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The article offers fresh insights on the intricate interplay between self-
legitimation and fear in the climate change institutional discourse by providing 
nuanced exploration of the specific ways in which the European Parliament 
exploited fear-based appeals in its online digital communication on climate 
change action during its ninth term, between 2019 and 2024. It draws on 
discursive institutionalism and fear appeals theory and adopts a multi-method
research approach, combining qualitative content analysis and critical discourse
analysis. The article reveals a substantial reliance on fear in the assembly’s self-
legitimation discourse and addresses the inherently paradoxical nature of the
nexus between self-legitimation and fear.
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1. Intr oduction

Fully realizing that it is “vital to get the public involved in the efforts to achieve 
an ecologically sustainable society” (Ojala 2012 : 625), the European Parliament 
(EP) seeks to position itself as a rational and responsible actor in the global 
action against the anthropogenic climate change, aiming to inspire public engage-
ment and encourage pro-environmental behavior (Amanatidis and Petit 2024). 
How ever, even a cursory glance at the EP’s online communication—which is
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essentially a form of digital diplomacy—reveals that it frequently employs fear-
based strategies as a means of self-legitimization in the context of climate change, 
using the rhetoric of fear to garner support for its climate policies and solidify 
its  role  as  a  leader  in  environmental  action.  This  observation  is  significant,  given  
the complexities associated with exploitation of fear-based discourse. While such 
strategies can be effective in mobilizing action, they also risk inducing counterpro-
ductive emotions, such as hopelessness, apathy, and disengagement (Furedi 2005 ; 
Höijer 2010 ; Ojala 2012 ; Moser 2016 ; Atanasova and Koteyko 2019 ; Hmielowski, 
Donaway, and Wang 2019 ; Mann 2021 ). Indeed, climate doomism is the “primary 
reason cited for opposition to climate action,” producing “paralyzing eco-anxiety 
and subsequently inaction” (Johnstone and Stickles 2024; similarly also Leiserowitz 
et al . 2018 ; Mann 2021 ). This is particularly serious as, “One of the most critical 
problems we face today is the failure to take action in the context of the intensifying  
climate crisis” (Salgado and Bos 2024 ). The tension between the EP’s apparent 
goal of fostering environmental responsibility and its rhetorical exploitat ion of fear
raises a critical question: to what extent, and in what ways, does the EP use fear-
based appeals in its communication to reinforce its own legitimacy as an actor in
climate change action?

It is against this backdrop that this inquiry aims to investigate the EP’s digital 
online communication on climate change, with the aim of scrutinizing the specific 
fear-based self-legitimization strategies employed by the assembly. Rather than 
simply establishing the presence of fear-based rhetoric, the article seeks to examine 
how such rhetoric is constructed, patterned, and strategically deployed across 
the  EP’s  climate  discourse.  In  order  to  do  so,  the  article  draws  on  discursive  
institutionalism and fear appeals theory and adopts a multi-method research 
approach, combining qualitative content analysis and critical discourse analysis. 
The empirical data comprises a comprehensive c ollection of press releases and
tweets on climate change, published by the EP during its ninth term, i.e. between
2 July 2019 and 15 July 2024.

Such research is essential for a multitude of reasons, but three in particular stand 
out. Firstly, with climate change widely considered “a chronic problem” (Cairney 
et al . 2024 ) and “a wicked challenge due to its all-encompassing nature under 
uncertain conditions” (Teebken and Jacob 2023 :  4),  severe  problems  persist  when  
it comes to communicating it. These amount to dealing with the growing sense of 
overwhelm and hopelessness, climate doomism, superficial public understanding, 
intensified polarization and politicization of climate change, and the difficulties 
of transitioning from awareness to action (Moser 2016 ; Kause, Townsend, and 
Gaissmaier 2019 ; Badullovich, Grant, and Colvin 2020 ; Mann 2021 ). The manner 
in which climate change is communicated, contributes to these challenges (Furedi 
2005 ; Höijer 2010 ; Atanasova and Koteyko 2019: 82), underscoring the need for
better understanding of the intricacies of fear-based self-legitimation.
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Fear-based self-legitimation in the European’s Parliament’s climate change discourse 3

Secondly, the article directly responds to the calls for more linguistically 
informed analyses in the climate change research. As Fløttum (2010 : 20) asserts, 
there  is  “a  substantial  need  for  linguistics  and  language  use  analyses  in  this  
multidisciplinary field” and “it is necessary to study [ .  .  .  ]  how  do  actors  
at differen t levels and in different contexts construct their climate politics
discursively?” (Fløttum 2010: 21; similarly also Fløttum 2017 ).

Thirdly, focusing on the EP as an illustrative case study, the article provides fresh  
insights into the communicative strategies employed by the EP to engage public 
attention and validate its climate change policies. It is these communication strate-
gies that become instrumental in shaping its public perception and constructing 
its  identity  as  a  proactive  and  indispensable  actor  in  the  global  climate  change  
action (cf. Corbett, Jacobs, and Neville 2016 ; Burns 2018 , 2019 , 2021 ). What is 
more, understanding how the EP employs these strategies is crucial to compre-
he nding the broader dynamics of EU climate governance and the projection of its
normative power (cf. Teebken and Jacob 2023 ).

As such, this inquiry makes contributions to two principal strands of literature. 
First, it deepens the understanding of how fear-based appeals are discursively 
constructed and mobilized within climate change communication, a phenomenon 
extensively explored in media settings (for instance, Wagner 2008 ; Höijer 2010 ) 
but still markedly underexamined in relation to parliamentary actors who wield 
direct policymaking influence. While some studies have begun to examine climate 
discourse in legislative contexts—such as appeals to rhetorical responsibility in 
the Australian Parliament (McLaughlin and Weder 2023 ), the conflict metaphors 
framing climate as adversarial struggle in the British Parliament (Currie and 
Clarke 2022),  or  the  near  absence  of  c  limate debate in India’s one (Mundoli et al .
2022 )—none have engaged systematically with the affective dimension of fear.

Second, the article adds to the expanding body of work on the European 
Parliament’s engagement in climate change governance. To date, most studies 
in this area have predominantly concentrated on the policy-oriented aspects 
of EU climate governance, particularly in terms of the instruments and their 
implementation (Corbett, Jacobs, and Neville 2016 ; Burns 2018, 2019, 2021; Burns, 
Eckersley, and Tobin 2020 ). This literature has provided essential insights into 
how climate policies are formulated and enacted. However, research concerning 
the politics dimension—including how climate change is discursively constructed, 
framed and contested within public-facing discourse—remains limited. Note-
worthy exceptions include Roald and Sangolt (2012) who offer a rare empirical 
account of the emotional and deliberative dimensions of EP climate debates and 
Salgado and Bos (2024) who map how emotional registers intersect with moral 
narratives in EP climate discourse. Both acknowle dge that fear appears in the EP
communication on climate but do not explore in depth how it functions discur-
sively. Complementing those are analyses by Forchtner and Lubarda (2023) who
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map far-right articulations of climate skepticism, Wendler (2019) who examines 
whether the EP’s involvement in negotiating legally binding climate legislation 
influences partisan polarization, and Kinski and Ripoll (2022) who explore how 
climate policy ambitions are debated in the EP and whose interests are represented.  
Together, these studies underline the need for more nuanced, discourse-sensitive 
researc h into the EP’s affective role in communicating climate politics.

The article unfolds as follows: it begins by providing a brief context on the 
European Parliament’s role as an actor in climate change policy-making. This is 
followed by an outline of the theoretical framework underpinning the study. The 
subsequent section unpacks the data and methods used, leading to an in-depth 
presentation of the empirical results, which center on the three key fear-based 
narratives (the narrative of emergency, the narrative of loss, and the narrative of 
peril) in the assembly’s digital online communication on climate change. Finally,
the article concludes by discussing the findings’ implications for climate policy and
communication.

2. Context: The European Parliament as an actor in climate change
policy-making

Climate policy has evolved into a distinct policy domain, defined as a field of 
shared competence between the Member States and the EU, meaning that both 
the  EU  and  its  Member  States  hold  joint  responsibility  and  the  capacity  to  adopt  
legally binding acts. Addressing climate change has become one of the EU’s major 
political priorities, a critical domain in which the EU asserts its ambitio  n for global
leadership and strives to lead by example (Burns, Eckersley, and Tobin 2020 ; Jordan 
and Gravey 2021 ; Teebken and Jacob 2023 ).

Within this broader framework, the European Parliament plays a multifaceted 
role in both setting and implementing climate change policies, working closely 
with other EU institutions. More specifically, it is involved in the legislative process, 
collaborating with the European Commission and the Council of the European 
Union to develop and approve climate-related legislation. It also acts as a political  
entrepreneur, alongside the European Commission, in promoting progressive 
climate action and ambitious policies. At the same time, it also undertakes a crucial 
function in monitoring and overseeing the implementation of climate policies. 
Another pivotal aspect of the EP’s role—crucial from this article’s perspective—is 
its position as a discursive agent in climate governance , actively shaping the EU’s
climate change discourse (Burns 2019 , 2018 , 2021 ; Wendler 2019 ; Burns, Eckersley, 
and Tobin 2020 ; Kinski and Ripoll 2022 ; Teebken and Jacob 2023 ).

As such, the EP’s involvement in climate change policy-making is not merely a 
matter of legislative activity; it is also a strategic area in which it tries to bolster its 
institutional legitimacy within the EU and beyond (Corbett, Jacobs, and Neville 
2016 ; Burns 2018, 2019, 2021; Wendler 2019 ; Burns, Eckersley, and Tobin 2020).
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Fear-based self-legitimation in the European’s Parliament’s climate change discourse 5

Indeed, the EP has sought to carve out a significant role for itself and amplify its 
influence in shaping and advancing the EU’s environmental agenda. In doing so, 
it has established a reputation, and positions itself, as “an early and progressive 
actor  in  the  evolution  of  EU  climate  change  policy”  (Wendler 2019 : 328) and 
“a champion of environmental interests within the EU” (Burns 2021 : 128), with 
“the ability to make a substantive contribution to strengthening policy outputs” 
in this field (Burns 2021 : 129). What makes the European Parliament even more 
significant in the study of climate governance is its unique position as a directly 
elected institution. Unlike other EU actors, the EP derives its mandate from the 
electorate, a factor that positions it as a key advocate for citizen-driven climate 
action (Burns 2019 ; Wendler 2019 ). Despite certain pushback against ambitious 
climate action following the 2024 EP elections (Corbeau 2024 ), reflected in the
gains of conservative and far-right parties, the EP retains a central role in framing
the EU’s climate agenda, with people in Europe continuing to view climate change
as a key priority for EU policymaking (Eichhorn and Grabbe 2025 ).

3. Theoretical backgr ound

Theoretically, the article builds upon discursive institutionalism to conceive of 
discourse as a key element that interacts with formal and informal rules within 
institutions and enables or constrains political action (Schmidt 2008 ; Carstensen 
and Schmidt 2016 ; Schmidt 2010 ). Current scholarship shows that “the meaning 
people ascribe to climate change [ .  .  . ]  is  closely  related  to  how  climate  change  
is portrayed in various contexts of climate communication” (Fløttum 2017 : 1; also  
Moser 2016 ). The importance of language in climate change communication is fur-
ther emphasized through two factors: “(1) the complexity of the phenomenon of 
climate change itself, developed from being understood mainly as physical to one 
that has become political, social, cultural, ethical, and communicational, and (2) 
the particularly multivoiced and multifaceted nature of the climate change debate” 
(Fløttum 2017: 1; similarly also Badullovich, Grant, and Colvin 2020 ; Mann 2021 ; 
Hawhee 2023 ). In line with this approach, the paper conceptualizes legitimation 
as a discursive process “through which actions and actors are bestowed with 
legitimacy or marked by their illegitimacy, which in turn are based on socially con-
st  ructed and communicated values and norms” (Bennett 2022 : 370–71), with self-
legitimation understood as an actor’s own strategic attempts at establishing and
maintaining legitimation in the eyes of others (Hall, Lenz, and Obydenkova 2022 ).

Drawing on insights from the fear-appeal theory, the use of fear in political 
messaging is a phenomenon deeply rooted in the psychology of persuasion, often 
employed by political actors to garner support, assert authority, and legitimize 
their policies (Altheide 2006 ; Wodak 2015 ; Cap 2017 ; Nai 2021 ; Ventsel et al. 2021 ). 
Fear,  as  both  an  emotional  and  cognitive  response,  taps  i  nto deeply ingrained
psychological and social mechanisms (Nai 2021 ; Ventsel et al . 2021). Fear in
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political communication has long been associated with emphasizing insecurity 
and risk, allowing political entities to frame themselves as protectors against 
perceived threats (Wodak 2015 ; Cap 2017 ). However, the relationship between 
self-legitimation and fear is inherently paradoxical. In what follows, the article 
illuminates the intricate interplay between discursive self-legitimation and fear in 
the EP’s institutional discourse on climate change: fear can be a potent means of 
bolst ering the actor’s legitimacy, yet one that risks eroding the very legitimacy it
seeks to enhance.

4. Data and method

The empirical data for this study comprises a comprehensive collection of two 
different genres: press releases on climate change, issued by the EP on its official 
website, and tweets on climate change posted on its officia l EP X/Twitter account
(@Europarl_EN) during the EP’s ninth term.

For the press releases, data were obtained through a targeted search within the 
press release section of the EP’s website, using “climate change” as a key term. This 
search yielded a dataset of 235 press releases focused on climate-related issues, 
amassing a total word count of 147,144. Similarly, in the case of X/Twitter data, all 
tweets addressing climate were compiled, resulting in 639 tweets with a combined 
total of 19,290 words. The analysis centers specifically on the textual conte nt made
available on these platforms.1 

The deliberate choice to focus exclusively on these two types of data is informed  
by the crucial role these platforms play in the contemporary digital landscape, both 
in disseminating information and in shaping public perception. Both are a distinct 
discursive genres strategically crafted to convey an institution’s perspectives on 
a given topic and to secure public support for the actions it advocates (Lassen 
2006 ; Catenaccio 2022 ). Unlike media outlets and other channels, which are often 
subject to external editorial constraints and gatekeeping, these platforms allow the 
EP to exercise full control over the content it chooses to present to the public 
(Lassen 2006 ; Catenaccio 2022 ). As a primary interface between the EP and its 
audience, they offer a curated selection of messages that align with the institution’s 
strategic messaging and positions. Their content is typically centrally managed by 
the Parliament’s Directorate-General for Communication, which lends the data 
an institutional voice that reflects a consensual projection of the EP’s position, 
rather than that of any individual MEP or partisan faction. The primary audience 
for these messages incl udes EU citizens, journalists, NGOs, and policymakers,
particularly those engaged in climate advocacy. Moreover, the inclusion of X

1 Only  those  press  releases  that  are  directly  quoted  or  referenced  within  this  article  are  included  in  
the Bibliography. For tweets, no full bibliographical entry is provided—references to tweets consist 
of the tweet’s publication date (day, month, year) within the in-text citation.
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Fear-based self-legitimation in the European’s Parliament’s climate change discourse 7

underscores its status as a primary tool for contemporary political communication 
(Gil De Zúñiga et al . 2020 ).

Methodologically, the article adopts a multi-method research approach, com-
bining qualitative content analysis and critical discourse analysis. Building on 
earlier works that have applied content analysis to the research on fear-based 
rhetoric (for instance, Wagner 2008 ; Ribeiro and Schwarzenegger 2022 ; Dianová 
and Brusenbauch Meislová 2024 ), the first step involved a content analysis, which  
allowed for a systematic assessment of the scope of fear-based messaging within the  
EP’s press releases and tweets. The process began with a selection of press releases  
and tweets that contained elements of self-legitimation. Self-legitimation, in this 
context, refers to instances where the European Parliament seeks to justify or 
validate its actions in the realm of climate change—such as adopting a resolution, 
organizing a debate, or leading an initiative—by highlighting its proactive and 
responsible role in addressing the issue (Hall, Lenz, and Obydenkova 2022 ). From 
this set of self-legitimating items, the analysis then focused specifically on those 
that included a fear component. Fear components were defined as the presence of 
language that signals fear, anxiety, o r concern, particularly through references to
imminent dangers, potential threats, or catastrophic outcomes linked to climate
change (Altheide 2006 ; Höijer 2010 ; Cap 2017 ).

To further unpack the nuances of the fear-based self-legitimation mes-
saging, the study adopts the general orientation of critical discourse analysis 
(Krzyżanowski 2010 ; Wodak 2018 ),  drawing  from  its  established  application  
within climate change discourse (for instance, Shaw 2015 ; Gillings and Dayrell 
2024). It specifically follows Krzyżanowski’s (2010) qualitative, content-oriented 
two-level analytical approach. The first level is a thematic analysis that seeks to 
identify the embedded, dominant narratives that characterize the fear-based self-
legitimation discourse, and to distill the core topics that form their structure 
(Krzyżanowski 2010 : 81–83). While narratives are understood as semantic macro-
propositions that conceptually summarize the text and capture its core meaning 
(Van and Teun 2015 ;  cf.  Alexandre-Collier 2022 ), topics are conceptualized as 
the central thematic elements that support these narratives, providing the specific 
content and arguments through which the narratives unfold (Van and Teun 2015 ). 
They were identified through indicative analysis, i.e. “decoding the meaning of text 
passages—usually taking place via several thorough readings—and then ordering 
them into lists of key themes and sub-themes” (Krzyżanowski 2010 : 81). Adoption 
of this qualitative approach allows for capturing the rich ideational content and
thematic structuring of fear-based narratives (for a similarly qualitative approach,
see, for instance, Kemmers et al . 2015 ; Kolpinskaya and Winter 2025 ).

The second level of analysis delved deeper into the structure of the discourse, 
focusing on the linguistic mechanisms that underpin the construction of fear-
based discourse (Krzyżanowski 2010: 83–89). Through particular attention to the
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Table 1 . Basic overview of the res ults

Press releases Tweets 

Number of data items on climate change 235 639 
Self-legitimizing data items on climate change: total 219 531 
Self-legitimizing data items: % of total 93.2% 83.1% 
Fear-based data items: total 116 90 
Fear-based data items: % of self-legitimizing total 52.4% 16.9% 

immediate linguistic devices, primarily lexical choices and syntactical structures, 
this in-depth, micro-linguistic examination uncovers the specific forms and func-
tions of language that enable the EP’s fear-based communicative acts. Allowing the 
focus both on the macro-structure and micro-structure, this qualitative approach 
is particularly well-suited for unpacking the complex ways in which fear is con-
structed  within  the  EP’s  discourse  on  climate  change  (fo  r a similar qualitative
approach, see, for instance, Alexandre-Collier 2022 ; Mikalay and Neuman 2023 ).

In the following, the article also refers to concrete textual examples derived from 
the data but does not list all instances in which the identified discursive features 
appear across the dataset. Instead, it selectively includes representative examples, 
with direct quotes drawn from the data to provide concrete illustratio ns without
overwhelming the references with each occurrence.

5. Findings 

As depicted in Table 1 , the results reveal a high proportion of the EP’s climate 
change press releases and tweets classified as self-legitimizing—219 out of 235 
press releases (i.e. 93.2%) and 531 of 639 tweets (i.e. 83.1%). Within these self-
legitimizing messages, 116 press releases (52.4%) and 90 tweets (16.9%) contain 
fear-based content. These findings are significant: almost every second press 
release and roughly every fifth tweet on climate change aimed at rei nforcing
the Parliament’s legitimacy and proactive stance relies on fear as a communica-
tive tool.

The  primary  reason  for  the  discrepancy  between  press  releases  and  tweets  
concerns X/Twitter’s inherent character limit, which constrains the length and 
complexity of messages and necessitates the distillation of content to its core, thus 
reducing the space available for the development of fear-based rhetoric. Also, it is 
designed for rapid, real-time communicatio n, favoring brief updates over the more
elaborate messages (Gil De Zúñiga et al . 2020 ).

The analysis revealed three key fear-based narratives—the narrative of emer-
gency, the narrative of loss, and the narrative of peril—that the EP uses in its
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Fear-based self-legitimation in the European’s Parliament’s climate change discourse 9

online communication on anthropogenic climate change when self-legitimizing its 
role as a proactive, solution-based, responsible actor in the environmental arena. 
Throughout all three narratives, the EP constantly emphasizes the necessity of 
immediate and decisive action. Through repeated urgings directed at the EU as 
a  whole  (as  in  “Parliament  urges  the  EU  to  submit  its  strategy  to  reach  climate  
neutrality as soon as possible, and by 2050 at the latest, to the UN Convention on 
Climate Change” [European Parliament 2019e ]), the European Commission (as in 
“As pollinators are essential for biodiversity, agriculture and reproduction in many  
plant species, MEPs urge the Commission to present a full-scale action programme  
with sufficient resources” [European Parliament 2019a ]), member states (“The 
resolution urges member states to develop prevention and rapid response plans for 
climate disasters such as heatwaves, floods, and droughts” [European Parliament 
2020a ]), and other actors, the EP positions itself as a critical force pushing for 
urgent climate policies. Sometimes it intensifies its rhetoric by not only urging but 
also explicitly demanding action (as in “[we are] demanding tougher measures to 
reduce emissions from maritime shipping” [European Parliament 2020c ]), which 
reinforces the imperative tone of its communication. Relatedly, within all three 
narratives, the Parliament’s discourse also habitually underscores the high costs of 
inaction, as in “Implementing the Green Deal and achieving climate neutrality by 
2050 will, according to MEPs, require significant public and priva te investments
. . . [ . . . ] the resolution also says that the cost of inaction would be much higher”
(European Parliament 2022b ) or “Climate change is already affecting us and
without quick action to combat global warming, the consequences may be severe”
(X, 6. 8. 2020).

In what follows, the article examines each of the three key narratives through 
the lens of two central topics that structure the discourse within each narrative. For 
the purpose of analytic clarity, these narratives and topics are addressed separately. 
In reality, however, they are interconnected, collectively contributing to a cohesive 
fear-bas ed self-legitimization discourse.

5.1 Narrative of emergenc y

The narrative of emergency invokes a sense of immediate danger regarding climate 
change, with the topic of crisis at its core. It frames climate change as an existential 
threat to both Europe and the world and operates by transforming the discourse 
on climate change into one that emphasizes danger. This topic “crisifies” the 
communication and escalates the perceived stakes (De Rycker and Mohd Don 
2013 ).

At the lexical level, the discourse is characterized by the recurrent use of 
specific nouns such as “crisis,” “emergency,” or “disaster” (as in “climate crisis”; 
“biodiversity crisis,” “climate emergency”; “climate disaster,” “sustainability risk”), 
belonging to a semantic field that inherently conveys a sense of emergency that
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demands immediate attention. The EP reinforces its leadership and commitment 
by oft-declared repetition of its pivotal action in declaring a climate and environ-
mental emergency, as in “Parliament on Thursday approved a resolution declar-
ing a climate and environmental emergency in Europe and globally” (European 
Parliament 2019e );  “MEPs  have  been  pushing  for  more  ambitious  EU  climate  
legislation and declared a climate emergency on 28 November 2019” (European 
Parliament 2022a ); and often using #ClimateEmergency hashtags (X, 2. 12. 2019, 
4. 12. 2019). The assembly frames this act as a direct response to the demands 
of citizens (as in “Yesterday in Strasbourg, the European Parliament approved 
a resolution declaring a climate and environmental emergency in Europe and 
globally. We are listening t o our citizens and stressing the need to move beyond
words to action” [European Parliament 2019c ]), thereby self-positioning itself as
the “hero character,” both a responsive and responsible actor.

Moreover, by pluralizing the crisis terminology (as in “climate crises,” “joint 
crises,” “the climate and biodiversity crises”), the EP emphasizes the multiplicity 
of the crises and signals their interconnectedness, elevating the perception of an 
overarching, systemic emergency (De Rycker and Mohd Don 2013 ). Often, it also 
establishes associative links between different crises explicitly (“MEPs recal l that
the climate and biodiversity crises are interlinked” [European Parliament 2023c ]).

The perceived severity of climate change is amplified by various intensifiers 
that  further  emotionally  anchor  climate  change  in  fear,  often  in  the  form  of  
adjectives such as “catastrophic” (“With the catastrophic effects of this summer’s 
unprecedented floods and wildfires” [European Parliament 2021c ]), “adverse” 
(“adverse impacts of climate change” [European Parliament 2020a ]), “serious” 
(“Climate  change  is  already  so  serious  that  we  cannot  rely  solely  on  emi  ssions
reductions” [European Parliament 2023b ]), or devastating (“The growth of fast
fashion is having a devastating impact on the environment” [X, 14. 8. 2023]).

The second topic is that of urgency, functioning to emphasize the “here-and-
now directedness” of the escalating crisis and immediate necessity of its addressing 
and implying the “race against” climate change (De Rycker and Mohd Don 2013 : 
44). This topic operates by constructing a temporal framework that underscores 
the limited window of opportunity available to mitigate the consequences of 
climate change (van Bommel and Höffken 2023 ). Its characteristic linguistic 
features are particularly centered around the use of temporally charged lexemes 
that signal immediacy, such as “urgent,” “rapid,” and “immediate,” creating a 
pervasive sense of time pressure. For instance, the phrases “We need a quick win 
to tackle climate change! We must act immediately” (European Parliament 2021c ), 
“Every minute counts!” (X, 4. 10. 2019), “The clock is ticking for the planet” 
(X, 23. 9. 2023), or “the EU must become a climate-neutral continent as quickly 
as possible” (European Parliament 2024) succinctly encapsulates this temporal
pressure. Here, the imperative mood, marked by verbs such as “need” and “must,”
further reinforces the non-negotiable nature of the action required. Also, the
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Fear-based self-legitimation in the European’s Parliament’s climate change discourse 11

following  excerpts  from  the  data  vividly  illustrate  this  tendency:  “The  resolution  
urges member states to develop prevention and rapid response plans for climate 
disasters such as heatwaves, floods, and droughts” (European Parliament 2020a ); 
“an  EU  Agency  for  tourism  and  a  European  Crisis  Management  Mechanism  
urgently need to be established to respond adequately and swiftly to crises of 
great magnitude, such as pandemics, wars, humanitarian crises and the impact 
of climat e change” (European Parliament 2022d ); and “We now urgently need an
EU electricity market design and an immediate shift to hydrogen for a greener
transition” (European Parliament 2023d ).

Often, the sense of urgency is amplified by incorporating multiple expressions 
of immediacy within a single sentence, as in, “The resolution recalls that fossil 
fuels are the largest contributors to climate change, responsible for over 75% of 
all greenhouse gases emissions and calls to urgently end all direct and indirect 
fossil fuel subsidies, both at EU and national levels, as soon as possible” (European 
Parliament 2023c ). Here, the adverb “urgently” and the phrase “as soon as possible”
work in tandem to intensify the temporal pressure.

The urgency is sometimes reinforced by metaphorical expression such as, 
for instance, “quantum leap” (as in “MEPs [ .  .  . ] adjust Parliament’s position 
to step up climate protection, stressing the ‘urgent need for another quantum 
leap in political and financial efforts’ to achieve the Paris agreements’ objectives” 
[European Parliament 2020b ]) which suggest that only dramatic measures can 
suffice (cf. Atanasova and Koteyko 2019 ; Al-Shboul 2023 ). What is more, the 
urgency in the European Parliament’s discourse is portrayed as a dynamic and 
escalating force, rather than a static concern, as illustrated here: “MEPs believe that 
the EU faces an extraordinarily complex set of challenges, including [ .  .  . ] growing  
urgenc y to tackle climate change” (European Parliament 2022b ). This depiction of
urgency as expanding and evolving serves to heighten the pressure for immediate
intervention.

5.2 Narrative of los s

The narrative of loss centers on a vivid depiction of a world in decline. The main 
topic here includes degradation, which functions to underscore the ongoing and 
worsening decline of biodiversity, ecosystems, and societal structures under the 
pressure of climate change, as in “Bees and other pollinators are disappearing. 
Fewer pollinators means many plant species could decline or even disappear” 
(X, 17. 12. 2019). In lexical terms, the topic frequently utilizes nouns such as 
“loss,” “degradation,” and “decline” to emphasize the deteriorating conditions that 
climate  change  exacerbates  (as  in  “The  rate  of  forest  loss  around  the  world  is  
alarming” [X, 28. 4. 2023] or “losses caused by adverse climatic events” [European 
Parliament 2020g]). These lexical choices not only underscore the magnitude of
the problem but also convey a sense of mourning for what has been lost.
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12 M. Brusenbauch Meislová

Moreover, the topic of degradation is deeply intertwined with tropes of irre-
versibility, where the language used underscores the notion of reaching a point of 
no  return,  as  in  “the  text  [EP resolution – authors’ note]  points  to  the  irreparable  
damages to the environment” (European Parliament 2023a ), “Scientists warn that 
one million species are at risk of extinction, some within decades” (X, 16. 1. 
2020), or “One million species are threatened with extinction globally” (X, 26. 
5. 2020). This emp hasis on irreversibility reinforces the idea that certain losses
are permanent (Chalozin-Dovrat 2013 ), heightening the emotional weight of the
degradation topic.

The vulnerability lexicon further intensifies this topic by focusing on the 
susceptibility of both ecosystems and human populations to the impacts of climate 
change (cf. Denti and Fodde 2013 ). Lexical choices such as “vulnerable,” “at risk,” 
and  “exposed”  are  employed  to  depict  a  world  where  both  natural  and  human  
systems are increasingly fragile against advancing threats, as in “we witness how 
the climate crisis and our dependency on raw material imports are root causes 
for supply shortages, leaving consumers extraordinarily vulnerable” ( European 
Parliament 2022c ), or less directly “No corner of the globe is immune from the
consequences of climate change” (X, 29. 10. 2022).

Comparative structures also play a crucial role in this topic, often used to 
demonstrate the worsening conditions over time and to highlight the increasing 
severity of the impacts, as in “Enhanced protection of EU waters is extremely 
important, especially in the context of the ever more pressing impacts of climate 
change” (European Parliament 2023f ); “the frequency and intensity of droughts 
and their environmental and economic impact have drastically increased over 
the past thirty years” (European Parliament 2019f ); “Plant and animal species are 
disappearing at an increasing rate due to human activity” (X, 4. 8. 2020); or “As 
rains and storms are getting heavier, heatwaves hotter and droughts more severe” 
(X, 22. 9. 2022). T he sense of escalating degradation is further amplified by the use
of intensifiers such as “drastically” here, which heightens the perceived magnitude
of the changes over time.

The second prominent topic is that of unprecedentedness,  which  amplifies  the  
fear associated with environmental degradation by framing the current situation 
as unparalleled in history (De Rycker and Mohd Don 2013 ). This topic emphasizes 
the exceptional nature of contemporary ecological crises, portraying them as not 
only severe but also unmatched in their magnitude and consequences (“Parliament 
has consistently prioritised biodiversity, and repeatedly warned of its continuing, 
unprecedented loss” [European Parliament 2020f ]; “With the catastrophic effects 
of this summer’s unprecedented floods, and wildfires [ .  .  . ]” [European Parliament 
2021c]; “Storms, floods and fires: Check how the EU is using space technology 
to monitor extreme weather conditions [ .  .  . ]” [X, 14. 6. 2020]; and “An area
equivalent to the size of the EU was lost due to deforestation, between 1990
and 2020” [X, 26. 10. 2022]). The invocation of unprecedentedness heightens
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the perceived gravity of the situation, not only highlighting the singularity of the 
current decline but also suggesting that this loss is beyond any previous experie  nce
or expectation.

The discourse frequently employs superlatives to underscore the unparalleled 
scale of the current crisis, signaling that the present situation is the most severe that  
humanity has ever encountered, as well-illustrated by these excerpts: “the gravest 
planetary crisis of all time” (European Parliament 2021d ), “The last decade (2009-
2018) was the warmest decade on record and 2019 the warmest year on record 
for Europe” (X, 3. 7. 2020), and “So far this year, fires have consumed more than 
700,000 hectares of forests in the EU. This is the worst on record since 2006 satellite 
recording began” (X, 16. 9. 2022). A key feature within this topic is the topos of 
numbers, used to quantify the unprecedented nature of the loss and thereby make 
the abstract notion of loss emotionally objectified, that is, to turn it into something 
concrete (Höijer 2010 , 722). For instance, the statements such as “300,000 people 
die prematurely in the EU every year due to air pollution” (X, 15. 9. 2023), “More 
than 42,100 species in the world are threatened with extinction” (X, 3. 3. 2023); 
or “As nature is declining globally at an u nprecedented rate, with one million
of an estimated eight million species threatened by extinction [ . . . ]” (European 
Parliament 2019b ) employs specific numerical data to underscore the scale of the
biodiversity crisis.

The narrative of unprecedentedness is also reinforced by language that suggests 
that  a  critical  threshold  has  been  reached,  beyond  which  traditional  mitigation  
strategies are no longer sufficient, as in “Climate change is already so serious that 
we cannot rely solely on emi ssions reductions but also need to remove carbon”
(European Parliament 2023b ).

5.3 Narrative of peri l

The narrative of peril is constructed to emphasize the looming dangers and 
existential threats posed by the ongoing climate change crisis. It is organized 
around the topic of a grim future which projects forward to imagine various 
distinct representations of the future (Höijer 2010 ) and to position the European 
Parliament  as  a  crucial  actor  in  the  efforts  to  secure  a  livable  future,  one  that  
hangs in the balance of the decisions made today. It heavily exploits the topos of 
threat, emphasizing climate change as a multifaceted risk that endangers not only 
ecosystems b ut also societal stability, economic resilience, and global security, as
in “Climate change poses a clear threat to international peace and security” (X, 21.
9. 2019).

One prominent aspect is the articulation of certainty regarding the ongoing 
and  inevitable  nature  of  the  climate  crisis.  The  statement  “That  [a climate crisis – 
authors’ note] will not go away!” (European Parliament 2020d)  serves  as  a  stark
reminder of the persistent and enduring nature of the threat. Accompanied by

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pa/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pa/gsaf039/8209748 by Library & Inform

ation Services D
ept user on 21 July 2025



14 M. Brusenbauch Meislová

the absence of any hedging expressions which might tone down the propositional 
content (Fløttum 2010 ), the use of the modal verb “will” functions here as an 
assertion of inevitability, suggesting that the crisis is not only ongoing but also 
inescapable, thereby instilling a sense of fatalism, where the future is depicted as 
one dominated b y continuous struggle against a relentlessly worsening climate.

Simultaneously, however, the discourse navigates the terrain of uncertainty and 
the unforeseen (Denti and Fodde 2013 ; Kause, Townsend, and Gaissmaier 2019 ). 
The  phrase  “to  enhance  the  EU’s  ability  to  respond  to  unforeseen  crises”  (Euro-
pean Parliament 2023e ) implies unpredictability, where the future is marked by 
unknown and potentially catastrophic events. The adjective “unforeseen” amplifies 
the anxiety surrounding the future by highlighting the limits of current knowledge 
and preparedness, thereby suggesting that the risks posed by climate change 
are beyond anticipation or control (Höijer 2010 : 720). Here, also the notions 
of  potential  threats  (as  in  “Climate  change  is  included  as  a  potential  source  of  
disruption” [European Parliament 2021b ]) and latent risks (with the EP often
referring to “sustainability risks”) are important, further intertwining uncertainty
of climate projections with potential danger.

Particularly powerful component of this topic are intergenerational appeals, 
deeply rooted in the notion of legacy and moral obligation and invoking the 
responsibility owed to future generations as a means of amplifying the urgency 
of the present moment (as in “It’s our duty to fighting climate change for future 
generations” [X, 26. 3. 2022] or “We need to act faster so that our children and 
grandchildren still have a chance to control climate change” [European Parliament 
2021a ]). The mention of “children and grandchildren” personalizes the future, 
making the abstract concept of a grim future more tangible by linking it directly to 
th e well-being of the next generations and framing the consequences of inaction
as a direct betrayal of those who will inherit the earth.

The second topic is that of fight and it portrays the struggle against environ-
mental degradation as a critical and ongoing battle. Linguistically, the topic of fight 
is constructed through the frequent use of militaristic language, combative verbs 
and nouns and war metaphors, which signals a sense of conflict (Moser 2016 ). 
Phrases such as “fight climate change,” “fight pollution,” “fight against climate 
change,” “fight against global warming,” “fight against environmental challenges,” 
or “combat climate change” suggest that climate action is a direct confrontation 
with an adversary, where the stakes are nothing less than the preservation of 
the planet. “Fight” and “combat” carry clear connotations of warfare, implicitly 
framing climate change as an enemy that must be defeated (Moser 2016 ). The EP 
often personalizes this str uggle by framing it as “our fight,” thereby engaging the
audience on a collective level and fostering a sense of shared responsibility.

Moreover, the assembly’s discourse highlights the active role of Members of 
the European Parliament in this fight, portraying them as leaders on the front 
lines, as in “MEPs have fought for and obtained better support for climate action”
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(European Parliament 2019d ). This casts MEPs as warriors in the ongoing struggle,  
reinforcing the narrative of peril by emphasizing the continuous and arduous 
natu re of the battle.

Modal verbs of necessity such as “must,” “need to,” and “have to” are another 
key linguistic feature within this topic, underscoring the immediate push for 
action,  as  in  “MEPs  say  initiatives  to  fight  climate  change  must  be  at  the  centre  of  
any reconstruction package” (X, 4. 5. 2020). Conveying an imperative tone, these 
verbs construct a strong normative framework where action is not optional but 
required. In addition, the EP often links action with the notion of obligation, as 
seen in the statement, “To achieve a more sustainable world, this obligation to 
report must go hand in hand with an obligation to act” (European Parliament 
2020e ). Here, the noun “obligation” is used to stress the ethical and moral respon-
sibility to engage in the fight against climate change.

6. Discussion and conclusion

Having revealed how the EP has been discursively legitimizing itself through fear, 
the article has demonstrated the intricate interplay between self-legitimation and 
fear in the area of climate change, thereby illustrating another facet of the climate 
change as “a perfect moral storm” (Gardiner 2011 ). Leveraging fear enables the 
EP to construct an image of itself as a proactive, indispensable, solution-oriented 
actor in global environmental governance and a vigilant protector of the public 
good, appealing to deeply embedded social norms around safety, responsibility, 
and moral obligation. Viewed through this lens, the EP emerges not merely as a 
legislative institution, but as a discursive actor seeking to consolidate its normative 
authority through emotional resonance. Its strategic deployment of fear reflects 
an evolving self-conception—one that aspires to leadership through affective 
persuasion as much as through formal policymaking, asserting influence over how 
climate challenges are publicly interpreted and morally evaluated. As the EU’s only 
directly elected institution, the EP possesses a distinctive democratic legitimacy 
that lends weight to its symbolic and communicative role, increasingly enacted 
through digital diplomacy. This imbues its discourse with broader implications: 
the narratives it advances shape its institutional identity while simultaneously 
contributing to the EU’s overall normative profile in global climate governance. 
In this context, fear functions as a rhetorical tool through which the EP performs 
the EU’s leadership ambitions, mobilizin g emotional appeals that activate public
concern and frame the Union’s role in ethical and existential terms. The findings
thus illuminate the affective underpinnings of normative power, highlighting
how legitimacy is discursively sustained through emotional alignment (Carta and 
Morin 2016 ).

At the same time, however, the EP also risks undermining its own self-
legitimation efforts. More specifically, fear is on the one hand “a galvanising

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pa/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pa/gsaf039/8209748 by Library & Inform

ation Services D
ept user on 21 July 2025



16 M. Brusenbauch Meislová

emotion, an antidote to those aspects of democratic political traditions that 
foster apathy and complacency” (David and L.D. 2024 : 655). As it “quickens 
our perceptions as no other emotion can” (Robin 2004 : 928), it may play an 
important role in directing attention to the urgent problems of climate change, 
heighten the salience of climate change, galvanize public support, and lead to 
active information-seeking behaviors (Mattes and Redlawsk 2014 ; Tannenbaum 
et al . 2015 ; Hmielowski, Donaway, and Wang 2019 ). At the same time, however, 
discursive exploitation of fear in the institutional discourse exacerbates all the 
issues in climate change communication outlined in the Introduction, including 
public overwhelm, limited public understanding, intensified polarization, and the 
challenge of converting concern into tangible action. Notably, it contributes to 
“climate doomism” (Moser 2016 ; Mann 2021 ; Johnstone and Stickles 2024 ), i.e. 
“the belief that catastrophic warming of the planet is now inevitable, and that there 
is no ameliorative action that can be taken to avert this” (Johnstone and Stickles 
2024: 2). It also feeds into the broader culture of fear (Furedi 2005 ; Höijer 2010 ; 
Atanasova and Koteyko 2019 :  82),  becoming  part  of  the  “expanding  sphere  of  
fear appeals” in the public domain (Moser 2016 ; Atanasova and Koteyko 2019 ). 
Critically, it risks perpetuating an atmosphere of anxiety and urgency fatigue 
among the public, which leads to counterproductive outcomes such as apathy and 
a sense of resignation and subsequently inaction (Atanasova and Koteyko 2019 ; 
Kause, Townsend, and Gaissmaier 2019 ; Badullovich, Grant, and Colvin 2020 ; 
Mann 2021 ).  This  poses  a  serious  challenge,  as  the  literature  shows  that  many  
people, particularly younger generations, find themselves trapped in a discourse 
of threat and gloom, lacking a positive vision of the global future (Ojala 2012 ). 
Moreover,  an  overreliance  on  fear  may  lead  to  the  oversimplification  of  complex  
issues, potentially obscuring important nuances and impeding informed decision-
making (Wodak 2015 ; Cap 2017 ). Over time, this could erode the principles of 
democratic engagement, shifting public discourse away from informed debates 
and active participation toward a more polarized and emotionally charged modes 
of communication. As such, this dual alignment between self-legitimation and fear 
underscores a distinct, peculiar power dynamic: while fear can provoke public 
alignment with the EP’s climate initiatives and initially shore up institutional 
legitimacy, in the longer-term it risks inducing a sense of helplessness, which 
counteract s the very engagement that its self-legitimation efforts aim to foster.
Against this backdrop, it becomes all the more important that institutions
deploying such rhetoric do so cautiously. In light of the risks associated with
affective oversaturation, reducing its rhetorical weight may help create space
for more varied and constructive discursive repertoires, including those that
sustain public agency, efficacy, and future-oriented engagement (cf. Ojala 2012 ;
Tannenbaum et al . 2015 ; Salgado and Bos 2024).
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There is considerable potential for future research to further unpack the com-
plex dynamics of fear-based self-legitimation strategies in institutional climate 
change discourse, building on the groundwork this study has laid. Comparative 
work across both EU institutions and national parliaments, each with distinct 
mandates and communicative imperatives, could shed light on the extent to 
which such strategies vary in intensity and form. Equally interesting would be 
a closer investigation into the role of institutional authorship, investigating how 
messages are shaped by committees, individual MEPs, or party groups. Moreover, 
by examining a wider spectrum of discursive data such as plenary speeches, 
policy briefings, legislative amendments, or social media platforms, scholars could 
explore how fear is deployed across communicative genres. In addition, longitu-
dinal analyses would provide insights into how fear appeals transform over time. 
Finally, future studies might also co nsider the reception side of these messages, in a
sense of how different publics interpret, internalize, or resist fear-based narratives,
offering a fuller picture of their communicative consequences.
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