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Abstract

External shocks have the ability to influence media narratives and popular discourse, and during
a major energy transition, a major crisis such as the Russo-Ukrainian war is especially significant.
This study looks at how the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war influenced narratives and
discourse surrounding nuclear, wind and solar energy sources in Dutch media articles. It analyses
40 articles from six major Dutch news outlets (NOS, RTL, NU.nl, AD, De Volkskrant and De
Telegraaf) using Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), specifically the Discourse-Historical Approach
(DHA). Using a combined theoretical framework consisting of Framing Theory, Agenda-Setting
Theory and Gramscian Theory, this study shows how framing of the different energy sources
shifted. Previously, nuclear, wind and solar energy sources were mainly discussed in terms of
climate goals and sustainability, as well as in terms of financials. However, following the outbreak
of the Russo-Ukrainian war, which triggered an energy crisis in Europe, narratives of energy
independence and security emerged. Frames of sustainability now shared the stage with these
security-based frames, and nuclear energy was framed as a much more favorable and realistic
option in comparison to the months leading up to the start of the war. Additionally, narratives of
risks and nuclear disasters were less visible in the months after the start of the armed conflict in
Ukraine. Wind and solar were still framed as viable energy sources, but received more criticism;
spatial limitation, grid congestion and reliability issues were now serious concerns within Dutch
media articles. Based on these results, this study contributes to ongoing academic debates on
the role of external shocks in media narratives and discourse and the legitimacy and social
acceptance of energy sources.
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| - Introduction

One of the greatest challenges of the 21st century is the global energy transition. If a massive
shift from fossil fuels to cleaner energy sources does not happen, climate events will become
increasingly dangerous and threaten large parts of humanity before the century nears its end
(IPCC, 2018). Governments worldwide have recognised the urgency and massive stakes of the
energy transition and the climate crisis, and many have committed to the reduction of greenhouse
gas emissions through agreements like the Paris Agreement (United Nations, 2015). However,
efforts across all countries are insufficient to reach the goal of a warming of no more than 1.5°C
above pre-industrial levels; no country is currently compatible with this maximum rise in
temperature (Climate Action Tracker, 2024). Additionally, a large imbalance exists, with countries
like Morocco and Norway closing in on the goal, while countries like the Russian Federation and
Turkey are critically insufficient (Climate Action Tracker, 2024). A major part of reaching the 1.5°C
maximum is energy production, as energy is by far the largest cause - over 70% - of greenhouse
gas emissions worldwide (Climate Watch, n.d.). According to the Energy Institute’s annual review
of world energy, nuclear energy made up 9.1% of energy production worldwide in 2024, while
fossil fuels accounted for 84% of the global energy mix (Energy Institute, 2024). The World
Nuclear Association (2024) also states that 9% of energy worldwide comes from nuclear
production.

In the Netherlands, around 3-4% of energy is produced with nuclear energy; the nuclear power
plant in Borssele is the sole nuclear power plant in the country producing this energy
(Rijksoverheid, n.d.). The Dutch cabinet has openly stated being open to building more nuclear
power plants in the Netherlands, and while the first stage of preparations have begun, no permit
applications have been submitted for new nuclear power plants in the Netherlands (Rijksoverheid,
n.d.). Simultaneously, the government aims to expand offshore wind capacity up to 21 gigawatts
(GW), the equivalent to approximately 75% of the country’s electricity consumption in 2021
(Rijksdienst voor Ondernemend Nederland, 2021). Energy consumption in the Netherlands is
expected to see a major increase in the coming years, in part due to the decrease in the use of
fossil fuels. Therefore, the government currently states that it strives for as much as 70GW of
offshore wind energy production capacity by 2050 (Rijksdienst voor Ondernemend Nederland,
2021). By comparison, in 2024 the Netherlands had the installed capacity to produce 63.7GW
from all sources, not just from wind (TenneT, 2025).

While economic and political reasons are often foregrounded in energy policy and the energy
transition, public perception and societal support are critical in the trajectory of said policy and
transition. One way these perceptions are shaped, is through media. According to Vossen (2020),
Dutch media often reflects and shapes dominant narratives and values within society. Media can
thus influence how energy sources are perceived.

The Russo-Ukrainian war, which began in February 2022*, represents a significant geopolitical
event with major consequences for European energy policy and public discourse. With Russian
gas supplies to Europe being limited, energy prices surged and energy security became a central



political talking point (Directorate-General for Energy, 2022; Ministry of Economic Affairs and
Climate Policy, 2022). In the Netherlands, the energy crisis renewed the debate regarding the
future of domestic energy production, including the reconsideration of nuclear energy as a viable
or even favorable energy source. This conflict thus serves as a critical juncture; understanding
how Dutch media reinforced or adapted narratives regarding wind, solar and nuclear energy in
response to this conflict and the resulting energy crisis provides insight into the dynamic
relationship between international political events and media framing (see Pralle, 2009; Vossen,
2020). This research strives to understand shifting media narratives within the context of this
conflict.

* Please note that for this research, the Russo-Ukrainian war refers to the current conflict that
started in February 2022. While it can be argued that the Russo-Ukrainian war started earlier, in
February 2014 with the Russian annexation of Crimea, this study adopts February 2022 as the
key temporal marking of a dramatic geopolitical, economic and media dynamics shift. With the
escalation into full-scale war as per 2022, this moment serves as a more relevant point of
departure for examining shifts in Dutch media narratives surrounding different energy sources.

Il - Relevance

Societal Relevance

The Netherlands finds itself amidst a major energy transmission, striving to slowly phase-out fossil
fuels. But, as has become clear through elections and social discourse, the country has become
increasingly polarised across many political issues (Harteveld, 2021). The Netherlands, through
democratic elections, must choose their path in this transition. With the Netherlands planning to
multiply their offshore wind energy production by a factor of fifteen in the coming 25 years, the
current planned route appears clear (Buljan, 2025; Rijksdienst voor Ondernemend Nederland,
2021). After the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war in February 2022 however, the topic of using
nuclear energy as a part of the transition has been reopened. This reopening follows the energy
crisis Europe found itself in after the outbreak of said war. During the height of the most recent
elections, the leaders of five major parties came together for a major debate called the
CollegeTour Debat. Out of these five, four were open to the idea of increasing nuclear energy
production, with only Frans Timmermans, leader of the Greens-Labour coalition (GroenLinks-
PvdA) expressing clear opposition to nuclear energy (NPO, 2023). The now-largest party, the
right-wing Freedom Party (PVV) was absent in this debate. However, their 2023 election
manifesto states that the party plans to build more nuclear power plants, while simultaneously
expressing scepticism about current climate policy (PVV).

With a shifting political balance in the Netherlands, understanding dominant narratives in media
is crucial. Understanding how the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war influenced said narratives
is especially relevant, as the conflict triggered an energy crisis within Europe, reigniting debates
around energy independence and sources (Directorate-General for Energy, 2022; Ministry of
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Economic Affairs and Climate Policy, 2022). Media framing plays a crucial role in public
perception, influencing public support, and therefore the outcome of the energy transition
(Entman, 1993; Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). In the politically diverse Netherlands, analysing
dominant media narratives can offer valuable insights into the trajectory of the energy transition
within the country.

Scientific Relevance

This study aims to contribute to a growing body of literature on media framing of the energy
transition, specifically in the context of geopolitics and political crises. This study takes three
energy sources, nuclear, wind and solar, and focuses specifically on media framing. More
specifically, this study aims to understand how Dutch media narratives respond to the outbreak
of the Russo-Ukrainian war, and thereby contributes to ongoing debates regarding not only said
war specifically, but also broader academic debates about media framing and energy systems.

External shocks such as the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war have the ability to shift media
narratives, and this relation between external shocks and media narratives forms a key debate
within not just media and communication studies, but also within political, social geographical and
environmental studies. A paper by Wiertz et al. (2023) highlights one such shift in the context of
the Russo-Ukrainian war, as they argue that the European energy crisis as a result of said war
saw German media- and online narratives regarding the Energiewende (the German energy
transition) shift in multiple significant ways. Their research found four big shifts; discussions
regarding the role of gas as an energy source were reopened; dependence on Russia for energy
was heavily questioned; energy sources that are excluded in the Energiewende, such as nuclear
energy, (re)gained popularity as temporary sources to support the transition; discussions around
an accelerated transition emerged, as it would lead to more energy independence. In addition to
these insights by Wiertz et al. (2023), Loewe et al. (2024) underscore how the media narratives
around Hydrogen in Germany have shifted after the outbreak of the war, finding that the dominant
discussion around hydrogen shifted from sustainability to energy security. Adding to this debate,
Onnered et al. (2025) conducted a Delphi study - a research method that aims to have a panel of
experts reach a consensus - identifying political short-termism and polarisation, as well as
unambitious climate goals as the most serious emerging threats to energy security in the western
world. Together, these studies show how external crises reshape what societies perceive as
urgent, with shifting narratives from sustainability towards energy security. This study engages
directly with this ongoing debate by examining how narratives surrounding energy in Dutch media
articles shifted in the period surrounding the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war.

Within environmental and social sciences, debates surrounding energy legitimacy and social
acceptance of energy sources are ongoing. Wistenhagen et al. (2007) introduced a
multidimensional framework as a lens to understand social acceptance of renewable energy
sources. Their framework encompasses socio-political, market dynamics and community support
to understand conditions under which energy sources gain or lose support. At the local level,
Lagendijk et al. (2021) use framing analysis to examine the framing and public acceptance of
local, community-based renewable energy initiatives in the Netherlands. They highlight how



framing can strongly influence the perceived legitimacy and support for renewable energy
projects. Their work illustrates how framing shapes acceptance and resistance towards specific
energy sources or projects. This acceptance is explained further by Delcayre & Bourdin (2025),
as they introduce the concept of “fertile ground”; showing how territorial characteristics like local
politics or historical success or failure of certain energy sources influence whether or not specific
energy sources are accepted within communities. Additionally, Rockyadi-Reetz et al. (2019) offer
a comparative analysis of how renewable energy sources are framed in media across eleven
different countries. Although the Netherlands is not directly included, the study provides a broader
context for understanding media narratives around energy sources. The authors identify three
dominant frames; economic and technological problems, environmental and societal problems;
positive aspects of renewable technologies. It highlights how impactful events, such as wars or
disasters, influence media framing. By analysing how media narratives support or challenge
existing narratives and legitimation of different energy sources in the context of the outbreak of
the Russo-Ukrainian war, this study contributes to the ongoing debate surrounding energy source
legitimation and acceptance.

In conclusion, this study contributes to two intersecting academic debates: the role of external
shocks in media narratives and discourse and the legitimacy and social acceptance of energy
sources. Through a comparative analysis of Dutch media articles from the months leading up to
as well as after the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war, this study shows how narratives shifted
as a result of this external shock. Thus, this study offers valuable insights to geographers and
social scientists interested in the energy transition in times of geopolitical turbulence or other
crises.

Il - Research Questions

This research attempts to answer the following question:

How did the Russo-Ukrainian war alter Dutch media narratives regarding nuclear, wind and
solar energy?

In order to answer this complex question, three subquestions have been formulated:
- How was nuclear energy portrayed by Dutch media throughout August 2021 through July
20227
- How was wind energy portrayed by Dutch media throughout August 2021 through July
20227
- How was solar energy portrayed by Dutch media throughout August 2021 through July
20227



I\ - Theoretical Framework

This study draws upon existing theories about media discourse, as media discourse plays a
central role in shaping public perception and political debate. Media discourse is not solely a
reflection of societal views, but also actively constructs meaning through narratives. Central in
this study are Framing Theory, Agenda-Setting Theory and Gramscian Theory. These theories
are essential to understanding how narratives in Dutch media shifted in response to the outbreak
of the Russo-Ukrainian war.

Framing Theory

In 1993, Entman proposed his Framing Theory, arguing that the media shapes how people
interpret issues through framing. Entman posits framing as “selectfing] some aspects of a
perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to
promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment
recommendation” (1993, p. 52). In Framing Theory, framing holds four essential components:

1. Problem definition - how an issue is defined

2. Causal analyses - who or what is responsible, and what action leads to what outcome

3. Moral evaluation - which position holds the moral highground

4. Treatment recommendation - what options are offered as possible ways forward, and

which one is the best?

The practice of framing by the media can have a significant impact on public perception, and
therefore, in turn, the outcome of the energy transition. To understand the media’s influence on
the public’s perception of different energy technologies, it is critical to have an understanding of
the way these technologies are framed in the media. In the context of energy sources and the
energy transition, Framing Theory allows for the examination of how nuclear, wind and solar
energy are portrayed. Nuclear energy may for example be framed as a climate solution, a financial
risk or as a promising technology that did not deliver on its promises. Wind and solar could be
framed as green and sustainable, or as damaging to the landscape and wildlife. This theory helps
reveal narratives that are being promoted in the media during the energy crisis following the start
of the Russo-Ukrainian war.

Gamson & Modigliani’s concept of interpretive packages strengthen Framing Theory in this
context. These packages consist of bundles of frames, symbols and metaphors that are used by
the media to discuss complex issues. They discuss how the interpretive packages used to discuss
nuclear energy consisted of generally positive and hopeful frames, symbols and metaphors, but
shifting to a more critical tone after the Three Mile Island incident - the largest nuclear disaster in
the USA, that luckily claimed zero lives, directly or indirectly (Hill, 2022). Since then, with a rise in
climate awareness, the media has used more critical interpretive packages to discuss the topic of
nuclear energy. In the Netherlands, the critical frames that surround nuclear energy in the media
have remained mostly the same, according to Vossen (2020). He argues that Dutch media tends
to use existing narratives and frameworks when discussing nuclear energy, rather than
introducing new frames that may or may not be controversial. This reinforcement of established
narratives could maintain and even strengthen the current skepticism of the public. Vossen’s view
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on the stability of frames around nuclear energy may prove consistent even in turbulent times like
a war-driven energy crisis, or a rupture in this dominant narrative may surface. In the context of
the Russo-Ukrainian war, understanding whether existing, dominant interpretive packages are
challenged, reinforced or reframed helps assess how the media responded to this event.

Agenda-Setting Theory

In 1972, McCombs & Shaw introduced Agenda-Setting Theory, which adds another layer to the
framework by examining which issues and topics receive attention. By using their data on the
1968 U.S. presidential election to show how a clear link exists between the amount of times the
media discusses issues, and the perceived importance of issues by the public. According to the
theory, ‘agenda’s’ are ‘set’ through issue salience; the more a topic gets discussed, the more
dominant its narrative becomes. They argue that items that get more media coverage are
perceived as being more important to voters, highlighting a media agenda; people working for
media companies form a larger ‘media agenda’ through their combined choices, indirectly shaping
the public agenda as well. In the case of a presidential election, highlighting certain topics while
suppressing others, can tip the results. In the case of the energy transition, agenda-setting by the
media can also affect the support for different energy technologies, influencing the use of these
energy sources in the long term. Through this lens, the difference in prominence of different
energy sources can be understood as a reaction to the outbreak of the war.

Pralle (2009) expands on Agenda-Setting Theory by applying it to the climate crisis. She argues
that issue salience is a finite, competitive ‘resource’, where topics must compete with one another
for attention. Furthermore, she argues that issue salience often experiences seasonality, with the
discussion around nuclear energy for example, often resurfacing when elections are around the
corner. Energy sources must compete for space in media discourse; during crises (such as the
energy crisis following the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war), prominence may shift. Pralle also
draws on Framing Theory, arguing that strategic framing can strongly impact issue salience in the
long term.

Gramscian Theory

During his time as a political prisoner, Antonio Gramsci composed his concept of cultural
hegemony, elucidating how the ruling class maintains power through culture and consent; his
works were only published after his death in 1971. In his works, he argues that power is not
maintained solely through coercion, but also through consensual acceptance; ideas that become
‘common sense” in the eyes of the broad public, what he calls cultural hegemony. Dominant
institutions like the media spread and reinforce certain ideologies, while ignoring or criticising
others; ideologies that often align with the interests of political and economic elites. Gramscian
Theory looks beyond description and looks at who benefits from certain framings, as well as how
alternatives are discredited or excluded from the narrative. This politically heavy theory helps
understand a political topic such as energy; it offers insight into how certain energy sources



become legitimised as part of the dominant agenda, or how they are sidelined and discredited,
thus revealing underlying power dynamics and interests that shape the discourse.

This approach strengthens the theoretical lens that the combination of Framing- and Agenda-
Setting Theory offers. The addition of Gramscian Theory pivots dominant energy narratives as
part of an ongoing power struggle over meaning. This theory provides a critical lens for analysing
media, and understanding why certain frames and narratives gain dominance, who benefits from
them and how alternative frames are marginalised.

Combined Framework

The combination of these theories offers a comprehensive and multi-layered lens through which
media narratives around different energy sources and the energy transition can be understood.
Framing Theory reveals the how; how energy sources are presented, what meanings and
contexts are attached, which solutions are presented and which moral and causal narratives are
presented. Agenda-Setting Theory adds a temporal and hierarchical dimension, adding the which
and when: which energy sources gain visibility and when do they gain it? This is especially
important in the specific case of the Russo-Ukrainian war, as turbulent times (when) are more
likely to change the which. Finally, Gramscian Theory adds the why: why specific frames and
topics dominate the discourse, and whose interests it serves. By combining these theories, a
comprehensive framework appears. It allows for understanding of shifting narratives surrounding
nuclear, wind and solar energy sources while also critically reflecting on the political and
ideological structures that shape these narratives. This theoretical framework is thus essential to
answering the main research question and its subquestions, as it brings textual pieces of media
in relation with wide societal power dynamics and shifts in narrative during turbulent times such
as the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war.

V - Methodology

Media Selection and Justification

This study focuses on text-based online media. Limiting the scope to textual, online media avoids
the complexities of multimodal formats and intermodal analysis, and allows for a realistic and
consistent analysis of said textual, online media. The selection is based on a 2018 Pew Research
Center report on news media and political attitudes in the Netherlands and consists of some of
the largest media outlets in the country.
The selected media outlets are as follows:

- NOS

- De Telegraaf

- RTL

- Algemeen Dagblad (AD)

- NU.nl



- De Volkskrant

The perceived ideological placement and usage by the respondents to the Pew Research

Center’s survey can be seen in the infographic.

Users of each outlet were asked to place the

outlet on a leftright scale
Far left Center

0 1 2 3 4 5 1

% of users on the left and right who
place the outlet at position ...

0-2 3 4-6

—
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in their placement of this outlet

RTL

66% of adults use
thi= outlet at least

once aweek

Users on the left

Uszers on the right

Left users and right users ARE different
in their placement of this outlet

NU.nl

55% of adults use
this outlet at least
once aweek

Uszers on the left
Uszers on the right

Left users and right users ARE different
in their placement of this outlet

Far right

De Telegraaf

32% of adults use
this outlet at least
once a week

Users on the left
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Left users and right uzers are NOT
different in their place ment of this outlet

Algemeen Daghblad \

30% of adults use
this outlet at least
once aweek

Users on the left
Uzers on the right

Left users and right users ARE different
in their placement of this outlet

de Volkskrant

23% of adults use
this outlet at least
once a week

Uszers on the left B1%
Uszers on the right A0%

19 ‘ 18

25 27

Left users and right users ARE different
in their placement of this outlet

Figure 1: Ideological Placement of News Outlets in the Netherlands



As can be seen in the above infographic, this selection includes politically middle-of-the-road
news outlets, as well as the left leaning Volkskrant, and the right leaning Telegraaf. By using some
of the most popular media outlets, as well as by covering the political spectrum (with exception of
extremism on both sides), a representative sample can be extracted.

Timeframe

This study focuses on the period between August 2021 and July 2022, spanning six months
before and after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, which started in February 2022. This
timespan allows for a rigorous analysis of textual media in the months leading up to the war and
the media’s response to the war in the months after. Through this clear divide (pre- and post the
start of the war), a comparative analysis can be done. The selected length of twelve months is
fitting for this study; it is contextually rich as it includes the pre-war energy narratives as well as
the shock phase after the outbreak of the war: the initial invasion, energy price surge and policy
and discourse shifts.

Method

This research makes uses of qualitative research methods, supported by existing literature.
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a qualitative method well-suited for examining media
coverage of energy sources. CDA offers understanding of how language in media reinforces and
reflects social context, along with power dynamics and different kinds of ideologies and belief
systems. A CDA of Dutch media could reveal ideologies and agendas, while simultaneously
uncovering common frames used to describe different sources of energy.

In 2018, Balkan-Sahin published an analysis of the Turkish government’s construction and
maintenance of pro-nuclear discourse within the country. His use of CDA, while also drawing upon
Gramscian Theory and its concept of hegemonic discourse, offers a clear insight into the framing
done by the AKP, Turkey's current leading political party, through the media. His work offers a
great example of the use of CDA on this issue.

This analysis will draw on a specific CDA approach that situates texts in their broader social and
political context: the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) developed by Wodak in 2001. DHA
highlights how discourse is both shaped by and helps shape the socio-political environment in
which the discourse operates. The choice for DHA as the specific CDA method translates to a
well-suited analysis that not only looks at what is said, but also by whom and in what context. This
method fits well with energy discourse, as it allows for a nuanced analysis of debates around the
energy transition in a broad historical and political context. Furthermore, DHA as a method of
CDA is attentive to strategic legitimation, marginalisation and persuasion, which may identify
recurring narrative frames and power struggles and dynamics within different pieces of media.

A selection of articles from major Dutch media organisations will be coded using the software

‘ATLAS.ti", with the goal of connecting and correlating said articles. Coding will be done in three
phases with knowledge from Vennix’ work (2019), starting with open coding. In this phase, codes
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will be assigned freely, and the first main themes will be uncovered. Secondly, axial coding will
look at the already assigned codes from the first phase and merge these into overarching codes.
Finally, selective coding allows the author to convert the codes into theory, unveiling the dominant
narratives and frames, as well as the connection between the articles.

VI - Results

Using a structured coding approach, grounded in Framing Theory, Agenda-Setting Theory and
Gramscian Theory, open coding and axial coding has been applied to said articles. The findings
are therefore organised according to the ten identified axial codes derived from an extensive
process of coding. Each subchapter and thus axial code includes; an analytical summary of key
themes and patterns identified for that axial code; a comparison between before and after the
start of the Russo-Ukrainian war and a theoretical reflection, linking the empirical findings to the
theoretical framework.

Reading guide

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the discourse analysis conducted on 44 pieces of
Dutch media articles. Out of these 40 articles, 21 stem from before the start of the Russo-
Ukrainian war, with the other 19 stemming from after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war. This
chapter consists of three main subchapters:

- Summary of dominant narratives and frames per period

- Thematic analysis through axial codes

- Answering the research questions

The summary of dominant narratives and frames per period provides a clear overview of each
period, giving the reader context that helps to interpret the rest of the chapter more easily. The
thematic analysis through axial codes that follows goes more in depth and is grounded in both
the theoretical framework and the coding of the media articles. This subchapter goes in depth
through ten different themes and offers examples from the articles. This subchapter ensures that
the analysis is not only systematic, but also grounded in empirical data.

The temporal overview, together with the thematic analysis finally come together in answering the

research subquestions, and the analysis in this chapter then culminates in a response to the main
research question.

Summary of dominant narratives and frames per period

Pre-war Period Summary

In the period leading up to the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war (August 2021 up to the start of
the war on the 24th of February, 2022), climate policy and sustainability were at the centre of
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energy debates in Dutch media articles. There was conservative optimism regarding the
implementation or expansion of nuclear energy as a source, but with some opposition and
nuance. Within Europe, gas prices were already on the rise within this period, leading to an
increase in the use of coal for power generation to compensate for the shortage in the supply of
energy. This development opposed the ongoing European transition towards sustainable energy
generation and reducing CO2 emissions, as worldwide, 2021 was a record year when it comes
to CO2 emission (NOS, 2022b).

During the pre-war period, narratives within Dutch media surrounding nuclear energy often
discussed nuclear energy as a small part of a rational energy mix during the transition towards
climate goals and sustainable energy generation (De Telegraaf, 2021b; NU.nl, 2021a; van Soest,
2021). Articles discussed nuclear energy as a temporary back-up source amidst rising energy
prices (De Telegraaf, 2021b; Rodenburg, 2022). In some articles, there was mention of the
importance of nuclear energy as a tool towards energy sovereignty, but this was generally not
presented as the main selling point of nuclear energy (De Telegraaf, 2021a; van Soest, 2021).
However, other articles opposed nuclear energy somewhat, citing safety risks and high prices
(AD, 2021a; De Telegraaf, 2021a; Maas, 2021). Wind and solar energy sources saw some minor
criticism, with some articles referring to grid congestion and reliability issues, as well as landscape
disruption (Ekker, 2021; De Telegraaf, 2021a; Heerink, 2021; Schellevis, 2021).

One prominent discussion often reported on within Dutch media articles was the debate around
the EU’s sustainable finance taxonomy; specifically whether gas and nuclear energy should be
classified as “green” investments (Bakker, 2022; NU.nl, 2022a). In early 2022, some criticised the
proposed “green” label on said investments, arguing it to be unjustified and as undermining of the
EU’s credibility (NOS, 2022a; NU.nl, 2022a). Nuclear energy generation was portrayed by many
as not belonging in the “green” category due to concerns regarding radioactive waste and risk of
a nuclear meltdown (NOS, 2022a; NU.nl, 2022a). One article even quoted the idea of expanding
nuclear energy generation as “insanely irresponsible” (“krankzinning onverantwoord”) due to long-
lasting nuclear waste storage issues and general safety concerns, naming past disasters to
support his claims; other articles underscored this risk narrative (AD, 2021b; Righton &
Herderscheé, 2021). In other articles, nuclear energy was stated to be too expensive, and long
construction times were also seen as an obstacle (Heerink, 2021; Righton & Herderscheé, 2021).
Such narratives reflect the general discourse in Dutch media articles during that period: a possible
part of the energy mix in some way, but with opposition stating safety concerns, unsustainability
or financial feasibility. Additionally, the discussion within the EU regarding its sustainable finance
taxonomy was framed as a subject that led to much discussion within the EU, with many countries
being in favor of classifying nuclear energy as “green”, but also a lot of countries such taxonomy
(Rodenburg, 2022).

One such country opposed to this “green” classification of nuclear energy is Germany. Within the
country, nuclear opposition and a complete nuclear phase-out has been the policy of the
government for quite some time. Many Dutch media articles discussed this continued shutdown,
somewhat underscoring the view that nuclear energy may not play a role in a green energy system
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(AD, 2021b). Additionally, anti-nuclear activists were shown, shaping a narrative of public support
of a nuclear phase-out within the German republic (Bakker, 2022).

Germany however, was not the only neighbouring country that saw Dutch media coverage
regarding their nuclear phase-out. Belgium is also following through with their nuclear phase-out,
or kernuitstap. Dutch media articles covering the Belgium variant of nuclear phase-out were often
critical, as Belgium supplied a significant part of its total energy (Vlaskamp, 2021). Dutch experts
were cited, predicting a rise in gas prices as Belgium would have to replace a lot of its nuclear
energy with fossil-fuel based energy generation, further straining the European energy market
(Bakker, 2021; Vlaskamp, 2021). Thus, discourse surrounding the Belgium nuclear phase-out
already touched upon energy security and stability and financial implications before the start of
the Russo-Ukrainian war.

During this pre-war period, the Netherlands itself was undergoing a political shift; lengthy coalition
negotiations resulted in a new Dutch government (Rutte IV) with a nuanced but positive stance
towards nuclear energy. This new coalition, sworn in during the first month of 2022, promised to
commit to two new nuclear power plants; something no Dutch government had done for multiple
decades (De Telegraaf, 2021b). Dutch media articles discussed how this policy change was
motivated by climate goals and the need to diversify the energy mix, already naming energy
reliance as problematic amidst rising geopolitical tensions; keep in mind that the new Dutch
coalition formally formed just a month before the Russian invasion of Ukraine (De Telegraaf,
2021b; van Soest, 2021). In many articles, nuclear energy was framed as indeed being a potential
source to complement a future sustainable energy mix existing mainly of wind and solar energy
(De Telegraaf, 2021b; Rodenburg, 2022; van Soest, 2021). In the dominant narrative, it was
framed to be a temporary part of the mix, as well-established safety and waste concerns were still
popular talking points within the discourse surrounding nuclear energy (De Telegraaf, 2021a).
Additionally, solar and especially wind were still framed as a successfully expending source of
energy (Ekker, 2021). However, some limitations regarding the grid, as well as spatial limitations
and output consistency did offer some counter arguments (Besteman, 2021; De Telegraaf,
2021b).

In conclusion, the period before the outbreak of the war in Ukraine saw narratives that were
marked by a nuanced, but cautious optimism regarding nuclear energy’s role within the Dutch
energy mix and long-term energy transition. The discourse followed the path of growing political
momentum in favor of nuclear energy as an energy source, but also reflected safety, financial and
waste storage concerns. Articles gave a lot of attention to the neighbouring countries of Germany
and Belgium, which were both phasing out their nuclear power plants. Germany’s phase-out was
framed as ideologically consistent, while Belgium’s phase-out of all nuclear power plants received
more criticism; the plan risked further driving up gas prices within the EU.

War Period Summary

The Russian invasion of Ukraine, which started in February 2022, had a major impact on Dutch
media narratives and discourse surrounding energy. Coverage of nuclear, solar and wind energy
sources changed in tone, with new frames of energy security and independence (AD, 2022;
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Brands, 2022; NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022f; NU.nl, 2022b; Peeperkorn, 2022). Climate goals
remained relevant in the popular discourse, but now shared the stage with these narratives of
security (AD, 2022; Brands, 2022; NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022f; NU.nl, 2022b). Additionally, frames
of morality emerged; Russia was framed as an aggressor, and supporting it through the import of
Russian gas was framed as immoral (Brands, 2022; NOS, 2022c; Peeperkorn, 2022). Through
these frames, the period after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian conflict saw notable changes in
visibility, tone and framing of nuclear energy as an energy source; it moved from still being
controversial to a more central topic in climate, financial and security discussions (AD, 2022; NOS,
2022c; NOS, 2022d). Similarly, wind and solar energy sources were also seen as a means to
increase energy security and independence; the dominant narrative was essentially one of
becoming energy independent from Russia as soon as possible (AD, 2022; Brands, 2022; NOS,
2022c). Additionally, financial and safety obstacles were now framed as solvable (AD, 2022; NOS,
2022d). These themes, and their emergence, will be further broken down below.

The outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war immediately elevated nuclear energy as a viable or
even necessary energy source in media discourse, often framing it as essential to energy security
while also leaving room for existing climate goals (Brands, 2022; NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022d;
NU.nl, 2022b). Belgium’s decision to extend the life of two of its nuclear reactors by ten years
exemplifies this shift in narrative and priority. Dutch media articles reported that this decision by
Belgium to delay the closing of nuclear power plants, originally scheduled for closure by 2025,
would keep the two reactors open until 2035; this reportedly happened under pressure from high
gas prices, as well as the Russo-Ukrainian war itself (Brands, 2022; NOS, 2022c). This extension
was additionally framed as a matter of national security for Belgium. This shift away from a
complete closure by 2025 is framed as a result of the outbreak of the war, and a shifting of
dominant narratives surrounding energy; security had now become an important theme in
discussing energy sources and the future of energy. This security frame marks a clear shift in
comparison to the pre-war period narratives; although security and independence had been
named before the start of the war, it was less dominant and not a central discussion point. By
contrast, after the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war, even Belgium’s green parties yielded to
keeping the nuclear power plants open for longer in favor of energy independence and security
(NOS, 2022c).

Wind and solar energy sources were also still offered as a treatment recommendation, and as a
way towards energy independence and security while also attributing to climate goals (Brands,
2022; NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022f; Peeperkorn, 2022). Some articles even framed the outbreak of
the Russo-Ukrainian war as an opportunity of sorts to accelerate the transition towards a
renewable energy mix (Brands, 2022; NOS, 2022c). At the same time, opposing critical frames
emerged, discussing spatial and energy grid limitations; the massive expansion of solar and wind
was sometimes framed as being limited by infrastructural shortcomings and simply not having
enough space in an already small country (NOS, 2022d).

The discussion surrounding the EU’s sustainable finance taxonomy also continued throughout

the period after the start of the war between Russia and Ukraine. In this period, nuclear and gas
based energy got approved as being “green”, with media articles listing support from the
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Netherlands as well as other EU member states (NU.nl, 2022b; Peeperkorn, 2022). One article
reported how Dutch members of the EU parliament were happy, claiming it would allow for an
increase in energy independence; however, some criticism was still reported on (NU.nl, 2022b).

In conclusion, the period after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war saw a significant shift in
narratives and discourse within Dutch media articles. Post-invasion discourse reframed nuclear
energy generation as a rational choice amidst geopolitical tension, while still allowing for climate
ambitions. Both nuclear, wind and solar energy sources were linked to security and energy
independence, with the urgency of geopolitical tension as a means to overrule previous worries
surrounding mainly nuclear energy. Additionally, a moral imperative to move away from Russian
gas strengthened the narrative of security and energy sovereignty.

Thematic analysis through axial codes

Framing - Problem Definition

This axial theme contributes directly to answering the research questions by highlighting the way
in which Dutch media define the problem of the energy transition differently before and after the
start of the Russo-Ukrainian war.

Before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, Dutch media frames defined the issue of the energy
transition in primarily environmental terms. Media articles emphasized that gas and nuclear
energy did not belong to the category “green” and “sustainable” energy sources (NOS, 20223;
NU.nl, 2022a). For example, one headline stated: “Experts vinden groen label van gas en
kernenergie onterecht” (“Experts believe green label for gas and nuclear energy is unjustified”)
(NU.nl, 2022a). Another article, a column, described nuclear expansion in the Netherlands as
“krankzinning onverantwoord” (“insanely irresponsible”) (AD, 2021a). These frames highlighted
long term waste as dangerous and a burden to future generations, pollution in nuclear fuel
collection and transport and historical disasters, such as Fukushima.

In contrast, after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, a clear shift towards security issues can be
seen (AD, 2022; Brands, 2022; NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022f; NU.nl, 2022b; Peeperkorn, 2022). The
Russian invasion became a lens for framing the favorability of energy sources (Brands, 2022;
NOS, 2022c; NU.nl, 2022b; Peeperkorn, 2022). In one article, released shortly after the start of
the Russo-Ukrainian war, explained the sudden choice of the Belgian government to keep nuclear
power plants running longer, instead of closing them: “De groene partijen hadden van tevoren al
gezegd dat de "brutale inval van Rusland in Oekraine" de geopolitieke situatie had veranderd.
"Wat ons betreft ligt alles nog op tafel", zei Groen-Kamerlid Kim Buyst. De partijen hadden wel
als voorwaarde gesteld dat er versneld wordt ingezet op de verduurzaming van Belgié€.” (“The
green parties had already said in advance that the "brutal invasion of Russia in Ukraine" had
changed the geopolitical situation. "As far as we are concerned, everything is still on the table,"
said Green MP Kim Buyst. The parties had, however, stipulated that the sustainability of Belgium
would be accelerated.”), linking the conflict to the urgency of nuclear power for Belgian energy
self-reliance (NOS, 2022c).
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Similarly, in the article “Duitsland stopt ermee: laatste dag voor drie Duitse Kerncentrales,
Nederland wil ze juist bouwen” (Germany Quits: Final Day for Three German Nuclear Power
Plants, While the Netherlands Plans to Build more), shows how different countries responded
differently to the Russian invasion (Heerink, 2021). This article contrasts Germany’s approach of
continuing its nuclear phase-out with Dutch nuclear ambitions, citing the Russo-Ukrainian war as
evidence of the EU’s vulnerability and energy dependence. It notes: “De oorlog in Oekraine maakt
duidelijk hoe kwetsbaar Europa is door de afhankelijkheid van Russisch gas” (“The war in Ukraine
makes clear how vulnerable Europe is due to its independence from Russian gas”). This article
highlights a new dominant problem definition: dependence on Russia for the import of Energy.
Simultaneously, it shows how not all countries took the same approach, and which approach the
Netherlands has taken.

Where frames from the period before the Russian invasion into Ukraine underscored climate and
nuclear waste concerns, wartime frames shifted to the issue of energy dependence and supply
vulnerability. These shifts illustrate Framing Theory’s functions: selecting certain aspects (e.g.
nuclear waste, geopolitical risk) and making them salient as the true definition of the issue at hand
(Entman, 1993). In other words, media messaging diagnoses the energy transition problem
differently before and after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, consistent with Entman’s idea
that frames select some but not all aspects of reality for a problem definition (1993).

Framing - Causal Explanation

This axial code connects to the research questions by showing how explanatory frames shifted in
de months surrounding the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war. It illustrates how said frames
shift from policy-based to more geopolitically motivated interpretations of causal relations.

In the period before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, Dutch media tended to explain energy
problems by pointing to governmental and policy causes (Bakker, 2022; NU.nl, 2021b; NU.nl,
2022a). For example, debates about the European Union’s green classification of Nuclear Energy
were framed as EU policy incoherence, the misuse of legal instruments, or as the influence of a
pro-nuclear lobby consisting of pro-nuclear member states (Bakker, 2022; NU.nl, 2022a).

However, after the start of the Russian invasion, the conflict itself was presented as the direct
causation of energy problems by driving up energy costs in the EU and destabilising trade
relations through conflict (NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022¢). Headlines and articles pointed to Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine as the catalyst for policy change on both the national and the European level
(NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022¢; NU.nl, 2022b). As one Dutch media article reported on Belgium: “Op
die manier hoopt de regering de afhankelijkheid van Russisch gas te verminderen. "Versneld
onze energieafhankelijkheid afbouwen is een zaak van nationale veiligheid geworden”.” (“In this
way, the government hopes to reduce dependency on Russian gas. "Accelerating our energy
dependency has become a matter of national security".”); an article relevant not only for the shift
in problem definition framing, but also for the shift in the framing of causal explanation, as it
portrayed the war as forcing a reevaluation of nuclear energy (Koole & de Goede, 2022).
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This shift from pre-conflict frames that blame policy and government, to post-invasion frames that
blame geopolitical and military conflict, reflects Framing Theory’s causal interpretation dimension
(Entman, 1993). This shift additionally illustrates Agenda-Setting dynamics; by heavily covering
the war, media has made geopolitical causes salient, thereby setting the agenda on energy
security over the pre-war bureaucratic infighting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972).

Framing - Moral Evaluation

This axial code connects with the research questions by showing how moral judgements used in
Dutch media articles evolved throughout the months surrounding the outbreak of the Russo-
Ukrainian war.

In the different articles, moral judgements were clearly assigned to different energy source
options. In the period before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, nuclear power was often
moralized negatively (AD, 2021a; Bakker, 2022; Schoonhoven & van der Schoot, 2021). One
headline went as far as implying that, according to environmental groups, only uninformed or
mentally challenged (“krankzinning” or “crazy”) people would opt for nuclear energy:
“Milieuorganisatie vindt kerncentrales ‘krankzinnig onverantwoord” (“Climate organisations calls
nuclear power plants ‘insanely irresponsible) (AD, 2021a). Additionally, one article stated: “Een
keuze voor kerncentrales staat echt duurzaam klimaatbeleid in de weg. Het is een technologische
oplossing om eindeloos door te kunnen gaan. Terwijl wij vinden dat je moet durven kijken of we
in dit land alles hetzelfde moeten blijven doen. Wij zien naast zon en wind meer in besparing”
(“Choosing nuclear power plants truly hinders sustainable climate policy. It's a technological
solution that allows us to continue indefinitely. We believe we should be willing to consider
whether we should continue doing everything the same in this country. Besides solar and wind
power, we see more potential in savings”) (Schoohoven & van der Schoot, 2021). Such a
statement highlights how nuclear energy was not only framed as environmentally unsafe, but also
as ethically unjust.

After the war kicked off in February 2022, a more complex moral tone emerged, with seemingly
more room for different opinions. While some articles still warned against naively trusting nuclear
energy sources (NOS, 2022c; NU.nl, 2022b), others insisted that nuclear should and could be
pursued in a responsible way (Bosboom, 2022; NOS, 2022d). For example, in the context of
Germany’s ongoing nuclear debate, one article noted that critics called accepting nuclear as a
“green” energy source “een pijnlijke en beschamende terugval voor Europa als aanvoerder in de
strijd tegen klimaatverandering” (“a painful and embarrassing setback for Europe as a leader in
the fight against climate change”) of environmental leadership (NU.nl, 2022a). The wartime
narratives introduced new normative tensions, namely between climate change urgency versus
(energy) safety, somewhat softening pre-war condemnations of nuclear energy and appraisals of
sustainables (NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022d; NOS, 2022e; NU.nl, 2022b).

In another wartime article, called “Internationale bouwers in de rij voor order Nederlandse
kerncentrale” (“International Builders are Queued Up for Order of Dutch Nuclear Power Plant”),
nuclear energy is framed as a realistic opportunity (De Telegraaf, 2022). This article focuses not
just on industrial and economical benefits, but also moralises nuclear in a positive light, framing it
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as a way towards security and a stable climate. This article therefore exemplifies the shift in moral
evaluatory frames, with nuclear energy being framed as morally just after the start of the conflict.

These findings show how pre-war articles often condemned nuclear energy as a source on moral
grounds (burdening future generations) or exalting renewable energy sources, whereas wartime
articles tend to recast nuclear energy as a necessary energy source that can be realised in a
responsible way. This shift in moral evaluation framing found in the context of the start of the
Russo-Ukrainian war aligns with Framing Theory’s explanation of moral evaluation: media texts
explicitly or implicitly assign ethical values to energy sources (1993).

Framing - Treatment Recommendation

This axial code connects to the research questions by showing how proposed solutions to energy
issues in Dutch media articles evolved throughout the pre- and -war priods.

Regarding treatment recommendations, Dutch media articles proposed different energy mixes
and policies before the start of the conflict versus after the start of the conflict. Pre-war coverage
frequently framed policy focused heavily on renewables as the way forward (Ekker, 2021; Maas,
2021; NU.nl, 2021a). Nuclear energy would only be used as a relatively short term supporting
source (Bakker, 2022; De Telegraaf, 2021b; Vlaskamp, 2021). For instance, one article, headlined
“Kabinet wil twee nieuwe kerncentrales” (“Cabinet wants two new nuclear plants”) justified nuclear
energy only as a supplement to solar and wind, while emphasizing scaling up renewables (De
Telegraaf, 2021b). Another article of the pre-war period, a business column by Salomons (2021),
argued “Er is simpelweg niet genoeg schone energie voor iedereen. De discussie over
kernenergie loopt, maar een centrale bouwen duurt jaren, net als de principiéle discussies. De
poldertijd is langer dan de halfwaardetijd.” (“There is simply not enough clean energy for
everyone. The discussion about nuclear energy is ongoing, but building a plant takes years, just
like the discussions about principle. The polder period is longer than the half-life.”), promoting
nuclear energy as a somewhat viable option, but maintaining the idea that building a nuclear
power plant, as well as getting the policy in place to enable the building of a nuclear power plant
in the first place, takes incredibly long and is therefore an obstacle.

After the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, treatment recommendation frames shifted to include
accelerated nuclear or security-driven interventions (AD, 2022; AD, 2021a; NOS, 2022c). For
example, one article quoted head of Chemelot Loek Radix: “Feit is wel dat er een ernstig tekort
is aan CO2-vrije stroom en dat tekort dreigt alleen maar toe te nemen, door de sterk stijgende
vraag. Chemelot is er voorstander van dat alle mogelijke oplossingsrichtingen hierbij betrokken
worden. Een brede maatschappelijke discussie over de mogelijke rol van kernenergie vinden wij
dan ook verstandig” (“The fact is that there is a serious shortage of CO2-free electricity and that
shortage is only likely to increase, due to the sharply increasing demand. Chemelot is in favor of
all possible solutions being included. We therefore think it is wise to have a broad social
discussion about the possible role of nuclear energy”), positioning nuclear energy as part of a
diversified energy mix (AD, 2021a). Another security-driven but non-nuclear intervention saw the
Dutch government triple its offshore wind ambitions.
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These different and dynamic treatment recommendations underscore Entman’s treatment
recommendation within his Framing Theory (1993). Where pre-war treatment recommendations
emphasized transitional policies focussed on renewable energy sources, treatment
recommendations after the start of the war branched out to also explicitly endorsed expanding
nuclear capacity as a more primary energy source within the Dutch energy mix.

Agenda-Setting - Visibility Shift

This axial theme connects to the research questions by showing how Dutch media article
coverage of nuclear, wind and solar energy sources shifted in visibility (how much attention each
energy source received) in the months surrounding the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war.

Agenda-Setting theory argues that news salience influences public priorities (McCombs & Shaw,
1972). The analysis of Dutch media articles shows a clear visibility shift that originated in the start
of the Russo-Ukrainian war. Before the Russian invasion of Ukraine, media attention to nuclear
energy was often limited and focused on static, long-standing debates such as safety concerns
or plant shutdowns, and minor expansion of nuclear energy within the Netherlands itself (De
Telegraaf, 2021b; Heerink, 2021; NOS, 2022a; Rodenburg, 2022). Nuclear energy was often
discussed as a marginal or contested option (Heerink, 2021; NOS, 2022a), with writers critical of
nuclear investments, sometimes quoting anti-nuclear lobbyists such as environmental groups
(AD, 2021a). There was some optimism regarding nuclear energy, but it was nuanced and
moderate (De Telegraaf, 2021b; NU.nl, 2021 a; van Soest, 2021).

However, after the tensions between Russia and Ukraine escalated into full-blown war in February
2022, energy security rapidly became a dominant media theme (AD, 2022; Brands, 2022; NOS,
2022c; NOS, 2022f; NU.nl, 2022b). Nuclear, as well as gas-related issues surged to the forefront
of media reporting through news articles, often framed as an explicit part of the geopolitical crisis
(Brands, 2022; NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022d; NU.nl, 2022b). Headlines linked the European Union’s
taxonomy debate (what energy sources are classified as “green”) (NU.nl, 2022b), Belgium’s
decision to extend power plant lifespan (NOS, 2022¢) and Dutch future nuclear investment plans
(AD, 2022) directly to the ongoing conflict in eastern Europe.

This shift reflects a textbook case of Agenda-Setting: a geopolitical crisis “forcing attention” onto
specific topics, elevating them from a few background articles to the metaphorical front page
(McCombs & Shaw, 1972). In this case, the war proved to be a catalyst that repositioned nuclear
energy not only as an environmental or technological issue but also as a matter of national
security and geopolitical strategy.

Gramscian - Power- and Ideological Alignment

This axial theme is connected to the research questions showing how Dutch media contribute to
the normalisation and legitimation of different energy sources and proposed energy mixes. This
axial theme and its analysis is rooted in Gramscian Theory, which sees media as part of a
hegemonic struggle over meaning and consent (Gramsci, 1971).
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In line with Gramscian Theory, which argues that media discourse is a site of hegemonic struggle
- a struggle over political and social dominance - Dutch media article coverage of the energy
transition reveals shifting ideological alignments and patterns of consent-building (Gramsci,
1971). In the period before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, narratives in Dutch media articles
seemed to align with existing political power blocks. For instance, some articles discussed
Germany’s ongoing move away from nuclear energy with a sense of normative authority, citing
environmental, as well as ethical objections (AD, 2021a; De Telegraaf, 2021a; Maas, 2021).
Arguments in favor of nuclear energy stemming from the French use of nuclear energy were
acknowledged, but positioned as controversial within larger bodies of authority, mainly the
European Union (NOS, 2022a).

After the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war in February 2022, the ideological balance shifted. Pro-
nuclear arguments, which were previously marginalised or deemed controversial and unrealistic,
became somewhat normalised (De Telegraaf, 2021b; NU.nl, 2021 a; van Soest, 2021). These
narratives now shifted to align with prevailing governmental strategies in the Netherlands, but also
in the broader European Union’s energy ambitions (NU.nl, 2022b; RTL, 2022). One article that
exemplifies this shift is “Internationale bouwers in de rij voor order Nederlandse kerncentrale”
(“International builders line up for Dutch nuclear power plant order”) (De Telegraaf, 2022). The
framing of nuclear energy in this article is positive and forward-looking, citing opportunity and
possibility; according to the article, multiple international firms are eager to build the Netherlands’
next nuclear power plant. Additionally, a wartime article called “Gronings onderzoek: kernenergie
goedkoper dan zon en wind” (“Groningen research: nuclear energy cheaper than solar and wind”),
framed nuclear energy as the cheapest energy source out of the three (Muller & Timmer, 2022).
These articles contrast earlier articles like “Formerende partijen onderhandelen over extra
kerncentrales” (“Forming parties negotiate additional nuclear power plants”), where nuclear
energy is said to be expensive and unfavorable; specifically, more expensive than wind energy
(Righton & Herderscheé, 2021). In gramscian terms, media discourse began to perform the role
of intellectual and moral leadership, helping to legitimise this new consensus on nuclear
expansion and necessity (Gramsci, 1971).

At the same time, critical voices that had previously occupied the moral high ground, such as
environmental organisations, seemed to lose their hegemonic authority. Their warnings about
climate change and waste and safety concerns were still discussed in the articles, but framed
more as one perspective amongst many (NU.nl, 2022b, von Piekartz, 2022).

This shift through a Gramscian lens illustrates how wartime tensions and concerns can bring
about new dominant ideological blocs. Media coverage began to reflect and (re)produce a new
hegemonic formation in which nuclear energy is no longer primarily framed as a risk and a burden
to future generations, but as an instrument of strategic autonomy and a move away from
dangerous Russian dependance. Dutch media discourse in articles following the start of the
Russo-Ukrainian war thereby exemplifies Gramsci’s concept of hegemony as a constant tug-of-
war over meaning and legitimacy.
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Legitimacy

This axial code connects with the research questions by showing how Dutch media articles frame
the legitimacy of different energy sources, and how these frames are dynamic throughout the
researched timeframe.

Within the articles, questions of legitimacy - whether or not an energy source is seen as
acceptable - were central. In terms of framing, dynamic debate over each source’s place within
the energy transition was found within said media articles. Before the start of the conflict between
Russia and Ukraine in February 2022, nuclear energy was often portrayed as morally and socially
or culturally unacceptable, with only nuanced acceptance (AD, 2021a; De Telegraaf, 2021a;
Maas, 2021). Sustainable sources such as wind and solar however, enjoyed much approval within
the Dutch pieces of online print media; articles on these renewable energy sources framed them
as normative and often uncontroversial sources (Ekker, 2021; NU.nl, 2021a).

After the start of the Russo-Ukrainian conflict however, nuclear’s legitimacy rose noticeably;
media articles now frequently discussed building new nuclear power plants as a legitimate and
even favorable policy choice (AD, 2022; De Telegraaf, 2022; NOS, 2022d). In other articles,
sustainable power sources such as wind and solar lost the legitimation that they often enjoyed
(Ekker, 2021; NOS, 2022d).

To exemplify this shift in legitimacy framing, there are two articles that highlight the contrast
between the two periods. Firstly, in the pre-war article “Milieuorganisatie vindt kerncentrales
‘krankzinnig onverantwoord”, climate organisation WISE is quoted saying that nuclear energy
poses an unacceptable risk for future generations: “Door te kiezen voor kernenergie maar geen
enkele oplossing voor het afvalprobleem te bieden, zitten komende generaties straks met een
milieuprobleem van dezelfde proporties als de stikstof-, klimaat- en biodiversiteitscrisis” (“By
choosing nuclear energy but not offering any solution to the waste problem, future generations
will be faced with an environmental problem of the same proportions as the nitrogen, climate and
biodiversity crisis”) (AD, 2021a). This article clearly delegitmises nuclear energy, framing it as
unviable and ethically unjust. In contrast, a wartime article by Koole & de Goede (2022) argues
that there are very safe options when it comes to nuclear energy, thus legitimising the energy
source: “Bovendien zijn de kleine centrales zeer veilig, dat blijkt uit onderzoeken. Door hun
beperkte omvang kan de warmte makkelijker weg en koelt de centrale zich automatisch bij een
eventueel incident” (“Moreover, studies show that small power plants are very safe. Their compact
size allows for easier heat dissipation, and the plant cools down automatically in the event of an
incident”) (AD, 2022).

This shift in legitimacy can be understood through Burea & Popa’s Legitimacy Theory (2013);
where the power of media is explained as a main driver of legitimation; in this case whether or
not a certain energy source is seen as favorable or appropriate. Before the start of the Russo-
Ukrainian conflict, nuclear was delegitimized through its perceived high-risk nature. War-time
framing however, re-legitimized nuclear energy by portraying it as a necessary, (cost-)effective
and responsible energy source, especially in the light of it offering a much wanted alternative to
Russian-origin imported gas.
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Feasibility

This axial code connects to the research questions by showing how Dutch media articles framed
the feasibility of different energy sources, and how this changes throughout the months
surrounding the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war.

Before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, Dutch media articles often questioned the feasibility
of nuclear energy, both politically, economically and technologically (AD, 2021a; De Telegraaf,
2021a; Maas, 2021). Articles pointed to costs and time-consuming construction processes, which
one paragraph from an article in De Volkskrant exempilifies nicely: “De oplevering van een nieuwe
kerncentrale kan elf tot vijftien jaar duren. Dat betekent dat een nieuwe kerncentrale pas in de
jaren dertig operationeel kan zijn, blijkt uit een studie die KPMG deze zomer voor het kabinet
maakte. Vooral D66 vindt dat te lang duren. Daarnaast zijn de kosten een probleem: één grote
centrale bouwen kost al gauw 20 miljard euro. Ook is het opwekken van kernenergie veel duurder
dan windenergie, waardoor consumenten en bedrijven in 2035 wel eens de voorkeur zouden
kunnen geven aan goedkopere windenergie” (“The delivery of a new nuclear power plant can
take eleven to fifteen years. This means that a new nuclear power plant cannot be operational
until the thirties, according to a study that KPMG made for the cabinet this summer. D66 in
particular thinks that this is taking too long. In addition, the costs are a problem: building one large
plant can easily cost 20 billion euros. Generating nuclear energy is also much more expensive
than wind energy, which means that consumers and companies could well prefer cheaper wind
energy in 2035”) (Righton & Herderscheé, 2021). To a lesser extent, wind energy also saw some
minor criticism, with some articles referring to opposition against the expansion of wind energy,
mainly due to the landscape disruption caused by large wind parks, grid congestion and reliability
issues (Ekker, 2021; De Telegraaf, 2021a; Heerink, 2021). The least criticism regarding feasibility
fell on solar energy, with only minor concerns regarding grid congestion and reliability; these
concerns however, were minor compared to the concerns raised regarding mainly nuclear energy
(Ekker, 2021; Heerink, 2021; Schellevis, 2021).

In the period after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian conflict, the framing of the feasibility of different
energy sources began to shift. For example, some articles framed nuclear power as a feasible
power source by reframing previous concerns in media articles regarding nuclear power, namely
cost and finding companies willing to build nuclear power plants (AD, 2022; De Telegraaf, 2022;
NOS, 2022d). One article referred to a Dutch university, noting that they claim that nuclear energy
is cheaper than solar and wind energy, headlining “Gronings onderzoek: kernenergie goedkoper
dan zon en wind” (“Groningen research: nuclear energy cheaper than solar and wind” (NOS,
2022d). Additionally, this article quoted a member of the Dutch House of Representatives, calling
the renewed interest in nuclear energy within the European Union “een kleine renaissance” (“a
small renaissance”), further legitimising nuclear energy. Furthermore, another article headlined:
“Internationale bouwers in de rij voor order Nederlandse kerncentrale” (“International Builders are
Queued Up for Order of Dutch Nuclear Power Plant”), legitimising nuclear energy by framing a
previously identified problem as solved (De Telegraaf, 2022). Another article introduced Small
Modular Reactors (SMRs) as a feasible alternative or even addition to the classic, massive
nuclear power plants, headlining: “Kabinet staat welwillend tegenover kleine kerncentrales”
(Cabinet open to small nuclear power plants”) (Koole & de Goede, 2022). In the case of wind
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energy, feasibility became tied to the scaling of the government's wind energy ambitions, with one
article reporting that the Dutch government had tripled her wind energy targets, indicating that the
technical feasibility of wind energy would be challenged by its own large-scale expansion (NOS,
2022f).

These changing feasibility narratives tie into Entman’s Framing Theory (1993), especially into his
stance on problem definition; by redefining what is technologically, economically and politically
feasible, media articles reshape the public’'s understanding of which solutions are realistic and
favourable. In the pre-war period, feasibility framing delegitimized nuclear energy as slow to
realise, expensive and politically unviable, with renewables being framed as feasible and realistic
with some minor concerns that could be overcome. In contrast, the period after the start of the
war between Russia and Ukraine reframed nuclear as a realistic or even necessary option, with
the criticism on renewables, mainly wind, moving more and more to the forefront as large
obstacles in realising more power production.

Risks and Costs

This axial code connects to the research question by showing how risks and costs were assigned
differently to energy sources throughout the pre- and -war periods.

Media portrayal of the risks and costs associated with nuclear, wind and solar energy sources
revealed substantial shifts following the escalation of the tension between Russia and Ukraine
into armed conflict. Before the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, Dutch media
predominantly framed nuclear energy in terms of long-term issues with waste and safety, as well
as financial issues (AD, 2021a; Bakker, 2021; De Telegraaf, 2021a; Maas, 2021). Although
articles reported on possible expansion of nuclear energy in the Netherlands, they often did so
with a sceptical tone, raising said concerns. One article quoted Brinkman, head of campaign
regarding nuclear energy for WISE (an environmental organisation): “Door te kiezen voor
kernenergie maar geen enkele oplossing voor het afvalprobleem te bieden, zitten komende
generaties straks met een milieuprobleem van dezelfde proporties als de stikstof-, klimaat- en
biodiversiteitscrisis.” (“By opting for nuclear energy but not offering any solution to the waste
problem, future generations will be faced with an environmental problem of the same proportions
as the nitrogen, climate and biodiversity crisis”) (AD, 2021b). Another article noted that a single
nuclear power plant easily costs upwards of 20 billion euros (Righton & Herderscheé, 2021).
Before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, such frames of high risks and high costs were central
to the way nuclear energy was portrayed within Dutch online print media; the technology was
framed as hazardous as well as economically unviable.

Wind and solar energy sources however, were typically framed as low-risk, low-cost solutions.
Little criticism was offered, but some articles were somewhat sceptical mainly due to the
landscape disruption caused by large wind parks, as well as grid congestion and reliability issues
(Ekker, 2021; De Telegraaf, 2021a; Heerink, 2021; Schellevis, 2021).

After the outbreak of the armed conflict between Russia and Ukraine, media discourse regarding
risks and costs shifted in tone and focus within Dutch media articles. This shift can be explained
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by a reframing of nuclear energy as stable - which wind and solar energy sources are framed not
to be (Bakker, 2021; NOS, 2022d) - while also being “green”, with articles after the start of the
war naming the low CO2 emissions of nuclear power plants (NOS, 2022d; NU.nl, 2022b; von
Piekartz, 2022). As an example: “kerncentrales, die geen broeikasgassen als CO2 uitstoten,
kunnen ook nadien de energievoorziening breder en dus stabieler maken.” (“Nuclear power
plants, which do not emit greenhouse gases such as CO2, can also make the energy supply
broader and therefore more stable in the future.”) (RTL, 2022). Additionally, dependence on
Russian gas is framed as an apparent larger risk: “Op die manier hoopt de regering de
afhankelijkheid van Russisch gas te verminderen. "Versneld onze energieafhankelijkheid
afbouwen is een zaak van nationale veiligheid geworden”.” (“In this way, the government hopes
to reduce dependency on Russian gas. "Accelerating our energy dependency has become a
matter of national security".”) (Koole & de Goede, 2022).

This shift in how risk and cost are framed illustrates Entman’s notion that framing selects and
emphasizes specific aspects of a perceived reality, while ignoring or downplaying others (1993).

Energy Independence and Security

This axial code connects to the research question by showing how the subject of energy
independence and security became much more dominant after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian
war.

Energy independence and security frames were only lightly touched upon within Dutch media
articles before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war (De Telegraaf, 2021a; van Soest, 2021). Most
articles primarily focussed on environmental concerns and the urgency of the green transition
through sustainable energy sources such as wind and solar, perhaps with a small, nuanced role
for nuclear energy (Besteman, 2021; NU.nl, 2021a). However, energy independence and security
became a huge talking point in Dutch media discourse after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war
(AD, 2022; Brands, 2022; NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022f; NU.nl, 2022b; Peeperkorn, 2022). In said
wartime news coverage, nuclear energy was increasingly portrayed as a strategic tool to reduce
dependency on Russian-origin imported gas (NOS, 2022c; NOS, 2022d; NU.nl, 2022b). For
example, one article explicitly linked a Belgian policy reversal to the conflict: "Versneld onze
energieafhankelijkheid afbouwen is een zaak van nationale veiligheid geworden”.” (“In this way,
the government hopes to reduce dependency on Russian gas. "Accelerating our energy
dependency has become a matter of national security".”) (Koole & de Goede, 2022). Dutch plans
for new nuclear power plants were similarly framed as a step towards energy autonomy.

While renewables were still discussed in positive terms, their role in energy security was reframed.
Wind and solar energy sources were still presented as sustainable energy sources while also
seen as domestically controllable sources allowing for self-reliance; however, post the outbreak
of the war between Russia and Ukraine, this framing was accompanied by frames of concern
about reliability and grid capacity, often underscoring the need for nuclear energy, at the very
least as supplementation (NOS, 2022d; NOS, 2022¢).
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These frames reflect a shift in what is seen as legitimate, necessary for national strategy and
realistic. Using Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, the framing of nuclear energy as a pragmatic
response to a geopolitical crisis (1971).

Answering the Research Subquestions

How was nuclear energy portrayed by Dutch media throughout August 2021
through July 20227

Prior to February 2022, Dutch media coverage defined nuclear power primarily in terms of
environment and safety. Journalistic frames tended to depict nuclear as neither “green” nor
“sustainable”. Problem definitions highlighted radioactive, long-lasting nuclear fuel waste,
historical accidents such as the Fukushima disaster and pollution along the nuclear fuel chain as
the main issues regarding the energy source. Although some articles discussed how nuclear
energy may be becoming more popular, this often went hand in hand with underscoring existing
concerns. In this pre-war period, the causal narrative often linked climate mitigation and the green
transition to renewables, namely solar and wind, implicitly excluding nuclear from the green
transition narrative. The moral evaluation of nuclear energy was mostly negative: nuclear energy
was framed as irresponsible or too expensive, or even “insanely irresponsible”, in one particular
case (AD, 2021b). As a result, treatment recommendations stemming from media articles
focussed on renewables, mainly wind and solar energy sources, instead of nuclear energy;
nuclear was not for the most part, although not completely, disregarded as the inferior option.

In Agenda-Setting terms, nuclear issues attracted some attention, being framed as gaining
popularity with policy makers, but while still being the lesser option when compared to sustainable
energy sources. Additionally, nuclear energy was often mentioned only in the context of nuclear
phase-out in neighbouring countries. Gramscian analysis would note that the dominant energy
hegemony in the Netherlands before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war privileged wind and
solar energy, marginalizing a growing call for nuclear energy seen in some articles from this
period. In terms of legitimacy and feasibility, the expansion of nuclear energy within the
Netherlands was often deemed politically as well as economically unrealistic. Media cited long
construction times and an extreme financial burden. By comparison, wind and solar were
portrayed as cheaper and quicker to build, as well as the best for the environment. The issue of
energy independence and security was seldom raised before the escalation in eastern Europe in
February 2022, but raising gas prices and dependency amidst tensions in the east were touched
upon lightly.

After the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, nuclear energy was portrayed as a solution to the
stated problem of rising energy prices and dependence on Russian gas. Both of these problems
were often attributed directly to the conflict in eastern Europe; causal narratives thus explicitly
cited the war’s impact on energy and portrayed nuclear energy as a way to diversify away from
hostile energy sources, namely Russian-origin imported gas. Alongside these legitimations, other
advantages of nuclear energy, such as sustainability or relative affordability were named in some
articles, often framing it as necessary or the responsible, logical choice. Articles often legitimised
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nuclear energy further by citing reputable sources or sources of influence, such as apparent
experts in the field or politicians of large political parties. Additionally, the discussion around new
nuclear power plants was diversified, with articles citing multiple nuclear alternatives; large,
classic nuclear power plants and Small Modular Reactors (SMRs) were both often named as
feasible both politically and economically. Risk narratives remained however, but often more
nuanced and balanced by arguments that modern reactor designs are safer and that the risk of
energy shortages, grid instability and energy independence and safety were more pressing
issues. The latter, energy independence and safety dominated narratives across articles; nuclear
energy was framed as a source that ensured a steady baseload across the grid and reducing
imported energy, specifically Russian-origin imported gas.

This framing of nuclear energy is consistent with Entman’s Agenda-Setting Theory (1993): media
attention in articles on the war increased nuclear energy’s issue salience, pushing energy security
to the forefront of attention. From a Gramscian point of view, the war created an opening for a
pro-nuclear counter-hegemony, with coalitions of industry, government and media recalibrating
the “common sense” about the ‘right’ energy mix going forward.

How was solar energy portrayed by Dutch media throughout August 2021
through July 20227

Dutch media generally portrayed solar power favorably in the period before the start of the Russo-
Ukrainian war. Solar energy was framed as normative and uncontroversial, and as a mainstream
part of the similarly normative and also necessary green transition. Causal narratives emphasized
technological progress and diminishing costs in driving renewable energy sources, and thus solar
energy sources. Solar energy was additionally framed as innovative, and the source held the
moral highground, especially when compared to non-renewable energy sources such as nuclear
and gas.

Through the lens of Agenda-Setting, solar power enjoyed little salience on its own, but did do so
as part of sustainable energy sources in general. A Gramscian perspective would thus note that
solar energy was part of the hegemonic green transition narrative, supported by environmental
movements and political narratives, often quoted in the articles from the pre-war period. The
dominance of sustainable energy sources meant that solar energy was barely challenged
regarding its legitimacy and feasibility, with only some issues regarding available space and net
congestion being discussed. Considerations regarding energy security and risks in the context of
solar energy were close to absent.

In the period after the Russian invasion into Ukraine, solar energy was generally viewed positively,
but with a slightly more nuanced framing. The urgency of energy security tempered the previous
climate-focused framing of solar. Problem definitions about grid capacity and scalability in the
already cramped Netherlands further arose to attention. Treatment recommendations regarding
the rising energy costs and energy independence and security were aimed towards expanding
domestic power generation, with sustainables still playing an important role, but often without
naming solar explicitly.
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In Agenda-Setting terms, solar energy was not very prominent within articles, as it shared most
space with at least wind, and often with nuclear, gas and other energy sources - renewable or not
- as well. Legitimacy of solar remained high, but feasibility discussions did emerge in a security
context due to issues with grid congestion, reliability and difficult scalability. Risk narratives
specifically tied to solar remained minimal.

How was wind energy portrayed by Dutch media throughout August 2021
through July 20227

Wind energy saw much of the same framing and portrayal that solar energy did before the start
of the Russo-Ukrainian war. However, as wind energy is a more dominant source of energy in the
government's green transition plans, it enjoys more salience than other sustainable sources. The
dominant problem definition of the climate crisis frames wind energy as an essential source of
energy amidst the green transition, in an attempt to massively lower emissions. Causal narratives
credited wind energy with providing abundant, low-carbon electricity, and moral evaluations
further supported wind energy as the right choice for the future, expending energy production
while contributing to climate goals.

Agenda-Setting dynamics showed how wind received strong coverage, especially around
milestones such as records. However, media articles also reported some opposition, mainly due
to landscape disruption. A Gramscian lens on this topic highlights a mild conflict between local
opposition and slight public disfavouring large-scale landscape disruption on a national level and
the national green transition agenda. In terms of legitimacy, wind energy was largely accepted as
a legitimate and important part of the energy mix amidst the green transition, though minor
acceptance issues exist. Instead of a focus on geopolitical issues, the focus remained on climate
benefits. Moreover, costs and risks remained in the background of the discussion.

After the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war in February 2022, wind energy was defined as clean
and necessary for the long-term green transition as well as self-reliance, but with some caveats.
Moral evaluations were mixed: wind was praised as a green and realistic solution to problems
statements of climate and energy dependence and safety issues, but also saw some criticism
regarding landscape disruption and insufficiency to solve short-term energy dependance.
Treatment recommendations included both expansion of wind capacity as well as a more
diversified energy mix, so wind received considerable competition from mainly nuclear energy.

Through an Agenda-Setting lens, wind energy received a lot of attention but shared the stage with
nuclear energy. Coverage in articles of wind projects such as the North Sea wind parks continued,
but stories about electricity supply shortages, increasing energy prices or grid constraints also
became somewhat more visible in this period post the start of the war. Feasibility narratives
considered whether new turbines could be built fast enough to overcome the issue of dependency
on Russian-origin imported gas; some articles mentioned that offshore wind farms take years to
deploy, reinforcing the framing that wind alone could not replace Russian-origin imported gas.
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Additionally, energy security framing meant wind energy projects were commonly discussed as
part of a diversified energy mix, but with wind energy still in a positive light.

Answering the Research Question

How did the Russo-Ukrainian war alter Dutch media narratives regarding
nuclear, wind and solar energy?

The start of the Russo-Ukrainian war in February 2022 marked a pivotal moment in Dutch media
narratives and framing surrounding nuclear, wind and solar energy sources. Before the start of
said conflict, media discourse operated primarily within a climate-central frame, focussing on the
urgency of reaching climate goals, mainly through reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Through
this climate-oriented framing, solar and wind energy were portrayed as legitimate, feasible - both
technologically, politically and economically - and morally correct. By contrast, nuclear energy
was framed as a high-risk and expensive alternative; feasible but one of the lesser options within
the range. It was largely marginalised within the broader green transition narrative, although
sporadically framed as rising in popularity amongst policy makers somewhat. Articles regarding
nuclear energy abroad often discussed nuclear phase-outs in neighbouring countries, further
framing it as an energy source of times past.

After the tensions between Russia and Ukraine escalated into full-blown war in February 2022,
media framing underwent a clear and multifaceted transformation. Energy independence and
security, previously only touched upon very minimally in media articles, became dominant
problem definitions, fundamentally shifting the hegemony within media articles. As a result,
nuclear energy experienced the most pronounced shift within said articles; where it had previously
been framed as dangerous, expensive and largely unrealistic, the formerly uncommon positive
frames regarding nuclear energy rose to the forefront of media attention. In this period after the
outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war, nuclear energy was now framed as rational or even
necessary in the Dutch response to the war and the call to strongly reduce dependency on
Russian-origin imported gas as an energy source. Besides this strategic justification, safety and
cost concerns also diminished in importance; solutions were offered or risks and costs were
framed as much less of an issue as it was before the start of the conflict. The causal narrative
thus shifted: the Russo-Ukrainian war was framed as both the origin of the energy crisis and the
catalyst for policy and priority reevaluation. Therefore, nuclear energy consequently moved from
a marginalised topic within Dutch media articles to the centre of Dutch media discourse on energy,
sharing the stage only with wind energy.

The outbreak of the armed conflict between Russia and Ukraine also affected narratives and
frames surrounding wind and solar energy. Wind energy remained largely positively framed as an
essential centre-piece of the green transition, but with more nuance than before the start of the
war. Additionally, it now shared the stage with nuclear energy, and the two were often compared
as equals. Wind also saw more criticism and even scepticism in comparison to the pre-war period,
especially regarding landscape disruption, temporal constraints and feasibility of increasingly
grander political wind ambitions. Solar energy, while still portrayed mostly favourable, receded in
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visibility and was increasingly framed within a discourse of limitations such as scalability and net
congestion issues, or only discussed as part of renewable energy sources. In sum, both wind and
solar energy maintained their moral legitimacy, but were no longer largely uncontested; these two
sources were now often portrayed as insufficient to carry the entire energy mix of the Netherlands
through the green transition amidst geopolitical turbulence.

Through the lens of Agenda-Setting Theory, the war reprioritized which energy sources were
given media salience; it reframed the energy transition from a predominantly environmental issue
to an issue of both climate as well as geopolitical security. As a result, nuclear energy’s salience
in media articles increased strongly; focus on solar but more so on wind remained, but became
more comparative and conditional. Gramscian analysis illustrates how the outbreak of the Russo-
Ukrainian war allowed for a temporary ideological realignment: the dominant environmental
hegemony focused on mainly renewables shifted to one of a more diverse energy mix, thereby
legitimising nuclear energy as a competitive source to wind and solar.

The start of the Russo-Ukrainian war marked a strong shift in media narration. It caused the
reframing of the energy transition from an environment-central transition to a security-driven one
in a geopolitical context. This reorientation legitimised nuclear energy - a previously marginalised
energy source within Dutch media articles - as a feasible or even necessary source of energy.
While wind and solar retained their general favorability, the new criteria introduced by the conflict
saw a rise of criticism surrounding these renewables. They now had to share the stage with a
renewed favorability towards nuclear energy. However, after the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian
war in February 2022, this balance changed, tilting towards more favorability for nuclear energy.
The media was quick to frame energy issues in terms of energy independence and security, and
nuclear energy saw itself move towards the centre of the discussion, sharing this centre only with
wind. This shift was caused by the conflict, which now saw Dutch energy discourse within media
articles move from a climate-emphasis to a security and self-reliance emphasis.

VIl - Conclusion

Discussions around energy issues and energy source choices stand as a centrepiece of current
day discourse. Within this dynamic discourse, the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war has had
much influence. This analysis, through the main research question: “How did the Russo-Ukrainian
war alter Dutch media narratives regarding nuclear, wind and solar energy?”, confirms that the
conflict between Russia and Ukraine initiated a clear shift in narrative dominance and hierarchy.
Prior to the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, Dutch media discourse was focussed on, and
dominated by a climate-central frame, positioning the reduction of emissions as urgent and
essential, offering wind and solar energy sources as treatment recommendations. By contrast,
nuclear energy was largely marginalised and framed as a high-risk, high-costs and even outdated
source of energy. References to nuclear phase-outs in neighbouring countries were abundant,
with only minor attention to the potential expansion of nuclear energy as some articles reported
growing political support.
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This effect is further illustrated by the six subquestions introduced in this research. Said effect or
shift was most pronounced for the discussion around nuclear energy. Before the outbreak of the
conflict between Russia and Ukraine, media articles largely depicted nuclear as a non-"green”,
sustainable or even safe at all, referring to issues such as nuclear waste, historical disasters and
emissions along the nuclear fuel chain. Additionally, high costs were named as a large issue,
further delegitimizing nuclear energy. After the start of the war, framing changed and presented
nuclear energy as a logical, rational response to rising energy prices and the now perceived
increased danger of dependency on Russian-origin imported gas. The reliability of nuclear energy
in putting out a steady stream of constant energy was underlined, especially when articles
compared nuclear to renewable energy sources, namely wind and solar energy. Nuclear was
positioned as a logical part of what the energy mix should look like in a combined context of
climate and geopolitical safety.

By contrast, wind and solar energy sources kept their generally positive reputations throughout
both periods, but after the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war, discussions in articles regarding these
renewable energy sources gained more nuance, raising more concerns and disadvantages.
Before the start of said war, wind energy was framed as an abundant, sustainable and “green”
source of energy; standing on the moral highground as the ‘right’ option for the green transition
and the future of energy generation within the Netherlands. Solar power enjoyed a similar position
of uncontroversiality, but was not framed as the centrepiece of the green transition the way wind
was; available space was the main issue, with some articles noting issues revolving around the
energy grid and grid congestion. With this increase in the discussion surrounding the limitations
of wind and solar energy sources, nuclear energy rose to the centre of the energy discourse within
the media articles, competing with mainly wind energy.

Viewed to the combined theoretical framework consisting of Framing Theory, Agenda-Setting
Theory and Gramscian Theory, these shifts can be further understood. Framing Theory illustrates
how the problem definition in media discourse changed from that of a climate crisis to that of an
energy security crisis, but with still some attention for the climate; this change in turn shifted causal
and treatment recommendation frames. After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, media articles
framed said military conflict as the origin of the crisis. Nuclear energy was then inserted into this
narrative as a reasonable, feasible solution, whereas it had previously been marginalised as
unviable and unsafe. Agenda-Setting Theory allows for a further understanding of the analysed
shift in media discourse by explaining issue salience; the war ‘forced’ attention to certain issues,
such as energy independence and safety issues. This shift in attention allowed nuclear energy to
gain momentum as a realistic and rational option within Dutch media articles from after the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Finally, using Gramscian Theory, the shifting hegemony in media
articles can be further examined. The outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war disrupted the
previously dominant “green” energy transition narrative, opening up space for a new narrative that
positioned nuclear energy as part of a rational, realistic energy mix. Media articles from the post-
invasion period often aligned with and reported on political players supporting the expansion of
nuclear energy, legitimizing the shift in media discourse in articles through authority. When
combined, these theories align in showing that the war allowed alternative frames and narratives
to reshape media discourse in articles regarding the Dutch energy discussion.
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These findings contribute to the understanding of the role of Dutch media articles in energy
debates during times of crisis. This study demonstrates how narratives in Dutch media articles
were highly responsive to the geopolitical shock of war on the European continent; the Russo-
Ukrainian war. Rather than sticking with pre-war, status-quo climate-central discourse, journalists
adjusted the debate in articles to address new concerns regarding energy independence, self-
sufficiency and security. Through reframing of the problem definition and treatment
recommendation, different energy alternatives were elevated, namely nuclear. These findings
suggest that media coverage within articles can accelerate shifts in public perception of different
energy sources, depending on the context. In this particular context, the ongoing war and climate
issues caused a repositioning of the narrative regarding nuclear, wind and solar energy sources.

The results of this study hold significant societal implications. They illustrate how media
narratives, through online articles, can play a role in reshaping public perceptions, and thereby,
by extension, policy legitimacy and outcome. Furthermore, it shows how, in times of crisis, frames
adopted by different media outlets in their articles can accelerate shifts in dynamic trends of
evolving discourse. This underscores a certain responsibility that journalists are burdened with to
maintain an open stance in their writing, both in times of crisis as well as in times of political
stability. Furthermore, policymakers must understand the media’s ability to impact public
perception and discourse, especially in the event of sudden, external shock-events.

This study is also a valuable addition to academic debates around the role of external shocks in
media narratives and discourse and the legitimacy and social acceptance of energy sources, by
showing how a geopolitical crisis can reshape framing, narratives and discourse in media articles.
By highlighting this dynamic within Dutch media in the context of the Russo-Ukrainian war, this
study adds to said academic debates, demonstrating how narratives in media articles about
nuclear, wind and solar energy sources shifted from mainly climate and sustainability to include
frames of energy security as a central talking point.

In conclusion, the escalation of the tensions between Russia and Ukraine into armed conflict
fundamentally realigned Dutch media narratives in online print articles regarding nuclear, wind
and solar energy. Nuclear energy moved from the metaphorical sidelines to centre-stage,
portrayed no longer as barely relevant and unrealistic, but as a feasible, rational and realistic part
of the Dutch energy mix. Wind and solar maintained their favorable standing, but with more
nuance and criticism than before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war. These shifts illustrate how
media frames can change rapidly and fundamentally in response to sudden, external shocks.
Recognizing that media can redefine the positioning of different energy sources in their articles
shines light on how media could influence public opinion, policy choices and large-scale
investments. Ultimately, this study highlights that media outlets and their journalists are active
participants of important public debates, in this case of the energy debate within the Netherlands.

30



VIl - Discussion

This study set out to investigate how the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war that started in
February 2022 influenced narratives and discourse in Dutch online print articles. It did so through
a combined theoretical lens of Framing Theory, Agenda-Setting Theory and Gramscian Theory,
and its findings suggest a connection between geopolitical, external shocks and discourse in
media articles. A transition from a mostly environmentally-oriented narrative to that of an energy
independence and security narrative with still room for concern about the climate was found. As
a result, nuclear energy increased in its salience, but was also framed as more legitimate and
feasible. Wind and solar kept their favorable positioning, but with more nuance than before, with
wind now sharing centre-stage with nuclear energy regarding the energy discussion within the
Netherlands.

Entman’s Framing Theory (1993) suggests that frames define problems, diagnose causes,
evaluates and assigns morals and recommends solutions. The findings of this study show a
reconfiguration within all four functions of Entman’s theory; energy independence and security
became the central problem surrounding the energy transition and crisis; the Russo-Ukrainian
war became its primary cause; energy diversification towards nuclear energy in turn became the
moral imperative, as well as a legitimate and feasible proposed solution. However, Framing
Theory offers little insight into why certain frames shift, which is where additional theoretical
lenses are needed. In this study, other theories supported Framing Theory, but its limitations
remain important to acknowledge: future studies could use different theoretical frames to deepen
the understanding of why these shifts in media narrative happen.

Agenda-Setting Theory was used in the analysis conducted within this study, showing how issue
salience shifted in favor of nuclear energy and security and self-reliance narratives. This
restructuring of discourse hierarchy pushed nuclear energy to the centre of attention, now sharing
the stage with wind as the main proposed solution to energy dependency and climate change
issues. These findings align with McCombs and Shaw’s interpretation of Agenda-Setting Theory,
where media outlets tell us not what to think, but rather what to think about (1972). In future
studies with larger sample sizes, Agenda-Setting Theory could be employed even better, offering
more robust conclusions with samples including more articles and outlets.

Finally, for its analysis of Dutch media articles, this study drew on Gramscian Theory; the findings
support the notion that hegemonic discourse is not fixed but subject to change, especially during
turbulent times such as the outbreak of the Russo-Ukrainian war. In this case, said war allowed
alternative narratives to move to the foreground by disrupting the established hegemony. The
resurgence of nuclear energy thus illustrates a moment of counter-hegemonic realignment,
pushing the previously marginalised nuclear energy alternative into the new hegemonic
discourse. While these results offer a valuable addition to the analysis, the abstract nature of
Gramscian Theory did make operationalisation somewhat challenging.

This study has used the qualitative research method Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), more
specifically: the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA), a variant of CDA. Although drawing upon
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this methodology allowed for a thorough analysis of Dutch media articles, several limitations
should be acknowledged. As this study was conducted by a sole researcher - while allowing for
consistent coding and analysis - the sample size may be limited. Furthermore, CDA is time-
consuming, resulting in specific examples out of an otherwise extraordinary number of media
items. Additionally, the inclusion of media such as television programs or radio could offer a more
complete analysis of the entire media landscape, but this has not been possible for this study due
to time constraints and realistic workload for a single author. Finally, while the author has indulged
in heavy self-reflection, coding, as well as CDA, remains sensitive to an author's bias. This self-
reflection consisted of revisiting coded articles with neutrality in mind, carefully reconsidering
codes before finalising them and sparring with peers to see if they found some of my coding
biased.

Taking the results into account, future studies could focus on further examining the effects of
sudden shock-events on media framing. The selected time frame out of which articles were
selected may be on the short side, mainly due to the limitations of research by a sole author.
Future research could look at a longer time period, and analyse long-term effects on media or
public discourse. Additionally, this study has looked at the Netherlands; future studies are
recommended to look at a broader location, such as the European Union, or could indulge in
cross-country comparative analysis. Finally, this study has looked at pieces of media itself. Future
research could include an analysis of the public’s reaction or opinion on a shift in narratives within
media articles.
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