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The year 2024 started with newspapers filled with articles on farmers taking over European 

cities. In Germany, the farmers protested the recently announced tax break reduction on 

agricultural diesel. The protests were quickly instrumentalized by various political actors, which 

made them highly controversial. This thesis explores how two actors, the German radical right 

AfD and the center-right CDU, discursively construct climate change within the debates 

surrounding the farmers’ protests. The focus lies on their use of populism as a strategic 

communication tool and legitimation strategies that politicize climate change. As such, climate 

change and environmental discourses are critically reviewed and contextualized, and theories on 

populism and politicization are presented. The thesis applies a discourse-historical approach 

(DHA) based on the analytical tools of nomination, predication, and legitimation. The findings 

conclude that discourses of climate policy conservatism, green patriotism, and climate elitism are 

applied to re-politicize climate change according to the right-wing agenda. As expected, the AfD 

mainly applied green patriotism, whereas the CDU applied climate policy conservatism. Both 

also relied on a newly identified discourse of climate elitism, highlighting the protest dynamics. 
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1. Introduction 

 18th of December 2023 – 10.000s of people in the streets of Berlin – with tractors, cow 

dung, fire, and anger (Hofmann, 2023; Kuhles, 2023). The farmers of Germany are striving for a 

better future, but where is this massive uproar coming from? On the 13th of December, the 

current government, consisting of the Green Party, the SPD (social party), and the FDP (liberal 

democratic party), decided to phase out the agricultural diesel tax reimbursements (Kuhles, 

2023). This decision was necessary after the constitutional court demanded an economization of 

17 billion Euros from the German state in November because it misused credits taken out for 

COVID-19 emergency measures for climate protection and the modernization of the economy 

(Tagesschau, 2024b). As such, tax breaks on agricultural diesel were said to be reduced 

significantly starting January 2024, which would have presented a heavy financial burden for the 

farmers (Kuhles, 2023). Thus, the farmers took to the streets again on the 8th of January, 

protesting this specific measure and the general disregard of farmers through multiple strict 

environmental laws and restrictions of subsidies (Connolly, 2024; Henley, 2024). The protests 

consisted of a few thousand people – farmers but also shop owners, retailers, distributors, and 

citizens - from all over the country (Connolly, 2024). The protests lasted for weeks and spread 

throughout the country, with the most significant demonstrations being in Berlin around the 15th 

of January (Connolly, 2024; rbb24, 2024). The farmers’ protests extended far beyond Germany: 

they took place in all European countries except Austria, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden 

(Henley & Jones, 2024; Tanno & Liakos, 2024).  

 There are many reasons why the farmers’ protests erupt at this point in history. The 

farmers and their families have been suffering under the current system for decades: the number 

of employments in the agricultural sector has been declining rapidly since the 1950s, the suicide 

rate among farmers is high, and the farming sector is the most strictly regulated in the European 

Union (Bissen, 2020; Our World in Data, 2024; Wuepper et al., 2024). Throughout the European 

Union (EU), smaller farms are threatened by the high bureaucracy surrounding the agricultural 

processes, the high cost of living, unpredictable weather conditions, and the low prices of their 

produce (Casert, 2024). 

 At the same time, the sector is one of the most polluting ones in the world (Climate 

Watch, 2023). It is responsible for a quarter (26%) of the world’s greenhouse gases (Ritchie et 

al., 2022). Additionally, 94% of the global mammal biomass, excluding humans, is livestock, 
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significantly decreasing the planet’s biodiversity (Ritchie et al., 2022). Finally, food production 

takes up half of the global habitable land and 70% of the world’s freshwater withdrawals 

(Ritchie et al., 2022). This juxtaposition highlights the direct link between the farmers’ protests 

and climate change.  

 

1.1. The Heated Climate around the Farmer’s Protests 

 The farmers construct a relevant part of food production and society, so their satisfaction 

became highly interesting for political parties during the recent protests. On the European level, 

for example, the European Commission withdrew one of its climate policies against the use of 

pesticides at the beginning of February and put the nature restoration laws on ice again after 

member states withdrew support (Barnes, 2024; O’Carroll, 2024; The Guardian, 2024). 

Similarly, on the 18th of January in Germany, only a few days after the most prominent farmers’ 

protest in Berlin, the German government reacted and said they would reconsider the phase-out 

of tax breaks on agricultural diesel (Mäurer, 2024).  

 These immediate reactions from governing bodies highlight the impact of the farmers’ 

protests – making them especially attractive for different political groups to join the protests (Di 

Mambro, 2024; Neslen, 2024). So, at the beginning of February, some demonstrations were 

joined by environmental groups such as Fridays For Future (FFF). In contrast, others were joined 

by neo-Nazi groups and politicians from the radical-right party, Alternative für Deutschland 

(AfD, ger. “alternative for Germany”) or the center-right party, Christian-Democratic Union 

(CDU) (Henley & Oltermann, 2024). Throughout the protests, parliamentary debates were filled 

with parties accusing each other of instrumentalizing the demonstrations for their own political 

agenda (Henley & Oltermann, 2024). These accusations weighed heavily on the parties regarding 

June’s EU Parliament elections. After the “green wave” partially caused by FFF at the European 

level, are we now facing a reclaiming of climate change from the right wing? 

 After being in government for 16 years, the CDU is now in opposition and uses the 

opportunity to publicly criticize the doings of the current government (ZDF Heute, 2024). The 

farmers, and later the AfD and CDU, demand re-elections (Hofmann, 2023). At the same time, 

the government accuses the AfD of being opportunistic by joining the protests to recruit voters 

and populist for intensifying chaos in society (Hofmann, 2023; Mendgen, 2024; Tagesschau, 

2024a). These accusations were complemented by an investigation by German intelligence for 
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suspected extremism due to a Nazi-related slogan uttered by one of their politicians in Thuringia 

(BBC, 2024). This led to millions of people on the streets protesting for democracy (BBC, 2024). 

After multiple scandals throughout May, Maximilian Krah, the lead candidate for the EU 

Parliament elections, most recently stated that SS members were “not all criminals.” (BBC, 

2024). This led to the ban of the radical-right party from the EU fraction Identity & Democracy 

(Rothwell, 2024). At the same time, the CDU, and especially its Bavarian counterpart, the 

Christian-Social Union (CSU), are making claims of being “the farmers’ party in Germany” to 

win the farmers’ favor and use it against the government in parliamentary debates (Mendgen, 

2024). However, neither party has climate change or the farmers’ well-being on their agenda 

(Alternative für Deutschland, 2016; Christlich-Demokratische Union, 2024). This adds to a 

heated climate in German politics, and the farmers’ protests only add to it (see Appendix A for a 

detailed timeline). 

 

1.2. Research Aim and Questions 

 This master thesis aims to explore the climate change discourses of the AfD and CDU 

through the case study of the farmers’ protests. Discourses and politics go hand in hand and have 

a strong influence on society and the public opinion (Hajer & Versteeg, 2005). Due to strong 

accusations of instrumentalizing the protests, the focus lies on investigating populism as a 

strategic communication tool applied to re-politicize climate change. With that, the thesis 

contributes to the fields of political and climate change communication. The recent European 

crises have constructed an environment that offers many opportunities to politicize climate 

change. As such, for example, nuclear energy had become re-politicized due to the war between 

Russia and Ukraine with the argument of energetic autonomy, even though it had become de-

politicized after the Fukushima incident in 2011 when people wanted to reduce the use of nuclear 

energy (Ylönen et al., 2017). This leads to the following research question and its three sub-

questions: How do German right-wing opposition parties discursively construct climate change 

in parliamentary debates during the farmers’ protests of 2024?   

(1) How is populism applied as a strategic communication tool in the climate change 

discourses of the German right-wing opposition in parliamentary debates?  

(2) How are the climate change discourses of the German right-wing opposition legitimized 

in parliamentary debates? 
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(3) How is climate change re-politicized by the German right-wing opposition in 

parliamentary debates? 

 The following chapters give a deep insight into the case and the existing literature on 

climate change discourses and theorize the relevant concepts for this thesis. Additionally, the 

data collection and data analysis methods are described in detail. Then, the analysis is presented 

along the identified discourses, relating them to previous literature. The thesis is concluded with 

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

 This case study was primarily selected for one reason: it represents Germany’s largest 

protests regarding climate change in the past year. Additionally, the farmers’ protests were 

highly commented on by various political parties (Henley & Oltmann, 2024; Hofmann, 2023; 

Mendgen, 2024; Schäfer & Schlichting, 2024). This makes for an interesting case, considering 

that Germany has been a global leader in climate governance since the early 1980s when climate 

change was officially introduced into policies (Allwood, 2020; Krzyzanowski, 2015). After the 

parliamentary elections in 2023, however, the CDU, who governed the country for 16 years, now 

opposes the so-called “traffic-light” coalition - the Green Party, the Social Party, and the Liberal 

Democrats - which creates new dynamics in parliamentary debates. This adds to the selection of 

political parties, as they constitute the political radical right (AfD) and the conservative right 

parties (CDU). Since both are currently in opposition in parliament, their reactions to protests 

have increased (Berker & Pollex, 2021). Whereas the CDU is not openly described as a party 

that applies populism as a strategic communication tool, the AfD is considered a party that does 

so openly (Lewandowsky et al., 2021). It is this discrepancy that justifies a comparison between 

both parties. According to Buzogany and Mohamad-Klotzbach (2021), parties tend to adapt their 

reactions strategically for votes, which is why the forthcoming European Parliament elections 

served as an orientation for this analysis similar to Wodak (2021) and Jagers and Walgrave 

(2007). 

 

2.1. The AfD and CDU  

 There are significant structural and ideological differences between the CDU and the 

AfD. This background information is found in their most recent programs of fundamental 

principles and their websites (Alternative für Deutschland, 2016; Christlich-Demokratische 

Union, 2024). The AfD was founded in 2013 and has never been a part of the government, 

whereas the CDU has existed since 1950 and has been in government most recently for 16 years 

(2005-2021). For this thesis, the CDU is considered a single party on a national level, although it 

is usually combined with the CSU, which only operates within Bavaria. However, the CSU has 

taken a more radical stance towards the farmers’ protests in Bavaria, which does not necessarily 

represent the broader statements of the CDU. Hence, the CSU is not considered in this thesis. 
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 The parties significantly differ in size; where the AfD only has 40.131 members 

Germany-wide and 78 people in parliament, the CDU has 371.986 members and 152 people in 

parliament. The AfD is highly critical of the system. As such, the party frequently criticizes 

Germany’s place within the EU. It is generally against the idea that national decision-making 

occurs beyond the German State. Additionally, the party stands for a robust national defense 

rather than depending on protection from other countries. The party is also known for its clear 

stance on re-migration and its demands for a strong national economy that increases sovereignty 

and independence. Although there are some overlaps with the CDU’s values, the AfD 

consistently takes a more radical stance. 

 However, both value a conservative approach to topics, have a traditional family view, 

and favor a strong (national) cultural identity. Both parties highlight these topics, relating them to 

the essence of the German culture or economy. The parties also promote reducing bureaucracy 

and increasing digitization while openly targeting the middle class. Both focus on strengthening 

the middle class through improved health care and early retirement. Finally, both parties state 

that farmers and agriculture are a system-critical part of society that is irreplaceable for food 

production, the upkeeping of traditional practices, and the protection of national landmarks.  

 On the other hand, the CDU represents Christian values. In the most recent adaptation of 

the program of fundamental principles, published in January 2024, the CDU stands for a strong 

EU if it benefits Germany and its economy, as well as high participation in the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO) through that strong defense. Despite a strong sense of belonging to 

the EU, the CDU stands for a controlled migration focusing on integration. Finally, the party 

promotes a solid and socially liberal economy. 

  

2.2. The Parties’ Environmental Attitudes 

 These underlying values and ideologies pave the way for the parties’ environmental 

attitudes, as represented in Figure 1. The AfD expresses its skepticism towards climate change in 

its program of fundamental principles by saying that the “climate is changing as long as the Earth 

exists” (Alternative für Deutschland, 2016, p. 79). Additionally, the party is skeptical of the 

processes of science- and decision-making and the policy instruments implemented as a 

response. On the other hand, the CDU wants to comply with the Paris Agreement and be a 

pioneer in achieving these targets. The party also coined the term “technology-open energy 
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provision” in their 2024 version of the program of fundamental principles. It suggests a strong 

focus on innovation, naming fossil and nuclear energy sources as sustainable. 

 

Figure 1  

Environmental Attitudes of the AfD and CDU

 

  

 Both parties agree that fossil fuels and nuclear energy should be used as transition 

alternatives to renewable energies. Finally, the parties decisively denounce restrictive climate 

policies. So, despite their many differences, both in structural and ideological instances, there are 

significant overlaps between the parties, mainly regarding conservative values, a strong cultural 

identity, environmental protection, and the governance of nature.  
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3. Literature review  

 This section explores the previous literature on mainstream climate change discourses 

that center-right parties employ, and the skeptical discourses used by the far right to situate this 

thesis. 

 

3.1. Mainstream Discourses on Climate Change 

 There are two contrasting schools of thought for defining discourse. According to 

Foucault, discourse is a social system that produces knowledge and meaning, whereas Habermas 

understands it as a means of achieving communicative rationality and consensus in society 

(Hajer, 2002). Based on Foucault, Hajer and Versteeg (2005) define discourse within the context 

of climate policies as the “ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categories through which meaning is 

given to social and physical phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced through an 

identifiable set of practices” (p.175). Miller (1990) and Hajer (2002) further elaborate on 

discourse and state that it is the ensemble of ideas and concepts through which meaning is given 

to more significant phenomena and ideologies. Consequently, discourse is inherently political, 

charged with different power-laden values and influencing practices and behaviors (Reisigl & 

Wodak, 2016). Although discourse is primarily present in media texts, Forchtner et al. (2018) 

argue that political speeches, especially parliamentary debates, are just as relevant for discourse 

analyses. 

 A broad overview of mainstream Western discourses is necessary to understand climate 

change discourses better. The discourses discussed here have emerged since the 1980s when the 

ecological issue got more media attention by conceptualizing climate change and entered policies 

(Allwood, 2020; Krzyzanowski, 2015; Mühlhäusler & Peace, 2006). These discourses all 

presuppose a non-skeptical view of climate change, where anthropogenic climate change is 

considered accurate and has significant negative consequences. Within this setting, the 

discourses can be grouped according to their perspectives on economic growth (see Figure 2). 

 The discourse connecting climate change to economic growth most strikingly is that of 

limits of growth, as Taylor (2012) and Meadows (1972) described. In this discourse, climate 

change is seen as limiting the use of resources, hence limiting economic growth. The left wing 

frequently employs this discourse to emphasize the negative impact of capitalism, while the right 
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wing uses it to criticize the government for limiting economic growth (Taylor, 2012). Similarly, 

the discourse of sustainable development has pitted environmental protection against economic 

growth (Taylor, 2012). These discourses understand climate change as a problem (Swyngedouw, 

2022).  

 However, the ecological modernization discourse has a different take on economic 

growth and the environment (Luke, 1999). The ecological modernization discourse is based on 

the belief that technological innovation, sparked through a free market and limited government 

interference, will solve ecological crises cost-efficiently (Oels, 2005). This describes weak 

environmental modernization. However, there also is a discourse on strong ecological 

modernization (Oels, 2005). This discourse assumes that broad public participation in 

environmental decision-making is necessary for a significant impact (Oels, 2005; Taylor, 2012). 

According to Samper et al. (2021), the weak ecological modernization discourse is present in 

discussions around climate policies, such as the European Green Deal (Samper et al., 2021). 

Samper and colleagues (2021) state that the discourse is explicitly applied to deviate from the 

political characteristics of climate change by reducing it to emissions and energy concerns. As 

such, weak ecological modernization sees climate change as an opportunity for economic 

growth, whereas strong ecological modernization sees more as a barrier to decision-making. 

 The discourse of climate protection is also inherently related to economic growth and 

consists of four categories: globalism, efficiency, ethics of growth, and scientism (Methmann, 

2010). Methmann (2010) states that the categories ‘ethics of growth’ and ‘efficiency’ relate to 

the ecological modernization discourse (Hajer, 1997; Methmann, 2010; Oels, 2005). As such, 

they are based on the principle that climate protection is only justified when the overall benefits 

exceed their costs. They state that economic management of the crisis would be more efficient 

(Methmann, 2010). This is similar to the discourse of liberal environmentalism described by 

Taylor (2012), which encourages trade liberalization if it is consistent with global environmental 

protection. Both discourses reinforce the phenomenon of climate mainstreaming (Methmann, 

2010). Climate mainstreaming comes from the notion of gender mainstreaming and states that 

references to climate protection spread significantly, whereas climate protection becomes 

increasingly ambiguous (Allwood, 2020; Methmann, 2010).  

 The other two categories, ‘globalism’ and ‘scientism’ within the climate protection 

discourse described by Methmann (2010), stem from the green governmentality discourse (Luke, 
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1999; Oels, 2005). Luke (1999) used the term green governmentality to reference all 

environmental discourses and practices since the 1980s onwards and relate them to the concept 

of biopower, which modern governments apply to regulate their populations at individual and 

collective levels (Oels, 2005). More specifically, the green governmentality discourse leads to a 

strictly policed society and environment since nature is framed as a security threat, as a web of 

natural resources that can be exploited (Oels, 2005). This is reinforced by imposing 

environmentally friendly codes of conduct (Oels, 2005). This discourse reinforces the power of 

the national state in the name of environmental protection and thus legitimizes governmental 

interventions (Oels, 2005). Relating this back to Methmann’s (2010) categories, ‘globalism’ and 

‘scientism,’ the categories describe global institutional interventions justified by science. Hence, 

the discourses of climate protection and green governmentality are ambiguous in their 

relationship with economic growth. Still, they are connected to economic growth by portraying 

climate change as a challenge conquered by governmental regulation.  

 

Figure 2 

Economic Growth in Mainstream Climate Change Discourses 

 All in all, the discourses either portray climate change as prohibiting economic growth, as 

a challenge that must be managed efficiently, or as an opportunity for economic growth if the 
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government encourages it. Thus, every discourse is related to economic growth in one way or 

another (see Figure 2). In Figure 2, the discourses of green governmentality, weak ecological 

modernization, and liberal environmentalism stand out as being associated with the conservative 

center-right. The discourses align with the parties’ heavy focus on economic growth, traditional 

values, and a state-led country. On the other hand, Forchtner et al. (2018) found that many 

discourses of the conservative center-right parties’ discourses overlap with the far-right 

discourses. The only significant difference is an individualistic focus typical for the conservative 

right parties and a collectivistic one common in far-right parties (Forchtner et al., 2018). 

 

3.2. Skeptical Discourses on Climate Change 

 Five overarching discourses typically present in the far-right’s climate change 

communication were identified. The most mentioned discourse is climate change skepticism (1) 

(Forchtner, 2019; Forchtner et al., 2018; Forchtner & Lubarda, 2023; van Rensburg, 2015; 

Vihma, 2021). According to van Rensburg (2015), climate change skepticism can be divided into 

three centers: evidence, process, and response skepticism. Van Rensburg (2015) describes 

evidence skepticism along three stages: people start by questioning the existence of climate 

change, claiming that it is part of the trend (trend skepticism), accepting this but then questioning 

the human causality (cause skepticism), and finally when accepting the previous ones, 

questioning the negative impact of climate change (impact skepticism). Evidence skepticism 

directly relates to climate change, whereas the other two centers relate to policies and decision-

making around climate change.  

 As such, van Rensburg (2015) states that process skepticism involves questioning the 

scientific knowledge generation on climate change and the climate decision-making processes. 

Similarly, Vihma et al. (2021) describe climate science denialism (2) as the denial of scientific 

consensus on climate change. Instead, far-right actors refer to climate change as a conspiracy of 

the liberal elite that demands deregulation of the issue (Vihma et al., 2021). However, many far-

right actors do refer to science when talking about climate change, referring to alternative 

science that confirms their ideological stance rather than the “mainstream” science (Vihma et al., 

2021). This leads to the othering of science that supports left-wing politics (Forchtner et al., 

2018). Going hand in hand with climate science denialism is the accusation of the left-wing 
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parties’ usage of fearmongering (Forchtner & Lubarda, 2023). Both evidence skepticism and 

climate science denialism are commonly linked to far-right populist parties.  

 The parties with the most extreme far-right ideologies also have the highest interest in 

environmental protection (Forchtner, 2019). As such, the discourse of green patriotism or 

organic ethno-nationalism (3) occurs (Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021; Forchtner, 

2019). The green patriotism discourse stems from the historical discourse in the US, where 

national development emerged together with nature protection in the 19th century (Buzogany & 

Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021). As such, the cultural practices around the natural environment 

became inherently intertwined with the land and its resources. Within this discourse, the far-right 

tends to paint the conflict between the “detached urban elite” and the “ordinary rural citizens” 

(Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021). The green patriotism discourse frequently relates to 

energy, as renewable energies require land that could otherwise be used for recreational purposes 

or traditional farming (Oswald et al., 2021). As such, the discourse is used against the left, 

accusing them of lacking common sense and their policies as having harmful environmental 

consequences (Forchtner et al., 2018). As is demonstrated in multiple recent studies, the far-right 

populist parties are slowly but surely taking an environmentalist stance and including it in their 

political programs (Berker & Pollex, 2021; Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021; Forchtner 

& Lubarda, 2023; Marquardt & Lederer, 2022; Oswald et al., 2021).  

 Then there are discourses applied by the far-right that directly attack the government and 

its current policies by questioning the strength of the government (Forchtner et al., 2018; 

Forchtner & Lubarda, 2023; Vihma et al., 2021). Alternatively, the proponents of climate change 

policies are accused of being supporters of a climate religion, a cult, or even forming an “eco-

dictatorship” (Forchtner et al., 2018; Forchtner, 2019; Forchtner, 2020; Forchtner & Lubarda, 

2023). As such, populist parties exploit climate policies to undermine parliamentarian routines 

and destabilize the established conventions (Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021; Marquardt 

& Lederer, 2022). 

 

3.2.1. Skeptical Discourses on Climate Policy 

 Response skepticism, as defined by van Rensburg (2015), focuses on using policy 

instruments and the policy style the government applies. This concept closely relates to the 

discourse of climate policy conservatism (4). Vihma et al. (2021) describe climate policy 



   13 

conservatism as a discourse focused on the costs and benefits of climate policies, criticizing the 

economic and political measures proposed by the government to deal with climate change. 

However, it also conveys a reliance on technology and innovation to deal with climate change 

and an appreciation for current policies with benefits for all, such as improved air quality and 

new business opportunities (Vihma et al., 2021).  

 As such, this far-right discourse is very similar to the more mainstream ecological 

modernization discourse. However, the far-right distances itself from the center by stating, for 

example, that “the left,” including the CDU, does not possess common sense (Forchtner et al., 

2018). This is best illustrated in the situation when far-right parties play on the “painful structural 

changes” that the transitions required by climate policies entail (Buzogany & Mohamad-

Klotzbach, 2021). Climate policy conservatism builds on the general social resistance against 

climate policies, which hints towards their actual socioeconomic impact (Samper et al., 2021). 

The far-right populist parties take advantage of the situation and usually move on to portray 

themselves as the protectors of the “left-behind” or “the little guy” (Buzogany & Mohamad-

Klotzbach, 2021; Forchtner, 2019; Forchtner, 2020; Lockwood, 2018).  

 The play on established climate policies to cause economic harm or them being a money-

making scam for the “left elite” shines a positive light on the far right (Forchtner et al., 2018). 

Usually, however, the discourse that frames the far-right as a “protector” is not acted upon since 

far-right parties are not elected to the government or find themselves in the opposition and thus 

rarely get the chance to implement their ideas (Forchtner et al., 2018). Still, the AfD, for 

example, challenges the consensus in Germany, where all parties agree on anthropogenic climate 

change and the regulations to mitigate its impacts (Berker & Pollex, 2021). This highlights the 

complicated relationship between far-right populism and environmentalism (Berker & Pollex, 

2021).  

 Finally, Vihma and colleagues (2021) came up with another discourse related to policies, 

namely climate policy nationalism (5). Climate policy nationalism is a far-right discourse that is 

typically centered on China, the country whose emissions are the only ones that matter since the 

country in which the party is based is already doing all it can – the far-right party usually 

demands complete deregulation of climate change (Vihma et al., 2021). Marquardt and Lederer 

(2022) state that in Germany, especially climate policy nationalism, and climate science 

denialism can be witnessed, which is confirmed by Selk and Kemmerzell (2022). As such, these 
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discourses are especially relevant in the context of the farmers’ protests, as much of the debate is 

about policies.  

  

3.3. The Environment as Vehicle for Other Political Concerns 

 As has become clear throughout this literature review, climate change is frequently 

discussed and linked to other topics. These vary depending on the political stance of the party. 

As such, the left applies discourses that relate climate change to justice, gender, or even religion 

(Allwood, 2020; Klinkenborg & Fuchs, 2021). However, the center-right connects it to economy, 

innovation, and identity (Luke, 1999; Krzyzanowski, 2015). Finally, the far-right connects it to 

skepticism, nationalism, and democracy (Forchtner, 2019; Vihma et al., 2021). For example, the 

green patriotism discourse is an effective way for far-right populists to link their primary policy 

positions (nationalism) with their secondary or tertiary policy position (climate change), 

especially when it comes to their primarily rural voter base (Forchtner, 2019; Vihma et al., 

2021). Their nationalist and patriotic interests can be hidden behind the argument for 

environmental protection of the “homeland” (Forchtner, 2019).  

 Another example connects climate change with migration and identifies four different 

discourses (Söyler et al., 2023): reduced agency of climate change displaced people (1), climate 

change entitles human protection (2), climate change is a determinant for migration (3), and 

climate change is a risk multiplier (4). These discourses construct climate change and migration 

as inherently linked. Söyler and colleagues (2023) state that the conservative party on the EU 

level strongly contests this link (European People’s Party), which demonstrates that political 

concerns are hidden in those discourses. All of this illustrates the statement made by Forchtner 

(2019) that climate change is used as a “vehicle” to transport populist and far-right ideologies. 

 

3.4. Summary of the Review and Knowledge Gap 

 This literature review gave insight into the most relevant climate change discourses 

applied by the center-right and the far-right. In general, the differences between mainstream 

climate change discourses and skeptical climate change discourses are striking. Whereas 

mainstream discourses all relate to economic growth and agree on the existence and harmful 

consequences of man-made climate change, the skeptical discourses challenge these beliefs. 
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However, it is demonstrated that skeptical climate change discourses frequently overlap with 

traditionally conservative perspectives (Forchtner et al., 2018). Forchtner et al. (2018) argue that 

these shared claims between the radical right and the conservative parties should be investigated, 

which is what this thesis focuses on.  

 Additionally, the protests cause political parties to react to and interact with climate 

change – analyzing these reactions is frequently lacking in current literature (Berker & Pollex, 

2021). This is especially true for radical-right and center-right parties, which are the subject of 

this thesis (Berker & Pollex, 2021). This thesis further adds to the current literature by following 

the recommendation by Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach (2021) to investigate the parties’ 

environmental attitudes, as neither the AfD nor the CDU list the environment nor climate change 

as one of their key topics. 

 On a meta-level, much of the climate change communication literature is based on 

newspaper and media reports (see Carvalho & Burgess, 2005; Chinn et al., 2020; Gavin, 2009; 

O’Neill & Boykoff, 2012; Schäfer & Schlichting, 2017). The field of political climate change 

communication is only emerging, with little literature integrating populism, politicization, 

policies, and different political orientations – creating a complex research field with a lot of 

potential for future research (Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021; Feindt et al., 2021; Huber 

et al., 2021; Marquardt & Lederer, 2022; Oswald, 2021). Hence, this thesis contributes to the 

existing literature by identifying the re-politicization of climate change, but also by exploring the 

relationships between populism and the climate change discourses. Many of the discourses 

mentioned above can be put in relation to populism and can thus lead to the politicization of 

climate change. These concepts build the basis of this thesis and are theorized in the next 

chapter. 
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4. Theoretical Framework  

 This chapter builds a theoretical framework that gives insight into the most relevant 

concepts and theories surrounding populism, polarization, and politicization in combination with 

discourse and climate change.  

 

4.1. Populism and Climate Change  

 Populism is a highly contested concept in communications studies and political science 

(Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Lockwood, 2018; Mudde, 2004). It starts with the very definition of 

the term. Some authors refer to it as an ideology, others as a strategy, and again others as a 

communication style (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Lockwood, 2018; Marquardt & Lederer, 2022). 

Despite this ongoing debate, there is a general agreement on what builds the core of populism. 

As such, populism consists of three elements: people-centrism, anti-elitism, and exclusion 

(Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021; Mudde, 2004; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). In their 

research, Jagers and Walgrave (2007) describe populists as presenting themselves, always on the 

side of “the people,” “the left-behind,” and “the taxpayers,” giving the impression that by talking 

about them, they are on their side. They also go against the government, stating that it is not 

working for them and that there should be a “government by the people for the people” (Jagers & 

Walgrave, 2007). However, when referring to “the people,” the politicians refer to a specific 

group, excluding others who are then used as scapegoats. According to Jagers and Walgrave 

(2007), these are traditionally immigrants or, recently, climate activists.  

 When considering populism as an ideology, several factors come into play: the 

sovereignty of the people and majority rule, advocating for a direct democracy and going against 

the liberal democracy as it is in place in most European countries as of now (Jagers & Walgrave, 

2007; Marquardt & Lederer 2022). Mudde (2004), however, defines populism as a thin-centered 

ideology, which is understood as a restricted core that can easily be connected with other full or 

thin ideologies, such as communism, nationalism, or ecologism. For this thesis, however, 

populism is defined as a political and strategic communication tool that refers to “the people,” 

which aligns with Jagers and Walgrave’s (2007) understanding of thin populism. Jagers and 

Walgrave (2007) agree with Mudde (2004) on the transferability of other ideologies onto 
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populism, but instead of referring to thin populism as ideology, they refer to it as a strategic 

communication tool. Thus, it becomes a strategy to mobilize people for a political cause. 

 Although populism is usually associated with the far right in Europe, many instances 

demonstrate populism in the left wing as well (Wodak, 2021). In Europe, the populist left wing is 

strongly pro-environmental and usually constructs climate change as a class-based social conflict 

that demands a robust interventionist state (Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2022). Examples 

of left-wing populism in Europe are the Spanish party Podemos or the Italian Movimento Cinque 

Stelle (Five Star Movement). The discourses between left-wing and right-wing populism 

frequently overlap regarding anti-elitism (Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2022). This 

demonstrates that populism is not an ideology in the traditional sense - a worldview composed of 

related opinions and attitudes shared by members of a specific group (Reisigl & Wodak, 2016). 

Instead, it is a communication strategy linked to other ideologies, as Jagers and Walgrave (2007) 

explain. Through the three core elements, populism can be applied throughout the political 

spectrum and is thus not explicitly reserved for one extreme or the other (Marquardt & Lederer, 

2022; Mouffe, 2018).  

 

4.1.1. Right-wing Populism  

 Despite these highly relevant examples of left-wing applications of populism, in the 

European context, most studies are about the much-applied populism by far-right parties (Jagers 

& Walgrave, 2007; Mouffe, 2018; Wodak, 2021). However, the far-right is not a single actor: 

Forchtner (2019) differentiates between the anti-liberal, radical right and the anti-democratic, 

extreme right. While radical rights believe in democracy and participate by questioning and 

challenging the government, extreme rights do not (Forchtner, 2019). As such, parties like the 

AfD would fall within the radical right wing, whereas the Norwegian Progress Party would fall 

within the extreme right. With this distinction in mind, Buzogany and Mohamad-Klotzbach 

(2022) state that climate change and climate policies for the populist radical right parties are a 

tertiary concern, often emerging only as a counter-reaction to environmentalist forces.  

 However, other researchers state that many far-right populist parties are accepting the 

existence of man-made climate change because it represents an upcoming political battleground 

(Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021; Marquardt & Lederer, 2022; Oswald et al., 2021). To 

use this political battleground, the far-right parties distance themselves from other views 
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(Marquardt & Lederer, 2022). It allows the far-right parties to scapegoat their opponents, such as 

environmentalists, scientists, and Green parties while maximizing votes (Berker & Pollex, 2021; 

Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2022). The populism applied by the far-right then leads to 

polarization of climate change (Marquardt & Lederer, 2022). 

 This is especially true when protests, such as FFF or the farmers’ protests, are at the 

center of the political debate, as populism is highly responsive to popular moods (Buzogany & 

Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021). When analyzing the reactions of political parties to the recent FFF 

protests, Berker and Pollex (2021) found that the AfD is the party that mentions the FFF the most 

while at the same time taking on the most hostile position against them. This aligns with its 

populist behavior, where it uses the FFF as a scapegoat for the problem Germany is facing while 

gaining support for their causes (Berker & Pollex, 2021). With populism proven to be a 

successful communication strategy, traditional right-wing parties might be tempted to apply it, 

which would only worsen the situation instead of undercutting the far-right’s success (Jagers & 

Walgrave, 2007).  

 For this thesis, populism, with its three core elements of people-centrism, anti-elitism, 

and exclusion, can thus be identified by recognizing strategies such as scapegoating, 

simplification, generalization, derogatory language, or dichotomies (Berker & Pollex, 2021; 

Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Mudde, 2004). These strategies apply rhetorical devices such as 

anaphora, juxtaposition, metonymy, hyperbole, or comparison (Reisigl & Wodak, 2016). 

 

4.2. Politicization  

 Marquardt and Lederer (2022) define politicization as “the emergence of political 

conflicts that become more intense, more visible, and include ever more actors” (p.737). Climate 

change started as a scientific problem that got media attention for the first time in the mid-to-late 

1980s and became part of a more extensive debate (Moser, 2010). Chinn and colleagues (2020) 

state that the topic has been increasingly politicized and polarized in the media and public 

opinion since 1985. The increase in public interest politicized the topic for the first time and then 

it became part of election programs (Pepermans & Maesele, 2016). More recently, climate 

change has become depoliticized through its societal normalization by the rise of the Green 

parties throughout Europe and climate activist groups such as FFF in 2019 (Samper et al., 2021). 

Over the past five years, the EU Commission and the European Green Deal have added to this 
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depoliticization (Samper et al., 2021). It has taken effect by portraying climate change in the 

framework of the neoliberal hegemony that excludes issues and people from democratic debates 

and instead presents everything as an economic problem (Samper et al., 2021). Depoliticization 

also takes place when drawing on science or pushing the populist “there is no alternative” 

(TINA) argument, as they are attempts to shut down inherently political debates (Marquardt & 

Lederer, 2022; Samper et al., 2021). By doing so, the populist parties actively exclude 

stakeholders from the discussion through complicated vocabulary, very short periods for 

consideration, and so forth (Samper et al., 2021).  

 After normalizing climate change over the past five years, this is the point at which far-

right populist parties, such as the AfD in Germany, have found climate change to be a 

politicizing factor. As such, the party started challenging the norm of accepting anthropogenic 

climate change and re-focusing the discussion on the people (Marquardt & Lederer, 2022). This 

process is commonly called re-politicization (Marquardt & Lederer, 2022). By doing so, the AfD 

is polarizing the political debate over climate change, which can, contrary to common beliefs, 

broaden and deepen democracy (Buzogany & Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021; Marquardt & Lederer, 

2022). Another positive outcome of this re-politicization might be that the democratic 

disagreement around climate change will allow the development of alternatives, generate 

creative ways of policymaking, and foster civic engagement (Marquardt & Lederer, 2022). 

According to Feindt et al. (2021), any type of policy change according to a party’s agenda and 

the relative power of this actor is possible in a politicized domain.  

 Feindt et al. (2021) developed a framework to measure politicization and depoliticization 

and its effects on climate policies. As such, politicization becomes evident when the actors refer 

to a diverse range of stakeholders, demand action and policy change or constitute something as a 

public affair (Feindt et al., 2021). Accordingly, de-politicization can be noticed when actors refer 

to science or the economy, exclude actors from the discourse, or apply the “TINA” argument 

(Feindt et al., 2021). Based on this understanding of politicization, we are currently witnessing a 

development at the strategy level, where the far-right is trying to re-politicize climate change. 

The far-right clarifies their intentions, which has resulted in politicizing mobilization (Feindt et 

al., 2021).  
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5. Material and Method 

 For this thesis, a discourse-historical approach (DHA) is applied to explore the climate 

change discourses of the AfD and the CDU. This chapter gives insight into the material's data 

collection and sampling process. Furthermore, it provides background on the data analysis to 

ensure reproducibility. It concludes with a reflection on the author’s positionality.  

 

5.1. Material   

 Parliamentary debates were selected to apply a DHA since they reflect the parties’ 

positions on specific issues and allow for in-depth assessment (Berker & Pollex, 2021). The 

parliamentary debates capture the conversations between parties and the arguments applied by 

politicians, giving insights into their ideologies through their rhetoric. The speeches in these 

debates are made for political debate to persuade colleagues. As such, the debates are not laid out 

for a broad public.  

 The sampling process for the parliamentary debates began by defining sampling criteria: 

the debates must have taken place between 01.01.2024 and 30.03.2024 since it is during this time 

the protests were most prominent (Connolly, 2024; Kuhles, 2023). Additionally, the 

parliamentary debates had to be a direct reaction to the farmers’ protests. Furthermore, the 

transcripts of the debates had to be freely accessible online.  

 After establishing these criteria, the data collection process took place. For this, the 

documentation and information system for parliamentary materials by the Bundestag 

(dip.bundestag.de) was scanned in the first step by searching for “Bauern,” “Landwirte,” 

“Landwirtschaft” (ger. “farmers,” “cultivators,” “agriculture”). Since there were too many 

debates, questions, and announcements around these keywords, the search was reduced to 

“Agrardiesel” (ger. “agricultural diesel”) as this was the main grievance of the farmers (Di 

Mambro, 2024) in a second step. This search resulted in three motions: one launched by the AfD, 

one from the CDU, and one from both parties. Those motions were discussed in the 

parliamentary debates on 17.01.2024, 18.01.2024, and 20.03.2024. They constituted the initial 

sample. Since the protests were most violent during the second week of January, the three texts 

that serve as empirical material are situated within a highly heated political environment.  

 

https://dip.bundestag.de/suche?term=landwirt&f.wahlperiode=20&f.metatyp=Antr%C3%A4ge%2C%20Entschlie%C3%9Fungen&f.datum.start=2024-01-01&f.datum.end=2024-03-31&rows=25
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Table 1 

Sampling Table 

Party Pages of Parliamentary Debates  

 17.01.2024 18.01.2024 20.03.2024 Total 

AfD 2.5 4 2 8.5 

CDU 3 7.5 3 13.5 

Total 5.5 11.5 5 22 

  

 The transcripts of the parliamentary debates were freely accessible through the 

documentation and information system website for parliamentary materials by the Bundestag 

(dip.bundestag.de), allowing me to analyze the speeches from individuals of the respective 

parties. The sample was further refined by focusing on the speeches on the agenda, hence 

ignoring spontaneous questions or replies and reactions from party members who were not 

speaking. This was done because the preparation of the speeches is an essential characteristic of 

a parliamentary debate. The spontaneous questions and replies change the goal and intentions of 

the statements as well as the intended audience. 

 In total, the debates amounted to 60 pages, but since the analysis is focused purely on 

AfD and CDU speeches, the sample was further reduced to 22 pages (see Table 1). The pages 

that included only speeches from government parties were deducted from the documents for the 

analysis. The replies, questions, and reactions were blacked out. However, both what the 

coalition parties state and the spontaneous interventions were considered for context. Including 

replies and questions, the CDU had almost double the speaking time of the AfD, although 

together the opposition parties take up half of the debate time in parliament. This is, however, 

regulated according to the size of the parties (Deutscher Bundestag, 2024).  

 All debates took place within the building of the German Bundestag in Berlin. The 

participants had to register beforehand to participate in the debate and their speeches and the 

talking time were fixed in the agenda of each debate. On the 17th of January, Franck Rink, Bernd 

Schattner, and Stefan Keuter spoke for the AfD, whereas only Hans-Jürgen Thies and Johannes 

Steiniger spoke for the CDU. On the 18th of January, five politicians spoke for the AfD, and five 

politicians, including the party leader Friedrich Merz, spoke for the CDU. Finally, on the 20th of 

March, the AfD again had three speakers, whereas the CDU only had two.  



   22 

5.2. Discourse-Historical Approach  

 The DHA is an analytical approach inherently rooted in Critical Discourse Studies 

(Wodak & Meyer, 2016). Like other critical discourse studies, DHA is heavily based on 

Foucault’s theories on discourse, power, and ideology (Wodak, 1999). The concept of discourse 

has multiple dimensions relevant to further solidifying the methodological understanding of 

discourse. Reisigl and Wodak (2016) define discourse as a cluster of context-dependent semiotic 

practices that are socially constituted/constitutive and relate to macro-topics while being linked 

to argumentation about validity. This creates the base for DHA (Wodak, 2021).  

 DHA is an interdisciplinary approach, which makes it well-suited for this thesis, where 

politics overlap with climate change communication (Wodak & Meyer, 2016). Additionally, 

DHA considers the specific historical context of a text, which is highly relevant in light of the 

controversial farmers’ protests (Wodak & Meyer, 2016). Unlike other methods within Critical 

Discourse Studies, the DHA understands “text” as the main object of analysis since it relates to 

structured knowledge (Wodak, 2021). A text allows for the objectification of a speech and is thus 

part of the discourse (Wodak, 2018). In this case, the text falls within the genre of parliamentary 

debates. Lastly, DHA stands out for its high focus on argumentation, which is especially 

interesting in parliamentary debates on climate change (Wodak, 2021).  

 With this, the DHA has many benefits: its interdisciplinary approach, the system of 

triangulation through various texts, and the historical approach allow for a practical application 

(Reisigl & Wodak, 2016). Due to the interdisciplinary character of the approach, linking history, 

political science, sociology, and communications, the approach encourages the combination of 

various theoretical and analytical concepts (Reisigl & Wodak, 2016). However, this complexity 

requires the researcher to avoid combining theoretically incompatible concepts and consider the 

applications’ flexibility to reduce scientific mistakes (Reisigl & Wodak, 2016). This was avoided 

by working inductively. The inherent focus on ideologies and power relations, in combination 

with the analytical steps, can be subjective and increase researcher bias (Krzyzanowski, 2010). 

Additionally, DHA applicants are vulnerable to overemphasizing the importance of the historical 

context (Reisigl & Wodak, 2016). Working iteratively limited the emphasis on historical context 

and scientific mistakes. This made the context loose relevance over time, after intensively 

considering it at the beginning. In addition to these analytical limitations, however, the DHA 

leads to a heavily context-related analysis that can hardly be generalized (Reisigl, 2017).  
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5.2.1. Entry-level Analysis 

 The application of DHA in this thesis was heavily inspired by the application of 

Forchtner and Özvatan (2020) in their study of far-right discourses on climate change in news 

media. Additionally, the application relies on Reisigl and Wodak (2016), Van Leeuwen (2007), 

and Wodak (2015; 2018; 2021). Due to the many sources that inspired the application, a 

schematic model was developed, which serves as the basis for this analysis (see Figure 3). 

Accordingly, the analysis started with an entry-level analysis - inductively identifying the topics 

of the political speeches (see black-colored part in Figure 3). After scanning the texts twice, the 

topics were synthesized and noted down. In a third reading, the topics were re-applied to the 

parliamentary debates, and every paragraph was coded according to one topic. This iterative 

process allowed for constant and critical re-evaluation of the results.  

 

Figure 3 

The Circuit of DHA Concepts 

 Figure 3 illustrates discourses coming together by analyzing the texts while considering 

their context, the topics, and the ideologies they are built on. The ideologies, however, only 

become visible by studying the texts linguistically and extracting the discourses from them. In 

turn, they influence the topics that are discussed within the texts. This schematic representation 
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of the methodological approach visualizes the complex links between the various elements and 

highlights their circularity.  

 

5.2.2. In-depth Analysis 

 After the entry-level analysis, the research questions were used as a framework to choose 

specific tools that allowed for a detailed analysis. This thesis focuses on the DHA tools of 

nomination, predication, and a particular type of argumentation, legitimation. This second step 

went hand in hand with considering the situatedness, the genre, and the text's historical context 

(see light-grey colored parts in Figure 3). According to Wodak (2018), the intertextual references 

and the extralinguistic variables building the context are essential within the DHA. The historical 

context was established by reading news articles during the relevant months, whereas the 

intertextuality was established by scanning all texts referred to during the speeches. This includes 

statistical reports, the Agricultural Report 2023, and various parliamentary questions. 

Additionally, the rules in and around the German Bundestag were read to understand the debate's 

genre better. Finally, the video recording of the parliamentary debate on the 18th of January was 

considered to establish the presence/absence of politicians who were mentioned in the debates. 

Altogether, this information facilitated the identification of discourses and underlying ideologies 

(see dark-grey colored parts in Figure 3).  

 The DHA tools need to be further conceptualized: nomination asks, “How are persons, 

objects, phenomena/events, processes, and actions named and referred to linguistically?” (Reisigl 

& Wodak, 2016, p.112). So, nomination is a tool that constructs social actors, events, objects, 

actions, and processes (Wodak, 2018). Predication asks, “What characteristics, qualities, and 

features are attributed to social actors, objects, phenomena/events, and processes?” (Reisigl & 

Wodak, 2016, p.112). Hence, predication is used to discursively qualify nominations positively 

or negatively through stereotypical attributions, explicit comparisons, and other linguistic 

devices (Wodak, 2018).  

 In this thesis, nomination, and predication essentially manifest as ideological square, as 

described by Van Dijk (1993). In this framework, a polarized presentation of the self and the 

other is constructed by applying nomination and predication. As such, the positive features of the 

self are emphasized, while the negative features are de-emphasized. At the same time, it is 

precisely the opposite of ‘the other’: the negative features are highlighted, while the positive 
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features are diminished (Van Dijk, 1993). Most commonly, the ideological square manifests by 

emphasizing the positive self-representation and the negative other-representation, creating a 

typical populist dichotomy. As such, the AfD represents itself as protectors because it “will 

continue to fight for the [German farmer families]” (Rinck, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18628) while 

portraying the government as “the enemies of the middle and working classes” (Schattner, AfD, 

18.01.2024, p.18622) and the CDU as “a party of tricksters, cheats, deceivers, and warmongers.” 

(Schattner, AfD, 20.03.2024, p.20414). In these cases, nomination is the noun the actor is labeled 

with (“enemy”), whereas prediction includes the qualities of the actor (“keep fighting”).  

 Finally, legitimation is a tool Van Leeuwen (2007) described as an explanation and 

justification of outstanding elements, where cognitive validity is given to objective meanings by 

attaching a normative evaluation to it. Legitimation is applied by actors who want their argument 

to seem reasonable and acceptable. According to Wodak (2018), the argumentation strategy of 

legitimation is applied in political debates, highlighting the concept’s relevance for this thesis. 

Although Forchtner and Özvatan (2020) focus on topoi, which describe the content-related parts 

of an argumentation, their operationalization aligns with this thesis's understanding of 

legitimation. Their topoi are constructed as “if X, then Y” clauses implying a logical 

consequence or reference to generally accepted knowledge. Forchtner et al. (2014) and Wodak 

(2018) argue that topoi are rhetorical schemes that offer the opportunity to analyze arguments 

that represent accepted knowledge employed by orators to persuade an audience of the validity 

of their statements and opinions. Hence, legitimation in this thesis functions as a specific topos 

that is analyzed to understand the reasoning of the two political parties. 

 The types of legitimation by Van Leeuwen (2007) relevant to this thesis are 

operationalized in Table 2. The focus here lies with legitimation through authorization, which is 

operationalized by Van Leeuwen (2007) as legitimation that refers to a person's institutional 

authority and the authority of traditions, customs, and laws. The legitimation through moral 

evaluation takes place by attaching a normative value to the discourse (Van Leeuwen, 2007). 

Finally, legitimation through rationalization refers to goals and uses of social action to highlight 

their cognitive validity (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Van Leeuwen (2007) describes one more type of 

legitimation, which was excluded in this thesis as it is mainly applied in fictional content (Van 

Leeuwen, 2007).  
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Table 2 

Selected Types of Legitimation according to Van Leeuwen (2007) 

Type  Name Definition (Why?) Example 

Authorization Personal  … because of status in a particular situation. As the minister for agriculture states, we …  

 Impersonal … because the laws, policies, etc. say so You should act according to your program.  

 Expert … because of the expertise of a person. Democracy is this and this, according to Dr. X.  

 Role Model … because the person is perceived as role 

model or opinion leader. 

You should hold a conference with the farmers 

because that is what Angela Merkel did. 

 Tradition … because of traditions, practices, customs, 

and habits. 

We are fighting for the farmers because that is 

what we have always done. 

 Conformity 
… because it is what everybody else is doing. 

We should have agricultural diesel because 

other EU countries have it.  

Moralization Evaluation … because it is normal/natural to do it. The protests come from unsatisfied farmers.  

 Abstraction 
… because of an abstract legitimate cause 

The protests are an expression of freedom of 

speech and opinions.  

 Comparison 
… because it is like something legitimate. 

We should keep the subsidies on agricultural 

diesel, just like we kept X regulation. 

Rationalization Instrumental … because it allows to achieve a purpose, 

goal, or outcome. 

By restricting the farmers, the government 

successfully splits society. 

 Theoretical  
… because that is the way things are.  

They will harm society if they continue with 

these strict regulations. 
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5.3. Reflexivity 

 First, to ensure transparency, the author of this thesis declares that she is a climate activist 

looking into political climate change discourses. Hence, it is essential to discuss positionality and 

reflexivity in this area (Dogson, 2019). Reflexivity is highly relevant in qualitative research as it 

reveals unconscious biases within the researcher (Buetow, 2019). As such, the subjectivity and 

its possible influence on the analysis of the material is acknowledged. The inherently critical 

approach for this thesis forced the reconsideration of values and position. The author’s beliefs 

were already challenged by researching the theoretical framework, describing left populism, and 

especially realizing that populism can positively affect democracy. That is why there was a 

constant awareness of the author’s positionality throughout the analysis. Different attitudes were 

experimented with when analyzing the texts, ranging from highly critical to trying to understand 

the discourses.  

 On another note, many efforts were made to ensure the reproducibility and, thus, 

reliability of this thesis. As such, a transparent protocol and detailed exemplification of the 

analytical approach were provided in the methods chapter. Additionally, the texts were analyzed 

in multiple instances and different combinations – once only the parliamentary debates of the 

AfD were examined, then the CDU’s speeches on another day. In a different instance, the texts 

were directly compared according to the dates they took place. With this approach, different 

connections arose and put the texts into context, allowing for more coherent and, thus, more 

reliable findings. To further increase reliability, the original quotes used in the analysis are 

included in this thesis for every reader to translate for themselves (see Appendix D). The author 

translated the quotes from German to English, knowing some of the meaning was lost. After 

writing down the quotes in English, they were cross-checked with translations from DeepL 

(www.deepl.com/translator).  

 Finally, the author of the thesis has been highly attentive towards the generalization of a 

few speeches given by politicians to a whole party. Although it is acknowledged that this 

contains a danger of misrepresentation, the politicians were elected to represent the party, which 

is why the generalization of the speeches is justified.  

http://www.deepl.com/translator
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6. Analysis and Discussion 

 This chapter presents the discourses from the AfD and CDU that were identified through 

the described analytical approach. Two major discourses are present in the analyzed material: 

climate policy conservatism and green patriotism. Additionally, one discourse that could not be 

classified within the discourses discussed in previous literature was identified as climate elitism. 

This analysis highlights the discourses and the underlying ideologies, as well as the application 

or lack of populism as a strategic communication tool and the party’s politicization of the topic 

(see Appendix B & C for an overview). This thesis combines the analysis with some discussion 

elements to facilitate the understanding of the discourses. It concludes with a critical discussion, 

linking the analysis to the theories and the literature review. Starting with the analysis, the 

identified topics are described first (see Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4 

Topical Overview of the Parliamentary Debates  

 

 Figure 4 illustrates the seven most relevant topics (farmers, protests, finances, ideologies, 

left-green elite, policies, and climate change). Although the topics seem unrelated, this portrayal 

clearly shows how interconnected the topics are: In the analyzed debates, the farmers are put in 

relation to diesel, food, and the protests due to social inequalities. The social inequalities lead 

them to believe that there is an existential threat caused by the government’s mismanagement of 

finances resulting in their struggle of economic competitiveness. Within the debates, the CDU 

and AfD state that the farmers’ concerns emerge because of the failing policies that are 
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established by the left-green elite and that put democracy at risk with their ideologies. This 

interconnectedness points towards one underlying topic that impacts all topics: climate change. 

 Before diving into the discourses, it is worth highlighting that two prevalent strategies 

were identified throughout all texts and coming from both parties. The first one is the critique of 

the government in any form. One reason for this could be that both parties are currently in 

opposition and base their politics on this strategy. However, it is in how the parties criticize the 

government that one can identify their underlying stances on climate change. The second 

strategy is the differentiation between opposition parties. Neither the AfD nor the CDU wanted 

to be associated with each other. Accordingly, the AfD states, “The CDU is no longer a centrist 

party, let alone a party of the farmers. They are a party of tricksters, cheats, deceivers, and 

warmongers.” (Schattner, AfD, 20.03.2024, p.20414). In contrast, the CDU differentiates itself 

by stating, “You [the government] want to push us into the corner of the AfD. We are not there 

at all (…)” (Steiniger, CDU, 20.03.2024, p.20406). So, the critique of the government and the 

differentiation from the other opposition party is not a part of one specific discourse but rather an 

application of the ideological square. Through emphasizing the negative characteristics of the 

other, populism as a strategic communications tool is applied.  

 

6.1. Climate Policy Conservatism 

 The climate policy conservatism discourse is based on debating the costs and benefits of 

climate policies and criticizing the economic and political measures proposed by the government 

to deal with climate change (Vihma et al., 2021). It also includes a dimension where the parties 

demonstrate reliance on technology and innovation to deal with climate change and an 

appreciation for current policies with benefits for all, such as improved air quality and new 

business opportunities (Vihma et al., 2021). This second dimension, however, was absent for the 

most part, except for the CDU mentioning alternatives for agricultural diesel, which are fought 

against by the government: “alternatives to agricultural diesel: good and important. Biofuels: you 

are fighting against them” (Bilger, CDU, 18.01.2024, p. 18627). In general, this discourse is 

dominated by criticizing the existing climate policies for the economic harm they are causing 

and, through that, the government’s position towards the middle class. 

 As such, the AfD refers to hardworking and barely surviving farmers, whereas it refers to 

the government as ideological and uneducated and to itself as protector of the “left-behind.” The 
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topics that the AfD articulates in the discourse of climate policy conservatism are the policies, 

economic competitiveness, democracy, and the dialogue that comes with it. The general 

sentiment is that the current climate policies harm the farmers’ ability to survive from their labor 

and negatively impact their economic competitiveness. This sentiment and the nominations are 

focused on German policies and frequently extend to the EU: “We reject subsidies from the EU 

watering can. We say: We must put farmers in a position where they do not have to receive 

subsidies for following green idiocy but can rely on economic self-responsibility and 

entrepreneurial action.” (Keuter, AfD, 17.01.2024, p.18577). With this example, the system-

critical thinking and anti-EU sentiment typical for the AfD come to the foreground. Additionally, 

Keuter calls the government ideological by stating that farmers must follow “green” policies and 

negatively evaluate it by referring to its ideologies as “idiocy.” This is a manifestation of the 

ideological square by juxtaposing the noble “we” from the “idiotic” government. Through this 

quote, their application of theoretical legitimation of how things are to contrast how things 

should be becomes visible: the farmers are being subsidized. They should be able to rely on their 

entrepreneurial actions. 

 On a different note, the AfD criticizes the number of climate policies, stating that it is 

overwhelming for farmers and that smaller family businesses cannot keep up with them. As such,  

(n)obody invests in a barn or tractor if they don't know whether the investment will pay 

off in the long term. Many farmers do not know today whether their barns will meet the 

animal welfare requirements tomorrow. This is why more and more farmers are 

considering giving up. (Schattner, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18622) 

 Here, the legitimation is produced by calling on conformity, using collective terms such 

as “nobody” and “many” to make it seem “normal” that farmers are giving up because of the 

increased quantity of climate policies. This statement also showcases simplification, a commonly 

populist feature (Mudde, 2004). There are many reasons why farmers do not invest in 

necessities, but the AfD only presents the one that aligns with their reasoning: climate policies. 

 Apart from this, the AfD also relies on expert and impersonal legitimation to increase 

their claims’ acceptance. For example, the party quotes both the Federal Statistical Office and the 

Agricultural Report 2023 to highlight the harm that the farmers suffered due to the “green” 

climate policies: “Whether it's the massive increase in energy costs, the misguided agricultural 

policy with its countless losses of income for hard-working farmers or the wrong sanctions 
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policy. In the report none of this plays a role (…)” (Rinck, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18628). Here, the 

farmers are predicated as hard-working, whereas the policies are constantly predicated with 

negative adjectives, such as “misguided” and “wrong.” Additionally, the government is accused 

of hiding information from the public, playing on the negative features of the government. 

 On the other hand, the CDU has a somewhat different approach to the discourse on 

climate policy conservatism. Rather than putting the farmers in the foreground, which aligns 

with the populist attitudes of the AfD, the CDU focuses on generalizing. So, instead of referring 

to the farmers, the CDU frequently nominates “the middle class,” which includes a broad range 

of actors. This generalization can be considered as an application of populism as a strategic 

communication tool and includes “the small- and medium-sized businesses” (Merz, CDU, 

18.01.2024, p.18611), “an entire profession” (Bilger, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18627), “the people in 

rural areas” (Auernhammer, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18636), or even the “majority of the 

population” (Merz, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18611). With these generalizations, the CDU appeals to 

its voter base while re-politicizing the debate on agricultural diesel subsidies and, thus, climate 

change (Feindt et al., 2021). 

 In line with their values, the CDU mainly focuses on the topics around finances and 

economic competitiveness, frequently on a national level in this discourse: “The agricultural 

diesel tax reimbursement is about the economic competitiveness of the German agricultural 

sector because other countries already have this model.” (Thies, CDU, 17.01.2024, p. 18573). 

With this statement, the CDU politician uses the comparison legitimation and refers to other 

European countries to argue for a tax reimbursement on agricultural diesel. In this case, the EU is 

included in the legitimation process of the CDU. However, the CDU criticizes the EU for its 

climate policies in other instances. This ambiguity aligns with their general ideological stance 

towards the EU, where the EU is desirable as long as it benefits Germany. This is further 

showcased by the following quote, where the CDU addresses the government and argue that 

“(…) what you are doing here in the German Bundestag and, above all, what you are doing at 

European level in the area of agricultural policy can be summarized as more regulations, more 

bans, and even higher standards.” (Steiniger, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18634). In this quote, the CDU 

predicates the government as restrictive rather than ideological and uneducated, as the AfD does. 

Through this, the importance of a liberal democracy, where the market is free and the state 

intervention is limited, is highlighted as an ideological basis for this statement. The claim is 
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legitimized by applying impersonal legitimation and referring to “the area of agricultural policy.” 

Impersonal legitimation here refers to legal documents (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Steiniger 

continues his argument by relating it to other policymaking from the Green Party at the European 

level, thus relying on intertextuality.  

 All in all, the climate policy conservatism discourse is present within both the AfD and 

the CDU. The differences lie in calling the farmers “farmers” or “people in the rural areas” and 

describing the government as ideological, uneducated, or restrictive. Still, both parties add to the 

re-politicization of the climate change debate by simplifying or generalizing the discourse. Thus, 

simplifying the situation makes it accessible to various actors. In contrast, the generalization of 

the topic directly addresses more actors, therefore contributing to the politicization of the 

farmers’ protests and, thus, the re-politicization of climate change (Feindt et al., 2021).  

 Another way both parties add to the politicization is by challenging the term the 

government uses for the debate, “climate-damaging subsidies,” and reframing it as “tax 

reimbursement.” The AfD states, “The agricultural diesel reimbursement is not a subsidy. It is a 

refund of taxes that have been paid in excess. It is absolutely inappropriate to speak of 

‘subsidies’ or even ‘climate-damaging subsidies’” (Rinck, AfD, 17.01.2024, p.18571). Through 

this antithesis, the opposition parties frame the government as appropriating funds that rightfully 

belong to the farmers and refusing to return them, which adds to their general ideological square. 

Additionally, the AfD legitimizes its climate policy conservatism discourse by referring to 

theoretical and conformity legitimation, whereas the CDU does so by applying comparison 

legitimation (see Appendix B and C). Both parties use impersonal legitimation by referring to 

numbers, regulations, and facts outside the debate to legitimize their argument further. 

 

6.2. Green Patriotism 

 The second prominent discourse is that of green patriotism. Here, Buzogany & 

Mohamad-Klotzbach (2021), Forchtner (2019), Forchtner et al. (2018), and Oswald et al. (2021) 

listed a few ways in which green patriotism is present among the far-right discourses. As such, it 

includes hidden nationalist and patriotic ideologies through the claim of environmental 

protection of the “homeland” (Forchtner, 2019). This is well illustrated in the following 

statement by the AfD:  
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Who will protect our natural livelihood if family farmers have disappeared? Who will 

look after our beautiful cultural landscapes? Who will maintain traditions and customs 

and thus uphold regional identity? Who will help in the event of disasters such as floods? 

It is quite clear: our homeland needs its farmers. (Rinck, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18628) 

 This statement reveals patriotism through the argument of environmental protection and 

the legitimation of upkeeping traditions and culture. Additionally, this anaphora, where the 

questions all start with “who will,” emphasizes the normalization of these statements. The AfD 

legitimizes the necessity of the farmers by referring to evaluation legitimation: painting the 

farmers as naturally responsible for these things. In line with the green patriotism discourse, the 

AfD unequivocally identifies itself as part of the farmers, which becomes evident through the 

possessive pronoun “our” in this paragraph.  

 Strikingly, the AfD here acknowledges the negative consequences of climate change by 

referring to “disasters such as floods,” contrary to their evidence-skeptical stance in their 

program of fundamental principles. However, this uncritical stance in this debate is advantageous 

for the party as it allows for more critique against the government. So, the consequences of 

climate change and the related climate policies are presented as an existential threat to farmers: 

“These farmers and the middle class are fighting for their very survival.” (Felser, AfD, 

18.01.2024, p.18615). This aligns with previous research that shows adaption of an 

environmental stance by radical-right parties, if it is advantageous for them (Buzogany & 

Mohamad-Klotzbach, 2021; Marquardt & Lederer, 2022; Oswald et al., 2021). This acceptance 

of man-made climate change and its consequences leads to politicization. 

 In another example, the AfD discusses renewable energies that are considered as taking 

up land that would otherwise be used for traditional farming, which inherently characterizes the 

discourse of green patriotism as described by Oswald and colleagues (2021):  

You leave our good soil, which we need to produce our daily food, to the speculators for 

the gigantic wind turbines. You leave it to investors for photovoltaic systems. This is pure 

land cannibalism. Dear colleagues, this is highly subsidized landscape destruction. Please 

come to your senses. We need these soils and fields for our self-sufficiency. We still need 

to be able to supply our fellow countrymen with good food at all times. That is our life 

insurance for our country and against all crises. (Felser, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18615) 
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 This extract gives back precisely what Forchtner et al. (2018) described, where the left is 

accused of lacking common sense, and the policies that encourage renewable energies are 

predicated as having harmful environmental consequences. As such, the government is urged to 

“come to their senses” and the renewable energies are referred to as “land cannibalism.” By 

stating that the government “leaves” the land “behind,” the AfD applies populism as a strategic 

communication tool and puts itself as the protector of the left-behind. Additionally, the rhetoric 

of necessity is another manifestation of populism as a strategic communication tool, reminding 

one of the famous “there is no alternative” (TINA) argument. In this example, abstraction and 

instrumental legitimation take overhand, arguing that something needs to happen to achieve an 

abstract legitimate cause (“We need these soils and fields for our self-sufficiency”).  

 Next to the soils, the farmers are presented as a necessity because they build the 

foundation of the food system. Conversely, the government is presented as what Buzogany & 

Mohamad-Klotzbach (2021) call the “detached urban elite.” This play on positional differences 

illustrates the ideological square the opposition parties apply. Consequently, the government is 

referred to as lacking common sense but also as ungrateful: “Germany has the best soils, the 

brightest mind – with an exception for the government – and the best technology for farming. 

But unfortunately, we have a government that does not appreciate these resources.” (Schattner, 

AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18622). Here, the government is referred to as both, uneducated and as 

ungrateful, highlighting the negative characters of ‘the other’. On another note, the AfD’s 

patriotism is conveyed through the hyperbolic list of Germany’s attributes which is legitimized 

through conformity legitimation. 

 The government is further predicated as absent. The relevant extralinguistic variable here 

is that Minister for Agriculture and Food, Cem Özdemir, left the debate around the Agricultural 

Report 2023 on the 18th of January after one hour and forty minutes. This literal absence was 

picked up by both parties and transpired into an accusation of a figurative absence in all debates, 

starting by briefly mentioning the absence: “And Mr. Özdemir, who unfortunately is not present 

here (…)” (Thies, CDU, 17.01.2024, p.18574), evolving into a strong reproach towards other 

government actors, “In particular, the Federal Chancellor and the Federal Minister of Economics 

are missing from this crucial debate for Germany” (Brandner, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18613), and 

ending with a provocative demand: “We think it would be appropriate if the Minister of 

Agriculture were also present, and we call on him and ask him to attend our debate.” (Baumann, 
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AfD, 20.03.2024, p.20409). This open critique of the government is emphasized by the CDU, 

who comment on the Minister for Agriculture and Food leaving the debate: “It's a shame that the 

Minister of Agriculture is no longer here.” (Stegemann, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18530). With these 

reproaches and demands, both parties actively demand the participation of the chancellor and the 

relevant ministers, thus involving more actors in the discussion which increases the politicization 

of the debates.  

 The CDU takes this to the next level, solidifying the claims from the AfD, by stating that 

Cem Özdemir is “(…) a Minister of Agriculture who is not here tonight and who is not doing 

particularly much, but rather preparing for the election campaign in Baden-Württemberg.” 

(Steiniger, CDU, 20.03.2024, p.20407). This significantly discredits the minister who stands as a 

synecdoche for the government. Beyond the accusation of absence, the CDU highlights the 

egocentric priorities of the minister emphasizing the “left-behind” sentiment. Hence, this 

statement is an exemplary application of populism as a strategic communication tool. 

 Outside of this shared critique of the government’s literal and figurative absenteeism, the 

green patriotism discourse is minimally present within the CDU’s statements. Still, there are 

some references to the green patriotism discourse. In these cases, it is about the economic 

competitiveness of the farmers who stand as a synecdoche for Germany and its agricultural 

sector: “The agricultural diesel tax reimbursement is about the competitiveness of German 

agriculture (…)” (Thies, CDU, 17.01.2024, p.18573).  

 Accordingly, the CDU constructs the farmers as hardworking farmers, whereas the 

government is described as uneducated about the consequences of their climate policies on the 

German economic market: “The minister is driving up inflation with everything he is doing.” 

(Stegemann, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18631). With this synecdoche of the minister representing the 

government, the CDU singles out the minister. A few lines earlier, the CDU states, “(t)his is a 

major market misunderstanding” (Stegemann, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18631), only adding to this 

lack of understanding when it comes to the German market. This emphasis of negative 

characteristics again hints at the ideological square. In all three cases, theoretical legitimation 

gives these claims solid ground.  

 Altogether, the green patriotism discourse, as elaborated on by previous literature, is 

primarily evident in the statements of the AfD. However, the CDU also hints towards this green 

patriotism by demonstrating farmers' environmental and economic impact on the German 
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economy. The politicization of the debate is ambiguous in this discourse. The AfD 

simultaneously applies populism as a strategic communication tool by reinforcing the “TINA” 

argument, which prohibits politicization, while demanding the government’s active participation 

in the debate, which increases politicization. Similarly, the CDU also demands active 

participation and shames the government for its absenteeism, but at the same time focuses its 

statements on economic facts, reducing the politicization again. On another note, the CDU 

applies populism as a strategic communication tool by focusing on an exclusive class that in turn 

excludes the debate’s politicizing factors.  

 

6.3. Climate Elitism 

 This final discourse was identified based on the debates’ focus on the farmers’ protests 

before and during the parliamentary debates. In essence, this discourse is a combination of 

characteristics of discourses described in previous literature, focusing on social uprisings. It is 

inherently based on the antagonism between the left-green elite and the rural middle class, 

described by both Forchtner (2019) and Buzogany and Mohamad-Klotzbach (2021). The 

discourse is based on the topics of protest, the related social inequalities and the government, its 

ideologically driven failure, and its negligence of the farmers and democracy.  

 The AfD exemplifies this discourse by nominating the government as “rainbow parties” 

followed by a derogative predication “who are sitting here and implementing these terrible 

politics” (Baumann, AfD, 20.03.2024, 20409). With this statement, the AfD denounces the 

ideological orientation of the government. The metonymy “rainbow” refers to the pride flag, 

which is used by the LGBTQIA+ community, which in turn stands for left-wing ideologies. This 

denunciation of left-wing ideologies becomes even more apparent when looking at other 

statements: “Fewer and fewer people want to have their lives dictated to them by an eccentric 

left-green political elite.” (Schattner, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18622). With this statement, 

conformity and theoretical legitimation are applied to make it seem that Schattner only describes 

the “way things are.” Here, the AfD speaks ‘for the people,’ which is inherently populist and 

allows the party to position itself in this debate.  

 These clashing positions in their ideological square are further emphasized when the AfD 

describes the government as antagonistic: “(…) the enemies of the middle and working classes” 

(Schattner, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18622). By declaring the government as an “enemy,” the AfD 
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uses a rhetoric of war typical for far-right populist parties (Forchtner, 2019). Further 

emphasizing this is the relational size of the antagonists in this discourse, where the government 

is sometimes only represented by the synecdoche of a single minister. In contrast, the farmers are 

described as “the majority of the population.” With this classic populist dichotomy, the AfD aims 

to polarize the debate and frame reality to adhere to its discourse. 

 Since the government is the “enemy,” the AfD automatically becomes the ‘ally’ of the 

farmers. As such, the party presents itself as “fighters for justice” by stating that “the German 

farmers' families can rest assured that we will continue to fight for them” (Rinck, AfD, 

18.01.2024, p.18628). Hence, the AfD also strongly goes against the government’s accusations 

that the protests were undermined by radical-right groups and, in turn, accuses the government of 

opposing democratic principles by undermining the protests’ legitimacy: “These peaceful 

demonstrations were not hijacked. What has been hijacked in this country is the freedom of 

expression. Democratic discourse has long since been hijacked. Step down. Clear the way for 

new elections!” (Felser, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18615).  

 By staying within the rhetoric of war through words such as “hijacked,” this discourse 

takes on a much more radical expression of the ideological involvements of all parties. This is 

further demonstrated by referring to “democracy” and “freedom of expression”, which are used 

as abstraction legitimation in this statement. These value-laden terms combined with the demand 

of new elections exemplify how radical this discourse is. This statement clearly includes the 

AfD’s ideologies, which oppose a liberal democracy and demand a direct democracy (Forchtner, 

2019). The radical and opportunistic demand for new elections applies instrumental legitimation, 

where the protests are used to justify new elections.  

 In contrast to these claims accusing the government of “hijacking” democracy, follow 

claims on the farmers’ protests, describing them as “peaceful protests” and thanking “thousands 

of farmers and small and medium-sized producers that took to the streets over these past weeks 

and months” (Schattner, AfD, 20.03.2024, 20413). In this scenario, the farmers are described as 

protesting the unfair and anti-farmer policies the left-green elitist government established.  

 This is where the parties’ approaches towards the climate elitism discourse overlap. As 

such, the CDU looks at “how green policies either specifically burden farmers, do not relieve 

them of burdens, place them under general suspicion or justify abysmal mistrust of an entire 

profession” (Bilger, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18627). Here, the government is described as burdening 
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the farmers by giving them the illusion of choice. The CDU does so by solely listing negative 

consequences of the left-green ideology. The CDU legitimizes the farmers’ protests by stating 

that “there are justified demonstrations and protests by farmers against the traffic light's chaos 

politics” (Steiniger, CDU, 17.01.2024, p.18578). In this example, the legitimation is implied by 

justifying the protests through the abstraction of the government’s failure. The nomination of the 

government’s politics as “chaos politics” further exemplifies the vulgarity of this discourse while 

also discrediting the government and reinforcing the antagonism between the left-green elite and 

the rural middle class.  

 A significant difference to the AfD is that the CDU highlighted the organization of the 

protests according to their ideological paradigm of security: “We would like to say a big thank 

you to our police, to the law enforcement agencies and, above all, to the organizers from the 

farmers' association” (Auernhammer, CDU, 18.01.2024, p. 18636). With this statement, the 

CDU reinforces its support of the division of power between the legislative, judicial, and 

executive branches. This statement is the only occurrence that appeals to these named actors. By 

distinctly nominating them, the CDU appeals to the people in their voter base, which is why this 

is a politicizing factor.  

 Additionally, the CDU emphasizes the lack of dialogue between the government and the 

farmers. The party continues to apply populism as a strategic communication tool and 

generalizes by questioning if dialogue was ever part of the green politics: “In this case, you have 

not talked to the people, but made decisions over the heads of those affected. But I also dare to 

doubt whether this is otherwise a hallmark of green politics.” (Bilger, CDU, 18.01.2024, 

p.18626). The generalization also makes use of tradition legitimation, where the CDU questions 

the most recent instance based on the past practices of the Green Party. The Green Party here 

stands as synecdoche for the government, which adds to the ever-present populist dichotomy. 

 The discourse of climate elitism is inherently based on the ideological square, which is 

heavily applied as a populist communication strategy by both parties. In this discourse, mostly 

the AfD makes use of radical and vulgar language, insulting the government, its ideologies, and 

its policies. The CDU, on the other hand, focuses more on highlighting the unfair treatment that 

the government is giving the protesters by painting it as ignorant and denouncing its politics as 

chaotic. Overall, this discourse adds to the re-politicization of climate change due to the 

polarizing statements against the government and the references to a larger audience.  
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6.4. Critical Discussion  

 Surprisingly, the identified topics were much more diverse than anticipated. This 

confirms the theory that right-wing parties use environmental issues as a vehicle for their 

primary concerns (Forchtner, 2019). The topics combined with the discourses make it clear that 

the AfD is primarily concerned with national identity, cultural heritage, and democracy. In 

contrast, the CDU’s primary concern is the country's economic competitiveness. As such, the 

speeches rarely mentioned climate change, but the in-depth analysis of DHA tools allowed for a 

deep understanding that all topics are inherently connected to climate change (see Figure 4), 

 During the analysis, it became clear that most of the mainstream discourses presented in 

the literature review were absent. The same goes for the skeptical discourses: Although 

Marquardt and Lederer (2022) and Selk and Kemmerzell (2022) state that Germany presents 

climate policy nationalism and climate science denialism, both discourses were lacking. This is 

largely due to the specific subject of these parliamentary debates. The debate on agricultural 

diesel is only relevant within a European setting, which is why the climate nationalism discourse 

was absent. Additionally, the debate presupposes that climate change is real and thus climate 

science denialism was absent. 

 Despite the CDU’s focus on the economy, the ecological modernization discourse was 

absent as well. Although the emphasis on innovation and a liberal economy that characterizes the 

discourse were present, they were always linked to policies which is more typical for the climate 

policy conservatism discourse. As such, climate policy conservatism adds to the politicization 

demanding immediate action and referring to multiple stakeholders. On another note, climate 

policy conservatism contradicts the green governmentality discourse, which focuses on 

implementing strict climate policies. Hence, the green governmentality discourse was absent in 

this analysis. The climate protection discourse described by Methmann (2010) was incorporated 

in the climate policy conservatism discourse by the CDU, where the lack of ‘scientism’ and 

‘globalism’ stand out. 

 Contrary to previous literature, the fundamental climate skepticism of the AfD was 

absent (Vihma et al., 2021). Although the radical-right party clearly states in its program of 

fundamental principles that man-made climate change is questionable, this evidence skepticism 

is absent in this debate. There might be several reasons for this, one being that the overarching 

theme of the discussion was focused on climate policies rather than climate change or the 
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environment directly. Despite the absence of evidence skepticism, process and response 

skepticism was very present throughout the climate policy conservatism discourse and climate 

elitism discourses. Here, both parties question the decision-making processes and the final 

policies approved by the government, aligning with Vihma et al. (2021).  

 Instead, of relying on climate skepticism, the AfD relied heavily on the green patriotism 

discourse. This contradicts Forchtner’s (2019) statement that mostly extreme-right parties engage 

in this discourse. Although it does not align with previous literature, this finding was expected 

due to the recent developments that the party experienced regarding its ideological position. 

Finding the green patriotism discourse might be an indication for the recent developments in the 

party of it becoming more extreme. 

 Lastly, the application of populism as a strategic communication tool was striking. The 

consistent application of the ideological square, differentiating between the parties and 

negatively framing the government from both parties, stood out in this analysis. Although a 

heavy application was expected from the AfD, the CDU’s application was a surprise. It is more 

covert than the AfD’s application. Still, constantly generalizing the farmers as middle class, 

simplifying complex processes, and switching between terms causing confusion, the CDU 

heavily applied populism as strategic communication.  
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7. Conclusion 

 This thesis explored how the AfD and the CDU discursively construct climate change 

based on the farmers’ protests at the beginning of 2024. Applying a case-adapted DHA that 

focused on nomination, predication, and legitimation, resulted in three discourses: climate policy 

conservatism, green patriotism, and climate elitism. The analysis showcases that the AfD 

predominantly relies on green patriotism, whereas the CDU predominantly applies climate policy 

conservatism. However, combined with the farmers’ protests that create the context for this 

thesis, both parties used the green elitism discourse.  

 The discourses relate to the environment and climate change in different ways. As such, 

the discourse of climate policy conservatism, as present within this thesis, considers climate 

change as a barrier to economic growth, primarily due to the many failing policies put in place 

by the government. On the other hand, green patriotism considers the environment an essential 

part of the country, which must be protected from climate change to keep traditional cultural 

practices and economic revenue up. Finally, climate elitism considers climate change as the 

cause for social uprisings, adding to public dissatisfaction regarding climate policies. Overall, the 

environment and climate change are contested concepts within the discourses, which is 

emphasized through ideological overlaps or contradictions. 

 In general, the AfD discursively constructs the environment as part of cultural landscapes 

representing the “homeland” that needs to be protected. However, it understands climate change 

as an existential threat to farmers, not only through the increased risk of natural disasters but 

mainly through the anti-farmer climate policies applied by the left-green elitist government. This 

is communicated through populist dichotomies, such as “the antagonistic left-green government 

vs. the peaceful legitimate farmers’ protests,” hyperboles, simplifications, and derogatory 

language. Hence, populism is applied as a strategic communication tool to convey the system-

critical and anti-liberal democratic ideologies of the AfD. The AfD mostly applied conformity 

and theoretical legitimation, which aligns with its populist strategies. Overall, the AfD 

contributes to the politicization of the debate by simplifying statements and demanding active 

participation from the government.  

 Conversely, the CDU discursively constructs the environment as resources that are 

harvested by farmers. In contrast, it predicates climate change as a crisis that must be managed 

by new climate policies to avoid a negative impact on Germany’s economic competitiveness. As 
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such, the party heavily criticizes the government for the current climate policies, going as far as 

to state that the German government has failed “its people” and is responsible for the protests of 

the middle class. The CDU applies populism as a strategic communication tool by generalizing 

and creating dichotomies. Overall, the party largely applies impersonal legitimation as well as 

comparison and abstraction legitimation. These are mainly used when highlighting the relevance 

of the German agricultural sector compared to the rest of the world and when questioning the 

government’s climate policies. The CDU also adds to the politicization of the debates by 

demanding direct action from the government and constantly referring to their large voter base. 

 Consequently, all of this leads to the re-politicization of climate change. Interestingly, the 

re-politicization of climate change is a goal that the political left wing has been trying to achieve 

through climate populism for years (Swyngedouw, 2022). With that, the question arises of 

whether the left can now use the re-politicization from the right to push policy change further in 

the direction of a sustainable future. This should be investigated by future research.  

 

7.1.  Limitations and Future Research 

 Although this study confirms two extensive discourses (climate policy conservatism and 

green patriotism), there is one that is explicitly linked to the context of this case study (climate 

elitism), which makes this thesis less applicable to other cases. Hence, it is essential to be aware 

of this study’s situatedness when applying it elsewhere. This is especially true in the fast-paced 

environment that surrounds this thesis, with European Parliament elections taking place in the 

process of this thesis, the AfD being banned from their European fraction Identity & Democracy, 

and so forth. With that, future research should investigate a larger sample of statements on the 

farmers’ protests and include a variety of texts, such as newspaper articles, press releases, and 

opinion pieces, to get a more holistic understanding of the party reactions. Additionally, only the 

climate change discourses of the right wing were compared with each other. For future research, 

it would be interesting to compare the applied populism and politicization by both extremes of 

the political spectrum. During this research, the federal structure of Germany arose as an object 

of future research, with Bavaria standing out for having a separate Landestag with the CSU in 

government and a few smaller and radical parties joining the debates. Future research could take 

Berker and Pollex’s (2021) study as inspiration to add to the field by analyzing the reactions of 

those parties to the farmers’ protests in 2024.   
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Appendix B: Discourses of the AfD 

Discourses Climate Policy Conservatism Green Patriotism Green Elitism 

Ideologies Conservative & System-Critical Nationalism & Traditional values Freedom of Expression & Accountability 

Topics Economy Policies Nature Farmers Government Failure Protests 

Nomination 

hardworking 

farmers vs 

uneducated 

government 

ideological 

government vs 

surviving 

farmers 

providing 

farmers vs 

ungrateful 

government 

futureless 

farmers’ 

families vs 

careless 

government 

incompetent 

government vs 

legitimate protestors 

antagonistic 

government vs 

neglected 

farmers 

Predication 

(farmers; 

government; 

CDU) 

hardworking, 

family business; 

uneducated, 

nature over 

humans; 

contradictory 

struggling to 

comply, 

opposed; green 

ideologies, 

against the 

people 

necessary, good, 

countrymen; 

ignorant of hard 

work,  

Germany = 

nation, nature 

worth keeping 

threatened 

livelihood, no 

future, poor, 

extinct; 

irresponsible, 

careless 

protest = peaceful, 

righteous; dividing 

society, causing 

trouble 

government = 

denying 

responsibility, 

harming their 

own people; part 

of the problem; 

AfD = against 

injustice 

Legitimation 

theoretical 

impersonal  

expert 

conformity 

tradition 

comparison 

instrumental 

tradition 

theoretical 

impersonal 

authority 

conformity 

personal 

conformity 

instrumental 

personal 

comparison 

Populism simplification inconsistency 

There is no 

alternative 

(TINA) 

hyperbole 
dichotomy 

hyperbole 
dichotomy 
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Appendix C: Discourses of the CDU 

 

Discourses Climate Policy Conservatism Green Patriotism Green Elitism 

Ideologies Liberal Democracy Patriotism Protectionist, Security & Traditional Values 

Topics Policies Economy Protests Farmers Government 

Nomination 
futureless middle class vs 

restrictive government 

hardworking 

farmers vs 

uneducated 

government 

righteous 

protestors vs 

divisive 

government 

absent government 

vs ignored farmers 

middle class vs 

incompetent 

government 

Predication 

climate policies = unfair 

middle class = innocent 

victims, futureless 

government = restrictive, failed 

farmers = major 

contribution to 

BIP, not 

subsidized enough 

government = no 

understanding of 

free market 

protest = 

peaceful, 

righteous 

government = 

divisive, against 

its population 

AfD = 

opportunistic 

protests = include 

the middle class, 

about much more 

than just the AD 

government = 

absent distanced, 

unhelpful 

middle class = 

hardworking, 

compliant, treated 

unfair 

government = 

incompetent, 

unfair 

CDU = savior 

Legitimation 

comparison  

impersonal  

expert 

conformity  

impersonal  

theoretical  

conformity  

authority  

abstraction 

personal 

conformity 

tradition 

personal 

abstraction 

expert 

tradition  

comparison  

instrumental  

conformity  

Populism generalization 
exclusive; 

dichotomy 
elite vs a class 

strong language 

against the elite 
generalization  
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Appendix D: Original Quotes in Mentioned Order 

- “Die CDU ist keine Partei der Mitte mehr, geschweige denn eine Partei der 

Landwirtschaft. Sie sind eine Partei der Taschenspieler, (…) Betrüger, Blender und 

Kriegstreiber.” (Schattner, AfD, 20.03.2024, p.20414) 

- „Sie wollen uns in die Ecke der AfD drücken. Da sind wir überhaupt nicht (…)” 

(Steiniger, CDU, 20.03.2024, p.20406)  

 

Climate Policy Conservatism 

- „Alternativen zum Agrardiesel: gut und wichtig. Biokraftstoffe: werden von Ihnen 

bekämpft.“ (Bilger, CDU, 18.01.2024, p. 18627). 

- „Wir lehnen Subventionen mit der EU-Gießkanne ab. Wir sagen: Wir müssen die Bauern 

in die Lage versetzen, keine Subventionen für die Befolgung grüner Idiotie bekommen zu 

müssen, sondern auf wirtschaftliche Eigenverantwortung und unternehmerisches Handeln 

setzen zu können.“ (Keuter, AfD, 17.01.2024, p.18577) 

- „Niemand investiert noch in einen Stall oder Traktor, wenn er nicht weiß, ob sich diese 

Investition langfristig rechnet. Viele Landwirte wissen doch heute nicht, ob ihr 

Stallgebäude morgen die Tierwohlvoraussetzungen erfüllt. Deshalb überlegen immer 

mehr landwirtschaftliche Unternehmer, aufzugeben.“ (Schattner, AfD, 18.01.2024, 

p.18622) 

- „(…) egal ob es die massiv gesteigerten Energiekosten sind, die verfehlte Agrarpolitik 

mit ihren unzähligen Einkommenseinbußen für die fleißigen Landwirte oder die falsche 

Sanktionspolitik. Im Bericht spielt all das keine Rolle (…)“ (Rinck, AfD, 18.01.2024, 

p.18628) 

- “der Mittelstand” (Merz, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18611) 

- „(…) einem ganzen Berufsstand” (Bilger, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18627) 

- „Die Menschen im ländlichen Raum” (Auernhammer, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18636) 

- „(…) die Mehrheit der Bevölkerung” (Merz, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18611). 

- „Bei der Agrardieselrückerstattung geht es um die Wettbewerbsfähigkeit der deutschen 

Landwirtschaft; denn in anderen Ländern gibt es dieses Modell.“ (Thies, CDU, 

17.01.2024, p. 18573) 
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- „(…) was Sie hier im Deutschen Bundestag machen und was Sie vor allen Dingen auch 

auf europäischer Ebene im Bereich der Landwirtschaftspolitik machen, dann kann man 

zusammenfassen: mehr Vorschriften, mehr Verbote, noch höhere Standards.“ (Steiniger, 

CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18634) 

- „Bei der Agrardieselrückerstattung handelt es sich nicht um eine Subvention. Es ist eine 

Rückerstattung von Steuern, die zu viel gezahlt worden sind. Es ist absolut unangebracht, 

dort von „Subventionen“ oder gar „klimaschädlichen Subventionen“ zu sprechen.“ 

(Rinck, AfD, 17.01.2024, p.18571) 

 

Green Patriotism 

- „Wer schützt unsere natürliche Lebensgrundlage, wenn die bäuerlichen Familienbetriebe 

verschwunden sind? Wer pflegt unsere schönen Kulturlandschaften? Wer hält Tradition 

und Brauchtum aufrecht und hält damit die regionale Identität hoch? Wer hilft bei 

Katastrophen wie beispielsweise bei Hochwasser? Es ist ganz klar: Unsere Heimat 

braucht ihre Bauern." (Rinck, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18628) 

- „Diese Bauern und der Mittelstand kämpfen ums nackte Überleben.“ (Felser, AfD, 

18.01.2024, p.18615) 

- „Unsere guten Böden, die wir für die Produktion unseres täglichen Essens benötigen, 

überlassen Sie den Spekulanten für die gigantischen Windkraftanlagen. Sie überlassen sie 

den Investoren für die Photovoltaikanlagen. Das ist reiner Flächenkannibalismus. Das ist, 

liebe Kollegen, eine hochsubventionierte Landschaftszerstörung. Kommen Sie bitte 

wieder zur Besinnung. Diese Böden und Äcker benötigen wir für unseren 

Selbstversorgungsgrad. Wir müssen doch unsere Landsleute jederzeit mit guten 

Lebensmitteln versorgen können. Das ist unsere Lebensversicherung für unser Land und 

gegen alle Krisen.“ (Felser, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18615) 

- „Deutschland hat die besten Böden, die schlauesten Köpfe – mit Ausnahme der 

Regierung – und die beste Technik, um Landwirtschaft zu betreiben. Aber leider haben 

wir eine Regierung, die diese Ressourcen nicht zu schätzen weiß.“ (Schattner, AfD, 

18.01.2024, p.18622) 

- „Und Herrn Bundesminister Özdemir, der hier leider nicht anwesend ist“ (Thies, CDU, 

17.01.2024, p.18574) 
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- „Insbesondere fehlen der Bundeskanzler und der Bundeswirtschaftsminister bei dieser 

extrem wichtigen Debatte für Deutschland.“ (Brandner, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18613) 

- „Da fänden wir es schon angemessen, wenn der Agrarminister auch anwesend wäre, und 

fordern ihn auf und bitten, dass er hier unserer Debatte beiwohnt.“ (Baumann, AfD, 

20.03.2024, p.20409) 

- „Schade, dass der Landwirtschaftsminister nicht mehr da ist.“ (Stegemann, CDU, 

18.01.2024, p.18530)  

-  „(…) ein Landwirtschaftsminister, der heute Abend nicht dabei ist und der auch nicht 

besonders viel macht, sondern sich eher auf den Wahlkampf in Baden-Württemberg 

vorbereitet.“ (Steiniger, CDU, 20.03.2024, p.20407) 

- „Bei der Agrardieselrückerstattung geht es um die Wettbewerbsfähigkeit der deutschen 

Landwirtschaft (…)“ (Thies, CDU, 17.01.2024, p.18573) 

- „Der Minister ist mit dem, was er tut, ein Inflationstreiber“ (Stegemann, CDU, 

18.01.2024, p.18631) 

- „Das ist ein großes Marktunverständnis.“ (Stegemann, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18631) 

 

Climate Elitism 

- „(…) Regenbogenparteien, die hier ja sitzen und diese furchtbare Politik machen“ 

(Baumann, AfD, 20.03.2024, 20409)  

- „Immer weniger Menschen wollen sich von einer abgehobenen links-grünen Politikelite 

ihr Leben diktieren lassen.“ (Schattner, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18622) 

- (…) nun zu den Feinden des Mittelstandes und der Arbeiterschicht.“ (Schattner, AfD, 

18.01.2024, p.18622) 

- „Und die deutschen Bauernfamilien können sich darauf verlassen, dass wir für sie 

weiterkämpfen werden.“ (Rinck, AfD, 18.01.2024, p.18628) 

- "Diese friedlichen Demonstrationen wurden nicht gekapert. Gekapert wird in diesem 

Land die Meinungsfreiheit. Gekapert worden ist schon längst der demokratische Diskurs. 

Treten Sie zurück. Machen Sie den Weg frei für Neuwahlen!" (Felser, AfD, 18.01.2024, 

p.18615) 
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- “Danke an die vielen Tausend Landwirte und Mittelständler, die in den vergangenen 

Wochen und Monaten den Protest auf die Straße getrieben haben!” (Schattner, AfD, 

20.03.2024, 20413) 

- “(…) wie grüne Politik Landwirte entweder konkret belastet, nicht entlastet, unter 

Generalverdacht stellt oder abgrundtiefes Misstrauen gegenüber einem ganzen 

Berufsstand begründet (…)” (Bilger, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18627) 

- „es gibt zu Recht Demonstrationen und Proteste der Bauern gegen die Chaospolitik der 

Ampel” (Steiniger, CDU, 17.01.2024, p.18578) 

- „Dafür gilt es, ein herzliches Dankeschön an unsere Polizei, an die Ordnungskräfte und 

vor allem an die Organisatoren seitens des Bauernverbandes (…)“ (Auernhammer, CDU, 

18.01.2024, p. 18636) 

- “Hier haben Sie nicht mit den Menschen geredet, sondern über die Köpfe der Betroffenen 

hinweg entschieden. Aber ich wage auch zu bezweifeln, ob das ansonsten ein 

Markenzeichen grüner Politik ist.” (Bilger, CDU, 18.01.2024, p.18626) 
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