (1952:78) 

Indeed, Bernays was concerned with manipulating the thought processes of consumers. 

While working in the private sector, one of his more famous campaigns was a PR 

campaign for Lucky Strike cigarettes.  The goal of Bernays‘ campaign was to create 

acceptance of women smoking in public as it was thought that this could potentially 

double the market (Amos and Haglund 2000).  Part of the campaign involved hiring 

women to walk in New York City‘s Easter Parade smoking ―torches of freedom‖ (Amos 

and Haglund 2000).  By casting cigarettes as symbols of women‘s independence in this 

early instance of what might now be called undercover or stealth marketing,
14

 some of 

the social stigma of women smoking in public would be diminished.  

                                                 

 

 
14

 Undercover or stealth marketing refers to the corporations‘ strategic hiring of 

individuals to give positive reviews of products or to use products in public.  For 

example, Blackberry‘s undercover marketing campaign involved hiring attractive women 

to ask strangers to take their picture or to ask men to put their phone numbers into the 

smartphone (Osterhout 2010). 



 
47 

In sum, PR is still designed to persuade the public to think in certain ways about 

companies and their products.  The sheer number of outlets with which corporations may 

disseminate their message to the public, however, has greatly increased since the early 

days of PR with the expansion of media outlets.   

Certainly, the general public does not consist of automatons just waiting to be told 

what to think.  Indeed, the public does have power to influence the behavior of 

corporations.  Corporations must constantly update their images and branding in order to 

meet the changing views of consumers.  For example, there has been a growing interest 

in buying products that meet certain ethical standards and thus we have seen increases in 

these types of products, including hybrid and electric vehicles, fair-trade and organic food 

and clothing.  In the next section, I discuss the rise of ethical consumerism and the effect 

that it has had on corporations‘ projections of social responsibility. 

Ethical Consumerism, Corporate Identity and CSR 

Corporations‘ enormous drive for profit is in direct conflict with the idea of 

sustainability,
15

 which, biologically speaking, refers to an ecosystem‘s ability to remain 
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 Other theoretical frames have been developed for understanding the relationship 

between consumption and sustainability.  For example, the ecological modernization 

perspective conceptualizes environmental harm as stemming from the process of 

modernization—industrialization in particular.  The perspective, however, holds that it is 

within the context of modernity that we will be able to solve our environmental problems; 
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active and diverse.  In other words, sustainability concerns the survival of every living 

thing on earth.  When our dominant social paradigm fails to problematize environmental 

destruction, the continued survival of the planet and thus every species on the planet is 

threatened.  However, regardless of whether consumption and sustainability are 

incompatible, the idea of sustainability has crept into the popular conscience of 

consumers, due in part to a greater overall awareness of environmental issues (Strong 

1996); it is becoming increasingly important to consumers as they attempt to shop for a 

better world.  This concern for sustainability and the general social contributions of 

companies is known as ―ethical consumerism‖ (Irving, Harrison and Raynor 2002). The 

ethical consumer is concerned with a multiplicity of issues including animal welfare, 

environmental welfare, and human rights (Irving, Harrison and Raynor 2002; Strong 

1996).  The demands of ethical consumers have brought about some change in corporate 

practices.  For example, Jack Daniels stopped sponsoring angling competitions after a 

successful boycott campaign and it was a consumer boycott that led to dolphin-safe 

practices (and labels) in the tuna trade (Irving Harrison and Raynor 2002).  But perhaps 

the biggest impact that ethical consumerism has had on corporations is a more general 

one concerning images of goodness. In order to maintain customer loyalty in the era of 

ethical consumerism, corporations must communicate the idea to consumers that they are 

                                                                                                                                                 

 

 

human ingenuity will remedy those problems by producing some kind of technological 

fix (see Buttel 2000).   
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worthy and must present themselves in such a way that consumers and others (e.g., 

potential employees, shareholders) would want to align with them and buy their products 

or services.   

Such positive corporate identity work becomes problematic when image is distant 

from reality—especially when the image distorts or conceals a reality of harm-doing.  

Companies that do harm to animals and the environment (including legal harms) are 

aware that their practices do not sit well with various publics, especially consumers who 

are vital to the financial success of the corporation (Van Riel and Balmer 1997).  

Therefore, organizations must figure out how to legitimize their actions to maintain 

consumer trust and loyalty.   

One of the strategies employed by corporations is ―greenwashing,‖ which can be 

understood as the use of advertising and PR campaigns that ―affect the environmental 

consciousness of consumers,‖ misleading them in terms of a company‘s environmental 

practices and/or the environmental benefits of specific products (Greenpeace 2012; 

Lynch and Stretesky 2003:221).  Corporate greenwash distorts the reality of corporate 

actions while simultaneously suppressing dissenting voices (Holcomb 2008).  Consider 

for example, Fiji water, which Greenlife Online named as one of the top five worst 

greenwashers of 2012.  Fiji has claimed in advertisements that every drop of their water 

is ―green‖ and that the company actually has a ―negative carbon footprint.‖  This claim is 

juxtaposed against the reality that their product is quite harmful to the environment as it 

intensively uses fossil fuels in production and shipping (Gang 2012).  Holcomb (2008) 

examined the internet as an outlet for corporations to engage in greenwashing, noting that 
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corporate websites present information in an authoritative and professional way that 

serves to confuse individuals attempting to learn the ―truth‖ about a corporation‘s 

practices.  The utilization of corporate websites by those engaged in intensive farming to 

promulgate an image of good corporate citizens who are ―stewards of the land, animals 

and environment‖ (Tyson Foods 2013c) could be considered a form of greenwashing.   

Although most people approve of the use of animals for food and medical 

research (Driscoll 1992), many also want animals used for food to be treated in humane 

ways that minimize harms (Lusk, Norwood and Prickett 2007).  And so it follows that the 

powerful corporations of agribusiness have a vested interest in masking their harmful 

actions.  In order to distract from their harmful actions, corporations must engage in 

many practices to obscure their involvement to the public.  For example, the physical 

sites of food production, including the farms themselves, slaughterhouses and meat-

packing plants, are purposely situated in remote locations to maintain distance from the 

everyday public (Plous 1993).  Further, legislation has recently been introduced in several 

states that would ban the use of photo and videographic equipment at industrial farms 

(Galli and Kreider 2013).  Although these so-called ―ag-gag‖ bills were defeated in 

eleven states in 2013, Arkansas reintroduced their bill in 2014 and it was subsequently 

passed (Flynn 2013; Arkansas State Legislature 2014).  Currently (as of June 2014), there 

are eight states that do have such legislation (Iowa, Utah, Missouri, North Dakota, 

Montana, Kansas, South Carolina and Arkansas) and it is likely that more of the defeated 

bills will be reintroduced (Animal Legal and Historical Center 2014a; Arkansas State 

Legislature 2014; Flynn 2013).  Corporations involved in food production, like other 
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corporations, must also engage in selling their image to a public who is increasingly 

demanding more humane treatment of animals that are raised for food.  

The idea of CSR is not new but corporations are nowadays taking it more 

seriously than they have in the past.  Indeed, until recently, many believed that the only 

responsibility of the corporation was to accumulate ever-increasing profits, and legally 

speaking- the purpose of the corporation continues to be the maximization of profits for 

shareholders  (Hartman and DesJardins 2008).  For example, the economist Milton 

Friedman wrote that corporations exercising social responsibility would in effect force 

people to contribute to some cause that they may not necessarily want to contribute to: 

―those who favor the taxes and expenditures in question have failed to persuade a 

majority of their fellow citizens to be of like mind and…they are seeking to attain by 

undemocratic procedures what they cannot attain by democratic procedures‖ (1970:123).  

This view of profits as the sole responsibility of the corporation has been changing 

among certain segments of the public.  As increasing numbers of employees, 

clients/consumers and shareholders place value on the civic behaviors of the companies 

they hold stock in/or patronize, expectations of transparency and disclosure of corporate 

actions have also increased (Capriotti and Moreno 2007; Deegan 2002).  Capriotti and 

Moreno conceptualize corporate responsibility as an organization‘s commitment to 

―information transparency and ethical behavior‖ in all aspects of its operations including 

product development and production, communications with the public, and in the 

management of the company (2007:85).  Carroll (1991) presents a model of corporate 

social responsibility as a pyramid with economic responsibilities as the base (traditional 
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responsibility of the company to earn profits for shareholders), legal obligations as the 

next level of the pyramid (complying with regulations), ethical responsibilities (to do 

what is right, just and fair) above that, and philanthropic responsibilities (contributing 

time and money to society) at the top of the pyramid.  The growing importance of 

corporate social responsibility coupled with the fact that a large percentage of people 

believe that businesses do not make enough of an effort to be socially responsible 

(Hartman and DesJardin 2008), makes it vital for corporations to impress upon the public 

that they are good corporate citizens.   

Hartman and DesJardin (2008) outline three distinct models of corporate social 

responsibility: the corporate citizenship model, the social contract model, and the 

enlightened self-interest model.  The corporate citizenship model is the idea that 

engagement in corporate social responsibility is done only for the public good.  In the 

corporate citizenship model, the corporation does not expect any returns for their efforts 

and hold that because they have the ability to do good, they should do good (Hartman and 

DesJardin 2008).  Companies that utilize the corporate citizenship model often have close 

ties to the communities in which they operate.   

The social contract model holds that it is the responsibility of the corporation to 

respect ―the moral rights of various stakeholders‖ (Hartman and DesJardin 2008:150).  In 

this model, social responsibility is seen as an obligation of the corporation: an unspoken 

agreement exists between the public and businesses where the public allows the company 

to remain successful so long as they fulfill their obligation of being socially responsible.   
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Finally, the enlightened self-interest model essentially suggests that engaging in 

corporate responsibility gives a company a competitive edge by incorporating the image 

of responsibility into the organization‘s brand.  In this model, the rationale for corporate 

social responsibility is risk reduction, market reputation, brand image, stakeholder 

relationships, and the long-term interests of the corporation (Hartman and DesJardins 

2008).   

It may be the case that corporations like Tyson try to not only convey to the 

public that they are socially responsible but also that they are socially responsible for 

selfless reasons, aligning with the corporate citizenship model.  Regardless of which 

model a corporation utilizes, however, social responsibility is something that resonates 

with the public and so this must somehow be communicated to the public.  As such, the 

corporate website has become a vital tool in the information age—a time that is 

characterized by the unfettered transfer of information and by speed of access to 

knowledge that was not previously possible.  As Castells notes: 

The shift from traditional mass media to a system of horizontal communication 

networks organized around the Internet and wireless communication has 

introduced a multiplicity of communication patterns at the source of a 

fundamental cultural transformation, as virtuality becomes an essential dimension 

of our reality (2012:xviii). 

In the information age, creating and maintaining a web presence is of vital importance for 

corporations (Campbell and Beck 2004; Capriotti and Moreno 2007; Heinze and Hu 

2006).  Indeed, any corporation or business without a website is likely to be considered 

http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information
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behind the times.  Corporations use their websites for many things including to sell 

products online, to provide customer service, and as a platform to communicate their 

ideas to the public (Capriotti and Moreno 2007).  In particular, the corporate website has 

become an important tool for communicating the corporate identity and corporate social 

responsibility as interest in ethical consumerism has increased (Capriotti and Moreno 

2007; Deegan 2002).  Thus, the corporate website becomes a good point of entry for 

researching how corporations discursively construct their identities and their actions.  

Summary 

Today‘s large corporations follow a tradition of public relations, dating at least to 

the turn of the twentieth century, for the purpose of culturally legitimizing their actions 

including their harmful actions.  They find a receptive audience in Western countries 

given the dominant social paradigm, which holds that corporations are trustworthy and 

that status quo depletion and destruction of nonhuman animals and the environment are 

permissible.  The dominant social paradigm is the cultural basis of complacency in the 

face of such harm.  But the idea of a merely complacent public is at odds with popular 

preferences for social responsibility and ethical consumerism.  Thus, corporations that 

cause harm to nonhumans and the ecological environment, rather than resting on blind 

trust from the majority of citizens, must generate messages and stories that project care 

and moral decency.  Increasingly, such messages and stories are disseminated through 

their websites.  Along with Facebook and other social media interfaces, websites are the 

coin of the realm of public relations in the twenty-first century.  Tyson Foods is but one 

corporation embedded within the broader cultural context discussed in this chapter.  But, 
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as the largest producer of meat products based in the US, the messages produced by 

Tyson Foods on their website provide insight as to just which discourses permit 

widespread animal suffering and environmental degradation. 
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Chapter 4  

Research Methods: Digesting What Tyson Serves Up 

If we are going to grasp how the harms caused by Tyson Foods continue as they 

do, we must closely examine how Tyson constructs themselves and their actions to the 

public.  Critical discourse analysis best serves the purpose of the project as the 

epistemological position of the project is in line with a ―hermeneutics of suspicion‖ or 

demystification in which the researcher ―problematizes the participants‘ narrative and 

strives for explanation beyond the text‖ (Josselson 2004:1).  A hermeneutics of 

demystification is concerned not only with eliciting the underlying meanings in texts, but 

also with examining what is conspicuously absent from texts (Josselson 2004).    

This chapter details the specifics of my research methods.  The chapter proceeds 

as follows: I will first offer a reflexive statement to locate myself within the milieu of 

issues surrounding industrial agriculture and the treatment of animals. Because I believe 

that it is important for researchers to be transparent about how they come to investigate 

the topics that they do.  I will then discuss the theoretical foundations of critical discourse 

analysis to epistemologically ground the work.  Next, I will outline the design of the 

study and the sample used in the project: I will provide a rationale for using Tyson Foods 

as a single (and singular) case and explain how the sample of webpages was determined.  

Finally, I will offer a description of each of the techniques of discourse analysis that I 

utilized throughout my analysis and explain how these techniques provided me with the 

tools to examine underlying meanings in the texts. 
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Reflexive Statement  

I think it is important for researchers to locate themselves within their research in 

order to be transparent about their potential biases.  Reflexivity is essential to qualitative 

social research because ―the researcher is the primary ‗instrument‘ of data collection and 

analysis‖ (Watt 2007:82).  As a researcher, I support the idea that no research is value-

free.  Although the proper and systematic application of certain techniques may increase 

the rigor of one‘s work, research interests and questions do not just magically come into 

being; rather, we begin with ourselves and our own understandings of the world.  Indeed, 

data analysis reflects the theoretical, epistemological and ontological assumptions of the 

researcher (Mauthner and Doucet 2003).   

For as long as I can remember, I have cared deeply for animals.  My early 

aspiration was to become a veterinarian and it was not uncommon for me to feed and 

bring home strays in my youth.  Later in my life, I participated in lobby days for the 

HSUS, volunteered for a cat rescue group, and have donated money to various animal 

welfare groups including HSUS, Best Friends Animal Society, and the World Wildlife 

Federation.  In addition, I have been a practicing pescatarian for approximately eight 

years.  I decided to stop eating all meat besides fish because I wanted to reduce my 

participation in the harms perpetuated by industrial agriculture, namely the harm inflicted 

upon animals.  While I realize that the conditions of farmed fish are also harmful and that 

overfishing of the oceans is detrimental to the environment, I also recognize myself as an 

imperfect human being striving to be better; my ideal self is vegan.  It is from this place 

of caring that I was inspired to examine how the harm of some animals is not only 
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tolerated but is culturally legitimized in the United States.  In short, I did enter this 

project with preconceived notions about industrial agriculture‘s role in harming animals.  

I do not believe we can ever enter the research scene in a neutral way, but throughout my 

analysis, I aspired to be as critical of myself and my methods as I was of the texts I 

analyzed.    

The Theoretical Foundations of Critical Discourse Analysis 

Discourse analysis is a qualitative approach that consists of various ways of 

thinking about and examining discourse (Wood and Kroger 2000).  What counts as 

discourse can vary but generally, and specifically for this project, any use of language 

(written or spoken) or other symbols (e.g., photographs, drawings) that communicates an 

idea may be considered discourse.  Although discourse analysis employs some of the 

tools of linguistic analysis, it moves beyond such analysis by being grounded in the idea 

that discourses constitute social practices (Fairclough 1992; Wodak and Meyer 2009; 

Wood and Kroger 2000). Wodak and Meyer note that describing discourse as social 

practice ―implies a dialectical relationship between a particular discursive event and the 

situation(s), institution(s), and social structure(s) that frame it . . .‖ (2009:6).   

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is particularly concerned with the relationship 

between power and language (Fairclough 1992; van Dijk 1993).  CDA shows us ―how 

discourse is shaped by relations of power and ideologies, and the constructive effects of 

discourse has upon social identities, social relations and systems of knowledge and 

belief‖ (Fairclough 1992:12).  Critical discourse analysts thus scrutinize ideologies and 

power through systematic examination of discourse (Wodak and Meyer 2009).  CDA 



 
59 

differs from discourse analysis per se in that critical approaches look at how discourses 

get used to sustain power relations and/or harmful relations, whereas non-critical 

approaches do not necessarily account for the role of power and ideology in producing 

discourse.  Non-critical approaches tend to assume that a shared understanding exists 

among those engaging in discourse: participants share a frame of reference and thus 

interpret events similarly.  For example, a non-critical analysis of discourse in a 

classroom setting is likely to operate on the assumption that the relationship and power 

dynamics in this setting exist as they should, naturalizing ―dominant practices by making 

them seem like the only practices‖ that could be imagined, whereas a critical analysis 

would recognize the constructed nature of the situation and question ―how relations of 

power have shaped discourse practices‖ (Fairclough 1992:15).   

Wodak and Meyer (2009) identify several branches of CDA and thus encourage 

people to think of CDA as a school of thought that houses diverse approaches.  Here, I 

briefly outline three of the most prominent of these branches.  First, the sociocognitive 

approach put forth by Teun van Dijk (2009)focuses on the relationship between 

discourse, cognition and society, taking the position that social structures and discourse 

structures cannot be directly related to each other as they are mediated through cognition.  

The sociocognitive approach posits that when interacting with discourse, individuals do 

not only draw from their own personal experiences, but also upon ―collective frames of 

perception called social representations‖ (Wodak and Meyer 2009:26).  The 

sociocognitive approach identifies three forms of social representations relevant to 

understanding discourse: knowledge, attitudes, and ideologies.  Therefore, researchers 
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utilizing the sociocognitive approach would privilege the mental frames of language 

users.  In this way, the sociocognitive approach can be linked to Durkheim‘s theorizing 

about the role of collective ideas in both constituting and providing stability for society 

(Wodak and Meyer 2009).   

Next, the dialectical-relational approach, associated with Norman Fairclough 

(2009), is most concerned with how ―dominance, difference, and resistance‖ are revealed 

in language and other symbols (Wodak and Meyer 2008:27).  Fairclough (2009) uses the 

term ―semiosis‖ to refer collectively to language, images and other symbols that could be 

counted as discourse, recognizing that language is not the only means by which ideas are 

transmitted.  This approach can be described as grand theory-oriented as its concern is to 

connect discourse to larger patterns of inequality.  Fairclough (2009) refers to this 

approach as dialectical-relational because in this approach, discourses (including symbols 

and other images) are conceived of as being dialectically related to other social processes.  

Fairclough‘s approach is concerned with social conflict—specifically, the problems faced 

by oppressed groups.  The most recent development in this tradition is to examine ―the 

ways in which and extent to which social changes are changes in discourse‖ (Fariclough 

2012:452).  For example, Fairclough (2012) has examined policy texts to trace social 

change processes in Romania.  

Finally, the discourse-historical approach, associated with Ruth Wodak is more 

linguistically oriented than the other approaches (Wodak and Meyer 2009).  This 

approach understands context as historical and is mainly concerned with creating and 

utilizing existing linguistic tools for understanding specific social problems—namely, 



 
61 

those that arise within the political sphere.  For example, De Cillia and colleagues (1999) 

studied the discursive construction of national identities using Austria as a case.   

The differences between the three approached I have just outlined do not 

constitute practical differences per se.  That is to say that researchers using the 

approaches may use similar or the same methodological techniques, although the 

historical approach is more linguistically systematic in method in that it involves a more 

micro-linguistic process.  The main differences lie in the underlying theoretical 

understandings of discourse and the divergent points of focus for each. 

 My project is informed and inspired, to some extent, by all of these approaches 

and the general tenets of CDA as a whole—particularly, the idea that discourse is a form 

of social practice.  Related to the socio-cognitive approach, I am concerned with Tyson‘s 

use of shared cultural ideas and what this use means in terms of how the public interprets 

Tyson‘s message.  Drawing from Wodak‘s historical approach, my approach is 

concerned with a methodical analysis of linguistic devices.  That being said, this project 

probably aligns most (theoretically) with Fairclough‘s dialectical-relational approach 

which, compared to other CDA approaches, focuses more wholly on the dialectical 

relationship between discourse and social action in order to connect everyday discourses 

with patterns of the larger social structure.  In the case of my project, I hope to show how 

the discourses used by Tyson reflect and recreate the American cultural ethos.   

Stibbe (2001) points out that the ―power used to oppress animals depends 

completely on a consenting majority of the human population who, every time it buys 

animal products, explicitly or implicitly agrees to the way animals are treated‖ 
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(2001:147).  Hegemonic discourses have the power to manufacture such consent.  With 

the idea of a tolerant ‗consenting majority‘ in mind, it is clear that a critical discourse 

analysis is a useful tool for intervening in harm to nonhuman animals. 

Design/Sample 

This project is a case study of Tyson Foods and specifically the ―identity work‖ 

they perform via their corporate website. As noted at the outset, I chose Tyson Foods as 

an exemplar of big agribusiness as it is the largest corporation involved in livestock 

production.  Data for the project include text and images from Tyson Foods‘ website in 

2013.  Because content on websites is subject to change, I compiled all text and images 

from all pages on the website into a text file.  I created this text file in August 2013 so the 

analysis is based on website content at that time.  Although various parts of the corporate 

website work together to paint a picture of the good corporate citizen, including strategic 

use of stories, images and other symbols, this detailed discourse analysis focuses on 

specific parts of Tyson‘s website.  I examined content (text and images) from the 

following pages: ―Heritage,‖ ―Core Values,‖ ―The Making of a Meal,‖ ―Relationships,‖ 

―Animal Well-Being,‖ ―Environment,‖ and ―Sustainability Report.‖  I chose these 

specific pages because they are most relevant to the interests of this project, namely 

Tyson‘s construction of their identity as well how they represent their actions toward 

animals and the environment. 

Procedures/Analysis   

Guided by the principles of CDA, I scrutinized data from the website for evidence 

of obscuring harm including, but not limited to, evasions of agency and denial of harm 
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and victim.  I employed some well-honed techniques used in discourse analysis 

concerning the construction of speech, actions and things, and the use of metaphors and 

narratives.  First, I examined how Tyson represents their actions, namely, their actions 

toward animals and the environment.  To analyze Tyson‘s construction of their actions, I 

assessed transitivity and verb processes (Halliday 1976; Machin and Mayr 2012).  

Transitivity concerns whether a verb takes (or can take) a direct object.  For example, in 

the sentence ―She hit him‖ the verb ―hit‖ is transitive as it takes the direct object ―him.‖  

In the sentence ―He ran,‖ the verb ―ran is intransitive because it does not, nor can it, take 

a direct object.  A critical discourse approach to analyzing transitivity goes beyond 

assessment of grammar to discern who/what is given subject and object statuses.  In other 

words, it allows us to examine who is doing what to whom and thus how action 

relationships represent power relations  (Halliday 1985; Machin and Mayr 2012).  The 

sociological significance of (in)transitivity is that it allows the analyst to discern where 

agency or responsibility for actions gets ―disappeared.‖  Thus, transitivity becomes a tool 

for analyzing what is not being said (Machin and Mayr 2012).  In addition, I looked for 

instances where Tyson represented their actions abstractly where the details of what is 

actually occurring are obscured.  Machin and Mayr note that ―when we find such 

abstractions at the level of social action, we have to ask why and what is being 

concealed‖ (2012:115-116).  

My analysis of verb processes utilized Halliday‘s (1976) typology of verb 

processes.  Halliday (1976) identified six process types: material, mental, behavioral, 

verbal, relational and existential.   
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Material processes are processes that have a material result; statements that 

present material processes contain an actor (subject), a process (verb) and a goal (object).  

―He built the house‖ would be an example of a material process; something concrete has 

occurred as a result of the action in this statement and there are often beneficiaries of the 

action represented in material processes.  Material processes generally construct an active 

agent. Machin and Mayr, however, point out that through passive construction of material 

processes, actors can be ―lost‖ in material processes as in any others (2012:106).   Take, 

for example, the sentence, ―The pigs were slaughtered.‖  The agent performing the 

slaughter is rendered invisible.   

 Mental processes have to do with ―thinking, knowing or understanding‖ (Machin 

and Mayr 2012:107).  The use of mental processes can have the effect of garnering 

empathy for the subject as these types of processes allow a reader or listener to gain 

insight into the personal thoughts and feelings of the subject.  The first part of the 

sentence, ―The mother was worried about her sick daughter,‖ is an example of a mental 

process, which are often constructed in a way that persuades the reader or listener to feel 

a certain way about the subject and even the object: we likely empathize with both the 

mother and the child. 

 Behavioral processes can be described as ―a cross between material and mental 

processes‖ (Machin and Mayr 2012:109).  With behavioral processes there is some action 

but that action is experienced personally by the subject.  For example, ―She tasted the 

cake‖ is an example of a behavioral process.  Although tasting the cake is an action, it is 
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something psychologically experienced by the subject, but because it involves external 

action (actions observable by others), it cannot be classified as a mental process.  

Verbal processes are actions that denote someone having said something.  Verbal 

processes include a speaker, a recounting of what was said, and often a recipient of what 

was said, though the recipient can be implied.  An example of a verbal process would be 

―She told the kids to calm down.‖  Examining verbal processes allows us to gauge who in 

a particular text is given discursive agency or authority.   

Related to verbal processes is the use of quoting verbs. Machin and Mayr (2012) 

discuss how quoting verbs can connote certain meanings about what is being said. For 

example, compare the following sentences: ―The CEO stated that jobs needed to be cut 

due to constrained budgets,‖ and ―The CEO claimed that jobs needed to be cut due to 

constrained budgets.‖  The first sentence is an example of neutral construction, whereas 

the second sentence, through the use of the word ―claimed,‖ connotes the possibility that 

what the CEO has said is not true and is open to contestation.  By examining which 

quoting verbs are used in a text, we can see how a text may persuade us to believe or, 

alternatively, question what is reported as having been said.  

 Relational processes are processes that have to do with being or having and often 

describe things/individuals as existing in relation to other things/individuals.  For 

example, ―I have tickets to the concert‖ is a relational process.  Other examples include 

―She is pretty‖ and ―A caterpillar becomes a butterfly.‖  Machin and Mayr point out that 

the use of relational processes can serve to persuade readers or listeners of discourse to 

understand certain statements as facts that could actually be classified as opinion.  They 
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use the sentence, ―A lot of people have worries about immigration‖ as an example of a 

relational process that appears to present a fact that may just be an opinion or something 

the writer imagines to be the case (2012:110).   

 Finally, existential processes represent happenings in the world and can be 

described as a cross between of relational and material processes.  Like relational 

processes, existential processes often use the verb ―to be‖ in its various forms.  

Existential processes, however, contain only one participant that is usually not activated, 

i.e., one participant that is not depicted as having agency.  For example, ―The sun is 

shining‖ is an existential process.   

Analysis of process construction allows me to discern points where Tyson 

obscures responsibility for actions and presents opinions as facts.  This analysis also 

allows me to see where readers might be persuaded to align with Tyson and their ideas, 

while questioning any opinions that might run counter to Tyson or their practices.  That 

is, it exposes minute processes that constitute hegemonic understandings of corporate 

conduct where animals are concerned. 

I also examined Tyson‘s use of ―nominalization‖ in the sample pages.  

Nominalization describes a linguistic device where agency and responsibility for action 

can be obscured by expressing verb processes as nouns.  Machin and Mayr use the 

concept of globalization/the changed global economy as a clear example: ―[the talk] 

looks at the longer-term picture and examines which countries will emerge in better 

shape and what should be done to respond to the changed global economy‖ (2012:139).  

Here, the ―changed global economy‖ is presented as a thing instead of a process.  
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Nothing is said of the who, why and how of the change.  In addition to obscuring agency 

or responsibility for action, nominalization also functions to obscure those who are 

affected by the action (Machin and Mayr 2012).  Take for example the sentence, ―The 

transit strike disrupted travel today.‖  In this instance, it is unclear who the agents are, nor 

is it clear who is being affected: on the surface, it is travelers who are being affected but 

since those who are striking are excluded as agents, we do not even consider their 

position.  The agency of the workers who are striking is obscured.  By nominalizing the 

strike, the wording further serves to represent strikes (and striking workers by default) as 

problems that disrupt the normal flow of activity.  The causes of the strike are 

backgrounded.  So, once processes are presented as things, they can be ―counted, 

described, classified, and qualified‖ as any other thing may be, which minimizes attention 

to issues of causality (Machin and Mayr 2012:142).   

Next, I examined the use of presupposition throughout the sample.  

Presupposition has to do with meanings that are assumed within a text—those pieces of 

knowledge or understanding that are not within the text but are foundational to the 

message being conveyed in the discourse.  Presuppositions can be relatively benign.  

Take for example the sentence, ―The raccoon knocked over my trash can.‖  This sentence 

about the raccoon presupposes that the reader knows what a raccoon is and also knows 

what a trash can is.  A critical analysis of presupposition allows us to examine what 

information is presented as given—what is foregrounded and what is backgrounded or 

silenced (Machin and Mayr 2012).  Presupposition is important for connecting Tyson‘s 

discourse with larger with larger societal discourses.  For example, Tyson states on their 
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website, ―We strive to earn consistent and satisfactory profits for our shareholders and to 

invest in our people, products, and processes.‖ This statement presupposes that pursuit of 

profit is good and the right thing to do, but more importantly, it presupposes that readers 

will agree.  In short, presuppositions function to present some things as ―taken for granted 

and stable when in fact they may be contestable and ideological‖ (Machin and Mayr 

2012:137).   

Rhetorical tropes are yet another family of linguistic device that I looked for in 

the discourse of Tyson‘s website.  The specific rhetorical tropes I considered were 

metaphor, personification/objectification, and metonymy (Machin and Mayr 2012).  

Lakoff and Johnson note that ―our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both 

think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature (1980:3).  Given that our 

conceptual frameworks are steeped in metaphor, it follows that the use of metaphors in 

various discourses could influence our thinking and the way that we organize our social 

lives (Machin and Mayr 2012).  I should note that discerning the use of metaphor was 

one of the more difficult techniques used in my analysis as metaphorical understandings 

of the world are so deeply ingrained.  Take for instance the fact that many common 

phrases used in the United States utilize the metaphor of time as money (e.g., we spend 

time, we budget time, we lose or run out of time, and we invest time).  These sayings are 

so common and natural to those steeped in U.S. culture that it is difficult to even realize 

that a metaphor is being used (Lakoff and Johnson 1980).  The use of metaphor can allow 

writers and speakers to avoid specificity in outlining plans or intentions and can also 

persuade readers to think of things in certain ways.  For example, by stating, ―our 
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company is interested in building a better future,‖ the speaker invokes the metaphor of 

physically constructing something which conjures the idea of something concrete and 

material, although nothing specific is said about how such building will be accomplished 

or what it even means.   

Personification refers to a linguistic device in which human qualities are assigned 

to things or ideas.  Personification can obscure agency.  Machin and Mayr use democracy 

as an example, stating that ―Democracy will not stand by while this happens‖ (2012:171).  

In this construction, democracy is cast as the agent; by personifying democracy, the 

actual agents are concealed and the speaker or writer has also aligned himself/herself 

with a larger cultural theme that most people are friendly toward. 

Metonymy describes an instance where something is referred to by something 

closely associated with it as opposed to actually calling it by its name.  An example of 

this would be using ―Hollywood‖ to refer to the film industry.  A special case of 

metonymy is synecdoche where parts of something are used to refer to the whole.  Saying 

―I need another set of eyes on this paper,‖ would be an example of synecdoche where the 

eyes are used to refer to a person.  Although metonymy is similar to metaphor, it is 

distinct in that metaphors help us to understand things in terms of other things (e.g., 

understanding social position (class) in terms of spatial metaphors like upper and lower) 

whereas with metonymy, the primary function is referential, i.e., one word/phrase refers 

directly to another (Lakoff and Johnson 1980).  Stibbe (2001) found the use of metonymy 

to be ubiquitous within the discourse of the meat industry where, for example, chickens 

were referred to by their cooking method (e.g., broilers).  He notes that the use of 
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metonymy serves to ―make the suffering of animals appear unimportant‖ (Stibbe 

2001:154).  In short, rhetorical tropes can be used to abstract processes and agents and to 

gloss over certain actions (Machin and Mayr 2012). 

 I scrutinized Tyson‘s use of narrative in the web pages included in the sample. As 

Presser notes, stories are constitutive of ―who we are and what we intend to do‖ 

(2013:15).  Stories also allow the teller to gain social approval by drawing on shared 

cultural themes (Smith 2005).  In considering Tyson‘s narrative, I use Labov and 

Waletzky‘s (1967) definition of a ―narrative‖ as something that is both referential and 

evaluative—that is, it follows some sequence of events (refers to happenings) and it 

makes a point (evaluates the happenings in some way).  The evaluative piece is what 

distinguishes narratives from chronicles which simply report happenings with no 

assessment of the events (White 1980).   

Labov (1972) identified six components of a fully-formed narrative: abstract, 

orientation, complicating action, evaluation, resolution and coda.  The abstract offers a 

short summary of what is to come in the narrative; the orientation provides the setting for 

the narrative and includes details such as the time and place of the happening(s); the 

complicating action is the ―body‖ of the narrative so to speak and is where the sequence 

of events is recounted; the evaluation is where the events are assessed and/or reflected 

upon; the resolution essentially concludes the story and the coda brings the narrative 

back into the present moment.  Using Labov‘s (1972) framework, I asked which events 

were storied by Tyson (and which were not), and how these were evaluated.  In addition, 

I attempted to discern points in the narrative where Tyson invoked larger cultural themes.  
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Finally, I examined the photographs and other images that appeared on the 

webpages.  I analyzed static images.  I chose not to analyze videos embedded in the 

webpages because far less information is available on how to conduct a critical video 

analysis than on analysis of other forms of discourse.  Even considering static images and 

figures, there are far fewer concrete tools for analysis than that which one can find for 

critical analyses of language.  Indeed, discourse analysts are only recently beginning to 

include images in their analyses and to theorize how this can be done (see DeLuca 1999; 

Pace 2005).  Photographs and other images are important to discourse analysis as ―every 

image embodies a way of seeing‖ (Berger 1972:10) and images both denote and connote 

(Machin and Mayr 2012).  To analyze images featured on the pages in the sample, I 

critically asked questions about attributes, setting and salience (Machin and Mayr 2012).  

Questions regarding the attributes of images included:  ―Who is pictured in the image?,‖ 

―How are they posed?,‖ ―What are they wearing?,‖ and ―What objects are shown in the 

image and what are the attributes of those objects?‖ (e.g., Are they clean? Are they 

colorful?).  The setting of images was analyzed by asking questions about the space the 

image depicts, such as the proximity of objects and people and the use of lighting as in a 

photograph or the use shading in drawings.  Salience is an important factor to consider 

when critically analyzing images because it is here that we can discern what objects or 

people are foregrounded or backgrounded in the images—questions such as ―what things 

or people appear the largest in the image?‖ and ―What objects or people are focused on in 

the image?‖  By systematically asking these questions about images, we can begin to 

understand the deep meanings they have to convey.  
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Chapter 5  

Findings: Hiding Behind Wholesomeness 

How does Tyson manage to remain the largest player in meat production despite 

its troubling record of environmental violations and harm to animal welfare?  In this 

chapter, I discuss the findings of my analysis, which addresses that question in terms of 

Tyson‘s discursive self-construction.  I found that the discourses on Tyson‘s website 

accomplish three main tasks: they disguise the actions of Tyson; they present Tyson as 

part of a decent whole; and they present Tyson benignly.  These themes may be thought 

of as elements of Tyson‘s projected persona.  The three themes are not mutually 

exclusive; quite a bit of overlap exists among them, most notably between the 

representation of Tyson as part of a decent whole and the representation of Tyson as a 

benign entity.  Tyson presents themselves as part of a decent whole by aligning 

themselves with popular cultural values and they present themselves benignly by 

constructing an image of a good corporate citizen/neighbor.  This chapter deconstructs 

how Tyson hides behind wholesomeness. 

Disguising Actions 

Throughout my analysis, I discovered that Tyson consistently utilized text and 

images that served to disguise their actions. Verb processes in two passages from the 

―Animal Well-Being‖ page are illustrative.  Here is the first of the two passages in its 

entirety: 

Why animal well-being is important  
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One of our Core Values is to ―serve as stewards of the animals, land and 

environment entrusted to us.‖ Taking proper care of animals—treating them 

responsibly and with respect—is the right thing to do. It also makes great business 

sense. The Tyson Foods FarmCheck™ animal well-being program includes third-

party on-farm audits, an advisory panel of animal well-being experts from around 

the country, and support of research on improving animal live production (Tyson 

2013a).  

Recall that looking at process types allows us to see how actions get represented.  Table 

5.1 presents Halliday‘s (1976) process types for reference. 

 

Table 5.1  

Process Types 

Process Type Description Example(s) 

 

Material 

 

Process with material, observable 

consequence 

 

 

―He built the house‖ 

Verbal Someone says something 

 

―He told us to be quiet‖ 

Mental  Someone thinks something 

 

―I understand the problem‖ 

Behavioral Mix between mental and material 

 

―She tasted the cake‖ 

Relational Process about states of being; 

things exist in relation to other 

things.  Also can signify 

possession.  

 

―The house is blue‖; ―I have a pet 

cat‖ 

Existential Something exists or happens; no 

clear agents 

 

―The sun came up this morning‖ 

Source: Halliday (1976) 
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In the first sentence from the Tyson excerpt above, Tyson, who would serve as 

steward, has agency, whereas animals, the land and the environment are the recipients of 

the process.  Although this is a process with a clear agent, the process is a relational one 

that actually has to do with qualities of the ―Core Values.‖  That is, it has no material 

implications.  In the second part of the first sentence, Tyson becomes the recipient of the 

―entrusted to‖ process, yet this behavioral process has no agent.  We are not told just who 

it is that is doing the entrusting, which leaves the reader to fill in the blank.  Some 

possible ways that a reader might interpret this missing agent is to imagine that the agent 

is God
16

, especially considering that the language of the rest of the sentence conjures the 

idea of human dominion over land and animals put forth in the Bible:  

And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them 

have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the 

cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the 

earth (Genesis 1:26, King James Version). 

Readers may also interpret the missing agent to be societies at large that presumably 

consent to the practices of Tyson.  

                                                 

 

 
16

 When I reference God or religion throughout the dissertation, I have in mind God and 

religion in the Judeo-Christian tradition, which is dominant in the United States. 
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 The second sentence, ―Taking proper care of animals—treating them responsibly 

and with respect—is the right thing to do,‖ contains several processes.  First, we have 

―taking proper care,‖ then ―treating them,‖ and finally ―is.‖  The first two processes are 

behavioral processes without material consequences.  ―Is‖ represents a relational process.  

Again we find missing agents with the first two processes.  The agent, it is implied, is 

Tyson, who is taking proper care of animals.  An alternative sentence construction that 

would have placed Tyson as the agent would be, ―Tyson takes proper care of animals by 

treating them responsibly and with respect because it is the right thing to do.‖ This 

alternative construction suggests that there is some concealment of action.  The way the 

sentence is actually structured, however, the processes fall more to the mental side (recall 

that behavioral processes are a cross between mental and material processes), whereas 

my alternative construction would fall more to the material side.  One gets the impression 

of an idea of ―doing what is right‖ as much as any actual ―doing.‖ The relational process 

―is‖ attributes the quality of being ―the right thing to do‖ to ―the proper care of animals‖  

but again, tells us more about what Tyson thinks or believes rather than what they may 

actually be doing. 

 The third sentence, ―It also makes great business sense,‖ is a relational process 

where ―it,‖ referring back to the proper care of animals, is characterized as being good for 

business.  This process also highlights an idea rather than an actual practice of Tyson.  

An alternative construction where Tyson is constructed as an agent involved in a material 

process would be, ―Tyson takes care of animals because it makes good business sense.‖  

Furthermore, there is no rationale for why the proper care of animals makes good 
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business sense.  What is not being said is ―we view our animals as inventory and if 

inventory is not looked after, we will lose money.‖  By not making such an overt 

statement, Tyson has avoided constructing animals as being equivalent to profits, which 

would not necessarily sit well with a public that cares about animals, at least in the 

abstract.  What is not said here is more telling than what is said.  

 Tyson continues to obscure their actions in the last sentence of the passage, ―The 

Tyson Foods FarmCheck™ animal well-being program includes third-party on-farm 

audits, an advisory panel of animal well-being experts from around the country, and 

support of research on improving animal live production.‖  There are two processes here: 

first, we have a relational process where the FarmCheck™ program is cited as including 

audits, experts, and research support and second, we have a behavioral process that leans 

more toward a mental process where there is ―support of research.‖  Again, no 

explanations are given for what is materially being done by the auditors or the experts.  

The FarmCheck™ program is the agent ―supporting research,‖ but this construction does 

not allow explanation of what that support actually is.  An alternative construction could 

add an additional material process, ―The FarmCheck™ program supports research on 

improving animal live production by donating money to various research entities,‖ in 

order to better inform readers of what is actually being done.  But Tyson avoids this 

construction, keeping the descriptions of their actions vague and abstract. 
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Tyson consistently represents their actions abstractly and in non-material ways, 

especially when representing their actions toward animals. Another example from the 

―Animal Well-Being‖ page follows:  

Putting our Words into Action  

Whether in our plants or on the farm, we are constantly looking for new and 

innovative ways to better serve the farmers who supply us poultry and livestock, 

as well as our customers and consumers. We‘ve had a corporate office of animal 

well-being since 2000 and our commitment to responsible stewardship of the 

animals entrusted to us is part of our company‘s Core Values – to which all 

115,000 of our Team Members subscribe (Tyson 2013a).   

Given the heading ―putting in our words into action,‖ it makes sense to do a 

process-type analysis to determine exactly how Tyson is representing their actions here. 

In the first sentence, ―Whether in our plants or on the farm, we are constantly looking for 

new and innovative ways to better serve the farmers who supply us poultry and livestock, 

as well as our customers and consumers,‖ the main process is a behavioral one.  Tyson 

tells us that they are looking for new and innovative ways, but there is no elaboration on 

how they are looking for these new and innovative ways or what constitutes new and 

innovative ways.  Furthermore, they are looking for new and innovative ways to better 

serve suppliers, customers and consumers—not animals.  The way that this sentence is 

constructed, coupled with the fact that it appears on the ―Animal Well-Being‖ page, 

presupposes that new and innovative ways that would benefit suppliers, customers, and 
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consumers would also be beneficial to animals, but this is not necessarily true.  The 

second sentence of the passage, ―We‘ve had a corporate office of animal well-being since 

2000 and our commitment to responsible stewardship of the animals entrusted to us is 

part of our company‘s Core Values—to which all 115,000 of our Team Members 

subscribe,‖ like the rest of the text analyzed on the page, lacks material processes.  We 

have a relational process where Tyson has a corporate office of animal well-being, but 

nothing is said of what this office actually does to ensure that animals are not suffering.  

There is also a behavioral process where all of the team members subscribe to Tyson‘s 

commitment to responsible stewardship.  This process is quite vapid and does not 

communicate anything about how Tyson is actually taking care of the animals that are 

mysteriously entrusted to them.  

Another example from the ―Animal Well-Being‖ page is a quotation from Donnie 

Smith, Tyson‘s President and CEO: ―Here‘s what I want people to know: at Tyson, we 

care enough to check on the farm; and we‘re determined to find better, smarter ways to 

care for and raise healthy animals‖ (Tyson 2013a).  This statement contains three 

processes, all of which can be classified as mental: Donnie Smith ―wants‖ people to 

know; Tyson ―cares;‖ and Tyson is ―determined.‖  Again, we find no material processes 

that would tell readers what exactly it is that Tyson is doing. 

Unexamined, the passages from the animal well-being page give the impression 

that Tyson is proactive and transparent in terms of animal care.  On closer inspection, we 

find that Tyson says a lot about their belief in proper animal care and treatment, as 
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evidenced by their disproportionate use of relational and behavioral processes, but very 

little about what they are actually doing, as evidenced by the absence of material 

processes.  In this way, Tyson is disguising their actions while simultaneously giving the 

appearance of being forthcoming, by the way the text is constructed. 

My analysis of passages from the ―Environment‖ page yielded slightly different 

results from the ―Animal Well-Being‖ page, but overall the results still provide evidence 

of concealing action.  On the surface, it would seem that Tyson is more transparent about 

their impact on the environment than they are about the treatment of animals on their 

farms and in their processing facilities.  Tyson offers the following, relatively 

straightforward, statement on conserving water: 

Water conservation has been an important area of focus for us for many years. We 

employ programs and technologies to conserve this natural resource. Our first 

priority is to ensure the safety of our food products, and we will never reduce 

water usage in situations where food safety could be compromised.  We are 

pleased with the water conservation efforts made and the results we have achieved 

so far. Our water conservation efforts, along with several facility closures, have 

led to a water usage reduction of 10.9 percent since October 2004 (Tyson 

2013b).    

Although this passage does not contain any material processes, Tyson provides us with 

some actual data about their water conservation efforts which points to transparency—not 

disguising actions.  Tyson does not offer, however, any context for the 10.9 percent drop 
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in water usage: one might reasonably wonder what the rates of consumption were before 

the drop. Tyson also demonstrates slightly greater transparency with respect to their 

actions in their discussion of their carbon footprint:  

We‘ve been tracking, calculating and publicly reporting our greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions since 2004. We continue working with the U.S. EPA regarding 

GHG inventory information related to mandatory GHG reporting requirements. 

We‘ve made important strides in the areas of energy efficiency, fuel consumption 

and renewables (Tyson 2013b).  

Here, Tyson tracks, calculates and reports—all material processes.  Many actions are 

presented abstractly throughout the previous passages, however.  For example, the second 

sentence of the first passage, ―We employ programs and technologies to conserve this 

natural resource,‖ is not very informative and leaves the reader to speculate as to what 

exactly the programs and technologies are.  The last sentence of the passage about 

Tyson‘s carbon footprint states that they have made ―important strides,‖ but readers learn 

nothing about what these strides are.  Other excerpts from the ―Environment‖ page also 

present actions abstractly.  For example, Tyson‘s environmental policy states, ―with our 

Core Values as our foundation, it is our policy to conduct business in a safe, responsible 

manner with respect for the environment and for the well-being of our Team Members, 

customers, and neighboring communities‖ (Tyson 2013b).  The process of ―conducting of 

business in a safe, responsible manner‖ is quite non-specific; we are not told what this 

actually means. Likewise, Tyson‘s statement about their Poultry Environmental 
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Stewardship Award is generalized: ―Tyson Foods depends on independent Family 

Farmers to supply livestock and poultry. In an effort to recognize the farmers who 

support us, Tyson Foods maintains a Poultry Environmental Stewardship Awards 

program.‖  Although Tyson is more forthcoming about environmental practices than they 

are about animal welfare practices, Tyson‘s actions are still obscured in the text. 

Also notable is the glaring absence of photographs or images on the ―Animal 

Well-Being‖ page.  All of the other pages in the sample contain at least one photograph 

or other image; most of Tyson‘s webpages contain several photographs or images.  From 

perusing Tyson‘s entire website, including pages not included in the formal sample, I was 

able to glean that the use of images and photographs was quite common throughout the 

entire site.  The absence of photographs or images on the ―Animal Well-Being‖ page is 

therefore quite conspicuous.  It is easy to interpret this absence of photographs and other 

images as indicative of Tyson trying to conceal the conditions in which their animals are 

raised and processed.  Further supporting this interpretation is the use of cartoons as 

opposed to real photographs on the ―Making of a Meal‖ page, which is supposed to 

depict all of the stages of processing from farm to table.  Figure 5.1 depicts a cartoon 

rendition of a feedlot covered in grass where cows have ample space, and seem to be 

enjoying life.  This cartoon is coupled with the following passage: ―We have 

relationships with feedlots that finish raising the cattle we buy and with livestock 

operations that raise the hogs we buy to make sure they are healthy, treated with respect, 

cared for properly, and grown to the appropriate weight and age‖ (Tyson 2013e).  The 

next cartoon (Figure 5.2) shows a rendition of a processing plant.  The processing plant is 
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pictured as clean and bright; the workers stand at an assembly line where packages pass 

by on a conveyer belt.  The processing plant cartoon is coupled with the following 

relatively vapid passage:    

More than 90,000 Team Members work at our plants in the U.S, to make the 

thousands of beef, chicken, pork, and prepared foods products we produce. Did 

you know that we make more pepperoni and other pizza toppings than anyone 

else in the U.S. and are the second largest producer of corn and flour tortillas?   

By using cartoons, Tyson avoids showing the public the actual conditions of their farms 

and processing plants, and by sequencing the processing plant cartoon right after the 

feedlot cartoon, Tyson distracts us from the slaughter that takes place between the feedlot 

and the packaging of the meat. 

 

  

 

Figure 5.1 Feedlot Cartoon (Tyson Foods 2013h) 
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Figure 5.2 Processing Plant Cartoon (Tyson Foods 2013h) 

 

Actions are also disguised through metonymy—using a related term to refer to 

something instead of the actual name.  Metonymy is common practice in general within 

discourses of meat-eating; it helps people avoid the idea that they are consuming the flesh 

of dead animals.  Foer notes that meat-eating has an ―invisible quality,‖ which he tries to 

make less invisible by offering us a recipe for ―Stewed Dog, Wedding Style‖ (2009:28).  

The use of metonymy contributes to the invisible quality pointed out by Foer (2009).  

Some examples of Tyson‘s use of metonymy include consistently using ―poultry‖ to talk 

about chickens.  By referring to chickens as poultry, chickens are rendered inanimate. 

Other euphemisms used for chickens include ―breeder,‖ ―ice-packed broiler,‖ and 

specific product names such as ―Chick‘n Quick.‖  Tyson uses common terms that conceal 

the origin of meat, such as ―beef‖ and ―pork,‖ and consistently uses the term ―protein‖ to 

collectively refer to the flesh of dead animals.  Stibbe notes that we refer to animals 

differently after they die: ―It is possible to say some chicken, some lamb, or some 

chicken leg, but some human and some human leg are ungrammatical‖ (2001:151). Thus, 
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by employing the word ―protein,‖ Tyson perpetuates the cultural disguising of meat-

eating.  

Part of a Decent Whole 

Tyson presents themselves as part of a decent whole by drawing on and aligning 

with popular American values and motifs, such as a strong work ethic based in a 

capitalist economy.  In so doing, Tyson draws the reader in and gains his/her approval, 

for they presumably share in that popular culture.  The theme is most evident through 

Tyson‘s origin story, which is outlined on the ―Heritage‖ page.  Tyson‘s origin story 

contains all of the elements of a fully-formed narrative identified by Labov (1972) as it 

recounts the founding of Tyson, its early years, and its evolution into the company it is 

today.  In this narrative, Tyson presents themselves as good, wholesome, and as part of 

traditions that are worth preserving.  They preface their story with the following passage:  

Few modern food companies have real connections to their pasts, but these links 

remain strong within our culture. Our company endures because this culture 

endures. It‘s part of who we are today and who we will be tomorrow (Tyson 

2013e).  

Tyson evokes the idea of tradition and having strong roots throughout the origin story 

narrative.  For example, when Tyson tells us that they moved into new corporate offices 

in the early 1970s, they tell us that they are still in the same place today.  Tyson‘s official 

―core values‖ were created in 2002, but when relating this development, the website 

states that they were created to ―reflect the time-honored principles our Team Members 

have lived by since the early days of Tyson Foods‖ (Tyson Foods 2013e).  Tyson relates 
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the significance of the company‘s history in a way that echoes American patriotism and 

pride in US history.   

In addition to drawing on the narrative of significant traditions, Tyson‘s origin 

story also utilizes the rags-to-riches formula to position themselves as a company started 

by ordinary folks.  Tyson tells the tale of humble beginnings overcome through hard 

work and dedication.  The following excerpt is illustrative: ―The Tyson Foods Story 

begins during one of the most difficult periods of American history—the Great 

Depression.   In 1931, John W. Tyson moves his wife and small son to Springdale, 

Arkansas, in search of new opportunities‖ (Tyson 2013e).   This passage is coupled with 

a photograph of a run-down shack (Figure 5.3) with no caption.  The photo of the shack 

emphasizes the poor conditions at the time that the company started; our attention is 

drawn to the dilapidated conditions, possibly evoking empathy for John Tyson as he 

struggled to make his way in the world with his young family.  

 Tyson also uses religious references, both implicit and explicit.  The use of 

religion allows Tyson to appeal to a large segment of the US population.
17

  Tyson 

implicitly invokes God when they state that they are ―stewards of the animals, land, and 

environment entrusted to us,‖ and explicitly when they state ―we strive to be a faith 

                                                 

 

 
17

 A recent Harris Poll revealed that although belief in God, miracles and heaven has 

declined, 74 percent of Americans believe in God and approximately 59 percent of 

Americans identified themselves as ―very religious‖ or ―somewhat religious‖ (Harris 

2013). 
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friendly company,‖ and ―we strive to honor God and be respectful of each other, our 

customers, and other stakeholders‖ (Tyson 2013c).  By conjuring notions of religiosity, 

Tyson constructs themselves as good and pure. 

Other examples of Tyson positioning themselves in line with larger cultural 

narratives abound.  This quoted recollection from Don Tyson, son of founder John Tyson, 

is demonstrative, ―I left the university [University of Arkansas] in 1952, and from that 

day until 1963, the year I took the company public, I worked in the business six days a 

week and on Dad‘s farm on the seventh day” (Tyson 2013e).  The quotation supports the 

populist sentiment of anti-intellectualism representing Don Tyson as a champion of 

―real,‖ practical work.  Here, Tyson aligns themselves with the larger cultural narratives 

concerning entrepreneurship and meritocracy.   

Indeed, Tyson narrates a classic Horatio Alger tale where the company founders 

(John and Don Tyson) are cast as rugged individuals who pulled themselves up by their 

bootstraps.  Through this story, Tyson conveys a message that they are not so different 

from the average hard-working American and that they are deserving of their success.  

Figure 5.4 supports this interpretation as it presents John and Don Tyson seated at a desk 

in a sparsely decorated office that communicates the idea that these men were not 

frivolous.  Likewise, the fact that they are not wearing business attire in the photograph 

gives the impression that these are average, everyday men.  In the background of the 

photo, we see a plaque, which suggests their having been honored for their work, but the 

fact that the plaque is in the background of the photo also suggests humility.  
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Figure 5.3 Dilapidated Shack (Tyson Foods 2013e) 

 

 

 

Figure 5.4 John and Don Tyson (Tyson Foods 2013e) 
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Humility – being just like your everyday, average American – is a consistent theme 

throughout Tyson‘s origin story, from the company‘s founding to recent years.  Even 

those at the top-most rungs are characterized as humble.  CEO Leland Tollett (named 

CEO in 1991) is pictured (Figure 5.5) in the uniform of an average blue-collar worker, 

serving up platters of food, despite the fact that he was then head of a company with over 

$3.9 billion in net annual sales (The New York Times 1992).  The image suggests that 

even as Tyson became a highly successful corporation, they never lost sight of where 

they came from. 

 

 

Figure 5.5 Leland Tollett (Tyson Foods 2013e) 

 

Throughout the origin story, the founders and leaders of Tyson are consistently cast 

as savvy, but genuine and caring businessmen—exemplars of industriousness and 
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trustworthiness.  They have the earthy common sense of a trusted advisor.  Some of the 

evaluations (all from Tyson 2013e): 

 ―John says later, ‗I decided early that, if you had the best chicks in the area you‘d 

have the best customers and get the best results.‘‖  

 ―As Don would often say, ‗Our people are the heart of our company.‘‖  

 ‗―Don had an uncanny ability to acquire the right company at the right time,‘ 

Leland would say later.  ‗But the real success of the company is the result of a 

genuine commitment by Don to always take care of our people.‘‖  

 ―In 1979, Don writes in our annual report: ‗The modern organization exists to 

provide a specific service to society. For Tyson Foods, that means high-quality 

poultry and other food products. But the corporation has to be in society, to be a 

good neighbor, and to do its work within a social setting. … Tyson Foods believes 

that, if we don‘t take an active part in the community, we won‘t deserve a place in 

it very long.‘‖  

By presenting themselves in this shrewd yet down-to-earth way, Tyson positions 

themselves to win over the hearts and minds of a public that values both cleverness and 

unpretentiousness.  

Analysis of discursive presuppositions—or assumptions embedded in language—

yielded still more evidence of Tyson aligning themselves with the American ethos within 

the origin story.  The following quotation about earning profits is informative: ―We strive 

to earn consistent and satisfactory profits for our shareholders and to invest in our people, 

products, and processes.‖ This statement presupposes that pursuit of profit is good and 
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the right thing to do, but more importantly, it presupposes that readers will agree.  Indeed, 

most people probably would agree, allowing Tyson to capitalize on that shared cultural 

belief.  Also found throughout the origin story and other pages in the sample are 

presuppositions about the legitimacy of meat-eating.  For example, the origin story refers 

to new ―poultry products‖ being introduced throughout the years under the heading of 

―Convenient Chicken for Everybody,‖ which presupposes that eating chicken is normal.  

Furthermore, one of Tyson‘s core values is ―We feed our families, the nation, and the 

world with trusted food products‖ (Tyson 2013c); again, meat-eating is taken for granted 

in this statement that casts Tyson‘s products (i.e., meat) as something that is permissible 

and normative.  The ―Making of a Meal‖ page has Tyson repeatedly referring to raising 

and processing animals for food in ways that assume that these practices are of the 

natural order.  For example, in reference to their supply partners, Tyson states, ―We have 

relationships with feedlots that finish raising the cattle we buy and with livestock 

operations that raise the hogs we buy to make sure that they are healthy, treated with 

respect, cared for properly, and grown to the appropriate weight and age‖(Tyson 2013h).  

Given that the United States consumes more meat per-capita than any other country 

(ChartsBin 2013), I would argue that eating meat has assumed the status of a cultural 

value (see Adams 1990). Therefore, presuppositions about meat-eating as a normal and 

unproblematic practice serve to legitimize the business of Tyson, as well as perpetuate 

the ―invisible quality‖ of eating animals (Foer 2009:29).   

 In sum, Tyson presents themselves as part of a decent whole by communicating 

that they are not so different from the everyday average American—that they share the 
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same values, goals and ideas as everyone else.  Tyson as part of a decent whole is 

exemplified by their telling readers that they are our friends and neighbors: ―we 

volunteer, shop, vote and raise our families in communities across America‖ (Tyson 

Foods 2013f).  In the next theme, I explore how Tyson presents themselves in a benign 

way—that is, how Tyson represents themselves as good corporate citizens.  Similar to the 

discursive moves just examined, Tyson presents themselves as decent and wholesome, 

but in ways that do not necessarily reflect larger cultural values and ideas.   

Benign Presentation of Self 

I found throughout the pages examined that Tyson presents themselves and their 

products in a very wholesome, benign way.  As they tell it, Tyson is friendly, honest, and 

socially responsible.  The statement, ―our people are the heart of our company‖ (Tyson 

2013d), utilizes the metaphor of the heart to drive home the point that Tyson believes that 

their employees are the most vital part of their business.  But the heart also invokes 

thoughts of love, care, and compassion.  The metaphor of the heart is used again on the 

―Relationships‖ page: ―Farmers who work the land and care for the animals are at the 

heart of Tyson Foods‘ success‖ (Tyson 2013f).   

Tyson consistently represents their products as wholesome and good.  Although it is 

not remarkable that Tyson would present their products in such a way, they seem to 

suggest that consumers who use their products will also become wholesome and good.  

On the ―Making of a Meal‖ page, Tyson states that ―At the end of the day, our Team 

Members work together with Family Farmers, supplier partners, retailers, restaurateurs, 

and other foodservice partners to help you create the special meal-time memories your 
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family deserves‖ (Tyson 2013h).  The previous quotation is coupled with a cartoon image 

of Polaroid pictures on a picnic table (Figure 5.6), invoking nostalgia and thoughts of 

good times and special occasions.  

Tyson promotes the idea that their products facilitate the making of good memories 

with family.  They use the word nourish metaphorically to underscore that Tyson 

products not only provide sustenance, but also foster family togetherness.  

Even though sitting down together for a nightly meal doesn't happen in every 

household, we still believe meal time is prime time for memory making. Whether 

you‘re on the go, or around the table with the ones you care about most, good 

times start with great food. Working together to produce food you want and trust 

creates lasting relationships among our team at Tyson Foods – much the same 

way your relationships might be nourished at meal time (Tyson 2013f). 

 

 

 

Figure 5.6 Polaroid Pictures on Picnic Table (Tyson Foods 2013h) 
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 Benign presentation of self is also evident through Tyson‘s use of cartoons 

throughout the ―Making of a Meal Page‖ (see Figures 5.1, 5.2, and 5.6).  By using 

cartoons, Tyson brings a whimsy to their website that helps portray the company as light-

hearted, friendly and safe.  Cartoons have been used in advertising and other propaganda 

throughout history to appeal to kids or to diminish ideas of certain products as harmful 

(e.g., the Joe Camel character used in the marketing of Camel cigarettes). 

By presenting actions in an abstract manner, Tyson easily constructs itself as 

compassionate.  ―Making Great Food.  Making a Difference™‖ is the ―purpose 

statement‖ of Tyson Foods (Tyson 2013e).  The action in this statement, making a 

difference, is abstract: the statement provides no real information about how exactly 

Tyson is making a difference, but the statement implies that whatever it is, it is good.  

Looking more closely at what Tyson says about how they make a difference, they 

highlight their commitment to diversity, ―we strive to be a company of diverse people‖ 

(Tyson 2013c); their role in providing for our nation‘s children, ―9 new products in 2012 

that meet updated USDA school lunch standards‖ (Tyson 2013g); and their charitable 

donations, ―18 million pounds of protein donated to hunger relief agencies since 2010‖ 

(Tyson 2013g).  Thus, we see a mix of abstract and more concrete statements but even 

the concrete statements lack context.  For example, donating 18 million pounds of protein 

within a three-year time frame on the surface may seem impressive until one compares 

that figure to the fact that just one food bank in New York City distributes more than 74 

million pounds of food each year (Food Bank for New York City 2014) as part of a 

national system of regional food banks that distribute more than 3 billion pounds of food 
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annually (Feeding America 2014).   So while the information about their donations 

appears straightforward, the larger framework of national food donations is concealed.   

Continuing in the vein of presenting themselves as a compassionate, good 

corporate citizen, the sole photograph on the ―Environment‖ page shows a Tyson worker 

bending to take a water sample from a small stream with farm buildings in the 

background.  The setting of the photograph is idyllic: fair weather, clean water and green 

grass.  This image communicates that Tyson is following the rules and putting the safety 

of the environment and human health as a primary concern.  More broadly, the 

photograph is symbolic of self-regulation and Tyson‘s commitment to this practice and 

principle. 

 

 

Figure 5.7 Worker Taking a Water Sample (Tyson Foods 2013b) 
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Tyson also constructs themselves in a benign way through their use of neutral 

quoting verbs.  The use of certain quoting verbs can have the effect of persuading the 

reader to think a certain way about the speaker and the validity of what the speaker is 

saying.  The webpages in the sample contain very few quoting verbs, in fact only in the 

―Heritage‖ section where the company‘s origin story is recounted.  Here, where quoting 

verbs do appear, it is most often with a neutral construction. A few examples follow with 

quoting verbs in boldface: 

 John says later, ―I decided early that, if you had the best chicks in the area, 

you‘d have the best customers and get the best results.‖ 

 As Don would often say, ―Our people are the heart of our company.‖ 

 ―Don had an uncanny ability to acquire the right company at the right time,‖ 

Leland would say later. 

 Don writes in our annual report: ―The modern organization exists to provide a 

specific service to society.‖ 

 ―We say it in three words: segment, concentrate, and dominate. We find 

something we think we can do, focus on it, and then aim to be number one at 

it. Most of the product categories we dominate are things we started,‖ says 

Don in the 1986 annual report. 

The use of neutral constructions may connote even-handedness or practicality more so 

than other quoting verbs such as ―claimed,‖ ―explained,‖ or ―remarked.‖  Thus, the use of 

neutral constructions may serve the purpose of presenting the speaker as benign.  The 

sole exception to the use of neutral quoting verb is instructive: ―Donnie Smith announces 
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a new purpose statement to reflect our rich heritage of Making Great Food. Making a 

Difference.™‖  The quoting verb ―announces‖ connotes assertiveness and sounds official 

and formal leading to an interpretation of legitimacy of the statement and the speaker.  

In sum, Tyson constructs an image of wholesomeness that promotes trust in them and 

their products.  Tyson is a good corporate citizen who cares about us.  

Summary 

Through analysis of its website, I found that Tyson distances themselves from 

harm-doing (disguising actions), while idealizing its image (part of a decent whole and 

benign presentation of self).  That is, Tyson achieves distance from the ideological ―bad‖ 

and proximity to the ideological ―good.‖  Smith (2005) notes that such binary codes are 

―responsible for classifying the world and so doing according to moral criteria, detailing 

the qualities and attributes of the sacred and profane, polluted and pure‖ (14).  This 

binary of cultural distancing and alignment permits Tyson‘s continued success.   
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Chapter 6  

Concluding Remarks 

What did I do, what did I find and why does it matter?  These are the three 

questions that concern me in this chapter.  In addition to answering them, I will address 

certain limitations of the project and offer suggestions for future research in the space 

where cultural criminology, discourse analysis and green criminology meet.  

What Did I Do? 

I conducted a critical discourse analysis with an eye toward nominalizations, 

process types, narrative, metonymy, metaphor, and abstractions.  In addition, my analysis 

was concerned with the underlying meaning of images, which I uncovered and explored 

by asking a ―sequence of specific questions‖ about the images (Machin and Mayr 

2012:49).  I sought the specific discourses that facilitate the cultural legitimation of harm 

that is parcel to industrial agriculture.  As such, I scrutinized those webpages that were 

most relevant to my research questions: How does Tyson construct themselves and their 

actions toward animals and the environment to the public?  What do these constructions 

accomplish?  The following seven web pages were examined: 

1. Animal Well-Being: Tyson tells about their commitment to treating animals 

properly and promotes their FarmCheck™ program. 

2. Environment: Tyson tells about conducting business in a way that respects the 

environment and highlights the reduction of water consumption. 

3. Core Values: Tyson tells us who they are, what they do, and how they do it. 

4. Heritage: Tyson tells their origin story and the evolution of the company. 
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5. Sustainability Report: Tyson uses an infographic to highlight some of the 

main information from their larger report. 

6. The Making of Meal: Tyson follows their product(s) from the farm to the 

table 

7. Relationships: Tyson tells about their relationships with various partners- 

contract farmers, other livestock suppliers, community partners etc.  

These pages, among many others on the website, offered the most promise for 

information regarding my three main areas of interest: Tyson‘s actions toward animals, 

Tyson‘s actions toward the environment, and Tyson‘s presentation of self.  

What Did I Find? 

First, as this project was inspired by Stibbe‘s (2001) discourse analysis of texts 

produced by animal product industries, it is worthwhile to consider how our findings are 

similar and how they are different.  Similar to Stibbe (2001), I found the ample use of 

metonymy throughout Tyson‘s website.  In Stibbe‘s work, the discourses examined 

consisted mainly of texts meant for industry insiders.  Part of what those discourses 

accomplished was to allow the insiders to view their actions toward animals as actions 

toward objects. The discourses on Tyson‘s website permit the average American to see 

his/her own actions toward animals (eating them) as non-problematic.   

Through my analysis, I demonstrated that Tyson Foods discursively constructs an 

identity of a good corporate citizen while simultaneously disguising their harmful actions.  

My findings have also demonstrated that the absence of certain discourses permit the 

cultural legitimation of harm.  On the matter of the harm they do to animals, Tyson is 
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abstract at best.  In fact, they are mostly silent.  Tyson tells us little more than that they 

are committed to animal well-being and that it is important.  Specifics of what this 

commitment means to Tyson and how they implement it in their business workings are 

not provided.  Also absent from the pages I examined were photographs of any Tyson 

farms or Tyson farm animals; the farms and farm animals were represented only through 

cartoons.  The use of cartoons and absence of photographs is conspicuous because when 

compared to the rest of the pages in the sample—indeed, the rest of the website—we find 

that cartoons are not used much and that photographs abound.  

Scrutinizing what is not said is especially important in analysis of harm to 

animals.  As Presser and Schally explain, ―the work of exclusion is perhaps the most 

harm-conducive stratagem of all….the modern-day machinery whereby animals are 

raised and slaughtered for their meat and other bodily products—the primary means by 

which animals are made to suffer in contemporary Western societies—runs on our 

dissociation and silence‖ (2013:181-182).  Activists have long noted that silence is 

consent, at least among those who have the freedom/ability to speak.  It is not surprising 

that Tyson excludes discourses on how animals get treated because this exclusion allows 

people to remain willfully ignorant of the suffering endured by the animals they will eat.  

As long as people avoid knowing what is really going on, they can continue having bacon 

without much, or any, cognitive dissonance.  Tyson‘s discourse is complicit in this 

avoidance of knowledge.  

Tyson is more transparent and provides more detail when talking about 

environmental issues as compared to their statements on animal welfare.  This disparity 
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may be attributable to the fact that there are more laws regulating pollution than there are 

regulations for the treatment of farm animals.  How animals are treated on the industrial 

farm seems to be mystified to a much greater degree than how the ecological 

environment is treated.  It could be argued that Tyson is only more forthcoming with 

environmental issues because they have to be and so long as laws regarding farm animal 

welfare are nonexistent, they will continue to present an image of care and concern for 

animals that, when examined closely, falls apart.  At the same time, even though, on the 

surface, it appears that Tyson is more transparent about their environmental record, there 

is still heavy use of abstraction in how they talk about their relationship to the 

environment. They give us some specifics, such as how much they have reduced their 

water consumption, but this disclosure is without context.  The main points on the pages 

where they talk about the environment have, much like their talk about animals, to do 

with commitments and beliefs—not actions.  

In terms of how they construct their image, Tyson tells feel-good stories that 

present them as a good corporate citizen.  With that in mind, it is worth pointing out that 

corporations may not legally present blatantly false claims.
18

  As such, the identity work 
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 US federal law specifies that ads ―must be truthful, not misleading, and, when 

appropriate, backed by scientific evidence.‖  Enforcement of truth-in-advertising laws 

falls under the jurisdiction of the Federal Trade Commission with the same requirements 

regardless of where an ad appears (e.g., in newspapers, magazines, online) (Federal Trade 

Commission n.d.) 
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of corporations involves more subtle maneuvers that allow corporations to construct 

images that are positive or at least neutral.  It is difficult to say with any certainty, 

however, that the construction of a positive image is the intention of the people behind 

Tyson‘s website, although what we know about public relations or ―spin‖ seems to 

suggest as much.  The tools of CDA allow one to speak to the results of identity work 

only and not the motives of communicators.  Indeed, CDA is generally not concerned 

with the motives of those who would create discourse; rather, it is concerned with what 

the discourse has accomplished regardless of the intention.  For example, Wood and 

Kroger (2000) note that although evidence of intention may be lacking in an instance of 

nominalization that obscures agency, we can still say that the use of nominalization 

obscures agency because that is what nominalization does grammatically; whether the 

writer or speaker purposely used nominalization is of no significance.  Regardless, the 

purpose of this study was not to necessarily argue that Tyson has intended to dupe people 

into believing things that are not true.  The purpose of the study was to examine the 

discourses used by Tyson and what those discourses accomplish. 

 The stories told on the website—stories of humble beginnings and hard work 

building to success—reinforce dominant normative logics of capitalism.  By drawing on 

and aligning themselves with larger cultural themes such as individualism and 

meritocracy, Tyson‘s practices seem unproblematic.  Tyson‘s discourses, particularly the 

origin story, consistently construct them as ―good,‖ allowing them to benefit from the 

binary codes of good and evil—because if you are one, then you surely cannot be the 

other.  Narrative criminologists hold that stories provide the impetus for action (Presser 
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2009).  What I find here is that Tyson‘s origin story may not necessarily be an instigator 

of action in the first instance, but rather allows the harm inflicted by their practices to 

continue.  So long as the public absorbs their story and message—of being part of a 

decent whole and a benign presence in society—then their harmful actions can be 

tolerated.   

Why Does it Matter? 

This project is significant in several ways.  First, it makes at least two meaningful 

contributions to green criminology.  It brings a focus to the role of language and other 

symbols in the perpetuation of harm by utilizing a critical discourse method. Previous 

work in green criminology has not sufficiently examined the role of language and other 

symbols in the widespread harm to animals and the environment.  In addition, because of 

this project‘s concern with the cultural legitimation of harm and how this is achieved 

through mediated messages on a corporate website, this work stands as an empirical 

example of the merging of green and cultural criminology.  Recall that cultural 

criminology is about power and how power is summoned within the culture of the late-

modern era.  The merging of cultural and green criminology is an important intersection 

because the patterns of power and oppression that play out regarding animals and the 

environment are not discernable without considering the cultural context of late 

modernity.  

More broadly, this project adds to the social harm literature by taking to task an 

institutionalized practice that is often not labeled as harmful even within some of the 
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most comprehensive definitions.
19

  Note David Wästerfors‘ recent critique of Presser‘s 

(2013) book, Why We Harm?, where he takes issue with her categorization of animal-

killing/meat-eating (among other actions) as harm, stating that ―there is no cultural 

consensus today that killing and eating non-human animals…are harmful acts‖ 

(2014:271) and labeling as ―utopian‖ her treatment of those activities as such.  Even 

critical sociologists seem to have a blind spot where nonhuman well-being is concerned.  

Indeed, the social harm perspective (see Hillyard et al. 2004) is, though more inclusive of 

what can and should be considered harm than mainstream criminology, still quite 

anthropocentric.  That is, who can get constructed as ―victim‖ is limited to human beings.  

Nonhumans are not considered as victims in their own right.  Although it may be the case 

that killing animals for their flesh is not widely considered to be harm currently, my hope 

for this work is to create a space for alternative cultural critique and perspectives. 

Limitations 

The limitations of this project include the fact that I compiled text and images in 

August 2013: the analysis is based only on website content at that time and does not take 

into consideration any changes in website content that may have occurred during the 

completion of the project.  Nonetheless, providing a snapshot of Tyson‘s discourse is 

instructive and perhaps future work could make comparisons across time by utilizing any 

of the various web archive sites that are available (e.g., archive.org, perma.cc).  Also, due 
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 See my discussion of Henry and Milovanovic (1996) and Schwendinger and 

Schewendinger (1970) in Chapter 1. 
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to the time-consuming nature of the techniques of CDA used in this project, I examined 

only a limited number of pages from Tyson‘s website.  The pages that I looked at, 

―Animal Well-Being,‖ ―Environment,‖ ―Core Values,‖ ―Heritage,‖ ―Sustainability 

Report,‖ ―Relationships,‖ and ―Making of a Meal,‖ had links to other pages where Tyson 

suggests that we ―learn more.‖  The ancillary pages that the links led to were not 

examined. I confined my analysis to that first ―level‖ because it represents the 

information most likely to be consumed by the public, as opposed to other pages that 

require multiple clicks to find within the labyrinth of the website.  The pages that I 

looked at were most relevant to the research questions of this project, but that does not 

mean that other pages would not or could not contribute to our understanding of how 

Tyson constructs their identity and how they talk about their actions toward animals and 

the environment.  Indeed, the text and images from other pages may either confirm or 

contest my findings.  Finally, this project is limited in scope in that Tyson was the only 

agribusiness examined.  Using Tyson as a case study makes sense because of their 

position as the largest US-based agribusiness producing meat products; however, 

examining how other agribusinesses discursively construct their actions would be useful.  

In particular, agribusinesses based in other countries and thus other cultural milieu might 

yield less mystification of harm to animals and less celebration of one‘s social 

responsibility.  

Directions for Future Research 

Fairclough (1992) observes that some CDA approaches place too little emphasis 

on discourses of resistance and transformation.  That is, the inquiry is concerned with 
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power abuse and harm, not with opposing these.  My project of a critical discourse 

analysis of Tyson‘s website focused mainly on reproduction—on ―how subjects are 

positioned within formations and how ideological domination is secured‖ (Fairclough 

1992:33-34). As such, future research should also examine discourses of resistance, 

which might sample from websites of animal welfare/animal rights groups or even 

websites of small, organic farms.
20

   I am under no illusions but that these websites also 

―spin‖ what they do in particular ways.  Yet, comparison with my results might lead 

advocates to an understanding of how—to use Presser‘s (2013) terms—to tell ―true 

stories‖ for the sake of ―unmaking misery.‖ 

Related to some of the limitations discussed previously, future work could utilize 

internet archives to examine the discourses of Tyson‘s website over time and how they 

have changed.  It would be useful to determine if changes in Tyson‘s website over time 

could be related to larger socio-cultural changes, such as the increase in ethical 

consumerism in the United States.  Future studies might include other cases to compare 

to determine if the discursive constructions used by Tyson are common across big 

agribusinesses.  For example, discourses from the websites of other large agribusinesses 

involved in meat production, such as Smithfield, Perdue and Pilgrim‘s Pride, could be 

examined in the same way that I have done here with Tyson, to answer the question of 

whether other large agribusinesses follow the binary codes of distancing from ―bad‖ and 
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 Some small farms have adopted a ―glass walls‖ approach, whereby all farm operations 

are observable to the public.  Fair Oaks Farm is one such example (http://fofarms.com/). 
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aligning with ―good‖ and to examine how other agribusinesses represent their actions 

toward animals and the environment.  I suspect that I have located a general pattern but 

empirical verification is necessary.      

In sum, my project has found that Tyson obscures their actions toward animals 

and the environment by talking about them abstractly or not at all.  Working with this 

exclusion of meaningful information about animals and the environment is the underlying 

binary code used throughout the discourse on Tyson‘s website—the quintessential 

good/bad archetype.  Together, the concealment of action and the use of binary codes 

allow Tyson to reproduce the legitimacy of their own actions and also the legitimacy of 

the cultural values they connect with and identify as good, such as capitalism, the 

Protestant ethic, and meat-eating.  This project makes an important contribution to harm 

perspectives in criminology, including green criminology.  Harm perspectives are 

broadened here, moving toward a more comprehensive definition of harm that considers 

the suffering and oppression of nonhumans.  Green criminology is also extended by my 

project‘s subject matter and method—namely, that the project utilizes a critical discourse 

approach and is concerned with the role of language and other cultural symbols in the 

reproduction of harm to the environment and animals.  This concern with semiosis—to 

borrow Fairclough‘s (2009) term for language, images and other symbols that could be 

counted as discourse—is relatively unexplored within green criminology with only a few 

green criminological studies focusing on discourse and how harm gets (or does not get) 

constructed.  By focusing on ―meaning and representation,‖ this project also represents a 
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merging of green and cultural criminologies— a move that has been encouraged by other 

scholars (Brisman and South 2013, 2014; Ferrell 2013:349).   

Based on my analysis, how could Tyson be rehabilitated?  Just as discourses 

facilitate the cultural legitimation of harm, they have the power to facilitate the 

delegitimation of harm.  Imagine that Tyson was transparent about their practices with 

animals and that they connected to values that said ―minimize the doing of harm.‖  I 

would suggest that in such a scenario—that is, if Tyson constructed their actions 

differently—the possibility for acting differently exists.   
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