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1. Introduction 
 

Energy democracy is a comparatively young social movement that advocates, among other 

things, for a less centralized, renewables only, more inclusive, and democratic approach to en-

ergy production and distribution, characterized by more citizen participation and involvement 

in decision-making, planning and ownership of the means of energy production (Burke & Ste-

phens, 2017: 38) Examples range from local discussion rounds in energy infrastructure projects 

to collective ownership of solar panels in villages. Energy democracy’s advocates argue that 

this way, a more just, equal, and democratic energy system and society may be built (Szulecki 

& Overland, 2020: 5). Citizens’ active involvement in and acceptance of energy projects and 

its sector seem more crucial than ever before, as countries all over the globe rush to increase 

renewable energy capacities in the face of worsening climate change and its effects or efforts 

of independence from fossil fuel-rich countries and regimes due to political agendas.   

The city of Leipzig is no stranger to this. Former East Germany’s second biggest city and now-

adays often referred to as Germany’s boomtown or ‘Hypezig’, Leipzig has a remarkable con-

nection to the issues of energy, its production and distribution. Marketing itself as an ‘energy 

metropolis’ the city is the seat of the EEX, the European Energy Exchange at which energy is 

traded. It is also a gold-status recipient of the EEA, the European Energy Award, given to mu-

nicipalities implementing extensive measures for climate protection, emission reduction and 

energy efficiency. Additionally, the city agreed to become carbon neutral last year by 2040. It 

is thus not surprising, that to many different local actors including political parties, associations, 

companies or ordinary citizens, energy democracy is becoming a more viable and feasible al-

ternative to the established centralized system of energy production and distribution. These ac-

tors influence and shape the local (and implicitly also global) discourse surrounding the issue, 

using a wide variety of different discursive measures to sway public opinion and gain traction 

for their cause. But how do they do that?  

That is what I aimed to examine in this research and thesis on the case of Leipzig, by analysing 

four different local actors and their publicly available material in a multimodal discourse anal-

ysis. Through analysing the different discursive means applied by these various actors, I in-

tended to uncover the different mechanisms utilised by them to promote energy democracy, as 

well the thus created discourses and narratives.   

Ultimately, I aim to answer the problem: How do different local, energy democracy-endorsing 

actors promote ED and shape the (local) discourses surrounding the issue? 
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2. Literature review 
 

As a first step of my thesis, I conducted an extensive review of literature from social and polit-

ical sciences surrounding the topic of energy democracy (ED) as well as discourse on energy 

democracy. However, it should be noted that particularly regarding discourse, there is not a vast 

amount of literature relating to ED. As multiple authors note, this illustrates the need for further 

research in this area needing to be conducting, underlining the relevance of my thesis in the 

fields of social sciences and discourses studies. 

As a comparatively young term, ED is emblematic of the academic literature surrounding it.  

Described in one text as “by no means a fully developed or uniform concept” (Weis, Becker & 

Naumann, 2015: 5)1, the literature about it is equally diverse in its approaches and focuses. 

Kacper Szulecki and Indra Overland echo this notion in their paper “Energy democracy as a 

process, an outcome and a goal: A conceptual review” (2020), noting that the “lack of agreed 

definition or even common frame […] is not merely an inconvenience – it is symptomatic of 

the fragmentation of the energy democracy literature” (Szuleki & Overland, 2020: 2). Subse-

quently it comes as no surprise, that a substantive amount of the literature I came across both 

in my initial dealings with the topic, as well as in my later research process, is focused on 

defining the term energy democracy.  

However, much of the here assessed literature can be classified into two groups:  

1. Classifications and definitions of the term ED as well as its dimensions. 

2. Studies of direct manifestations of ED, often in regard to the respective social and/or 

geographical context in which they appear. 

The previously utilized text by Szuleki and Overland provides a great starting point for this 

literature review. In it, the authors analyse a vast amount of literature on the topic while also 

creating a first categorization of the commonly produced understandings of ED: energy democ-

racy as a process that is challenging the status quo of energy production, as an outcome of 

decarbonisation resulting from an increased amount of renewables and which goes along with 

increased democratization, as well as a normative goal to which one could aspire (Szuleki & 

Overland, 2020: 2). The specific theoretical implications of this categorization shall be dealt 

with in more detail during the theory section of this thesis. 

 
1 „keinesfalls um ein abschließend ausgearbeitetes oder einheitliches Konzept“ (Weis, Becker & Naumann, 

2015: 5) 
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Three very crucial texts described in Szulecki & Overland’s work, those by Becker and Nau-

mann (2017), Burke and Stephens (2017), as well as by Szulecki (2017) himself also fall into 

this category of extensive literature review and subsequent categorization of ED. Becker and 

Naumann generate a detailed typology of approaches to energy democracy. They sort various 

projects described in research along the axes of respective political objectives, the mode of 

organisation, technologies and resources involved as well as spatial dimensions. They then 

group them into the ones promoting decentralized energy provision, those promoting collective 

forms of ownership as well as those advocating for energy sovereignty (Becker & Naumann, 

2017: 6). Importantly, they also note that these groupings are not mutually exclusive, but instead 

add to one another (Becker & Naumann, 2017: 9). 

Burke and Stephens provide a detailed analysis of numerous policy instruments and their out-

comes in order to assess the various approaches to ED in the United States. They structure the 

different approaches to it as well as their intended outcomes along three major goals they iden-

tified: Resisting the current approach to energy production and distribution, reclaiming the en-

ergy sector as well as restructuring it (Burke & Stephens, 2017: 38). To both authors, ED can 

be understood as “contemporary expressions of earlier social and environmental movements 

within and beyond the energy sector” (Burke & Stephens, 2017: 37), a notion shared in many 

other studies as well (Chilvers & Palett, 2018; Angel, 2016; Szulecki & Overland, 2020). 

The division of the goals of ED provided by Burke and Stephens is based on various resources, 

but the wording particularly corresponds to the discussion paper “Resist, Reclaim, Restructure” 

(2013) by Sean Sweeney, written for the organisation Trade Unions for Energy Democracy. In 

his discussion paper, Sweeney explains the need for ED by setting it against the backdrop of 

increasing climate change, workers’ exploitation, the ineffective ongoing energy transition, and 

energy poverty. He appeals to an increase in advocacy for ED by providing instructions for 

unions, social movements, and individuals. Importantly, Sweeney’s text contains an inherently 

normative component.  

Szuleki’s (2017) work is also focused on providing a conceptualization of energy democracy. 

Like Sweeney, he locates ED in relation to other normative concepts such as climate, energy, 

and environmental justice. He then continues to explain the desirability of ED to make energy 

governance more democratic.  
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Referencing Benjamin K. Sovacool and Michael H. Dworking’s conceptualization of energy 

justice as an analytical and decision-making tool, Szulecki applies their dimensions of popular 

sovereignty, participatory governance, and civic ownership as well as their specific indicators 

to ED. He then argues that this “allow[s] for comparisons and designing policy change leading 

towards the energy democracy ideal” (Szulecki, 2017: 15), thus also creating instructions for 

action.     

The normative component appearing in both previous texts is nothing too unordinary in much 

of the ED literature. Authors like Weis, Becker & Naumann (2015) even argue, that terms such 

as energy justice (which we will explore in the theory section as well) and energy democracy 

are “explicitly normative” (Weis, Becker & Naumann, 2015: 11), something also considered 

by Szulecki and Overland. And just like them, Weis, Becker & Naumann set out to define the 

term energy democracy, drawing comparisons to previously brought up terms like energy jus-

tice or energy poverty. However, their definition further relates ED and its different manifesta-

tions to concepts like political ecology, solidarity economy and economic democracy, all with 

their differing implications for the understanding of the concept.  

Similarly, to the previously examined text, James Angel (2016) also provides a compelling 

account of the current energy sector and the resulting need for ED. In his definition, Angel also 

draws on related concepts such as energy justice, energy sovereignty and energy poverty, both 

to define ED and to underline the need for it.  However, Angel also emphasizes the importance 

of different power relations in the struggle for energy democracy, writing that “those with 

power are attempting to ensure that dangerous questions are sidelined: questions about who 

benefits and who loses out from the transition” (Angel, 2016: 7). These power relations are 

further alluded to on a grander scale in various texts, as authors describe both approaches to ED 

in and implications of climate change for people in the global South (Weis, Becker & Naumann, 

2015; Burke & Stephens, 2017; Becker & Naumann, 2017). 

Although a frequently appearing issue (Weis, Becker & Naumann, 2015; Szulecki & Overland, 

2017), matters of power and discourse are not as widespread in the literature on energy democ-

racy, as noted also by Jason Chilvers and Helen Palett (2018) in their power relations-empha-

sizing text on the formation of publics of energy democracy. To them, much of the literature on 

ED conceives ‘the public’ as well as their actions in relation to energy democracy, as a “highly 

specific, pre-given, external, and naturally occurring” (Chilvers & Palett, 2018: 2) category.   

Instead, they argue for a constructivist and relational perspective on ED and its practices, in 

which both the concept itself and the publics around it emerge through collective practices. 
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Their approach is thus characterized by a more agent-driven, and institution-emphasizing un-

derstanding, both of which are very relevant to this thesis. 

Another text following a similar notion is the one by Laurence Williams and Benjamin K. Sova-

cool (2020), in which they analyse discourse in UK political parties on shale gas extraction. 

After providing a brief definition of ED, which utilizes many of the already discussed texts, 

Williams and Sovacool analyse a vast number of statements made by various political parties 

and actors on their respective position concerning the extraction of shale gas. By doing so, they 

illustrate various networks of actors that form so-called discourse coalitions, which are created 

around specific frames of the issue. According to them, their understanding of frames follows 

research by Robert Entman, who understood frames as “being about what is said and what is 

emphasized” (Williams & Sovacool, 2020: 1245) in order to present the issue at hand through 

a particular lens.  

Both above-presented concepts are hugely important for my research, as they emphasize the 

role actors play in the construction and shaping of the discourse surrounding the topic of energy 

democracy. Having now provided a detailed overview of the literature that is focused on the 

definition and categorization of the term ED, I now also want to present some crucial examples 

of the second group identified: literature focusing on specific manifestations of energy democ-

racy.  

Importantly, many of the previously brought-up texts provide examples of specific manifesta-

tions of ED. James Angel (2016) for instance makes specific references to national strategies 

of central state ownership of the means of energy production in Uruguay or Greece. Weis, 

Becker and Naumann (2015) also reference examples of ED, for instance concerning the origins 

of energy justice in the US, where lawsuits had been filed by racial minority communities 

against the construction of a toxic waste landfill in Houston. Another example referenced in 

both texts is the ‘Berliner Energietisch’ – an initiative advocating for a municipally owned en-

ergy provider in Berlin in 2012, powered exclusively by renewables and under the democratic 

control of citizens. 

We see that many texts supply specific examples of manifestations of ED, as it serves both to 

illustrate the variety of the concept and its social movement and as it helps to picture the specific 

and varying local contexts and goals.  

Regardless, some research focuses predominantly on one or multiple of these local manifesta-

tions of ED. It is these that I now want to present in the following paragraphs.  
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One of the most crucial of these texts is one by Becker and Kunze (2015). In “Wege der Ener-

giedemokratie. Emanzipatorische Energiewenden in Europa”, the two authors begin by again 

providing a definition of energy democracy. To them, the democratic energy transition pro-

posed by ED advocates rests on the five dimensions of participation, ownership, added value 

and employment, ecology, and sufficiency as well as emancipation as politics. However, most 

of their work consists of the analysis of 15 case studies of “small, already functioning demo-

cratic energy transitions” (Becker & Kunze, 2015: 10)2 in the European Union, through which 

they intend to examine whether these energy transitions, along the established dimensions, are 

of social benefit. These case studies fall into three categories: energy cooperatives, transition in 

the most peripheral spaces as well as projects they consider unconventional. They range from 

energy cooperatives in Italy or Spain to energy efficient renovations in a disadvantaged city 

borough of Malmö or the resistance through renewables by a village threatened by an enlarging 

coal pit in Germany. On these examples, Becker and Kunze illustrate the various manifestations 

of ED and emphasize the importance of the local context to these projects and energy democ-

racy. Importantly, they also note the danger arising from an inflationary usage of the term, as it 

may motivate oppositional actors to hijack it for their own narratives.   

Another example of literature focusing on specific manifestations of ED is Bregje van Veelen’s 

(2018) research on governance processes in community energy projects in Scotland. Having 

defined the various community groups as well as their respective technologies at use in his 2017 

research, van Veelen examined whether community projects in Scotland are justly considered 

more democratic. By conducting over 30 in-depth interviews he uncovered aspects of ED em-

phasized by participants of these communal projects as well as those with which they struggled. 

For instance, van Veelen describes the issue of inclusive decision-making (a core aspect of ED) 

and the desire for more involvement. He asserts that many members did not wish for greater 

involvement in decisions. On the other hand, decisions always being made by the same active 

members may result in a less inclusive decision-making process and subsequent results, also 

making the project potentially less democratic.  

Van Veelen further claims that a low number of attendants or participants in a project may be 

an often-appearing characteristic of rural areas. Through this example and the results of his 

research, he illustrates context and locality-specific issues of different manifestations of energy 

democracy (van Veelen, 2018: 651-652).  

 
2 „kleinen, schon funktionierenden demokratischen Energiewenden“ (Becker & Kunze, 2015: 10) 
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The notion of the importance of specific local contexts and factors is also echoed in Daniel 

Chavez’s text on the energy sectors of Latin America, as well as the possible implications one 

may draw for the future development of the UK energy sector. Throughout his text, Chavez 

provides insights into the historic and current energy sectors of Brazil, Uruguay, and Costa 

Rica, of which the latter two are particularly characterized by a strong state role played in the 

production of energy. In Costa Rica, for instance, no profit-driven private enterprise is engaged 

in the production of energy and 99.7% of the national energy mix consists of renewables 

(Chavez, 2018: 5). Despite also making a case for decentralized production or other forms of 

ownership, Chavez thus argues for a strong, even hegemonic role of the state in energy produc-

tion and coordination on the national level – something he claims the UK should attempt to 

mirror. His text vividly illustrates the various local factors and approaches taken to ED  and 

emphasises the need to pay close attention to local contexts in order to assess their specificities 

but also possible implications for the global energy sector.  

Before coming to the theory section of my thesis, I will briefly summarize the findings of my 

literature review. As a young and fragmented concept, literature on energy democracy is equally 

diverse, with many different focuses and approaches. Much of the literature I found stems from 

social and political sciences and is centred around definitions and conceptualizations of the 

term, often working by relating it to other concepts or by categorizing its manifestations. Other 

literature, despite also defining the term specific to the research, focuses on analysing specific, 

local manifestations of ED according to various aspects, such as its democratic nature, or its 

implications for other local contexts. Although inherently seen as relating to issues of discourse 

and power, specific literature on these aspects of energy democracy is comparatively scarce. 

My literature review thus implies the need for an exact definition of the term for the context of 

my thesis, the importance of paying specific attention to the local dispositions as well as the 

overall need to look into the discursive construction of the meaning of energy democracy. It 

also illustrates the need to examine discourse in relation to ED. Based on this literature review, 

I aim to contribute to the ED literature on discourse, particularly in the academic field of social 

sciences, as the actors involved, the modes utilised and practices applied, as well as the thus 

created discourses and narratives require more attention. 
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3. Theory 
 

In the following section of my thesis, I will introduce the most relevant theoretical concepts 

applied in this research. To begin with I will present various sources on social movements, to 

establish the basics of the concept of energy democracy. As already established in the literature 

review, there are many concepts inherently related to ED. The second part of this section thus 

contains elaborations on energy justice and energy poverty, both of which are utilized in order 

to provide a comprehensive definition of energy democracy in the frame of my research and 

thesis. Thirdly I will introduce another crucial concept for this work – discourse. And lastly, as 

I intend to conduct a multimodal discourse analysis (MMDA), I will also present the concept 

of multimodality. 

3.1 Social movements 

 

When wanting to understand energy democracy and its related concepts, it is first imperative to 

give insights into the concept and theory which they are based on. The most crucial of these is 

the concept of social movements, as ED itself is a specific manifestation of a social movement. 

To do so I shall present various definitions and conceptualizations of the term, starting with 

those of European sociologists Alberto Melucci (1981) and Alain Touraine (1985), before com-

ing to Mario Diani (1992) and his approach trying to unify the various concepts.  

Italian sociologist Alberto Melucci (1981) states that in advanced capitalist societies, social 

movements have been challenging the narrative of continuous progress and modernization 

without disturbance to the political or social system surrounding it. He argues that we must 

consider what he describes as conflict-centred collective action, “which is capable of linking 

actors and systems, class relations and incidents of conflict” (Melucci, 1981: 201), thus forming 

the basis of his understanding of social movements.  To Melucci, collective action is the variety 

of behaviour centred around a conflict in a specific social system. As the term ‘collective’ in-

dicates, various actors are involved in the “struggle […] for the appropriation and orientation 

of social values and resources” (Melucci, 1981: 202). Crucially, the involved parties act due to 

notions of solidarity. Collective action may contain various forms of behaviour that “transgress 

the norms that have been institutionalized in social roles which go beyond the rules of the po-

litical system and/or which attack the structure of society’s class relations” (Melucci, 1981: 

202).  



- 11 - 

 

Only if these two conditions are met, collective action can be called a social movement. Col-

lective action only fulfilling the first of these characteristics is termed ‘conflict-based action’, 

while the latter is described as ‘deviance’. This differentiation between different types of col-

lective action further solidifies Melucci’s concept of social movements, as the collective action 

centred around a specific conflict in a given social system, but which also challenges the limits 

of the respective system (Melucci, 1981: 203). 

He further categorizes collective action into conflict-based organizational action and conflict-

based political action. These are actions taking place when “a conflict occurs within the limits 

of a given organization or political system” (Melucci, 1981: 203). Applied to his concept of 

social movements, Melucci classifies so-called ‘organizational movements’, about which he 

writes the following: 

“The types of collective behaviour found in this case are situated at the level of a given social organization 

and are directed against the power governing a system of norms and roles. The action aims at a different 

division of resources, a functional adaptation of the organization, and a redistribution of roles. But, at the 

same time, it tends to transgress the institutional limits of the organization and to go beyond its normative 

framework. The conflict leaves the organization and moves toward the political system” (Melucci, 1981: 

203)” 

On the other hand, Melucci also describes ‘political movements’, which are collective action 

focused on gaining political support and participation for a specific cause, while also contesting 

the system’s limits regarding political participation and the ability to express political demands 

(Melucci, 1981: 203).  

Lastly, Melucci imposes another dimension on these various forms of collective action – class. 

To him, class permeates these various forms of collective action and thus social movement, as 

the structuring and governing power within a system is nothing other than “a transcription of 

class relations” (Melucci, 1981: 204). Class, and subsequently the imposed power relations, 

work to reproduce the internal mechanisms, norms, and roles of an organization. So, when con-

flict-centred collective action within an organization challenge not only the organizational lim-

its but also the external source of power that permeates it, we may speak of a class organiza-

tional movement. This idea also applies to political movements when the dominant political 

force is challenged.  
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Melucci’s concept continues but I shall end these assertions here, summarizing that to him: 

social movements are conflict-centred collective actions that challenge the boundaries of their 

respective social or political system as well as the powers that govern these systems, which are 

rooted in notions of class relations.  

Alain Touraine’s (1985) understanding of social movement is different, but not unlike 

Melucci’s notions. Touraine claims that social movements are not descriptions of reality, but 

that they are “an element of a specific mode of constructing reality” (Touraine, 1985: 749). He 

describes social movements as a specific variant of a social conflict.  

Like Melucci, Touraine’s understanding of social movements is rooted in notions of collective 

behaviour, (social) conflicts and class struggle. Collective behaviour though, may not neces-

sarily be a form of social conflict, as he illustrates on the example of changing fashions or panic 

crazes. Instead, a social conflict “presupposes a clear definition of opponents or [competing] 

actors and of the resources they are fighting for or negotiating to take control of” (Touraine, 

1985: 751). This means that to him, a conflict and the connected collective behaviour forming 

the basis of a social movement is dependent on a specific frame within which it takes place. 

This idea is not unlike Melucci’s conception of collective action undertaken by multiple actors, 

bound to a conflict, within a specific system in which the distribution of resources or the bound-

aries of the system are challenged.  

Touraine continues by distinguishing between various distinct forms of social conflict, for in-

stance, conflicts focused on the re-(construction) of a specific political or cultural identity, or 

ones that are centred around collective interests which are being pursued. The most relevant of 

these social conflict types for the concept of social movement, however, is the one describing 

social conflicts “whose stake is the social control of the main cultural patterns, that is, of the 

patterns through which our relationship with the environment are normatively organized” (Tou-

raine, 1985: 754f.) It is only these conflicts which Touraine subsumes under the term social 

movements.  

Along the three aspects “definition of the identity (i) of the actor, the definition of the opponent 

(o), and the stakes, that is the cultural totality (t) which defines the field of conflict” (Touraine, 

1985: 760f.), Touraine explains social movements as being clearly defined by the relationship 

between the actors involved in the struggle and their stakes in the conflict, distinguishing it 

from other forms of collective behaviour. 
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The following text passage serves as fitting illustration of Touraine’s concept. He writes: 

“[It] can be symbolized by writing that a social movement is i-o-t and political struggle i-t, o-t, or i-o. 

The collective pursuit of interests corresponds to an even lower level of integration of these elements: the 

actors are self-centred and the field of their competition or conflict can even be defined as a market, which 

is defined independently from actors. That corresponds to i, o, t, where each element is separated from 

the others. So political pressure and defense of interest must be defined not only by their specific nature 

but as nonintegrated and lower-level social movements” (Touraine, 1985: 761). 

Through this explanation, Touraine subsumes various manifestations of conflict, such as polit-

ical pressure, under social movements. While social movements have a specific alignment of 

their components, these components are also part of other forms of social conflict, they are just 

inherently sorted differently. This means that one may very well observe social movements 

through their partial components in disintegrated forms as “some components of social move-

ment must be found in all social conflict” (Touraine, 1985: 762).  

As done previously with Melucci, I want to end these assertions concerning Touraine’s concept 

here with a brief summary: To Touraine, social movements are various forms of collective be-

haviour grounded in the existence of a social conflict. They have clearly defined actors and 

their identities, opponents, an arena in which their struggle takes place as well as specifically 

defined stakes in the conflict – the specific alignment of which makes them social movements.  

The last theorist I want to present in this section of my thesis is Mario Diani (1992). He attempts 

to merge various definitions of social movements, including the above-elaborated ones, into a 

coherent, more synthetic concept. The result is a definition of social movements as “a network 

of informal interactions between a plurality of individuals, groups and/or organizations, en-

gaged in a political or cultural conflict, on the basis of a shared collective identity” (Diani, 1992: 

13).  

Importantly, Diani distinguishes between social movements and social movement organiza-

tions. It is not a specific organization that forms a social movement, but multiple social move-

ment organizations that interact with other social movement organizations, forming a grander 

and more loosely organized social movement in the process (Diani, 1992: 4).  

He suggests that the features he considers characteristic of social movements may not simply 

exclude various types of organizations, such as previously thought distinct ones like political 

parties, from being part of a social movement. Although an anomaly, political parties may thus 

very well recognize themselves and be recognized by others as part of a social movement (Di-

ani, 1992: 15).  
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Diani concludes that the various types of social movement organizations forming a social move-

ment, carry out various functions inside it. For instance, a political party recognizing itself as 

part of a social movement may be heavily involved with campaign mobilisation or the specific 

formulation of demands.  

Lastly, there is another important component to Diani’s definition of social movements: the 

question concerning their differentiation from other forms of informal interaction. Crucial to 

this is the notion of collective identity, inherent in Diani’s concept. He writes that “the essential 

condition is that the sense of belongingness exceeds the length of the public activities and cam-

paigns” (Diani, 1992: 16). Following this idea, it is collective identity that may either cause the 

formation of a new, different social movement through new forms of collective identity or that 

may provide stability and persistence in periods of inactivity. Collective identity thus becomes 

the foundation of the continuous existence of social movements, differentiating it from other 

forms of informal interaction, for instance, characterized by collective identity motivating oc-

casional outbursts.   

Coming to an end of this paragraph, I want to summarize the various aspects provided by these 

authors, that make up the definition of social movements utilized in this work. Social move-

ments like ED, as understood in this thesis, are networks of informal, collective action centred 

around specific conflicts, conducted by various, specific actors and their opponents, in a partic-

ular system. In this system, a struggle is taking place for the distribution of power, roles, re-

sources as well as meaning, much of which is influenced by powerful, primary dimensions such 

as class.  Social movements further challenge the boundaries of their respective system.  

The various actors interact with and struggle against one another due to notions of solidarity 

and most importantly collective identity, which is also a crucial component in the longevity of 

social movements and thus their inherent character. Social movements may include a wide 

range of social movement organisations, including but not limited to political parties or interest 

groups. The actors analysed in this thesis, for instance, can all be recognized as social movement 

organisations. Social movements are not defined by a single group and instead depend on their 

interaction. This way, they are an influential component of the reality construction undertaken 

by their members and followers. 

Having now defined social movements, I want to dive into two specific examples of it: energy 

poverty and energy justice. Both of these are crucial when wanting to understand the concept 

and social movement at the heart of this thesis: energy democracy.    
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3.2 Energy poverty, energy justice and energy democracy 

 

As previously explained in the literature review section of this thesis, energy democracy is a 

rather loosely defined concept. It strongly relates to other relevant concepts and social move-

ments, which provide a useful perspective for comparison and thus definition of the concept 

itself. Therefore, I deem it sensible to first provide some background of the two related concepts 

of energy justice and energy poverty in order to then be able to firmly understand energy de-

mocracy.  

Energy poverty 

The first of these concepts I want to focus on is energy poverty. Particularly in light of last 

year’s invasion of Ukraine by Russia, energy crises and the rising costs of energy have been at 

the centre of political and everyday discourse in Europe and around the globe. As the term 

would suggest, energy poverty deals with the inability of people to access or afford energy. In 

terms of its scientific definition, energy poverty is an equally diverse term as energy democracy.  

Gonzalez-Eguino (2015) writes that energy poverty “refer[s] to a level of energy consumption 

that is insufficient to meet certain basic needs” (Gonzalez-Eguino, 2015: 379). He goes on to 

refer to Amaluya Reddy (2000), who defines energy poverty as “the absence of sufficient choice 

in accessing adequate, affordable, reliable, high-quality, safe, and environmentally benign en-

ergy services to support economic and human development” (Reddy, 2000: 44). Gonzalez-

Eguino describes various aspects contained in Reddy’s definition that are of great relevance. 

Especially in relation to human development, the ability of choice is a crucial factor. After all, 

a lack of energy may mean insufficient home heating or cooking, but it may also factor into 

access to education, information, or health. Choice translates to an ability to participate in so-

ciety, a lack of such thus meaning the opposite. Another important component of this definition 

are the various, desirable characteristics of energy services, like sustainability, which he under-

stands as crucial to consider in specific local settings (Gonzalez-Eguino, 2015: 379). 

He also describes three distinct but complimentary approaches to measuring energy poverty. 

Firstly, the technological threshold describes access to current energy technologies. Secondly, 

the physical threshold describes “the minimum energy consumption associated with basic ne-

cessities” (Gonzalez-Eguino, 2015: 380). Everyone below this level would be deemed energy 

poor. Lastly, he describes the economic threshold, which is the most widely used measure and 

sets the maximum level of income that should be spent on energy at 10%.  (Gonzalez-Eguino, 

2015: 380). 
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Other authors also recognize the issue. James Angel (2016) describes how in Spain alone; 7 

million people are struggling to pay their bills. This issue also heavily applies to Germany, 

where CLEW, a journalistic network focused on the energy transition, explains that recent stud-

ies of the ‘Institut der deutschen Wirtschaft’ found that up to 25% of all German citizens paid 

more than 10% of their monthly salary on energy (Wehrmann, 2022; Henger & Stockhaus, 

2022). Importantly, Angel also explains various causes of the issue, such as increasing bills, 

decreasing salaries as well as inadequate housing quality. He continues by relating energy pov-

erty to social and economic issues like “the impacts of market liberalisation and privatisation, 

a) on energy prices, which allow corporations to profit from soaring bills and b) on the housing 

market, which leave many of us at the mercy of profiteering landlords” (Angel, 2016: 20). An-

gel then presents his case of social movements as a reaction to energy poverty appearing, among 

other places, in the UK and Spain. These movements make use of a wide variety of different 

tactics, including political pressure, petitions, and legal actions. Other than immediate action, 

like a temporary stop on housing evictions, many of these claims are centred around notions of 

transparency, environmental protection, as well as democratic control (Angel, 2016: 22).  

Their aim is to make the energy sector, and thus society as a whole, more just to the actual 

needs of the people and their realities, leading to the second related concept. 

Energy justice 

As the term would suggest, energy justice and its respective social movement relate the concept 

of energy production, distribution, and consumption to notions of justice and fairness. More 

specifically, it considers “the moral implications of our collective energy decisions […] as as-

pects of equity and morality […] are seldom explicit in contemporary energy planning and 

analysis (Sovacool & Dworkin, 2015: 435). Angel writes that the discourse surrounding energy 

democracy only has very limited influence and usage in the global south, where the term energy 

justice is deemed far more accurate to the experiences of people and their realities (Angel, 2016: 

12; Stephen & Burke, 2017: 37). In a similar notion, he describes the term energy sovereignty, 

predominant in Latin America, as it “offers a clearer rejection of imperialism and colonialism” 

(Angel, 2016: 12).  

Becker & Naumann (2015) explain energy justice as a continuation of environmental justice, a 

claim and movement originating in the US in the late 1970s.  
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Here, lawsuits were raised against the construction of a new toxic waste landfill in Houston in 

a neighbourhood predominantly occupied by people of colour. As with the entire debate around 

energy democracy, energy justice does not have one concise definition of the term. From the 

above-presented examples, however, we may take that there are those groups of people (f.e. 

ethnic minorities) that are disproportionately subject to injustice regarding energy production, 

distribution, and consumption. We can also find this notion in Szulecki and Overland’s (2020) 

text, stating that energy justice critiques “injustices related to class, race, gender or spatial ine-

qualities” (Szulecki & Overland, 2020: 3). This claim is further echoed by Becker and Nau-

mann, as they reference both the National Agency for the Advancement of Coloured People 

(NAACP) as well as Honor the Earth, an association founded by Native Americans, in their 

attempt to define the term.  

Both organizations describe the impact of unjust energy production and distribution as well as 

the consequences of climate change, placing their respective communities at a disadvantage. 

Following this line of thought, Becker and Naumann present energy justice as a social move-

ment opposing this situation. Its actors are attempting to “democratize power production and 

create systemic change that advances environmental and social justice” (Honor the Earth, 2014, 

as cited in Becker & Naumann, 2015: 8). This injustice relates to issues of poverty and more 

specifically energy poverty as described above. 

On the example of the UK, Becker and Naumann write that “justice is discussed here not so 

much in relation to locations of production, but as a counter-design to energy poverty and re-

volves around the question of access to energy supply” (Becker & Naumann, 2015: 8)3. Simi-

larly, applied to Germany energy justice also functions as a counter term to energy poverty, in 

which the struggle for energy justice and its claims work as criticism of the current situation of 

widespread energy poverty. 

From both of the above-presented concepts, we can take a wide variety of different claims and 

aims. Among them are a reduction of inequality, greater control over the energy system and its 

structure as well as climate and environmental protection. Despite not being synonymous with 

these social movements, energy democracy is very related to them and thus also mirrors many 

of their respective objectives. However, as the main concept of this research it is now required 

to bring these various aspects and claims together into a more coherent and applicable concept. 

 
3 "Gerechtigkeit wird hier weniger in Bezug auf Standorte der Produktion diskutiert, sondern als Gegenentwurf 
zu Energiearmut und dreht sich dabei um die Frage des Zugangs zur Energieversorgung 
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3.3 Energy democracy 

We finally want to come to the most relevant concept of this research – energy democracy. As 

previously explained in detail, ED has no one single, concise definition. Instead, the concept 

should be understood as “an archipelago” (Szulecki & Overland, 2020: 3), in which various 

approaches to the concept are connected, but do not form one coherent ‘island’. Following this 

idea, Becker and Naumann (2017) write that ED should be understood as “an umbrella concept 

that encompasses various calls by social movements, critical think tanks, trade unions and po-

litical parties for more just, democratic and sustainable energy systems in different contexts” 

(Becker & Kunze, 2015:2).  

As does much of the literature on ED, its main claims and components can be particularly well 

explained around the three dimensions contained within Sean Sweeney’s (2013) discussion pa-

per, written for the organisation Trade Unions for Energy Democracy. ED as a social movement 

is about resisting, reclaiming, and restructuring the current energy system. 

“[…] energy democracy can be built around three broad objectives, namely the need to resist the agenda 

of the fossil fuels corporations; the need to reclaim to the public sphere parts of the energy economy that 

have been privatized or marketized; and the need to restructure the global energy system in order to mas-

sively scale up renewable energy and other safe low–carbon options, implement energy conservation, and 

ensure job–creation and true sustainability” (Sweeney, 2013: ii). 

Resisting describes the need of opposing the currently established energy system, which is 

dominated by a few major corporations and a centralized energy production using fossil fuels. 

With the rising global demand for energy, Sweeney describes a definite risk for an expansion 

of global fossil fuel usage. Particularly in times of crisis, this is not an unwarranted claim. In 

China alone, the construction of new coal plants will provide 6 times more capacity than the 

rest of the entire world combined (Myllyvirta et al, 2023: 2). And in Germany, 12 coal plants 

were reactivated in 2022 in order to save gas for the winter and avoid an energy shortage 

(Witsch & Stratmann, 2022). Authors like Chilvers and Palett (2018: 2), as well as Szulecki 

and Overland (2020), further support this notion, writing that ED and its related social move-

ment organisations aim at “resisting the fossil-fuel dominant energy agenda” (Szulecki & Over-

land, 2020: 4). Resistance to the established structure of our energy system, however, may come 

in various forms. Sweeney alludes to measures such as policy resistance, like opposing contin-

ued privatization of the means of energy production or cutting subsidies on energy production 

through fossil fuels.  
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Another possible approach lies in the further development of carbon capture technologies or 

more renewables. (Sweeney, 2013: 33; Burke & Stephens, 2017: 37).  

The increase in renewable energy production capacity is at the heart of ED. To Szulecki (2017) 

the central idea of energy democracy is “the decarbonization of the energy system and the in-

creased deployment of renewable energy sources” (Szulecki, 2017: 2). Burke and Stephens too 

write that ED’s goals include a transformation to energy coming exclusively from renewable 

energy production (Burke & Stephens, 2017: 37). But it is not solely about bigger renewable 

energy capacities. Instead, this transition is understood as “an opportunity to transform eco-

nomic and governance systems” (Williams & Sovacool, 2020: 1234). One might justly ask – 

how? Through reclaiming the energy system.  

Szulecki explains that renewables such as solar panels, wind turbines and biogas plants require 

fewer investments and can be placed in different locations compared to conventional means of 

energy production, like a coal plant for instance. Therefore, renewables and their deployment 

are more accessible to small-scale investors such as cooperatives, municipalities, and local com-

munities (all of which are the prime institutions and agents of ED), thus decentralising the en-

ergy system (Becker & Naumann, 2017: 5). Instead of merely being energy consumers, these 

actors become “active prosumers of energy” (Szulecki, 2017: 2), both producing energy and 

consuming it. By doing so, they contribute to a system in which the ownership of and control 

over energy production is not centralized in a few major companies, but instead more dispersed 

between various diverse, democratically controlled actors, who are thus empowered. In his text 

with Overland, Szulecki further underlines this thought, stating that “the more we move to a 

renewable and distributed system, the more the energy sector is democratized” (Szulecki & 

Overland, 2020: 2). Becker and Naumann (2017) as well as Becker and Kunze (2015) both 

explain that through a decentralization of the energy system and dispersed ownership of the 

means of energy production may not only the usage of renewables be contributed to, but also a 

dispersion of both investment and (political) decision-making. Through such means, people 

have the ability to reclaim the energy sector. This is also how Sweeney and Angel understand 

the aspect of reclaiming, reversing privatization and transferring the means of energy produc-

tion to entities such as cooperatives or municipal energy providers (Sweeney, 2013: 38; Angel, 

2016: 15). In essence, this means that “a transfer of resources, capital and infrastructure from 

private hand to a democratically controlled public sector will need to occur” (Sweeney, 2013: 

ii). Importantly, Sweeney also raises the point that energy operations already owned by the 

public sector also need to be revaluated and their organisation adjusted to society’s needs. 
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Lastly, this reclamation of the sector also requires a fundamental change in the system, leading 

to the final component of his assertions. 

By reclaiming the energy system and moving resources to the public sector, energy regimes, 

institutions and their generally accepted premises are restructured fundamentally (Szulecki & 

Overland, 2020: 4). This process of transformation also applies to the global energy system as 

a whole, in which the movement and aim of ED, function as “a vehicle for a new set of values 

and a sense of purpose – values grounded in solidarity, sufficiency and sustainability” 

(Sweeney, 2013: 43). Sweeney claims that it is only through such a system, that modern day 

crises like climate change can be adequately addressed. According to him, restructuring the 

system translates to the establishment of not only the above-described values, but also of the 

creation of a new awareness for the relevance of renewables and a way of decentralized energy 

production (Sweeney, 2013: 43f.). Through a global restructuring, the system can better accom-

modate crucial components of ED’s struggle, such as inclusion, social justice, democracy, and 

true sustainability (Burke & Stephens, 2017: 37). 

These are some of the main claims of the ED social movement, but there are other relevant 

aspects I deem important to bring up.  

Szulecki and Overland in particular raise a number of relevant thoughts to consider. They un-

derstand ED as a combination of both pragmatic and normative arguments. They further argue 

that energy democracy, besides the above-presented components, should be viewed from vari-

ous perspectives.  

Firstly, ED can be understood as a process, initiated, and carried out through international social 

movement organizations and grassroots initiatives to challenge the current structure of the en-

ergy system (Szulecki & Overland, 2020: 2). It is “both an ongoing process and a social move-

ment driving the process forward” (Szulecki & Overland, 2020: 4). The most crucial element 

of this understanding of ED, is its current materiality. It already exists and its movement is 

already taking place. Szulecki and Overland understand this as proof of energy democracy and 

its practical enactment being inseparable, meaning that ED exists through active participation.  

Secondly, ED may be understood as an outcome, resulting from continued decarbonisation and 

a more fragmented and democratic energy system and sector. The authors write that “in this 

line of thinking, the technological transition comes first, thereby enabling political and social 

change” (Szulecki & Overland, 2020: 5).  
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Literature referred to in the text claims that, through the usage of modern technologies in line 

with energy democracy’s aims, changes in behaviour, perspective and opinion may indeed be 

supported.  

Lastly, ED may also be understood as an aspirational goal, “a principle guiding policies and 

action towards a just and democratic energy system” (Szulecki & Overland, 2020: 5). In this 

notion, societal change is not caused by technological developments only, but a parallel political 

change caused through democratic engagement. Similar to the previous understandings it “em-

phasizes the politicization of energy governance as a means towards its democratization” (Szu-

lecki & Overland, 2020: 5).  

To summarize the so far made assertions concerning ED, I have provided a table found in Burke 

and Stephen’s work on the issue. Along the three dimensions of resisting, reclaiming, and re-

structuring the energy sector they sort various intended outcomes of the respective dimension 

and thus provide a great overview of measures advocated for by energy democracy. 

(See Table 1, Burke & Stephens, 2017: 38) 

There are two more components I want to emphasise now, both of which are particularly rele-

vant to the research context presented in this thesis.  
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Firstly, the relevance of ED in the German context. Despite its similarity to other concepts such 

as energy justice, Weis, Becker and Naumann (2015) explain that it is “no coincidence, that in 

Germany it was not justice, but especially democracy that was chosen as slogan” (Weis, Becker 

& Naumann, 2015: 10)4. After all, energy cooperatives and so-called ‘Stadtwerke’, which are 

municipally owned energy providers, are very prevalent in Germany. Angel even describes 

Germany as inspiring, as “60 new non-profit municipally owned supply companies 

(Stadtwerke) were established between 2007 and 2012, with over 190 distribution grid conces-

sions returning to municipal hands” (Angel, 2016: 15). This too applies to Leipzig, where the 

city is the lone shareholder in the Stadtwerke and where in 2008, the citizens of Leipzig rejected 

a proposal to sell a 49,9% share to a French energy company by a large majority (“Gescheiterte 

Privatisierung”, 2008). 

Weis, Becker and Naumann go on to assert that in Germany, the debate is particularly relevant 

due to the ‘Energiewende’, a widely used political term meaning as much as energy transition, 

and its specific manifestation and conduct. At the centre of this debate, they define questions 

of actors (the central cooperatives and municipal energy providers against big companies) and 

of the specific design of the energy infrastructure (centrally organized vs decentralised), further 

supporting ideas presented previously (Weis, Becker & Naumann, 2015: 12). This means that 

to the context in Germany and Leipzig, these issues (including their actors) are of fundamental 

importance to consider in this research.  

The focus on actors in the creation of the local manifestation of ED’s social movement as well 

as the related discourse construction are a central notion in this research. This idea is dealt with 

in depth by Chilvers and Palett (2018). They explain that the relation of the public, as both a 

field of contention and a pool of different actors, has become increasingly important to many 

aspects of the energy sector, including corporate strategy, government policy, research, and 

social movements. However, they criticize that too often, ‘the public’ and its actions, are un-

derstood as “highly specific, pre-given, external, naturally occurring categories” (Chilvers & 

Palett, 2018: 2). Instead, they argue for a relational perspective grounded in constructivism 

which “views forms of participatory democracy and publics as being co-produced, constructed, 

emergent through the performance of collective practice” (Chilvers & Palett, 2018: 3), as this 

way closer attention may be given to power relations and practices of exclusion, politics, and 

materiality.  

 
4 „ist es kein Zufall, dass in Deutschland nicht Gerechtigkeit, sondern vor allem Demokratie als Slogan gewählt 

wurde“ (Weis, Becker & Naumann, 2015: 10) 
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All these aspects are detrimentally important when wanting to analyse discourse, as they are 

inherently related to it. In their understanding, not only is there multiple publics surrounding 

ED, but these are actively constructed by the actors within and outside of them. They are not 

fixed categories, but instead depend on their actors, the environment, and other factors from 

which they cannot be separated. Research set in this context needs to consider the specific role 

played by institutions and other actors, in the construction of ED publics, as they are “continu-

ally being made, constructed, and remade through the performance of socio-material practices” 

(Chilvers & Palett, 2018: 6). In order to analyse these processes, the authors promote research 

that “explore[s] how instances of energy democracy and energy public mobilization are con-

structed and get made” (Chilvers & Palett, 2018: 9) as well as how the various actors, may they 

be humans or not, influence these processes. The analysis of documents is one way to do so, 

providing insights into, for instance, the various means utilised by these actors. That is exactly 

what I aimed to do in this research, providing further justification. To be enabled to do so 

properly, now want to come to the last big theoretical concept relevant – discourse and multi-

modality. 

3.3 Multimodality, social semiotics, and the concept of discourse 
 

Having now established both social movements as well as ED and its related terms, I want to 

come to the last part of my theory section. As I conducted a multimodal discourse analysis for 

this research, both the notion of discourse as well as multimodality need to be explained. As a 

very extensive concept, I can only provide a brief but for this context sufficient description of 

discourse, before providing insights into the related paradigm of multimodality. My specific 

actions will be dealt with in the method section. 

Crucial to the concept of discourse, is the French philosopher Michel Foucault. According to 

Bryman, Foucault understood discourse as a set of linguistic categories relating to a certain 

object. How that object is depicted in turn frames the comprehension of it (Bryman, 2016: 528). 

Discourse forms a version of the object, which then constitutes the object itself. It is thus much 

more than mere language: it is a constituent of the social world, as it produces images or ver-

sions of the numerous aspects of the social world, and thus of society as whole.  

Social systems are constructed through the assignment of knowledge and meaning. Foucault 

(2002) understood discourse as the producer of both, thus creating the specific social system. 

He claimed that discourse had a material effect: it constitutes and produces practices which 

systematically form the objects they communicate about.  
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Discourse then can be understood as a way of organizing knowledge that constructs the social 

world, through a collective understanding of discursive logics. As discourse is the structuring 

force of a social world, Foucault argued that it must be understood as related to the broader 

historical and social context in which it is constructed. To him, it is intertwined with the social 

order and the distribution of power. These power relations establish a priori rules and criteria 

for legitimating knowledge and truth in the discourse structure, influencing the ongoing pro-

duction of meaning. Through repetition in society, the rules of discourse adjust meanings to the 

political rationality that governs its production. However, political intentions and the ability to 

adjust meaning are masked under the perceived universality, objectiveness, and stability of dis-

course (Foucault, 2002). 

Stephen Gill (1995) describes Foucault’s concept of discourse as a “set of ideas and practices 

with particular conditions of existence, which are more or less institutionalized, but which may 

only be partially understood by those that they encompass” (Gill, 1995: 402). This again refers 

to the previous assertions concerning both power relations and the masking of the ongoing 

meaning and knowledge assignment and legitimation processes. 

Rosalind Gill (2000) distinguished distinct characteristics of discourse, which she defines as a 

way of constituting a particular view of social reality (Gill, 2000: 176). She claims that dis-

course is a topic, a focus of inquiry, as opposed to being a mean of accessing and understanding 

social reality. Additionally, she regards discourse as a form of action: language is a mean of 

achieving goals, such as presenting a certain object in a desirable light or winning an argument. 

Lastly, she claims that discourse is rhetorically organized and concerned with “establishing one 

version of the world in the face of competing versions” (Gill, 2000: 176). 

In the process of discourse assigning particular meaning to spoken and written words, other 

meanings and interpretations of these words are excluded. In every society, the production of 

discourse is controlled by certain procedures. This is accomplished through discourse commen-

taries - statements that continuously reaffirm the meanings created by discourse without dis-

rupting it. Through this reiterative process, discourse both homogenizes and normalizes. In this 

sense, discourse is constituted of language, belief, and action patterns that circulate ideas and 

distribute power (Johnstone, 2018). By pre-determining the criteria for statements to become 

regarded as knowledge, discourse constructs social reality. Thus, discourse can be a powerful 

tool for controlling.   
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It regards everything that does not correspond with the definite, assigned truth, as deviant, and 

it enforces these rules through its various practices which are governed by power relations. 

Therefore, it is imperative to analyse discourse and its effects reflectively, as to recognize how 

a dominant discourse may oppress or exclude marginalized discourses. Or how a discourse may 

try to destabilize fixed meanings that are accepted as universal truths in society. (Johnstone, 

2018).  But how do we analyse something as vague, underlying, and complex as discourse? 

In social sciences, discourse is usually considered a communicative action in the language me-

dium that creates meaning (Johnstone, 2018). Importantly though, discourse is not limited to 

the language medium: it can be constructed through other modes, such as visual, audio, and 

material means. Examples include architecture, music, photography, but also social action. This 

diversity of modes requires a multimodal approach to analysing discourse, to which I will come 

to shortly. Generally, though, discourse analysis “emphasizes the way versions of the world, of 

society, events and inner psychological worlds are produced in discourse” (Potter, 1997: 146). 

Critical discourse analysis is influenced by Foucault’s work that connects language and its 

modes of use to the importance and distribution of power and social difference in society:  

“We define a discourse as an interrelated set of texts, and the practices of their production, dissemination, 

and reception, that bring an object into being. In other words, social reality is produced and made real 

through discourses, and social interactions cannot be fully understood without reference to the discourses 

that give them meaning. As discourse analysts, then, our task is to explore the relationship between dis-

course and reality.” (Phillips and Hardy, 2002: 3) 

Critical discourse analysis focuses on the role of language in society and political processes. It 

considers language as a form of social practice that is used to legitimize, maintain, and natural-

ize social power, controlling the ideas and values that create our society (Bouvier & Machin, 

2018). The language and discourse produced by any kind of institution or actor is done con-

sciously, reflecting the interests and aims of those in power, as it manufactures a universal 

consent that those interests are, in fact, common sense. 

In other words, analysing discourse provides insight into the way certain actors have the power 

over shaping discourse that builds ideas and values, and essentially defines our reality. In this 

research, I will analyse a variety of actors that are involved in constructing the affirmative local 

discourse concerning energy democracy and the thus connected social reality, by examining the 

various modes these discourses are constituted of.  Followingly, it is also important to introduce 

the concept of social semiotics, as our understanding of discourse is based on it.  
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Social Semiotics 

Social semiotics as a concept deal with processes of meaning-making and the actors engaged 

in it. It thematises the different modes of communication produced and used by actors to present 

and convey their understanding of their reality as well as its respective power relations to others 

(Bezemer & Jewitt, 2009: 1). First described by Michael Halliday (1978) in his book Language 

as social semiotic, he understands language as a result of the social processes of the ongoing 

interactive meaning exchange that individuals engage in with one another.The construction of 

a reality, which Halliday also calls culture, cannot be understood without the semantic system 

(the language) through which it is constituted. If we understand language as a social semiotic, 

it thus means interpreting it under consideration of the specific social and cultural environment 

and context, in which the culture itself is interpreted through the application of semiotic terms 

(Halliday, 1978: 2). Halliday also writes: 

“Language does not consist of sentences; it consists of text, or discourse - the exchange of meanings in 

interpersonal context of one kind or another. The contexts in which meanings are exchanged are not de-

void of social value; a context of speech is itself a semiotic structure, having a form (deriving from the 

culture) that enables participants to predict features of the prevailing register - and hence to understand 

one another as they go along.” (Halliday, 1978: 2) 

Their awareness of the rules of a language as well as the culture it constitutes are imperative in 

this understanding. It allows actors to successfully transmit a specific message. In their interac-

tion though, they do more than merely convey information. They also exchange meaning. 

Through these exact actions actors recognize, maintain, and reproduce their position in the re-

spective social structure while at the same time imparting their system of shared knowledge and 

values (Halliday, 1978: 2).  

In summary, language not only communicates the social system but serves as an imminent 

manifestation of it. As it “plays a part in determining what we say; and what we say plays a part 

in determining the context” (Halliday, 1978: 3), the specific context and environment are of 

huge importance. These basic assumptions are crucial to the concept of multimodal discourse 

analysis. Language is a social system that emerges from inter-actor exchanges of meaning (and 

thus discourse), structuring the reality of those engaged in it by both containing rules itself and 

by providing to the construction of a variant of reality - a culture - with different availabilities 

to access, usage, understanding and subsequently power. 
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Together with Gunther Kress, Theo van Leuween (2005) played a vital role in the development 

of social semiotics and multimodality. He describes a number of core terms for social semiotics, 

which  matter hugely for later assertions on multimodality and MMDA.  

(Graph 1 – ‘Core Terms of Social Semiotics’) 

Having now presented all these terms, it is time to come to the next important aspect of this 

research - multimodality. 
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Multimodality and Resemiotization 

Stemming from the works of Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, multimodality is a concept 

developed to recognize the growing diversification and relevance of different semiotic re-

sources (or modes) other than language, which may be utilised in a text (Iedema, 2003). After 

all, language is only a component of the entirety of diverse meaning making practices that can 

be used (Kress, 2011: 37).  

I want to emphasize that by ‘text’ I do not mean a set of written language, consisting of words 

and sentences. Instead, I understand text as “the material site of emergence of immaterial dis-

courses” (Kress, 2011: 36). In this research, text may for instance come in website landing 

pages, flyers, or promotional videos. These texts can include a wide array of different modes, 

thus requiring a multimodal understanding and lens.  

Iedema considers a multimodal understanding of meaning making as grounded in two prelimi-

nary notions. Firstly, the decentralization of language as the primary mean of constructing and 

representing meaning, as I have described it above. Secondly, the suspension of established 

customs concerning the roles afforded to the various available modes.  

Referring to Kress and Van Leeuwen, Iedema argues that previously existing boundaries are 

increasingly reduced due to the ongoing diversification of our world, for instance through mul-

ticulturality, globalization or overall technological progress. As established already, our semi-

otic practices are entrenched in and in turn also impact social and cultural dimensions. So, if 

these become more diverse and barriers more penetrable, so do our semiotic practices, enabling 

a reassertion and redefinition of practices and thus a greater variety of utilizable modes (Iedema, 

2003: 33-35). 

These numerous modes are increasingly heterogeneous and can include, other than written and 

spoken language, music and videos, images, but also colour, gestures, architecture, and others. 

Crucially, to multimodality, these different modes do not act as separate entities, as they “inte-

grate across sensory modalities (e.g., visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory, gustatory, kinesthetic) 

in multimodal texts” (O’Halloran, 2011: 2). In other words, they are not just present besides 

each other, but instead fulfil their specific semiotic function as an integrated accumulation in 

the form of a multimodal text. 

This interaction of different modes, a process also called intersemiosis, is central to multimo-

dality (O’Halloran, 2011: 2). Previous conceptualizations considered modes to exist in a hier-

archy, in which each took over specialized tasks.  
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Instead, Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) advocated that, to better represent contemporary semi-

otic practices, a new approach was required (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001: 2). They dropped 

the idea of modes existing in hierarchies and argued that “common semiotic principles operate 

in and across different modes, and in which it is therefore quite possible for music to encode 

action, or images to encode emotion” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001: 2). Although some modes 

may be used more extensively depending on the text and practice, no one mode is given “a 

priori privilege” (Iedema, 2003: 40). 

Followingly, the concept of multimodality will be applied to notions of discourse analysis, 

making multimodal discourse analysis this thesis’s method.  

It is here were I want to end the theoretical assertions concerning the concepts utilised in this 

research. In summary, this research aims at analysing the various modes utilised by a set of 

diverse local actors in Leipzig to generate or contribute to an affirmative discourse of the energy 

democracy social movement. But how did I gain the data to answer this question? How did I 

choose the actors in question? And how did I conduct the multimodal discourse analysis? These 

questions will be dealt with in the next section of this thesis. 

4. Methods and methodology 
 

Having established the theoretical concepts relevant to my research, I now want to provide a 

detailed account of the methodology applied in the process. To begin with, I will introduce the 

applied notions of epistemology and ontology as well as my research criteria and research 

strategy, after which I will go into the data collection and sampling process. I will then continue 

by describing the various actors chosen for my analysis, which also enables me to explain my 

selection process. Afterwards I wil provide a methodological overview of how I conducted my 

multimodal discourse analysis. Finally, I will also explain the ethical considerations undertaken 

as part of my research process.  

4.1 Epistemology and Ontology 

 

To begin with, it is important to explain the epistemological and ontological approaches applied 

in this research. Epistemology concerns the question of what knowledge is and how a researcher 

is enabled to uncover it, thus knowing about things (della Porta & Keating, 2008: 22; 

Alharahshesh & Pius, 2020: 40). In other words, it is about “a certain understanding of what is 

entailed in knowing, that represents how we know what we know” (Al-Ababneh, 2020: 78).  
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Epistemology also concerns the question as to whether principles and concepts prevalent in 

natural sciences, like notions relating to the role of evidence or logic, can be applied in studying 

phenomena occuring in the social world (della Porta & Keating, 2008: 22; Bryman, 2012: 27).  

The epistemological perspective of positivism considers reality as independent from social 

actors, thus making it observable and measurable through senses and scientific measures. Della 

Porta and Keating write that to positivist, “the world exists as an objective entity, outside of the 

mind of the observer, and in principle […] knowable in its entirety” (della Porta & Keating, 

2008: 22). Positivism promotes research being objective, an aim made achievable through the 

perceived seperation of the research object, a phenomenon in a social reality, and the researcher  

(della Porta & Keatin, 2008: 23; Bryman, 2012: 27f.). Positivism places further emphasis on 

the role of the senses, as “only phenomena and hence knowledge confirmed by senses can 

genuinly be warranted as knowledge” (Bryman, 2012: 28). It is through these senses that 

positivists confirm or disprove hypotheses they generate through theory, ultimately leading 

research to provide facts that enable the researcher to generate law like explanations for 

phenomena (Bryman, 2012: 28).  

The related epistemology of realism shares some of positivisms’ sentiments, also assuming 

reality to exist outside of human interaction and thought as well as its ‘measurability’ through 

an approach similar to natural sciences (Bryman, 2012: 28; Al-Ababneh, 2020: 81).  

Although a valid theoretical approach, positivism and realism are not fitting epistemological 

approaches to my research. The text by Chilvers and Palett (2018), utilised in my theory section, 

provides a fitting clue as to why. They criticised that publics of ED were too often considered 

a fixed, external and pre-given category. These publics, and their respective discourses, are 

nothing other than forms of social reality. Following a positivist or realist approach would 

translate to understanding these realities as external, separate from actors and independent from 

their action. This idea is fundamentally opposed to notions of discourse, which considers 

meaning and social reality as being constructed, through the inter-actor negotiation and 

assignment process of meaning to social practices as well as their undertaking. It also places 

heavy emphasis on the context of action and meaning, which is disregarded in positivism. 

Further, Chilvers and Palett also argue for this understanding, claiming publics surrounding ED 

to be continuously (re)constructed by engagement between actors. A perspective mirroring 

these notions is thus required.  
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Therefore, the epistemological approach taken here is particularly oriented towards 

interpretivism. Opposing positivist notions, interpretivism is centered around “the view that a 

strategy is required that respects the differences between people and the objects of the natural 

sciences and therefore requires the social scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of social 

action” (Bryman, 2016, p. 30). Interpretivists understand this subjective meaning as crucial to 

knowledge. Humans assign meaning to their practices and actions. The meaning we assign to a 

task may in turn motivate us. A researcher then needs to find out about the subjective meaning 

attribution instead of applying external universal laws, as stated by positivism (della Porta & 

Keating, 2008: 24). 

As is central to my understanding of discourse, interpretivism places extensive emphasis on the 

context, particularly in relation to the respective actors. After all, only through context can we 

understand subjective meaning (Alharahshesh & Pius, 2020: 41). Wilson (2002) further 

underlines the interpretivist concept of applying different measures in social sciences compared 

to natural sciences. Humans and their interaction are the primary research objects in social 

sciences, but are “themselves interpreting the social world that we, as scientists, also wish to 

interpret” (Wilson, 2002: 2). Therefore, I need to exercise the same practices applied by them 

in order to understand how people make sense of their reality and thus create discourses 

Interpretivism sufficiently takes into account context, subjectivity and differences, thus 

increasing sensitivity to individually ascribed meaning. This way, I as a researcher am enabled 

to gain enriched insights into the object of research (Alharahshesh & Pius, 2020: 41-42).  

Of course, ontological perspectives also had to be recongized when conducting this research. 

Ontology questions what exactly we may find out about and thus generate knowledge of. In 

essence, it concerns the nature and form of the phenomena or entities that we investigate in our 

research (Bryman, 2016: 32; Aliyu et al.,2015: 13f.). It also deals with the question as to 

whether these (social) entities “have a reality external to social actors, or whether they can and 

should be considered social constructions built up from the perceptions and actions of social 

actors”  (Bryman, 2016; 32). Objectivism proclaims the former, considering meaning and the 

thus created social reality independent from actors operating within it. As with positivism, this 

idea is fundamentally opposed to notions of discourse and discourse construction, as well as the 

conceptions presented by Chilvers and Palett concerning energy democracy publics. 

Constructionism on the other hand thus becomes a plausible choice for this research’s ontology.  
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Constructionism considers meaning, and thus social realities, as being emergent or constructed 

from the interaction of actors. Realities are not external entities, but instead come into being 

because of the meaning negotiation process of different actors – like humans (Al-Ababneh, 

2020: 79). In constructionism, reality can not be observed and subsequently known directly, as 

it is understood by positivists. Instead, it must be observed through the meaning construction 

and assignment by actors and individuals (Young & Colling, 2003: 375). Constructivism is 

focused “on the meaning making and construction of the social and psychological worlds 

through individual, cognitive processes” (Young & Collin, 2003: 375). The role of the 

researcher in this process is also taken into account, as it is also a researcher’s particular 

interpretation and variant of the constructed reality.  

In summary, this research follows an interpretivist and constructionist approach. These 

concepts are applicable due to several reasons. Discourse is the interactive assignment of 

meaning and thus also the creation of a specific version of social reality, containing rules, 

conventions and power relations. It comes into being due to the interaction and negotiation 

process of various actors. If we intend to understand it as such, we also have to perceive social 

reality as being co-constructed and analysable. Constructionism, therefore, is the appropriate 

ontology. 

4.2. Research strategy and research criteria 

 

Basing my approach on the previously expressed considerations, I applied an inductive 

qualitative research strategy in this thesis. Qualitative research aims at examining meaning 

making processes. This includes questions of its attribution, the involed actors, as well as the 

context and environment. Instead of aiming to uncover lawlike causal explanations, qualitative 

research emphasises knowledge about and understanding of human nature (della Porta & 

Keating, 2008: 26). This can be achieved through “a set of interpretive, material practices that 

make the world visible” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018: 43). Another key goal of qualitative research 

lies in understanding “the motivations that lie behind human behaviour, a matter that cannot be 

reduced to any predefined element but must be placed within a cultural perspective” (della Porta 

& Keating, 2008: 26). Crucially, these phenomena and the meaning attributed to them by 

people, are studied in their respective context in qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018: 

43). This aligns very well with conceptualisations of discourse and its study.  
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Bryman names three key components of qualitative research. To begin with, it often adheres to 

an interpretivist epistemological position, in which the the emphasis lies on “the understanding 

of the social world through an examination of the interpretation of that world by participants” 

(Bryman, 2016: 380). Further, qualitative research also adheres to a constructionist ontological 

logic.  This implies that social entities are an outcome of the interaction of various social actors. 

This illustrates that my preliminary conceptions align well with my selected research strategy, 

as I focus on the collaboratively constructed discourses surrounding ED, which are rooted in 

subjective interpretations of information and its meaning. Lastly, Bryman also explains how 

qualitative research regularly works in an inductive fashion, meaning that theory is generated 

out of the conducted research (Bryman, 2016). 

It is important to mention that my research is in part deductive, as I base my primary 

conceptions on previous research and theory. Nevertheless, I subsequently conducted a 

multimodal discourse analysis in which the primary focus was on the multimodal text, with its 

images, videos and other modes contained in it. These findings were then interpreted with the 

aim of generating some form of generalization concerning the discourse construction around 

ED and its representation through the respective actor. These analyses and more generalised 

notions thus inductively emerge from my data. In order to form these generalizations, I have 

gathered a wide range of data and it is this exact process and the data that I want to elaborate 

on in the following part of my thesis. Also, thus generated results only have limited 

generalisability. After all, discourse and its analysis are very context-specific, limiting my 

results. 

To be able to generate them in the first place I have gathered and analysed a range of data, 

stemming from diverse actors that are involved in ED and its representation. My data selection 

process will be presented shortly. 

However, before doing so I want to present a variety of research criteria applied in this thesis 

in order to guarantee the research’s quality. These assertions are based on conceptualisations of 

Ines Steinke (2004), who explained their importance and formulated a variety of criteria. 

According to her, these criteria are imperative to a research as they ensure its quality and enable 

avoiding randonmess and subsequent issues of credibility. While typically quantitative criteria 

like validity or objectivity have their relevance, she states that qualitative research requires 

criteria different from those applied in quantitative studies (Steinke, 2004: 185f.). 
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One criterion she formulated is a concise indication of the research process. Contained in it are 

components such as the utilised methods, evaluation criteria in regards to the aim of the 

research, and the appropriateness of applied procedures. Concerning my research and 

particularly multimodal discourse analysis, this indication is of great importance (Steinke, 

2004: 188f.). To this point, the theoretical considerations and concepts have been explained 

extensively. This section of the thesis further adds to the indication by providing in-depth 

information on the methods used, the underlying perspectives as well as the choice of actors. 

In connection, the chosen theory and methodology are highly appropriate to answer my research 

question.  

Another criterion named is intersubjective comprehensibility. A clear indication of the research 

process, as presented above, enables this. By exact documentation of the research process, used 

methods and context, other researchers are enabled to follow my argumentation and can 

comprehend the made choices. Steinke writes that “it is essential to give explicit information 

and detailed documentaion about the steps in the analysis” (Steinke, 2004: 188). This section 

in particular enables this comprehensibility as it contains much of the relevant information. 

Two additional criteria were considered in this research. I argue that both have to be taken into 

account in connection, as they are highly related to one another. The first one are considerations 

concerning the limitations of the research. Steinke writes that this criterion questions the extend 

of generalisability of the research findings and thus their application outside of the specific 

research context (Steinke, 2004: 189). As stated previously already, my findings are very 

context and locality specific,  particularly because discourse has to be analysed and understood 

in its specific context. My findings thus need to be seen in a Westerm European and German 

context. Nevertheless, I can contribute to the research surrounding discourse on ED and provide 

findings that enable a better understanding of the social movement on a local and global scale. 

The limitations of my research have been discussed previously and will be further mentioned 

in the course of the paper, particularly in the next section on my choice data and actors.  

The last criterion taken into consideration, referred to as reflected subectivity, deals with the 

connection between researcher and research object. For instance, how has the researcher 

reflected on emotions or personal biases during the research process? Have these been 

indicated? As I conducted a qualitative research based on an interpretation of data, complete 

objectivity cannot be ensured. However, the personal components contained in my 

interpretation are, in part, providing further depth to my findings.  
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Further, throughout my research process I have continously reflected upon these issues, thus 

ensuring a sufficient and necessary degree of reflected subjectivity. This will be dealt with again 

in the chapter on ethical considerations.  

Having explained epistemology and ontology as well as my research strategy and criteria, I now 

want to come to my method of data collection and choice of actors, before explaining my 

analysis process in the form of a multimodal discourse analysis. 

4.3 Empirical data, collection process and choice of actors 

 

In order to illustrate how various actors generate and shape the affirmative discourse 

surrounding ED in Leipzig, I have collected an array of different but all publicy accessible 

forms of data. Through the analysis of the multimodal texts I could illustrate the various modes 

and practices applied by these actors in their construction of the discourse. Before coming to 

the specific actors and forms of data, I want to acknowledge that both the actors as well as their 

data examples have been selected consciously. This has two implications: firstly, these are only 

a selection of actors, not the entire range of them. The results of my research are thus limited to 

these actors. Secondly, my data too is only a selection. Limitations apply here as well. As this 

has been a conscious selection, both academic and personal biases could have been applied 

despite the described reflection process. However, I still claim to have compiled an interesting 

and diverse set of actors and their respective data, helping to showcase how these differing 

actors apply equally differing practices – thus creating varying discourse surrounding ED in 

Leipzig.  

To begin with, I will now elaborate on the process of data collection.  

Purposive data collection  

As stated previously, the data analysed in this research was selected for the purpose of 

answering my research question. Bryman describes this process as purposive data collection, in 

which data is collected according to a strategy and criteria that are centred around the notion of 

contributing to the research question. As also stated already, this way of collecting data has its 

limitations, constraining the researcher from a broader generalization of the findings outside of 

the specific context. If applied in the research process, it is particulary crucial for the researcher 

to clearly define the criteria according to which data has been collected and selected (Bryman, 

2012: 416-424). 
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Before continuing, I want to repeat the problem formulation of this research: How do different 

local, energy democracy-endorsing actors promote ED and shape the (local) discourse sur-

rounding the issue? 

The data collected stemmed from four specific, differing, actors that operate in the local context 

of Leipzig which distinctly relate to ED and its social movement. As parties opposing ED would 

like not refer to it in their material, I have chosen to only analyse those actors that are affirmative 

of the movement in one way or another. These are obviously not all actors in the local 

environment, thus limiting my findings to the selected actors and the local context, only 

allowing a degree of generalization. Nevertheless, it enables me to illustrate a diverse set of 

discoursive practices applied by these actors.  

The data collected from these actors was only considered if it was publicly available. By this, I 

refer to data that could be accessed online or in person without any limitations, like group 

memberships, passwords etc. After all, I intended to illustrate how these actors shape the local 

discourse, swaying public opinion and conveying their message. If the publics were the aim of 

their material, this material needs to be accessible to these publics. Further, I chose to only take 

into account material from the time frame of 2017-2023. This time frame has been selected due 

to the following considerations: issues of energy production, distribution and sustainability 

have gained particular traction in the past couple of years, a process further accelerated since 

2022. Szulecki & Overland (2020) even illustrate that much of the academic literature on ED 

has been published since 2017, marking its increasing relevance for both in- and outside of the 

academic context. ED has gained further importance due to the increasing effects of climate 

change in recent years, like droughts, floodings and more, the looming energy crisis in Europe 

following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, as well as the measures taken by actors like the 

municipality of Leipzig in order to deal with these developments. Therefore, I argue that a lot 

of actors dealing with ED might have produced material on ED in the named time frame, thus 

making it particularly interesting to analyse.  

Not all of the collected data can be analysed here, due to spatial limitations. Therefore,  I have 

chosen samples of data that particularly illustrate the discourse at hand as well the measures 

applied by the actor in their construction of it. They serve to exemplify these strategies as well 

as the related discourses. This again limits the generalisability of my findings but nevertheless 

allows me to paint an interesting picture of the diverse strategies applied in forming varying 

narratives around ED. 

I now want to come to the specific actors and the reasons for their selection.  
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Choice of actors 

To illustrate the diversity of actors and created discourses, I aimed at choosing actors that 

differed substantially. Although this could have an influence on their comparability, it enabled 

me to depict the various approaches and strategies utilized in the shaping of an affirmative 

discourse surrounding ED by these local actors. The chosen actors are: a thinktank, organised 

as an association (Konzeptwerk Neue Ökonomie e.V.), a cooperative (Leipziger 

Energiegenossenschaften EGL eG), the municipal energy provider (Leipziger Stadtwerke) and 

a political party (Die Linke). To better visualize these actors I generated the graph underneath, 

illustrating their organisation.  

(Graph 2 – ‘Selection of Local Actors’) 

My consciously undertaken selection contains a wide variety of very different actors. They were 

chosen because they differed in size concerning the number of employees or members, their 

organisations form and their way or working, all of which has consequences regarding their 

reach and the generated discourse. What unifies these actors is that they all, somehow, relate to 

ED and approve of it, making them all social movement organisations of varying kind and thus 

their discourses somewhat comparable. While for two of these actors, their engagement with 

the topic is limited to a promotion of ED, the other two can also be considered as direct 

manifestations of the social movement, which is very relevant to their discourses. This also 

alludes to ED being both a process and an outcome in itself as described in my theory.  
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Further reasons for their selection included aspects such as their capacity for exerting or 

experiencing democratic control. After all, this is of great relevance when wanting to 

understand how these actors generate discourses on ED, which very much proclaims the 

necessity and quality of democratic control. Further, considerations were made concerning their 

addressed publics and thus target group. As I wanted to depict diversity in possible approaches 

and discourses, actors addressing different publics had to be chosen as they would likely apply 

differing practices for differing purposes.  

I also want to mention to possible actors not selected. Firstly, unions are an important 

component in the ED discourse. A perspective from worker’s representation could thus be very 

fruitful and interesting for a research. However, following an initial review I did not find 

sufficient material dealing with ED for this actor. This is not too surprising, as the daily ‘bread 

and butter’ of many unions in Germany is not centered around energy democracy. Secondly, I 

considered an environmental protection association. Their perspective with a likely focus on 

ED’s environmental protection claims could also have provided interesting insights. Although 

they contained notions of ED in their material, my findings here too were very limited. 

Therefore, I chose not to include them in my selection.  

A brief description of my selected actors is provided followingly: 
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Graph 3 – ‘Description of selected Actors’) 

Data Overview and selection 

The analysed data in this thesis is only a selection of the diverse sets of data available from each 

actor. To better illustrate and justify my selection, I have provided an overview of the data 

referring to ED I found for each actor underneath. Importantly, the data I finally analysed was 

also chosen with specific considerations in mind. Firstly, I wanted to select diverse data, 

meaning one that came from different platforms or channels, as I suspected different 

affordances to communicate and generate a discourse. Therefore, non of the data came in the 

same form. While one piece was a promotional video from a website, other data came in the 

form of a website landing page, a company published magazine article and lastly an advisory 

and imaginative brochure. Although this could pose problems of comparability, it nevertheless 

depicts a great diversity of possible approach. Secondly, data was also chosen for its richness 

in content. While some pieces of data contained information on ED, others like the chosen ones 

simply contained more of it. Lastly, data was also chosen regarding spatial availabilities. While 

analysing another video would have been great, I simply did not have the time and space here. 
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        (Graph 4 – ‘Overview of the found Data’) 

Importantly, my analysis only makes use of the English translation of the phrases, to enable a 

better flow of reading. A transcript for all pieces of data can be found in the thesis’s appendix. 
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4.4 Multimodal discourse analysis 

 

Followingly, I want to apply multimodality to discourse analysis, introducing my method of 

multimodal discourse analysis (MMDA). Subsequently, I will provide more information on the 

analysis of the modes prevalent in my data.  

To O’Halloran (2011), multimodal discourse analysis can be understood as “an emerging par-

adigm in discourse studies which extends the study of language per se to the study of language 

in combination with other resources” (O’Halloran, 2011: 1). Kress understands that MMDA 

aims to “provide insights into the relation of the meaning of a community and its semiotic 

manifestations” (Kress, 2011: 37). These semiotic manifestations appear in the form of the dif-

ferent modes through which a discourse is expressed in a text. Consequently, Kress writes that 

the entirety of a text’s meaning can be made visible through an analysis of all the involved 

modes. (Kress, 2011: 37). By involving new, numerous modes, the semantic field to be analysed 

becomes more and more complex. As the means through which meaning is expressed are ex-

panded as well as the context changed, another crucial process has to be taken into consideration 

in multimodal discourse analysis - resemiotization. 

As explained previously, whenever meaning making practices occur and discourses are present, 

the context is of utmost relevance to consider. However, context and practices may change, 

which is the essence of resemiotization. Iedema writes, that it deals with “how meaning making 

shifts from context to context, from practice to practice, or from one stage of a practice to the 

next” (Iedema, 2003: 41).To put it different, resemiotization is a process in which a text is 

separated from the specific context and situation in which it was first created. Through the 

interaction of different actors, different meaning is attributed to the text. Followingly, (re-) in-

terpretation takes place, meaning is further contested and sometimes confirmed, new resources 

are involved, and thus the meaning of the respective text further changed.  

Ultimately, this leads to the creation of a new version of reality, a different meaning associated 

with the text in question and different practices in which it is used (Iedema, 2003: 42). As 

discourses are always related to other previous or simultaneous events, they can only be under-

stood in their context – this is referred to as “intertextuality” (Krippendorff & Halabi, 2020: 

21). For instance, the discourse presented through one text may refer to another text or make 

use of its meaning. An image on a website most likely carries meaning in itself, adds to the 

meaning of the website as a text, but may also refer to a whole other text, meaning and discourse 

outside of the observable one.  
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So what are different components of MMDA? For instance, a website containing a video, an 

image, links and symbols is one multimodal text that requires all modes to be considered equal, 

as they all form the text and thus its meaning. Therefore, I will now go into detail concerning 

the analysis of specific modes. The here described modes are not all existing modes but those 

appearing in my data. My approach followed the conceptualisations presented above and in my 

theory section, with my analysis consisting of examining all components of the respective 

modes along dimensions and considerations described underneath.  

Language analysis.  

The first predominant mode is language, both written and spoken. As we have established 

already, language is discourse put into action. It is a sociocultural phenomenon, in which 

culture, context and more is expressed. Perspectives and beliefs, as well as power relations or 

identities may be conveiyed through specific choices concerning wording, grammar etc. (Gee, 

2014). Language is done consciously, with the usage of specific styles indicating the position 

of the speaker in an interaction. These positions may be influenced by a wide variety of factors, 

such as ethnicity, gender, political institutions or class. How we “put different grammatical 

resources to use in different situations and contexts” (Gee, 2014: 11-13), in other words, how 

we apply language, translates into how we engage in and recognize social identities.  

Grammar is of particular importance here, providing fundamental rules concerning words 

(lexicon) and their pronunciation or core meaning, syntax and the structure of sentences, as well 

as the semantic meaning of words, which may change depending on the context. Knowledge of 

a language’s grammar allows a user to express meaning. To Gee, grammar is a “perspective-

taking device” (Gee 2014: 67), that, through the choices made (including aspects chosen to be 

excluded) enable us as researchers to examine the perspective of the writer.  Halliday and Hasan 

(1976) add to this as they define various types of cohesive markers and their function, such as 

pronouns (linking sentences through references), determiners (identification), substitutions 

(repetition avoidance), conjunctions (contrasting or adding to other points) or quantifiers 

(Halliday & Hasan, 1976). There is also figurative speech in every language and the usage of 

metaphors, though their understanding depends heavily on the knowledge of the interpreter. As 

a native German speaker, this should not be an issue in this research.  

Another key component mentioned already is context. In many forms of communication, what 

is said or written is not everything a text is meant to convey. Context, for instance, may 

influence what and how something is expressed but it may also serve to convey what is being 

left unsaid, thus constructing a new context.  
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This assumption of what is not directly expressed, is called contextualization, putting whatever 

expressed into a new context. Crucially though, the scope of context is too grand to take into 

account every aspect, resulting in the frame problem described by Gee. 

As discourse analyst I need to take into account this dynamic interaction by examining how 

written or spoken language is constructed in my data, which and how differing means, like 

wording, were utilised, how they reflect the context of the texts origin and how they works to 

construct a new context, as all these components of language express the specific discourse.  

Image analysis  

Similar to language, images have vast potential to express information and meaning. They too 

underlie specific visual grammar, following conventions or rules to convey their meaning. And 

just as language, this grammar structure can be analysed in images, as explained by Kress and 

van Leuween (2006) in their visual semiotic theory and Halliday’s sysmetic functional 

approach. According to Kress and van Leuween, Halliday understands language to have three 

major functions: an ideational (the speaker’s experience of the world), an interpersonal (the 

relationships between the interacting actors) and an intertextual function (how it relates to the 

rest of the text). Kress and van Leeuwen argue that this also applies to imagery and visual 

design, in which images can be analysed along three dimensions. Firstly, the representational 

one, which represents the relationship between what is depicted and the real world. In other 

words, what is the narrative of the image? Secondly, an interactive dimension, which describes 

the interaction between the image’s producer and the viewer. In the gaze of actors (f.e. happy 

or stern), its direction (does an actor look at the viewer?) and taken angles (a low angle can 

represent power of the depicted), an image producer can incode meaning and thus represent 

discourse. There is also modality markers which include colour, depth, illumination, or 

contextualization and help to provide detail and credibility. Lastly, there is also the 

compositional dimension, which describes how the various components work together in their 

composition. In this dimensions, components can be questioned concerning their informational 

value (attributed according to their placement to one another), their salience (wether and how 

they attract the viewer’s attention through placement and colour), or their framing (their 

seperation or inclusion through means like lines) (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006: 59ff.).  

When analysing imagery in my data, I need to take into account all these aspects. How is an 

image composed, what are its components, how are they placed and coloured and how do they 

relate to other aspects in the image or the multimodal text as a whole?   
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This way, assigned and openly communicated as well as underlying meaning can be uncovered, 

allowing an insight into the discourse that is being constructed.  

Video or motion picture analysis 

Another frequent mode are videos. Ramey et al. (2016) describe video analysis as an increas-

ingly useful tool in qualitative studies, as videos can depict both long time spans and activities 

and very detailed accounts of situations. They further have the advantage of being rewatchable, 

allowing the viewer/researcher to focus on different perspectives or components of the record-

ing (Ramey et al., 2016). Two major areas of video analysis were identified by them.  

Firstly, they describe transcription tensions. As the name would suggest, Ramey and colleagues 

describe the importance of creating multiple transcripts when analysing video material. After 

all, a video contains very different interactional modalities such as gestures, gazes, talk, body 

language, movement and many more. If a researcher was to transcribe language only, other 

interactional phenomena would not be recognized in the same manner. However, as a multi-

modal text, all aspects need to be considered to uncover the whole meaning conveyed. By con-

sidering all the modalities, a researcher can also understand their interaction and the relevance 

for the meaning at hand. A researcher is thus enabled to focus on various perspectives and 

features, allowing a more in-depth understanding (Ramey et al., 2016). 

Secondly, they describe the representation of context. Recordings have the unique advantage 

of providing extensive access to the context in which they were taken, to which they further 

add by being viewable multiple times. Importantly, context may be uncovered through addi-

tional research. This needs to be done carefully though, as it may tarnish results emerging from 

the text only and, therefore, needs to be reflected upon (Ramey et al, 2016). Hutchins (1995) 

further adds that videos are not an impartial, or neutral source of data. After all, the recording 

is filmed through specific, purposive lenses and thus also influences the interpretation of the 

researcher. The researcher further chooses which aspects to pay attention to, again influencing 

the interpretation. Both need to be accounted for.  

Lastly, I also want to include notions of motion graphics, as they frequently appear in videos. 

These are components of videos, such as design elements like letters, lines, or different shapes, 

which could be layered over or animated into a video. These too need to be considered, as they 

provide further information or express specific meaning  (Babic et al., 2008). 
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When analysing my video data through MMDA, all these components need to be considered. 

The videos content, depicted actors, their actions, the surrounding, colours and more need to be 

examined by me, as they all make up the multimodal text. Through the conscious selection of 

them, the video maker is conveying specific meaning and thus also a discourse that can be 

uncovered by analysing these aspects. Importantly, an analysis should include various tran-

scripts, focusing on either language, visuals, or other aspects of the video. This is how I con-

ducted my video analysis in the context of this research, generating two transcripts. 

Links 

The last mode appearing in my data is links. Holton understands hyperlinks as “connective 

devices that allow users to direct each other in digital spaces” (Holton et al., 2014: 33). For 

instance, they may connect websites to each other, to other platforms or other texts. Their usage 

thus allows an actor to quickly access but also distribute a wide range of information. Hyper-

links thus become an “intentional communicative choice” (Sams & Woo Park, 2014: 295), also 

providing us with insights into the discourse. Holton described various functions of hyperlinks, 

of which information sharing was the most relevant (Holton et al., 2014). Links thus become 

another important mode to consider in their combination with other modes and can provide 

interesting insights into the discourse actors construct.  

4.5 Ethical considerations 

 

The ethical considerations applied in my research process have particularly been based on as-

sertions of Martyn Hammersley (2020), who distinguishes between epistemic and non-epis-

temic considerations and values. Epistemic values concern the acquisition or production of 

knowledge, to which Hammersley describes the idea of truth as central. To him, “researchers 

have an obligation to try to ensure that the knowledge claims they produce are true” (Hammers-

ley, 2020: 466). Another ethical consideration he describes is justifiability, by which he means 

the provision of evidence for the conclusions and claims made. Two more values described by 

him are the relevance of the research question and the feasibility of answering it. By these 

values Hammersley means that a researcher has to ensure his research is worth the effort and 

produces knowledge relevant outside of the intellectual environment. Further, the researcher is 

obliged to research questions to which they can feasibly find an answer to. All these values 

were considered in this research. I claim to be able to present representations of the various 

affirmative discourses on ED constructed by actors through the usage of multiple modes in their 

publicly available material. These results are my truth.  
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To prove my assertions, I provide in-depth analyses of the material at hand, while also acknowl-

edging the limitations of my work. I cannot possibly provide a comprehensive account of all 

modes, discourses and actors and I am aware of my research being limited to this field of study 

and the local context. Nevertheless, my results may provide readers with a better understanding 

of the discourses surrounding ED and the practices involved in their construction and the con-

struction of the social movement locally, but also globally. My research question, although 

grand in itself, is highly feasible, as it concerns only a small aspect of our shared social reality 

and the construction of this specific snippet of it. Lastly, through my investigation I may indeed 

uncover these mechanisms at hand, finding an answer to my research question.  

Secondly, Hammersley also describes non-epistemic values. These include issues such as the 

avoidance of harm, autonomy, privacy, and reciprocity, and are usually “employed in the eval-

uation of actions” (Hammersley, 2020: 470). Actions, which in itself need to be ‘right’, con-

ducted by me, the researcher, have consequences that require consideration and evaluation. Alt-

hough crucial, these values do not apply in the same way to my research. I have only analysed 

publicly available data that was, most likely, curated specifically for publication. Issues of an-

onymity or privacy thus do not apply. The analysis of documents does not require consent forms 

or similar measures either. Further, the actors analysed autonomously published the material, 

in no way urging them to supply me, the researcher, with it. Harm cannot be done either, as the 

material does not contain private information or deals with marginalized groups that could be 

at risk of harm. The results of my work will also not jeopardize anyone, as the creators of the 

data remain anonymous, nor would my research have a negative influence on their job, emo-

tional or physical well-being etc. My research is a discursive analysis of the means applied by 

various actors in their discourse construction. Although questioning the reasoning behind the 

specific choices made, they are in no way judged or valued. 

Having now given extensive insights into the methods and methodology of my work, I finally 

want to begin with the presentation of my analytical findings.  

5. Analysis 
 

I will now provide a detailed account of the various analyses I have conducted, sorted according 

to the specific actor. I will begin with my analysis of the Konzeptwerke Neue Ökonomie e. V. 
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5.1 Konzeptwerke Neue Ökonomie e.V. 

    (Image 1 – ‘Data Konzeptwerke’) 
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The first actor to be analysed is the Konzeptwerke Neue Ökonomie e. V. As mentioned already, 

it is an interesting actor to analyse due to it being a representation of local academia, its inherent 

organisation along dimensions shared in ED as well as its specific organisation form as a non-

profit organisation and think-tank. The data shown above is a chapter from the brochure “soli-

daric, climate just & self-determined. A utopian outlook on Pödelwitz in the year 2025”, pub-

lished by the Konzeptwerke in cooperation with local citizen initiatives in 2020. The primary 

focus of the brochure is the village of Pödelwitz close to Leipzig, which was planned to be 

demolished for the expansion of a coal pit and its people being relocated. In cooperation with 

citizen initiatives the Konzeptwerke formulated an action plan on which the brochure is based, 

outlining how the measures taken could change the village until 2025.  

My analysis will specifically focus on the chapter ‘energy supply & energy democracy’. There 

is a meaningful observation in the text’s composition and arrangement with the other parts of 

the brochure. My analysed chapter is the first one following the introduction to the brochure, 

justifying the assumption that issues of energy are centrally important to the represented cause 

connected to the village, being given prime relevance so early in the brochure.  

The multimodal text analysed here contains two distinct semiotic resources: written language 

and imagery. I will now analyse these in their order on the pages, following the natural course 

of the reader, which allows me to better understand the way the text’s meaning would be con-

veyed naturally. To begin with, the title of the chapter is written in a light turquoise colour and 

very big font, making it the biggest writing on the page. Both its position at the top of the page 

and its size serve to underline that this is the central topic of the chapter. The two words ‘energy 

supply’ and ‘energy democracy’ are directly connected to one another and emphasised through 

their spatial proximity and the repetition of the word ‘energy’. Both are given equal importance 

here, alluding to them being very relevant to one another. This connects the two issues at hand, 

referring directly to central claims of ED. The light turquoise colour seems to be a preferential 

choice only, although it contrasts well against the white backdrop. The headline of the page is 

followed by a paragraph, which is separated by two horizontal lines. The lines serve to direct 

the attention of the reader from the dominant headline to the writing in between them, marking 

it as relevant. The usage of an arrow pictograph further supports this notion, as it directs the 

readers gaze to the following statement. It reads that ‘active citizens’ in the region are commit-

ting themselves to ‘energy justice’ and a ‘decentralised regenerative energy supply’. 
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‘Active citizens’ alludes to a form of citizen participation for, as we are also told, energy justice 

and decentralised energy production through renewables. Decentralisation and citizen empow-

erment are core issues of ED and are given proper space through this arrangement in the text. 

They also make convincing arguments for the shown engagement. I also want to mention the 

implications of ‘Bürger*innen’ in German. A form of gendering, the term is meant to include 

everyone inside and outsight of the binary gender spectrum. This is an indication of both the 

academic background of the paper as well as its inclusive position and narrative, which are in 

line with the discourse on ED. However, gendering is not unchallenged in German public dis-

course, having implications for the target audience.  

The text continues through the usage of an image. On it, we see a field of brown grass with 

multiple solar panels placed upon it, making up the central portion of the picture. Behind them 

there is a white van with an orange pamphlet on it. The pamphlet states ‘Power to the People!” 

while there seem to be multiple posters pinned against the van. To the left we see some bikes 

and another solar panel, while to its right we can see various white tents and another van in the 

distance. There is at least one person sitting to the right of the van. In connection with the rest 

of the brochure we can assume it is an action of the aforementioned actors, somehow relating 

to the village. The condition of the grass might indicate different things. In combination with 

the sky and the trees in the background, it could show that it was summer when the event took 

place, contextualising it. In connection with the solar panels, this would make further sense. 

However, it may also symbolise rising temperatures and drought, key issues of climate change. 

The solar panels also express two things. Firstly, that energy is being produced here – decen-

tralised and by different, independent citizens. It may, therefore, be understood as a represen-

tation of this central claim of ED. Secondly, it reaffirms that the topic of the multimodal text is 

energy. Even without additional context we are thus reminded of the headline. In contrasting it 

with the dry ground it could even be seen as a solution to it – referencing the role of renewables 

in the energy transition. The orange pamphlet on the van is particularly noticeable through its 

colour and central position in the image. This provides further attention to its statement. ‘Power 

to the People!’ can be understood in multiple ways. Power may mean energy, again alluding to 

the topic and the depicted energy production. It may also convey power in decision making 

processes, referring to the issue of democratic control and decision making central to ED. The 

exclamation mark serves to underline this, making the statement an imperative, demand or di-

rective. The white tents in the picture indicate, that it is a lasting event, as people intend to stay, 

while the white colour could also symbolise pureness, expressing the pure intentions of the 

protesters. The person depicted does not look at the camera, nor can we see the entirety of it.  
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On the following page, we find the next mode in the form of more written language. This one 

is coloured in a darker share, contrasting it against the white background but also against the 

rest of the written language, informing us of its relevance. It begins by stating that all previously 

lived in houses in Pödewitz have been provided with solar panels. A list of further villages is 

stated to now have 40% of their buildings covered with solar modules. Continuing, it is ex-

pressed that the working group ‘village development Pödelwitz’ has taken ‘the next step’ and 

developed a process for the foundation of an energy cooperative in 2023. By using the phrase 

‘the next step’ the formation of an energy cooperative is presented as natural continuation of 

providing solar panels to the entire village. It thus alludes to empowering the citizens not only 

through the means of energy production but through a deeper institutionalization of their efforts 

in the form of a cooperative with democratic control, shared revenue, and responsibility. This 

process and the cooperative thus directly reference ED and its claims. According to the writing, 

the cooperative aims at providing the entire Southern Leipzig with renewable energy while a 

campaign called ‘Energy democracy in the Leipziger Land!’ is started at the same time. Energy 

democracy is thus specifically named for the second time in the text, the repetition further un-

derlining its importance. A definite aim, 100% renewables in the region, is formulated and, 

through an exclamation mark, made a directive or demand. In the following the text describes 

the participation process of locals in the formation of an energy cooperative. The cooperative 

is again positioned as prime organisation form of ED, while its creation process follows similar 

democratic notions. The result  is a cooperative that is ‘grass-roots democratic’ and works ‘on 

a 100% decentralised energy supply’ through renewables only, and in which members engage 

in all decision-making processes. These statements again refer to three major points of ED: 

democratic control, decentralisation, and the crucial role of renewables, all of which are pre-

sented to become inherent in the new form of citizen participation, thus making it seem very 

attractive to the reader. Decisions are made through “a participatory and communal process’, 

so that costs ‘can be split justly. ‘Participatory’ and ‘communal’ could be understood as syno-

nyms thus serving to underline the character of the process, which is done in order to guarantee 

the just or social aspect of the new energy system in which all members share costs. The last 

paragraph describes the future plans of the cooperative and the help they hope to experience 

from the municipality and other actors, which could be seen as a nod to these actors. 

A small paragraph in very small font at the bottom of the page, connected to the picture on the 

left side through an arrow pictograph, finally provides context on the aforementioned image: a 

climate camp that provides itself with energy, confirming the notion regarding the possibilities 

of a citizen driven decentralised energy production through renewables. 
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The last two pages contain three images, all with a brief description in the form of a small 

paragraph. On the left, we see the forecourt of the community centre in Pödelwitz. The image 

depicts a basketball board. On it, writing contains a wordplay, stating ‘to give coal a basket’, 

which is a German expression for turning somebody down. Through the combination, the board 

humorously expresses a rejection of the usage of coal for energy production in the form of a 

demand, indicated by another exclamation mark. In the background, we see another banner with 

writing, of which only ‘climate justice knows no borders. Stop fossil fuel’ can be read from our 

angle. Climate justice is named specifically here, possibly symbolising its close relation to ED 

and the common goals. The international character of both social movements is also expressed. 

All in all, the image serves to underline the already-made demands intersemioticly.  

On the next image we see a crowd of mostly young, differently looking people carrying flags 

and a banner stating ‘dance and sweating for Pödelwitz’. The statement contains another word-

play, as ‘Schwitz’ (an abbreviation word for sweating) is used to rhyme on the villages’ name. 

The banner further depicts a church, likely the village’s one as well as music notes, a crowd of 

red people and the wheel of a coal dredger. The banner connects the statement further with the 

village and the people. The church acts as manifest representation of the historic and emotion-

ally charged town centre, while the crowd is dancing and thus demonstrating in front of it to 

hold of the dredger meant to symbolise the expanding coal pit. Through the small paragraph we 

are informed of the depiction being an image of a 2019 demonstration in which 500 dancers 

‘creatively and expressively’ protested for the preservation of the village. The image thus serves 

to express the protest and people’s passionate involvement in saving the village, gaining further 

attention and support for the made demands. 

The last image shows another 2018 demonstration under the title ‘safe the climate, stop the 

coal’, with 2000 participants. Diverse people with banners, signs and pamphlets can be seen 

marching through a street. Some are carrying a globe on the left side of the image. Another 

climate protest this image serves as connection to the wider issue of coal reduction and climate 

protection, possibly even referencing climate justice as done in the previous image with the 

basketball board. Both are thus represented as centrally connected to ED and its wider goal, 

through their frequent appearance and placement in the brochure.  

Importantly, all these images are resemiotised. Although their original meaning, particularly in 

the context of Pödelwitz, might have been very similar, the usage of them in the multimodal 

text charges them with new meaning. Through their combination with the written language, the 

assigned meaning is redirected to ED and its aims. 
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5.2 Energiegenossenschaft Leipzig EGL eG 

 

The next actor to be analysed is the Leipzig energy cooperative. The cooperative is a fascinating 

actor to analyse to its inherent organisation form, easy accessibility and it being a direct mani-

festation of ED that advocates for cooperatives generally. The data chosen to be analysed comes 

in the form of a 2:12 min video from their website, titled ’EGL – energy transition for Leipzig’  

in which the cooperative presents itself and its cause. To better structure my analysis I will 

provide screenshots and a table for each frame, analysing its content. The utilised modes are 

video, speech, and written language in the form of motion graphics. 

 Frame 1 

(Graph 5 – ‚Frame 1 EGL’) 

The first frame opens with playful music, an urban scene identifiable as Leipzig, and a man in 

a blue shirt introducing himself as the founder of the Leipzig energy cooperative. Immediately 

from the start, the video is situated in the urban region of Leipzig, drawing close connections 

to the cooperatives’ background. The blue shirt provides a sort of business credibility to Mr 

Mattiza, while the absence of a tie makes him seem less formal, thus establishing trust but no 

formal authority. The speaker looks directly at the viewer while talking, creating a connection 

between the two. As the camera is placed on sight level, both the speaker and viewer are pre-

sented as equal and within a similar power relation. Through an open body language, messy 

hair and calm voice, the speaker adds to a sympathetic and down-to-earth image of himself and 

the cooperative which he represents. His status as founder ascribes him additional credibility. 
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           (Image 2 – ‚Frame 1 Video EGL 1‘) 

The blue shirt, blue sky, green trees, and music add to an uplifting, generally positive mood. 

Mr Mattiza’s speech is hugely relevant, containing much of the frame’s information. He de-

scribes the cooperative as a ‘citizens’ company’. It is thus established that the company is run 

by and for citizens, alluding to their empowerment through organisation forms prevalent in ED. 

In essence, the speaker describes the companies’ aim of ‘jointly producing electricity from re-

newable energy’, thus making a ‘regional contribution to the energy transition’. ‘Jointly’ again 

conveys the connection between citizens in working together, additionally establishing that the 

energy production works through renewables only. This energy production is placed in a ‘re-

gional’ local context, again referring to the cooperative operating in Leipzig, drawing on the 

regional connection of the people to gain support.  

          (Image 3 – ‚Frame 1 Video EGL 2‘) 
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This is a direct nod to ED, establishing that by jointly producing energy, the citizens promote 

an energy transition to renewables but also one in which they have more power as decentralised 

energy producers.  

The speaker provides an example of solar panels that the cooperative installs and operates. Said 

solar panels are immediately shown on the roof, carried by two men. They symbolise various 

things. Firstly, as both are young, muscular and wear no shirts, this can be understood as a 

typical example of ‘sex sells’, trying to garner attention. More abstractly though it may sym-

bolise that the cooperative is sexy and attractive to participate in, aiming to convince people to 

join. The two are also young, possibly illustrating the availability of the cooperative and ED for 

young people. Followingly, as the speaker leaves the frame, the two happily make a toast using 

sparkling wine glasses, alluding to a success in their installation of the panel and abstractly the 

cooperative as such, which is presented as a reason for joy and celebration.  

Frame 2 

     (Graph 6 – ‘Frame 2 – EGL‘) 

The second frame opens in a park with the same speaker. Although lush, the sky is clouded, 

setting the tone for the rest of the scene as more confrontational. Mattiza begins with a rhetoric 

question as to why a cooperative would even be necessary. He justifies its existence by express-

ing distrust in ‘our colleagues’, referring to two men in suits and tie sitting in the background 

playing with toy cranes and lorries. This is a crucial scene. The business attire of the men con-

trasts them to Mattiza and his casual attire and body language, identifying them as businessmen.  

They thus become representations of big corporations in the energy sector, which are not seri-

ously promoting a renewable energy transition according to him. 
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          (Image 3 – ‚Frame 2 Video EGL 1‘) 

They are also reminiscent of playing children, humorously undermining their credibility. They 

can then be seen pushing over some toys, symbolising a destructive process. The current energy 

sector and its organisation are thus negatively charged, run by big businesses with their aims in 

mind only. The cooperative as a representation of ED is juxtaposed to this, presented as an 

alternative in which it is not these cooperations but the citizens that make constructive choices, 

working for a ‘clean’ and thus good environment and future. Mattiza then explains that ‘we’ 

(the citizens, the cooperative and even the viewer) take great responsibility in ensuring so. An 

inherent connection to the viewer is thus established through a sense of duty.  
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(Image 4 – ‚Frame 2 Video EGL 2‘) 

This illustrates the relevance of the issue at hand and is further signified by a man walking up 

to the men in suits and taking one of their toys away before walking to a crowd of people. This 

again represents the citizens as in charge, empowered by the cooperative and movement (sym-

bolised through the protest crowd) in redirecting power to themselves.  

The crowd is formed by a small number of casually dressed people, reminiscent of a demon-

stration. It represents the citizens, the cooperative and more abstractly also the ED movement. 

They are depicted as diverse, down to earth, and include children, all of which is very much in 

line with ED’s ideas. The signs they hold portray both their protest for the promotion of renew-

ables and their opposition to nuclear energy (which could also signify fossil fuels generally). 

Their local connection to Leipzig is also expressed through the city signs, which are resemi-

otised. They are the citizens wanting to make a difference, advocating for a different energy 

system in which they have the power, taking it back from the corporations. The frustration and 

also confrontational attitude are further symbolised by them carrying scythes and pitch forks, 

which also allude a little to the stereotypical image of the ‘angry rural people’, observable in 

cartoons, for instance. This image humorously plays on the idea many have of citizen involve-

ment, and the notion of the uninformed, backwards citizen. Mattiza walking in front of the 

crowd further symbolises their connection, while them walking towards the viewer could imply 

the wish of garnering their support too, including them in the crowd. The demonstration walk-

ing on the path can also be seen as symbolising that they, unlike the businessmen, are on the 

right way ahead, seemingly paving the way. The advantages of the cooperative are further ex-

plained by Mattiza, describing involvement as possible ‘from the comfort of your own home’. 

Thus, involvement is presented as easy, making it more accessible and convincing to interested 

people. He further expresses the unique possibility of long-term local contributions, appealing 

to people rooted in the region, providing additional arguments to convince viewers.  

Frame 3 



- 57 - 

 

   (Graph 7 – ‘Frame 3 EGL’) 

The next frame is set in an office, likely to represent the cooperatives’ one. Its interior creates 

an easy and down-to earth character, implying that is the nature of the cooperative as well. 

Mattiza asks a rhetoric question, connecting to the viewer and their possible perspectives by 

showing understanding. He subsequently pitches the idea of the cooperative through the mem-

bers ‘retaining control’ and being able to ‘directly influence the important decisions’. ‘Retain-

ing control’ establishes the members being in power as natural state, further ensuring them of 

their power in the venture. This again alludes to notions of ED as run by and for citizens, instead 

of private shareholders. The cooperative is not a big cooperation, but instead one in which 

members ‘directly’, so themselves shape the course and have influence in important decision-

making processes. All this emphasises the cooperatives’ particular affordance and attractive-

ness to the citizens, inherently also representing the appeal of the ED movement.  

(Image 5 – ‘Frame 3 Video EGL 1’) 

This notion is further supported through the whiteboard in the background, showing that mem-

bers can directly influence the board. Their pressure is symbolised by arrows which directly 

‘hit’ the board without additional decision makers in-between. Becoming a member by buying 

shares is also illustrated to be a ‘sensible investment’, which is symbolised by a green line rising 

along the wall in the background. This line represents the rising value of the shares, similar to 

stock lines, connoting the cooperative as not only morally good but also lucrative. The green 

colour too refers to its being a share in green energy production, providing a positive, clean 

meaning and connotation. All this works to convince people of them and their cause. 
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Lastly, Mattiza expresses the ability to obtain as many shares as ‘you’ (the directly addressed 

and thus personally connected viewer) wants. The shares are followingly symbolised through 

pieces of cake on the desk, a different amount of which is on each plate. 

(Image 6 – ‘Frame 3 Video EGL 2’) 

Through their representation as pieces of cake, the cooperative shares are assigned a positive, 

desirable meaning. Choice is also provided, further empowering the citizens and possible future 

members. This way, membership in the cooperative, and abstractly the social movement it rep-

resents, is depicted as an easy-to-do, appealing and even gratifying undertaking. ‘A piece of 

cake’ further is an expression for something being easy, also alluding to the notion above.  

Frame 4 

(Graph 8 – ‘Frame 4 EGL’) 
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The second last frame is set in another park setting, this time with better weather though and 

thus also an inherently more positive framing. Mattiza again explains that investment in the 

cooperative means ‘clean’ and ‘sustainable’ energy for Leipzig and the region. ‘Clean’ and 

‘sustainable’ serve as synonyms, both expressing the same and thus emphasising it. ‘Leipzig’ 

and ‘the region’ function the same way, contextualising the investment and charging it posi-

tively through a local, emotional appeal. The emphasis on regionality is also a prime character-

istic of ED, echoing its character here again. The image of sustainability is further illustrated 

by various decorative figures of butterflies and birds being held into the frame. In combination 

with the good weather and green setting, these serve to create the idea of an idyllic surrounding, 

to which the cooperative contributes through the increase in green electricity.  

(Image 7 – ‘Frame 4 Video EGL 1’)  

Mattiza then appeals to ‘our’ (connecting the viewer and the cooperative) responsibility for 

future generations, to ‘protect the environment’ and ‘preserve our livelihood’. The notion of 

responsibility appeals to the viewer’s moral compass and further emphasises the need for action 

This need is additionally confirmed and emotionally charged through children running into the 

frame, who are laughing and playing. It is these children for which action needs to be taken, to 

enable them to play in a safe and healthy environment. The mission of the cooperative is thus 

given a righteous image, attempting to appeal to many people through the protection of children. 

Connecting further to the image of playing children, Mattiza explains the process of becoming 

a member as ‘child’s play’.  
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Its easiness is underlined by the visuals in which he randomly types on a laptop, draws a sheet 

of paper from a printer and hands it out of the frame. The process is depicted as very easy and 

quick, serving again to convince those interested in joining.  

(Image 8 – ‘Frame 4 Video EGL 2’)  

The last scene provides additional support to this claim, as he takes a cup of coffee from a 

microwave to symbolise the short waiting process and inherent relaxation when wanting to 

become a member. Mattiza ends the frame by repeating his name, reminding people of who he 

is, who they need to contact and to enable a more personal conclusion of the video, wishing the 

viewer a pleasant day before walking out of the frame. The Uniriese building can be in the 

background, serving as a reminder of the local connection to Leipzig. This sums up the video, 

ending the visuals on a very positive and polite note, which further contributes to the image of 

the cooperative.  

Frame 5 

(Graph 9 – ‘Frame 5 EGL’) 
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The last frame of the video serves as outro, merely showing a green background on which, we 

have some written language in the form of motion graphics and even a hyperlink. 

(Image 9 – ‘Frame 5 Video EGL 1’) 

In the outro we are provided with some more information. The predominant mode used is writ-

ten language, informing the viewer of the cooperatives’ ‘Bürgerstrom’, which is the energy 

generated and sold by the cooperative for which also non-members can sign up for. Another 

motion graphic informs the viewer of where to find more information. Although not clickable, 

the graphics show a hyperlink to the website of the cooperative, thus redirecting them to it when 

more information is needed. This may serve to provide information and convince interested 

people of joining. The last slide, shown when the music ends, is the most relevant of the outro, 

as it states, ‘Switch to you!’. Firstly, through the exclamation mark this can be understood as a 

directive, though it should rather in this case be understood as an emphasis to gain the viewer’s 

attention in the final moments of the video. The actual statement signifies the own energy pro-

duction and supply but should also be understood as motivation to take back power and putting 

oneself in a position of making-decisions – as could be done through a membership in the co-

operative, and more abstractly the ED movement.  

5.3 Leipziger Stadtwerke GmbH 

 

The third actor to be analysed is the Leipziger Stadtwerke GmbH, the municipal energy pro-

vider in the city of Leipzig.  
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Their data comes in the form of a 2021 article from the company published magazine ‘Leipziger 

Leben’ on the ‘Bürgersparen’ project of the Stadtwerke, in which citizens could invest in re-

newables through investing into the company.  

(Image 10 – ‘Data Stadtwerke’) 

As in much of my other data, two modes were particularly utilised in this multimodal text: 

written language and imagery.  
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The first mode analysed is imagery. Situated at the top of the page we can see an urban land-

scape, shown from a roof. The weather seems to be nice with the sun shining and blue, although 

a little cloudy skies.  On the left side of the picture, we can see a woman with grey hair, a black 

coat, blue sweater, and glasses leaning against a wall. She is looking directly at the camera, and 

thus us. As the magazine is predominantly about the region of Leipzig, we can assume that the 

urban landscape is the city as well, contextualising the text and its message in this environment. 

The weather is utilised to convey a generally positive mood of the text. The bright sun may also 

symbolise a light ahead, acting as a goal to reach for. Importantly though, the image seems 

highly edited, from which we may take that this messaging is indeed what is supposed be con-

veyed according to the creator. The woman is looking smilingly into the camera, positioning 

herself in an open stance. This seems inviting, projecting the image of being approachable and 

nice, further adding to the mood of the text. This way, a connection between the viewer and her 

is established, with power relations seemingly not being of importance, as we are somewhat on 

the same height. Her stance could also be understood as act of pride, as she seems pleased with 

something. The background’s large size could support this notion by portraying the scale of 

their undertaking. Both her grey hair, her thus supposed age, and her glasses further project an 

image of experience and also trustworthiness, adding to the credibility of the text’s content. 

On the bottom of the picture and underneath it we find the headline of the article, stating ”I 

invest in climate protection”. Due to its close positioning to the woman in the image we can 

assume that ‘I’ refers to her. The usage of quotation marks further establishes that this is quoted 

direct speech. This enables a more personal connection between the reader and the woman, as 

we know exactly what she said. This more personal relationship may serve to convince us of 

her action and her reasoning for it. Its position at the centre of the page as well as its size 

emphasises its relevance, relegating the other modes to supporting the expressed statement.  

Before coming to the big paragraph underneath, I want to deal with the small paragraph to the 

right side of the image, as it contextualises it. The woman shown is Elke Willmann, who is 

standing on the balcony of the Europahaus, which is the headquarters of the Leipziger 

Stadtwerke GmbH. The background is thus confirmed to be Leipzig. The text further informs 

us that on some roofs, solar panes shall be built. Most importantly though, it states that this may 

happen ‘with the support of the sum raised during the Bürgersparen (Citizens saving scheme)’. 

We are thus made aware that it was citizens, like Elke Willmann, that participated in the project 

and provided an amount of money to be invested into renewables. The here already presented 

idea is a core notion of ED, as investment is made by many into more renewable energy.  
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Although it seems contradictive at first as they invest into a bigger company, the Stadtwerke is 

municipally owned. It is thus citizens investing into their municipal energy provider, enabling 

it to increase renewable energy generation and more green energy to them as citizens. 

The major written language paragraph is located in two columns. The left one begins with the 

yellow L shaped pictograph. This is the logo of the Leipziger Stadtwerke turned sideways, act-

ing through its colour to gather attention of the reader, while also informing them of the begin-

ning of the paragraph. It begins by expressing that ‘recent events’ (to which we have no refer-

ence) prove that ‘urgent action’ is needed in phasing out coal, climate protection and the energy 

transformation. ‘Urgent’ underlines the necessity of action. The three areas of urgency are all 

contained in primary ED claims, although it is not referenced here as such. The paragraph con-

tinues, by stating that ‘something must also change in our city’. ‘Our’ establishes a connection 

between the writer, implicitly the company, and the reader and assumes they all are situated in 

Leipzig. The writing thus appeals to a personal connection to city and region. This sense of 

community is further underlined by the statement of ‘Working together’. The usage of ‘:’ pro-

vides reference as to how, introducing new information. Through the project, the Stadtwerke 

and the city want to work together with citizens. Citizens are thus, to a degree at least, portrayed 

as empowered as they are understood as more than consumers. Instead, they are asked to make 

an active difference. The project, which is conducted by the Stadtwerke and thus can be seen 

as an outright manifestation of ED, is presented as a model ‘in which all partners and, above 

all, the environment can win’. This connection between ‘partners’ and ‘environment’ can al-

most be seen as a personification of the environment, as another winning partner in the project. 

It also serves to remind people of the overall aim of it. 

The paragraph continues by addressing worries of citizens: that building up infrastructure like 

a biogas plant seems too big to realize. Through the provision of a local example from Thurin-

gia, these issues are dealt with. Citizens invested into a biogas plant and are now “benefiting 

twice over’ through heat supply and revenue. These ‘hard fact’ benefits are used to convince 

people of the project’s sensibility and the citizen’s choices. They may prove that ‘a change of 

mind can already take place on one’s own doorstep’. The doorstep image functions to situate 

the changes in the daily lives and homes of citizens, linking the large-scale infrastructure pro-

jects to the small contributions and changes each citizen can make. Another example from Sax-

ony is also provided. Both serve to illustrate the projects feasibility and outcome, functioning 

as convincing arguments to the approach taken by the Stadtwerke. This way, the company and 

the project are given justification and credibility as a reliable partner.  
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The rest of the paragraph explains the modalities of the project, as it was conducted from Oc-

tober to mid-December and about 100 citizens invested, not only ‘contributing to the climate’ 

but also to ‘earn interest themselves’. Both are thus inherently connected in the project, again 

outlining its purpose. The citizen too is again stated to be empowered, both through a morally 

but also financially good choice.  

The second paragraph is found under the smaller headline ‘investing sensibly’, which immedi-

ately introduces us to the general notion of it and reminds us of the financial benefits of the 

project. The paragraph relates to the previous, referring to ‘one who did not have to think long’. 

‘One’ refers to the citizens here, more specifically the above introduced and shown Elke Will-

man. She is now quoted again, saying she ‘parks’ her money with ‘little loss’ but also ‘sensibly’. 

Parking is used here to refer to investing but means more. After all, parking something some-

where means getting it back. She therefore states that she gets a return from her investment, 

simply by leaving money with the Stadtwerke for a while. She also considers it sensible, as 

investing the money is presented as better than leaving it with the bank and possible negative 

interest rates. The quote is meant to provide further credibility to the project and the company 

by bringing in a sort of personal voice from a participant. The direct speech also allows a better 

understanding of her thought process, enabling readers to follow her logic. We are then also 

informed of her age and her working for the Stadtwerke for more than 20 years. This provides 

additional credibility, as she is indeed portrayed as experienced and the Stadtwerke as a good 

employer. Both sympathise the project and the company, garnering support for their cause.  

It is further added that the money she invested will be used for solar panels on schools and 

kindergartens in the city. Both are very positively charged through the idea of protecting the 

environment for children in the long term as well as actively providing energy to these places, 

thus reducing their costs. Institutions such as these are great to market, as everyone agrees on 

the good in such actions. Another quote of Mrs Willmann is included, stating that she does 

‘several good things’. The quote is again fulfilling the same function as the previous one. Her 

actions are thus assigned the label of ‘good’. As stated previously, both in financial and in moral 

terms. She then lists these goods, which include investing in ‘climate protection, in the regional 

money cycle, in the future of my employers and in my own assets’. This quote contains many 

of EDs core elements and lists further arguments for the sensibility of the investment. It appeals 

to all those wanting to protect the climate or strengthen their region by either providing more 

green energy or supporting the municipally owned company, while at the same time enabling 

them to benefit from it directly through revenue.  
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It presents the citizen as further empowered by a better environment, more money in the bank, 

an overall more attractive region and an enhanced municipal company that is under democratic 

control through the city and its shareholders.  

The mentioning of Mrs. Willmann being a business economist provides justification to all these 

statements, which is why it is placed directly after them. It also strengthens all her previous 

quotations through trustworthiness based not only on age but on expertise. It is then explained 

that this is exactly why it was very important to her to get her husband and son ‘on board’. This 

portrays the project as being sensible to the entire family and to other families more generally, 

providing further attractiveness to participation. The boat image depicts the project, and on a 

grander scale the protection of the climate and investment in renewables, as a communal task. 

In a boat, everyone needs to be paddling in order to move forward, just as it is in the energy 

transition. Their statement is added to by another quote from Mrs Willmann, expressing that 

they took their ‘heavy 17-inch laptop on holiday’ so that they would not miss the deadline. The 

detail of the heavy and big laptop being taken into vacation illustrates the seriousness of the 

issue, making the family go through additional struggle just to ensure participation. The project 

is thus also assigned further significance, for which people might even be willing to do uncom-

fortable things. This humorous story also functions to lighten the mood, drawing the text to a 

positive closing. We are ensured of the story being funny by her laughing. The paragraph ends 

with exclaiming that she is also ‘particularly proud’ to see the result of her action on the roofs 

of Leipzig in the future. The participation is thus given an even better connotation, as evoking 

pride. This way the results of the project are also presented as very manifest, being able to see 

the solar panels one day. The regional context is again mentioned, repeatedly drawing on feel-

ings of an emotional regional connectivity.  

The last mode analysed is the written language in the yellow circle to the right of the main 

paragraph. In connection with the little sun next to it, both can be understood to symbolise the 

sun and solar radiation which will be collected through the panels. The circle also functions to 

separate the statement from the rest of the text, giving further emphasis through its colour. As 

the colour of the Stadtwerke it also directly connects the statement to the company, a notion 

further supported through the two-white logos at the top of it. Contained within is a quote from 

Dr. Maik Piehler, who is introduced as the director of the company. Both the doctor title as well 

as the given information on his job serve to outline his authority and thus the credibility of his 

statement. Additionally, it constitutes a connection between the top management of the 

Stadtwerke and the reader, enabling a feeling of relevance.  
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The quote states that ‘customers’ have the ‘chance’ to invest at a ‘1,5 percent interest rate per 

year’ to ‘advance renewable energies in Leipzig and the region’. Firstly, citizens are understood 

as costumers here. This is more formal, again referring to the power difference here but also to 

the kind of relationship engaged with. Participation is described as ‘chance’, giving it even more 

positive connotation and one that is fleeting, thus motivating faster engagement. The interest 

rates are hard facts, meant to convince people particularly through their supposed attractiveness. 

Lastly, the regional connection is again emphasised for the same purpose as before.  

The last sentence of this paragraph sums up the essence of this text: the project is said to ‘benefit 

the individuals – and society’. The relationship is again drawn between benefits for everyone 

involved but also for society as a whole. This way, the reader is given more reason to follow 

suit and get involved with the company or other projects alike.  

5.4 Die Linke. Stadtverband Leipzig 

 

The last actor I have analysed is the political party ‘Die Linke’. In this case, the collected data 

depicts a screenshot, taken on the 7th of May 2023, of a campaign website related to the party.  

As is the title of the campaign, the website’s name is ‘energy prices down’. At the top of the 

page, we can find a banner with a variety of different pictographs and boxes, containing various 

statements. Underneath, the website holds an image. On it, we find a wide red screen with 

different images and written language. In front, we can see 9 people of various genders sitting 

on cubes in a circle. The people in the circle are wearing different clothes, ranging from both 

formal attire (suit jackets and white shirts) to more informal one (shirts and jeans). One is hold-

ing a microphone, which seems to be connected to a speaker in the background. The people are 

looking at one another while they remain in differing poses. In the background we can also see 

a building, trees and a number of people passing by, some of which are looking at the people 

in the circle. Beneath the picture, writing in black font states “the social energy transition”. 

Further down white writing in a red box states “this is our energy transition”. Under this title 

we find a bigger paragraph, which is interrupted by three red bullet points followed by more 

writing. The paragraph continues underneath. At the end of it, we have two more lines of writing 

which are separated from the others.  

As the website is a multimodal text, I now want to come to the analysis of the various modes 

utilised in it. These are: imagery, written language and hyperlinks. To do so, I will follow the 

structure of the website, as it represents the natural reading flow of a viewer and enables under-

standing of how the party intends to convey a message naturally.  
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(Image 11 – ‚Data Die Linke‘) 
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First, the banner. The banner of the website is a combination of two semiotic resources or 

modes: imagery and written language. The pictographs utilized depict logos of various 

webpages and social media platforms. From left to right these are: Facebook, Flickr, Instagram, 

Telegram, Twitter, Youtube, and an arrow. These symbols function as hyperlinks to the social 

media channels and platforms utilised by the party.  

As is their semiotic function, hyperlinks connect the website to these other platforms, allowing 

users to quickly move between them and gain access to further information. They also allow 

‘Die Linke’ to redirect users to their other channels, enabling them to further spread their mes-

sages. 

The banner depicts an electricity meter, which is held in a light blue colour. This colour allows 

contrasting against the other components of the banner but also, in terms of salience, drawing 

attention of the viewer . Further, the image serves to convey the topic of energy, which is central 

to the campaign. We can also see the last number of the meter changing. This indicates a rising 

amount of energy being consumed, further alluding to the central messages of the campaign 

being energy consumption and the need to do something about it. This way, the following parts 

of the composition are given a connotation of urgency. The white box serves to highlight its 

content, which is written in black to contrast against the background. ‘Energy prices down!” is 

the central message of the campaign, and the aim presented here. The usage of an exclamation 

mark further underlines this, directing attention to what is written. It also functions to indicate 

an order or imperative, thus alluding to the statement being a demand towards political decision 

makers. The red box also serves to highlight its contained message and states “for a social 

energy transformation”. The word “social” is in fat white font, emphasizing its importance to 

the message expressed. Through it, the image of people is created and connected to the issue 

presented above, thus contextualising rising energy prices as an issue of the people. Due to its 

close proximity to the white box, the relationship of the two is indicated, linking both statements 

into a cohesive message. The green circle with a white arrow further alludes to this message. 

The arrow symbolises the prices going down. The green coloured circle serves to contrast but 

also to convey a positive connotation through its colouring. Placed at the top of the page, the 

banner alone already conveys the central meaning of the website: those actors running it de-

mand a decrease in energy prices, making the transformation of the energy sector more social 

and thus just.  
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The logo of the party following immediately beneath it indicates that the actor behind the cam-

paign is the political party ‘Die Linke’. The red font used throughout the website is in line with 

the colour scheme used by the party, expressing the relation between the two. Red is also a 

colour typically associated with social democratic, socialist, and even communist political 

movements, tracing the origin of the party in question. It also appeals to the narrative commonly 

presented by these political parties, of standing up for worker’s demands and needs.  

In combination, these modality markers serve to underline the role of the party, justify their 

cause, and provide credibility through an appeal to party and movement identity.  

Going further through the website, the next utilized mode is imagery, which is separated from 

the rest of the composition through a white line. Banner and image are connected though 

through the party logo, again expressing that the depicted is a party action. The image used 

here, supposedly, shows a discussion round between various people. As has been indicated by 

the logos spread on both the cubes and the screen in the background, the depicted event is 

conducted by the party. The background positions the discussion round in an urban context, 

which is recognizable as Leipzig. The woman holding the microphone is likely a speaker, either 

interviewing other participants or giving a statement herself. As stated previously, the varying 

attire, age and gender of the participants indicates a degree of diversity, both in terms of socio-

economic status, perception regarding the relevance of the event or job occupation. Due to their 

poses, and the direction of their gazes, it can be argued that they seem to listen to one another, 

further underlining the claim that what we see is a discussion round. The camera is positioned 

on their level, establishing that we as a viewer I am equal and have similar power. We do not 

know however whether these people were selected prior to the event or whether they joined 

spontaneously. As there are at least two empty cubes though, I personally suspect the latter. 

This further adds to the notion of the event (and the party) being inclusive, directed at those 

‘ordinary people’ passing by in order to enable them to share their opinion. Of the people pass-

ing by, some are looking at the discussion round, further supporting this idea.  

Of great relevance to the picture is the screen in the left background. Its semiotic function is to 

position the discussion round in front of it in a specific context. We cannot see the entire state-

ment written on it. Judging by the context, however, the statement likely reads ‘Energy compa-

nies are making really fat profits’. The word ‘profits’ is written in the biggest size and placed 

at the centre of the screen, making it the central message. Both ‘really’ and ‘fat’ emphasize the 

severity of the statement. Further, ‘fat’ is a rather derogatory term, giving the statement’s mean-

ing and subsequently energy companies a negative connotation.  
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To the left of ‘profits’ we find various dollar bills, which add to the idea that these companies 

are making substantial yields. These could also be conceived as an expression of excess in the 

form of a show-off, providing another negative image to energy companies. However, the most 

relevant aspect justifying the statement at hand, are the numbers. In four differently coloured 

circles, serving to contrast them against the background, the screen lists the revenue increase of 

three of the four major energy companies in Germany.  

They are E.ON, RWE and Vattenfall. It also lists the increase in electricity prices, compared 

between 2020 and 2021. E.ON’s yield increased by 81%, RWE’s by 25%, Vattenfall’s by 21% 

and energy prices overall rose by 41%. These numbers, likely taken from the companies’ own 

reports, are recontextualised and resemiotised, charged with new meaning through the new con-

text and their usage. This way, the screen’s major statement is that these companies massively 

increased their revenue between 2020 and 2021, meaning during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Lastly, the screen contains another white box in which we find more writing in black font. 

Although not entirely readable, the context suggests it says “Crisis winners to the checkout! 

Tax additional profit”. The former of the two statements in fat font, emphasizing it. ‘Crisis 

winners’ indicates that these companies took advantage of the crisis by increasing their prices, 

further adding to their negative image. The exclamation mark again expresses a strong demand. 

Lastly, we are being told that these additional revenues should be taxed, alluding to them being 

unfair and again contributing to the negative connotation assigned to the companies.  

At the bottom right corner, we can also find what seems to be a hyperlink to the party’s website, 

again connecting this event to them and enabling the reader to visit their online platform.  

The last major mode utilised here is also the most relevant of the multimodal text: written lan-

guage in the form of a major paragraph. In terms of composition, its close proximity to the other 

modes establishes a connection. Overall, it contains the majority of information presented here. 

To begin with, the title states ‘The social energy transition’. This links the following text to the 

previously expressed messages of the energy transition needing to be social. Following a white 

line which separates and emphasises the following, a red box underneath states ‘This is our 

energy transition’. In connection, this conveys that the social energy transition presented here 

is the energy transition wanted by the party. The usage of ‘our’ creates a metaphoric connection 

between the party and the reader, alluding to their similar way of understanding the required 

energy transition and garnering sympathy for the claims at hand.  
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Further information is added in the paragraph underneath. To begin with, the delay of an in-

crease of renewables as well as the continued usage of coal and natural gas are described as ‘a 

big mistake’, giving both statements a negative connotation. ‘Big mistake’ is also a rather child-

like expression, making it both easier to understand and thus more appealing to readers, while 

also portraying the party as down-to-earth. It also presents these mistakes as obvious, almost 

assigning an aura of stupidity to them. It may thus also point to the ‘naïve’ decisions made by 

previous politicians.  

The following sentence states that the rising energy prices prove, that energy is not this expen-

sive due to the energy transition but when the energy transition is being ‘slept in on’. This does 

two things: firstly, it justifies an energy transition through renewables right now. Secondly, it 

assigns blame to the big energy companies and the political decision-makers responsible previ-

ously. As energy is a highly national issue, the blame is likely directed at the parties previously 

in power, those being the CDU (centre-right) and the SPD (centre left), governing over 12 years 

together. As the previous expression, sleeping in on something is again a childlike expression 

with the same function. 

The next paragraph is made up of two lines of written language, followed by three red bullet 

points. The first line states that ‘our’ energy transformation is based on ‘clean’ energy and is 

‘oriented towards the common good’. ‘Our’ directs the reader again to the party, but also serves 

to create a connection between the party, its statement, and the reader in a possible attempt to 

convince. Renewables are described as ‘clean’, providing them with further, positive connota-

tion. The reference to the common good serves as justification for the claims made, directing 

the notion that these actions are good for everybody in the end while also assigning the label of 

morally good. The second line introduces us to the content of the following three bullet points, 

as it explains that the party’s plan for a social energy transformation is based on three aspects. 

In terms of salience, the red again connects the statement to the party but also serves to garner 

the reader’s attention. This is further supported and emphasised by the usage of bullet points, 

separating their content from a continuous paragraph. The first word of each bullet point is in 

fat font to emphasize it, while the following written language provides further context for the 

first statement. 

The first bullet point states ‘municipal: instead of Shell and RWE, we rely on municipal energy 

companies.’ This connects the role of municipal energy providers for a social energy transition. 

Shell, a huge fossil fuel conglomerate, and RWE serve as examples of those energy providers 

profiteering from crises.  
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They are juxtaposed by municipal companies, rooted in the region and closer to the people. The 

party presents them as organisations through which the energy transition may take place in a 

social way, thus assigning positive meaning.  

The second bullet point states ‘decentralised: energy production also locally through citizens’. 

This expresses that energy production should not be conducted by these few, major companies 

in big plants only but instead in smaller plants in combination with production means owned 

by citizens, thus creating an energy system that is decentralised. Centralisation is thus also pre-

sented again as something with negative meaning.  

The last bullet point states ‘in public hands: energy is a basic supply and belongs - like roads, 

railways, or schools - in public hands’. There is a variety of aspects here. Firstly, ‘public hand’ 

signifies the state or municipality, so actors which undergo democratic control. Energy is thus 

understood as something that should also be democratically controlled. Secondly, energy is 

described as a basic supply, catering to the basic needs of people. This creates a narrative of 

energy being a necessity to which everyone should have access, like clean water. It is further 

contextualized by its comparison to other things, namely ‘streets, railways, or schools’. These 

are infrastructure of great relevance to people, which the party thus illustrates as negative to be 

privatized. This appeals to the negative effects of privatization (thus giving it an inherently 

negative connotation) and may also be understood to extend the demand made by the party. 

Lastly, ‘belong’ also expresses that ownership and governance through the public sector are the 

natural state of things, compared to the unnatural privatization. In total this paragraph serves to 

express the energy transition proclaimed by ‘Die Linke’ which very much adhere to and depict  

notions of ED. 

The last major paragraph begins by stating that an independence from oil and gas is required, 

as it is their prices on the global market that increases energy costs domestically. Wind and 

solar plants should be built quickly. In order to do so, the party presents an ‘ambitious’ expan-

sion plan ‘with participation and financial sharing of local people’, which they describe as par-

ticularly relevant to Saxony which ‘brings up the rear’. These statements contain a lot. Firstly, 

Saxony is described as trail light in terms of renewables. This alludes to the slow increase in 

renewables in Saxony and could also be understood as critique of the political decision-makers 

(which have mostly been CDU), justifying the proposed plan. Further the party reemphasises 

the notion of participation of citizens in this transformation, through financial ownership and 

political participation. This connects the statement to the previously expressed ‘social’ charac-

ter of the energy transformation. It also can be understood as empowerment of citizens.  
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The text continues by expressing the ‘massive support’ for the expansion of renewables in Sax-

ony. ‘Massive’ like ‘ambitious’ underlines the severity of their aims and seriousness of their 

approach. The party explains that it will utilize Solar, wind, biomass, and thermal energy to 

‘replace coal quickly’. An expansion of renewables is thus connected to a rapid phase-out of 

coal, which is therefore contrasted as dirty compared to the ‘clean’ renewables. The plan is to 

cover the entire Saxon energy consumption through renewables.  Lastly, the party aims to reach 

an ‘ecologically sensible mix of various energy forms’ with which they want to ‘ensure energy 

distribution and electricity that remains affordable.’ Both statements underline the major mes-

sages of the multimodal text, as they concern the affordability of energy and security in terms 

of its production and distribution. They also link the notion of renewables and their affordability 

in contrast to expensive and dirty fossil fuels.  

The last component of the text are two lines separated from the rest of the paragraph and a grey 

box. The separation works to emphasise the relevance of these last sentences, stating that the 

parliamentary faction of the party has proposed an ‘immediate programme for energy security, 

energy sovereignty and ecological transformation’. The party thus positions itself further as 

able and ready to kickstart the aforementioned transformation. Crucially, the party outright re-

fers to energy sovereignty here. As we established, the term is predominantly used in postcolo-

nial contexts, referring to the party’s proletariat and egalitarian ideas. As the last quoted line is 

in fat font, the reader is informed of its importance. The grey box beneath it contains written 

language stating ‘to the immediate programme’ as well as an arrow. The box, highlighted 

against the white backdrop, functions as hyperlink to the immediate programme. The arrow 

further underlines this notion. Through their spatial proximity, the immediate programme is 

presented as an answer of the party to the above presented issues and aims, expressing their 

plan through which they aim to achieve the formulated goals.  

6. Discussion 
 

Despite two of the same modes being used in almost every set of data, my analysis provides 

great insight into how differently these modes were utilised by the respective actor. Each em-

ployed the modes in varying ways, charging them with specific messages and connotations to 

construct an affirmative but differently centred and specifically curated discourse and narrative 

on energy democracy. 

To begin with, the Konzeptwerke utilised both written language and imagery to narratively 

describe the situation around Pödelwitz and the connected protests around the village.  
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The modes were also used to generate a utopian outlook on the situation in 2025, in which 

energy democracy is presented both as solution to the issue as well as an outcome of increased 

engagement. This refers back to notions presented in my theory section on the varying under-

standings of ED. Importantly, the Konzeptwerke were the only actor to directly name ED as 

such, referring to it twice and thus paying specific emphasis on the communication of the social 

movement, its aims, and claims. Particular emphasis was given to the decentralised energy pro-

duction through the usage of renewables. Sensible in itself for climate protection, this decen-

tralisation is portrayed as an empowering act for citizens and one that can revitalise Pödelwitz 

and its region in opposition to the coal pit.  

The Konzeptwerke illustrates the further empowerment of the citizens through the formation of 

a cooperative, which is understood as central and well-functioning organisation form of ED. 

Democratic control is portrayed as hugely relevant, enabling decision making processes as well 

as consequences and costs of decisions to be split equally among members.  

ED’s attractiveness is further strengthened through a critique of the fossil fuel industry, ex-

pressed in the demand for a coal phase-out and the possible destruction of the village. The 

village serves as regional anchor point in their narrative, appealing to regional sentiments of 

protesters and citizens wanting to protect the village or strengthen their region through engage-

ment in ED. The social movement is directly portrayed in the images utilised, showing multiple 

occasions of protest and crowds of people. Generally, these images serve to support the major 

statements and claims made through written language. Through their visuality they are afforded 

a more illustrative quality than the written language only.  

Importantly, direct connections are drawn to related social movements such as climate justice. 

By doing so, the Konzeptwerke also attributes an international quality to the issue and ED 

movement outside of the regional context predominant in their text. Climate protection is thus 

also once again emphasised and made central. The thus created discourse portrays ED as char-

acterised by its efforts for climate protection through renewables as well as empowered citizens 

that democratically organise and operate a decentralised energy production that enables the 

protection and strengthening of the region. 

As stated in the beginning though, their brochure is formulated as a utopian outlook. Much of 

their writing thus is hypothetical and not necessarily based on the actual developments. This is 

not directly acknowledged in the data set other than in the title of the brochure itself, which 

could thus be misleading to readers and cause critique, providing a possible starting point for 

further analysis. 
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Although utilising many of the same motives, the narrative and discourse generated by the 

Leipziger Energiegenossenschaften differ substantially in their emphasis and aim. The usage of 

a video to present themselves entails very different affordances for the communication of their 

cause. Central to their video is information regarding their message and the possibility to garner 

support for the cooperative, increasing its number of members and thus also its ability to pro-

mote renewable energy production. The cooperative and ED are portrayed as easy-going, down 

to earth, and democratically operated organisation, dramatically contrasting it to big coopera-

tions dominating the energy sector. They are humorously critiqued and portrayed as disruptive 

and uninterested in promoting a sustainable energy system and its transformation. Instead, the 

cooperative presents the solution to lie in citizens themselves, which are empowered through 

their membership in the cooperative and thus abstractly the ED movement.  

Through their membership they can collectively finance more decentralised renewable energy 

production while at the same time gaining revenue from it. The financial aspect is utilised as 

convincing argument for membership but also for the feasibility of ED as such. This notion is 

also mirrored in the increased accessibility of green electricity generated by the cooperative, 

making energy more affordable for all. 

Choice and democratic participation in decision-making are central to the discourse generated 

here and are presented as major advantages to other forms of organisation. The narrative con-

structed is also characterised by calling on emotional attachments of various forms. Through its 

strong relation to the region and membership of locals, the cooperative presents itself as emo-

tionally rooted in the environment of Leipzig with a responsibility to contribute to its develop-

ment and the well-being of its citizens. They further appeal to emotional sentiments of respon-

sibility for future generations. Enabled through the usage of the video, the sympathetically de-

picted speaker can convey these feelings more effectively through body language, appearance, 

the frame setting as well as direct speech. This way, the cooperative also portrays membership 

as easy and quickly achievable, making engagement more attractive. The cooperative directly 

links to the ED social movement and its promoters through the depiction of a demonstration for 

increased renewables and less nuclear energy.  

However, they never name ED directly, instead opting for a communication of the movement 

through themselves as a manifestation of it. The depicted protest could also be seen as a link to 

social movements such as climate justice, although these and the international quality of these 

social movements are not directly expressed. 
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Importantly, the price of shares and the necessity to buy a specific amount of them is not given 

in the video, which could be misleading to viewers. Not naming ED could also have specific 

implications with its effects being questionable in terms of positive or negative impact. After 

all, the usage of the term could be confusing to some, while the model of a cooperative is well 

accepted, particularly in East Germany. An analysis of sentiments towards ED and the commu-

nication of it could be of relevance for further research. The here-created discourse portrays ED 

through the example of the cooperative as centred around an easy and rewarding character, 

citizen empowerment, sensible investment, and a democratically controlled, decentralised en-

ergy system through renewables.  

The application of a specific, sympathetic personality is also central to the discourse generated 

by the Leipziger Stadtwerke. The text is a narrative description of their ‘Bürgersparen’ project, 

which saw investment by citizens into the company for the sake of more renewables. The uti-

lised modes of imagery and written language work similarly to the case of the Konzeptwerke, 

with imagery taking a supportive but important role in illustrating the information conveyed in 

the written language. The project’s cause and development are exemplified on the case of a 

specific person, which takes on a sort of spokesperson role.  

The given information is thereby personalised, conveying a sympathetic and knowledgeable 

motive for the justification and credibility of the company and their project, while also estab-

lishing a personal relation to the reader. This way, motives of ED such as the reduction of fossil 

fuels, more renewables, environmental protection, and a degree of citizen empowerment, are 

conveyed as sensible in a number of ways, despite never naming ED as such. These core claims 

are particularly supported by the repeated notion of financial revenue stemming from engage-

ment in the project, making the financial argument a central convincing idea of the text. The 

thus generated feasibility, underlined through examples of other local manifestation of ED, is 

positioned as another convincing argument for readers. The generated discourse also appeals to 

emotional attachments to the region and the city of Leipzig through the heavily regionalised 

character of the Stadtwerke: Thus the ‘Bürgersparen’ is presented as a case of ED that supports 

the region’s development sustainably.  

Other emotions appealed to include a sense of pride in making a seemingly smart investment 

choice, the support of children both through the protection of the environment and a secured 

green energy supply, as well as the ability to personally observe the development of the project.  
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Although containing some degree of citizen empowerment, the narrative constructed does not 

emphasise it as much as those of the other actors, merely referencing it through the direct en-

gagement of citizens in the project. The same applies to decentralised energy production, which 

is not mentioned at all. That is not surprising in the context of the Stadtwerke as an actor, which 

is a municipally owned but nevertheless in itself centralised energy company that looks to 

broaden its own energy production and appeal to possible customers. The thus created discourse 

is not as direct in its communication of ED and rather utilises components of it to garner support 

for the company. However, the company itself is an organisation form prioritised in ED due to 

its democratic control and non-profit character. A discourse strengthening the role of the 

Stadtwerke as a manifestation of ED, through citizen engagement and investment is thus inher-

ently, though indirectly, centred on the applicability of ED’s notions. Importantly, this discourse 

is devoid of connections to other social movements and the notion of social movement itself.  

Like the rest of the actors, Die Linke predominantly utilises the modes of imagery and written 

language, with imagery providing supportive context to the information conveyed in the written 

language. However, their approach to ED is different compared to the other actors, despite 

picking up many of the already mentioned aspects of it. At the centre of their narrative are social 

aspects, particularly affordability. They criticise rising energy prices, thus inherently referring 

to issues of energy poverty, as presented in my theory. Along this issue, their discourse is heav-

ily characterised by a critique of the current sector and private companies, which they describe 

as crisis winners. This demonisation of private, multinational companies makes sense, consid-

ering the party’s background in the worker’s movement and socialism. Particularly in relation 

to another social movement mentioned, namely energy sovereignty, this postcolonial and 

worker-focused notion is underlined. Their critique is expanded to political decision-makers, 

both on the regional and national levels. The party thus presents itself as more concerned and 

able to deal with the issue of energy poverty, attempting to provide a range of convincing argu-

ments. 

ED, despite not being named, is followingly presented as the party’s answer to the issues at 

hand, with a strong emphasis on many of its core sentiments, like an expansion of renewables, 

decentralised energy production by citizens as well as support for organisation forms like 

Stadtwerke and cooperatives. In line with the social character mentioned, energy is portrayed 

as a basic need for people, thus criticising an attempted privatization of it. This thought contin-

ues with its comparison to crucial infrastructure like roads and further emotionally charged ones 

such as schools.  
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This way, the party pays particular relevance to public ownership, again disregarding privati-

zation. Thus, citizens are implicitly empowered, both as energy producers and through the abil-

ity of democratic control of the public sector. Their financial engagement is mentioned, but 

only secondary to their participative function. Importantly, the regionality also plays a distinct 

role, with frequent mentioning of Saxony’s lack of renewables. However, unlike other actors, 

Die Linke does not charge this regional, local relationship with specific connotation and emo-

tional value. The created discourse is a confrontational one, centred around critique of political 

rivals and large-scale companies, with an undeniable focus on more democratically functioning 

organisations, increased renewables and thus decreased energy prices. Although referred to, 

climate protection is not made very explicit in the here created narrative, relegating it to sec-

ondary importance, instead focusing on the social consequences of rising prices due to fossil 

fuels. This way, the party could want to gain support for their approach in bringing about a 

social energy transition, very in line with EDs aims. 

These are the various ways my actors utilise their respective modes and the diverse discourses 

they produce around ED. Although all supportive of it, they manifest ED and its aspects in 

differing form, often in connection to additional focuses such as increased public support or 

investment. However, ED is inherent in all the data collected, with communication of it ranging 

from very directly and for its own purpose, to rather implicitly and in connection with other 

messages. This is a crucial notion to consider, as it illustrates that these actors, although to 

differing degrees, consciously create and influence the ED discourse, generating specific nar-

ratives and publics around it. While the Stadtwerke only touches the topic, bringing up ED very 

indirectly, the Konzeptwerke or the cooperative convey its’ message very directly.  This has 

predominantly local implications, thus illustrating that when wanting to properly understand 

ED and its actors, a local focus is required.   

Importantly, this research has its limitations, particularly concerning the selection of actors and 

incredibly wide scope of available data, from which only some has been purposely selected. 

More research is required in differing local contexts to provide a better insight into the likely 

varying practices actors in other places apply in curating discourses around ED. Further, data 

structured differently could also present an interesting starting point to additional research, ex-

amining how other modes might be utilised. As a global social movement, ED has to be under-

stood as such. However, it is the local and sometimes even national manifestation that already 

exist, that provide insights into how ED can shape social practice, the meaning it is assigned to, 

and the construction of a social reality around it.  
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7. Conclusion 
 

Coming to the end of this thesis, I want to again pose the question on which it is based on: How 

do different local, energy democracy-endorsing actors promote ED and shape the (local) dis-

courses surrounding the issue? 

In this work, I have presented an overview of the developing and dispersed literature on ED, its 

related social movements as well as the term social movement itself. Connecting the topic to 

notions of discourse and multimodality, I then conducted a multimodal discourse analysis on a 

set of data taken from four different actors operating in the city of Leipzig. These actors are 

constituted by a wide range of different organisation forms, including a political party, a think 

tank and association, a cooperative and a company. From these actors, a diverse range of data 

has been collected, carefully singling out data dealing with energy democracy more implicitly. 

Along the framework of multimodal discourse analysis, the varying semiotic resources, mostly 

written language, speech, and imagery, but also hyperlinks have been analysed, for instance in 

relation to their wording or grammar, composition,  salience and framing. Their analysis thus 

illustrates the conscious choices made by actors regarding their modes and the subsequent gen-

eration of varying discourses on the issue. All observable discourses support core claims of ED, 

with many actors including notions such as citizen empowerment, decentralised energy produc-

tion and an increase in renewables, also for the sake of climate protection. However, their fo-

cuses differ substantially, with many particularly functioning  by creating a narrative in which 

ED is related to other issues. These include social issues such as (energy) poverty, the question 

of sensible investment, emotional sentiments connected to the local context or the presented 

character of an organisation, as well as critique of political decision makers and the current 

energy sector.  This way, the actors promote ED by presenting both immediate actions to deal 

with wider societal issues as well as by illustrating a possible outcome of engagement with its 

central ideas.  

My research illustrates the relevance that should be attributed to the local context of ED, as it 

heavily shapes how these actors curate their discourses and how well ED may already have 

been manifested. This again poses implications for how actors may or may not communicate it. 

This idea can be applied to various other context around the globe, with different practices and 

thus resulting narratives likely to be found. As a global topic, such research needs to be done in 

time. After all, energy is an issue concerning all of us now and in the future, prompting people 

all over the globe to ultimately demand ‘Power to the People!’ 
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