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This book provides a comprehensive exploration of how populist far-right parties
discuss climate change within their national contexts, focusing on Germany, Spain, and
Austria. Using a meticulous methodology rooted in critical discourse studies, Mirjam
Gruber examines the perspectives on climate change held by mainstream parties,
thereby defining the national policy field. Gruber then delves into the discourse about
climate change of populist far-right parties, revealing a complex web of obstructionist
arguments intricately tied to the national policy context. By analysing a diverse
array of documents spanning five years, including social media posts, press releases,
parliamentary debates, and policy documents, Gruber uncovers a stark contrast between
the willingness of mainstream parties to address climate concerns and the obstructionist
rhetoric employed by their far-right counterparts. This illuminating exploration
underscores the importance of context in understanding political communication
and provides profound insights into how different nations frame the climate change
narrative.
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1 Introduction

Issues concerning the natural environment have long been present on the political
agendas of most European countries and beyond. These include a wide variety of
topics ranging from the local to the global level and incorporating, for instance,
waste and wastewater disposal, deforestation, biodiversity loss, air pollution, global
warming, and climate change. Frequently, environmental burdens are accompanied
by visible and tangible consequences for nature and animals (Dauvergne, 2008;
IPCC, 2022). Nevertheless, there are often no quick, straightforward, and assured
political and social responses to environmental problems (see e.g. Adger et al.,
2011; Barnes et al., 2020; Burch & Library, 2011; Degroot et al., 2021; Jones &
Davison, 2021; Khan et al., 2016; Maor et al., 2017; Moloney & Strengers, 2014;
Moser, 2005) nor ‘can policy approaches to problem solving be seen as a direct
consequence of a rational consideration process in the choice of the most effective
instruments’ (Espinosa et al., 2017, p. 9 own translation from German).

Over the past decades, the discourse about climate change has transformed from
a topic that was once mainly a concern among natural scientists into an issue that
is relevant to social scientists and the general public (Hulme, 2009). Political sci-
ence research often focuses on the ideas and discourses about climate change of
political parties. Indeed, the literature on the views, positions, and communication
of populist right or far-right party and non-party actors on climate change has been
steadily growing, whereby a climate-obstructive orientation was frequently — but
not always — found among these actors (Barla & Bjork-James, 2022; see e.g.
Ekberg et al., 2022b; Forchtner, 2019a, 2020; Forchtner & Kelvraa, 2015; Hanson,
2023; Huber, 2020; Hultman et al., 2020; Jett et al., 2024; Jylhd & Hellmer, 2020;
Letourneau et al., 2023; Lockwood, 2018; Lubarda & Forchtner, 2023; Sommer et
al., 2022; Toni & Feitosa Chaves, 2022; Yazar & Haarstad, 2023). This also serves
as the starting point for this work, which focuses on the communication about
climate change by three populist far-right parties (PFRPs) in Germany, Spain, and
Austria. I will show how those parties are dealing with climate change; thus, I ana-
lyse the discourse about climate change of three PFRPs. Before I go into detail,
I would like to emphasise that understanding the discourse about climate change
of individual parties encompasses the respective national context. Scholars have
acknowledged the role of the political and cultural context in the managing of
climate change policies of individual countries, with far-right policies correlating

DOI: 10.4324/9781003536987-1
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2 Introduction

with climate obstruction (Engels et al., 2013; Tranter & Booth, 2015). Even more
so, populism in particular is described as ‘substantially contextually contingent’
(Taggart, 2004, p. 275), which is yet another indication that strategic analysis of
context should be systematically incorporated into such studies. More specifically,
it is central to include and to understand the national context and more concretely
the national policy field of climate change in which the PFRPs’ discourse is embed-
ded (see Hulme, 2009). To define the national policy field of climate change in the
respective countries for this research, I rely on the analysis of the understanding
of climate change of the mainstream parties (i.e. the established and electorally
successful parties, such as major conservatives and liberals/libertarians situated
most often on the left and right of the political centre) (for a definition of main-
stream parties, see Meguid, 2005; or Pop-Eleches, 2010) of that country.! Studies
of how the environment and, more concretely, climate change impact mainstream
parties’ discourses or policy agendas, are notably scarce (Farstad, 2018). As a
result, the first aim of this research is to analyse how the understanding of climate
change developed in the communication of the big centre-left and centre-right par-
ties (i.e. mainstream parties) in different current national contexts. Understanding
these national contexts and actual situations lays the foundation for the second
goal of this book, which is to show how established PFRPs frame climate change
and transport the topic into their mainstream politics. Throughout this work I will
reveal how the national policy field of climate change is connected to the populist
far-right discourse about climate change. By doing this, I not only highlight how
important this relation is but also support the methodological approach that is the
innovative basis of this work. This study adds to the growing body of research
that tries to disentangle the ideological underpinnings of populist far-right climate
change communication, and it discusses discourses about climate change by three
PFRPs, a subject that requires more attention.

The value of adopting language-sensitive and discursive approaches in investi-
gating, classifying, and understanding climate change as well as the relevance of
studying the discourses about climate change has long been recognised by vari-
ous disciplines (see e.g. Aitken, 2012; Badullovich et al., 2020; Dickinson et al.,
2013; Forchtner et al., 2018; Krzyzanowski, 2013; Weingart et al., 2000; Willis,
2016). While its significance for research is widely acknowledged, the concept
of discourse itself remains understood in a wide variety of ways. For instance,
Schiffrin et al. (2005) claim in the Handbook of Discourse Analysis that linguists
in particular define discourse as anything ‘beyond the sentence’, while others refer
to discourse studies as the study of language use (Fasold, 1990). Without going
into the many different meanings, definitions, and uses of the term in the wider
literature here, it is essential to state at this point that I base my interpretation of the
term ‘discourse’ on Reisigl and Wodak (2017, p. 89), who consider it to be ‘a clus-
ter of context-dependent semiotic practices that are situated within specific fields
of social action’ and ‘socially constituted and socially constitutive’, according to
which discourses influence social structures and realities and are also influenced by
them. In addition and still in line with Reisigl and Wodak, a discourse is related to
a macro topic and ‘linked to the argumentation about validity claims such as truth
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and normative validity involving several social actors who have different points of
view’ (2017, p. 89).

Indeed, the issue of climate change is shaped by various competing discourses
and perspectives (Grasso & Markowitz, 2015), despite natural sciences agreeing
unanimously that human-induced climate change exists and represents a funda-
mental threat of the present (Cook et al., 2013; IPCC, 2022). Climate change has
different meanings for different people, and climate change issues and policies are
often shaped by contrasting interpretations of reality, by stakeholder interests, or
by power relations. In the book Why We Disagree About Climate Change Hulme
(2009) presents two very distinct ways of seeing climate change: on the one hand,
climate change is an observable physical phenomenon; on the other hand, it is an
idea that can be discussed, adapted and used. He states that while the former is
measurable and quantifiable, the latter is strongly formed by who is being asked
and one’s cultural and social background. Moreover, climate change cannot be
neatly analysed simply by looking at the scientific results presented, for instance,
in Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports. Discourses about
climate change have always been formed by cultural and historical perspectives,
and in order to understand such discourses it is essential to include the wider cul-
tural context (Hulme, 2008). In fact, a considerable share of people living in West-
ern democracies (concrete numbers vary greatly between different nations) deny
the existence of climate change in various ways (Brooks & Wingard, 2023; Jylha
et al., 2021; Kovaka, 2021; Leiserowitz et al., 2009; Leviston & Walker, 2012;
Libke, 2022; Sarathchandra & Haltinner, 2023; Veijonaho et al., 2023; Wullen-
kord & Reese, 2021). Originating mainly (but not only) in the United States (US)
and spreading to many nations, the climate change countermovement can be seen
as an international community (Dunlap & McCright, 2012; Sassan et al., 2023).
Although the climate change countermovement is relatively small in many coun-
tries, denial and scepticism towards anthropogenic climate change has long been
considered a fundamental challenge to the development of efficient climate change
protection and adaptation policies (Bowden et al., 2019). By now many actors do
not deny climate science per se but focus on obstructing climate policy. There-
fore, recent literature increasingly speaks of climate obstruction or climate action
obstruction (Ekberg et al., 2022a).

A very short literature overview

Ideological factors and political orientation have been documented as relatively
stable predictors for climate change beliefs. For instance, scholars reveal that while
liberals tend to support pro-climate policies, conservatives typically oppose them
(see also Dunlap et al., 2016; Hart & Nisbet, 2012; Myrick & Evans Comfort,
2019). Research suggests that far-right or populist far-right actors in particular
tend to obstruct climate action in one way or another (Forchtner, 2019b; Forchtner
et al., 2018; Hess & Renner, 2019). The successful election in 2016 of Donald
Trump — who unveiled ambiguous beliefs regarding climate change (BBC News,
2020), used climate change denial in his presidential campaign (Dunlap et al., 2016)
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and decided to withdraw from the Paris Agreement? — highlights that the nexus
between climate obstruction and different actors such as the populists far-right is
relevant for further research (see Peters, 2018). As mentioned previously, this work
addresses this very point. However, even though public support for such political
parties and movements is growing, research also agrees that mainstream, that is,
parties on the left and right of the political spectrum in particular influence the
public discourse (van Spanje, 2010; Wodak, 2018).

Generally, climate obstruction not only expresses itself through a simple out-
right denial of human-induced climate change or climate science, but researchers
have identified various strategies and aspects of obstruction. Many studies rely on
Stephan Rahmstorf, who, in his book The Climate Sceptics, pioneered three main
types of denial or sceptics: trend sceptics (denial of the existence of global warm-
ing), attribution sceptics (denial of the human impact on the global warming trend)
and impact sceptics (denial of negative impacts of global warming) (Rahmstorf,
2005). However, just as climate science is constantly evolving and constantly pre-
senting new findings, denial or scepticism of (anthropogenic) climate change has
also evolved and gained complexity. Therefore, scholars have further developed
and reconceptualised this typology. For example, van Rensburg (2015) integrated
Rahmstorf’s typology in the first of his three distinct categories of objects of scep-
ticism, namely ‘evidence scepticism’, which includes scepticism about scientific
proof of trends, causes and impacts of human-made climate change. He calls the
denial or critique regarding the ‘scientific, bureaucratic, and political processes
behind mainstream climate science’ ‘process scepticism’ (p. 4). His third category,
‘response scepticism’, implies scepticism of the ‘public and private response to the
climate issue’ (p. 4). In recent literature, attention has increasingly moved from
outright denial of climate change towards other types of opposition to climate miti-
gation, climate inaction, or climate denial (Almiron & Moreno, 2022; Ekberg et al.,
2022a). Indeed, Ekberg et al. (2022a) differentiate between primary, secondary, and
tertiary obstruction. Actors engaging in primary obstruction deny anthropogenic
climate change and the scientific evidence of it. Others, who at least accept climate
science but question the validity of policy decisions and decision-making proce-
dures, delay climate action due to, for instance, ideological, political, or economic
reasons, and are engaging in secondary obstruction. Tertiary obstruction includes
all those accepting climate science and not intending to obstruct climate mitigation
but still carrying out business ‘as usual’ (Ekberg et al., 2022a, p. 11). In Chapter 2
I will go more into detail and explain why climate obstruction (rather than denial
or scepticism) is the term I use in this book.

This development highlights the complex nature of climate obstruction, but the
literature is considerably more extensive than what is described here. Different
disciplines such as psychology, political science, sociology, and behavioural stud-
ies deal with climate obstruction and form a comprehensive body of literature.
Climate obstruction has been the subject of many quantitative and qualitative stud-
ies and in general various factors (e.g. gender, education, socio-demographics)
can play a role. I will discuss the state of the art of this research field in detail
later in Chapter 2; here I outline a few major findings in the literature in order



Introduction 5

to give a brief overview. For instance, researchers have shown that on the indi-
vidual level, politically conservative men in particular show climate scepticism in
various countries (Letourneau et al., 2023; McCright & Dunlap, 2013; Milfont et
al., 2015; Whitmarsh, 2011). Also, on the institutional level, conservative founda-
tions, think-tanks, and political parties are more likely to support climate obstruc-
tion (Busch & Judick, 2021; Dunlap & Jacques, 2013; Dunlap & McCright, 2012;
Ekberg & Pressfeldt, 2022; McCright & Dunlap, 2003). Climate obstruction at
the elite level is often influenced and supported by extensive networks of pow-
erful think-tanks (Jacques et al., 2008), which have often financial ties to fossil
fuel industries (Brulle, 2013). Thus, large financial resources help to produce and
disseminate a wide range of publications and public relations work in the vein of
climate obstruction, which in turn leads to a huge global impact on public and
political affairs.

Hess and Renner (2019), who compared party statements of moderate conserva-
tive and far-right parties on climate change and renewable energies in six Euro-
pean countries, claimed that typically far-right parties reject climate science, while
moderate conservative parties generally showed commitment to climate mitigation
policies. Indeed, research suggests that there is an important difference between the
right side of the political spectrum (e.g. parties on the right of the political centre)
and the far right (e.g. radical right actors, extreme right actors or far-right populist
parties). For instance, a study was carried out analysing how the rise of a far-right
nationalist political party (Sweden Democrats) and ideas of organised groups who
obstruct climate action merged in Sweden elucidating the path of climate obstruc-
tion from individual groups or movements to far-right party actors and eventu-
ally into national parliaments (Hultman et al., 2019). Interesting in this context
is a study on Germany by Kaiser and Puschmann (2017), who found similarities
in the rhetoric of climate change denial and anti-establishment/anti-elite rhetoric
employed by far-right parties. Based on a broad literature review, Forchtner (2020)
summarises that many far-right actors reject anthropogenic climate change or are
in one way or another sceptical towards climate science issues (i.e. they deny cli-
mate research and often speak out against measures and policies that protect the
environment and climate) (see e.g. Forchtner & Kelvraa, 2015; Lockwood, 2018;
Schaller & Carius, 2019).

Research questions and research design

The relevance of investigating this nexus increases due to the fact that in the cur-
rent European context, the far-right — and in particular populist far-right parties
and movements — have been on the rise (Kriesi & Pappas, 2015; Krzyzanowska &
Krzyzanowski, 2018; Turner, 2023). Wodak and Krzyzanowski (2017) argue that
the rise of right-wing populist parties in Europe and the US has resulted in lost
votes for mainstream parties. Concretely, since the so-called migration crisis in
2015 in Europe, ‘new’ (e.g. the Alternative for Germany (AfD) and Vox in Spain)
and ‘old’ (e.g. Lega in Italy and the Freedom Party of Austria (FPO)) PFRPs have
been able to gain votes and, in some cases, even participate in the formation of
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national governments (e.g. the Italian Lega was part of the government between
2018 and 2019 and since 2022 with the far-right Fratelli d’Italia, the Austrian FPO
was part of the national government between 2017 and 2019). Many PFRPs have
been found to mobilise primarily on issues such as immigration, identity politics,
anti-globalisation, nationalism, Euroscepticism, and law and order (Heft et al.,
2022; Naxera et al., 2020; Poier et al., 2017). Mainly during the past few years
many, though not all PFRPs, have been showing hostility towards climate change
policies and obstructing climate action in one way or another.

At the same time, scholars have identified the potential influence of successful
PFRPs on the policy agenda of mainstream parties but refer to necessary caution
and differentiation due to further underlying factors in the wake of this develop-
ment (Akkerman, 2015). The goal of the current study is not to explore party com-
petition processes but rather to comprehend the discourse about climate change by
PFRPs and how is woven into the policy field of climate change in various nations.
From this I deduce the following research questions:

1. How present is the issue of climate change among mainstream parties?

2. How have mainstream parties changed their communication about climate
change from 20162018 to 2019-2020?

3. How does the presence of climate change evolve in populist far-right communi-
cation between 2016 and 2020?

4. How do populist far-right parties address the issue of climate change?

To analyse these questions, I rely on three different cases, that is, Germany, Spain,
and Austria. In order to answer the first and the second questions, I draw on social
media posts from party profiles and channels of mainstream parties, protocols of
parliamentary sessions, and policy documents. Data is analysed by the methodo-
logical apparatus of critical discourse studies (CDS), which enables or requires
relevant contextual information to be included in the overall analysis.

The first two research questions on the presence, understanding, and develop-
ment of the discourse about climate change by mainstream parties are essential to
the entirety of the project in order to understand the characteristics of the discourse
about climate change in the national context and, more concretely, in the context of
anational policy field. This analysis is considered to be the basis that prevails in the
political discourse about climate change; thus, it is particularly important to com-
prehend its understanding. Specifically, this case concerns the conceptual under-
standing of climate change, which is being countered by other political actors such
as PFRPs. Generally, I regard ‘language as the key carrier of conceptual dynamics
and change’ (Krzyzanowski, 2016, p. 312; Steinmetz, 2011). In order to examine
how the social and political understanding of climate change is constructed in the
communication of the mainstream parties in a country, I rely on CDS and combine
the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) with Begriffsgeschichte (BG) or con-
ceptual history, elaborated by Reinhart Koselleck (1979, 2002, 2004) and others
(Krzyzanowski, 2016, 2019 for more, see Chapter 3).
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The second part of the analysis addresses the third and fourth research ques-
tions. The DHA fits these research questions very well as it has an interdiscipli-
nary orientation. Concretely it integrates aspects of communication, language, and
politics. Moreover, based on the work of Ruth Wodak and her colleagues, I regard
discourses as historical, meaning a ‘discourse is not produced and cannot be under-
stood without taking the context into consideration’ and ‘discourses are always
connected to other discourses which were produced earlier, as well as those which
are produced synchronically or subsequently’(Wodak, 1996, p. 19). Drawing on
the DHA in CDS, especially elaborated by Ruth Wodak and Martin Reisigl (see
also e.g. Krzyzanowski, 2013; Reisigl & Wodak, 2001; Wodak, 2001), this part of
the analysis pursues the ‘principle of triangulation’, ‘which implies taking a whole
range of empirical observations, theories and methods as well as background infor-
mation into account’ (Reisigl & Wodak, 2017, p. 89). Indeed, in order to analyse
the third and fourth research questions, I rely on the analysis of party manifestos,
election programs, social media posts, and press releases of PFRPs. The investi-
gation transcends a purely linguistic analysis by integrating other aspects in the
analysis, in this case the historical, political, sociological, and scientific dimen-
sions (e.g. Wodak, 2014). Concretely the analysis focuses on the key elements of
populist far-right communication strategies on climate change and on the discourse
thereby constructed and recontextualised across online and offline communication.
Further explanations are provided in Chapter 3.

Relevance of this research project

The relevance of this project is manifold: first, I analyse connections and inter-
relations between discourses about climate change of various political parties and
their respective national policy fields by investigating their understanding of and
discourse about climate change. To do that I include various political parties left
and right of the political centre, who have a lot of formal power in their respective
countries. Second, this project contributes to the policy discussion by expanding
the literature on PFRPs, which have become crucial actors in European politics at
regional, national, and European levels, particularly regarding topics on migration
and integration. In fact, this project aims to give further insights into the role of
PFRPs in national