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Abstract

:

The aim of this article is an explorative study of the debate on the flood in the western part of Germany in July 2021, based on the comments found below the coverage of a German public television channel (ZDF) published on YouTube. Based on the neopragmatic framing of the analysis by connecting morality and mass media according to Luhmann, as well as Dahrendorf’s conflict theory, four patterns of interpretation were identified which illustrate a high moralization of the conflict: conclusions drawn from the storm (e.g., of a political nature, references to COVID-19, etc.), far-reaching, predominantly negative interpretations that place the storm and its consequences in the context of other negatively interpreted aspects, as well as rational and empathetic interpretations regarding expressions of sympathy and offers of help, and, ultimately, interpretations that range from climate change and planning failures to various conspiracy-theoretical claims of responsibility for the flooding. All in all, a transformation from conflicts of interest and facts to conflicts of identity and values is taking place, revealing two utopias: the utopia in which man and nature are in harmonic unity, as well as the utopia of the satisfaction of individual (material) needs in a stable material-spatial and legal framework. Science has an instrumental application in both utopias.
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1. Introduction


In July 2021, Germany experienced its worst natural disaster since the floods on the North Sea coast, particularly Hamburg, in 1962. The flooding in western Germany (the states of North Rhine-Westphalia and Rhineland-Palatinate were affected), which followed extremely heavy rainfall, claimed the lives of well over 150 people. Using digital social media, extensive (usually private) relief efforts were spontaneously launched and coordinated; at the same time, a fierce debate broke out on the Internet about the classification of the events. This debate will be examined pars pro toto, embedded in the current state of research on conflicts over spatial change, particularly in the context of measures related to adaptation to and mitigation of anthropogenic climate change in this article [1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11]. More specifically, in this explorative study, we aim to take a closer look at how the flood and its aftermath are interpreted and discussed by users on social media. For this purpose, 1000 comments on the contribution “Das Hochwasser und seine Folgen im Westen Deutschlands” (“The Flood and its Consequences in western Germany”) of the Second German Television (ZDF; public television) made available on the platform YouTube are examined content-analytically and the results are discussed against the background of Niklas Luhmann’s media theory and Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory.



The ‘neopragmatic’ approach, which we follow in this paper, draws on pragmatic tradition, as from U.S. philosophers such as William James, Charles S. Peirce and John Dewey, but also extends it. The orientation of pragmatism towards the effects of action is taken up. Thus, usefulness becomes the touchstone of action, rather than consistency with principles [12,13,14,15]. ‘Truth’, ‘theory’, ‘practice’, etc. are thus no longer thought of separately, but rather form a “unity mediated in the process of experience” [14] (p. 258). In philosophy, ‘neopragmatism’ is particularly associated with Richard Rorty [16,17], but also with Hilary Putnam [18]. As a postmodern approach, neopragmatism rejects notions of universal truth as well as incontrovertible objectivity. Instead, it focuses on pluralistic worldviews and the recognition of contingency, and is normatively oriented towards open-ended, democratic processes of negotiation (see in more detail: [19,20,21]). In current research in spatial and social sciences, the neopragmatism advocated here extends the action reference of pragmatic social and spatial research [3,22,23,24] through its meta-perspective. Complex research objects whose structures are functionally contingently interconnected (see on complexity and space [25,26]) can hardly be treated monotheoretically nor monomethodically (in a meaningful way). The application of different methods and especially theoretical perspectives is appropriate to the complexity of the subject matter (even if basic theoretical stances, such as constructivist and positivist, may well contradict each other [27,28]). The application of different theoretical perspectives must always be reflected and justified with regard to the potential and limits of knowledge. The theoretical as well as methodological openness makes neopragmatic regional research and its multiperspectivity particularly useful for explorative approaches to this complex research object, as it embarks on a search for ‘usable’ knowledge, whereby this principle in turn stands in contradiction to teleological thinking [29,30].



As indicated, a theory triangulation of Niklas Luhmann’s media theory and Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory (on this among others: [31,32,33,34]) in the sense of a ‘neopragmatic approach’ (in summary [35,36,37,38,39]) needs to be justified, since the scientific theoretical foundations are quite different: Luhmann’s approach is based on radical constructivism, whereas Dahrendorf follows critical rationalism. However, both approaches have a complementary framing potential for the question of our investigation: Luhmann deals with the meaning of moral communication, especially in the mass media, and how this leads to conflicts, but does not operationalize these conflicts (i.e., social macro-theory) further. This is where Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory comes in, which, as a social meso-theory, refers to how social conflicts arise and how they can productively contribute to society. This ‘theoretical double strategy’ results in the triangulation of methods, by using qualitative and quantitative methods of media content analysis. These triangulations are complemented by researcher triangulations (with different professional backgrounds, different genders, different stages of scientific careers) and data (the scientific literature, authority statistics, newspaper articles, discussion forums).



In our paper, we first introduce the events surrounding the July flood in West Germany. Then, after a brief presentation of the content of the video, we deal with the theoretical framings, first, the connection between moralizations and mass media, then social conflicts. Next up is the presentation and justification of the methodology of the study, followed by the presentation of the empirical results. Theoretical framings and empirical results are then linked in the ‘Discussion’ section. In the conclusion, we offer further considerations, especially on the unproductivity or productivity of mass-media—based conflict. In doing so, we also identify—based on this explorative study—further potentials for ‘neopragmatic’ approaches to the topic of the mass media construction of anthropogenic climate change and the strategies of mitigation and adaptation.




2. The Events of 14–17 July 2021, in Western Germany and Their Classification


The summer of 2021 was already unusually rainy in western Germany, so that the soils were already highly saturated with water. The severe weather over Belgium and Germany was triggered by the low-pressure system ‘Bernd’, which brought warm, moist, and unstably stratified air from the Mediterranean region to Central Europe, lying between two stable high-pressure areas to the west and east. A low-altitude current allowed the low to remain stationary, the second cause of the locally large amounts of precipitation (the 72 h sum of precipitation in the affected region is shown in Figure 1). The precipitation, which in some cases exceeded 150 mm, hit an area that is particularly susceptible to flooding as a result of geomorphological peculiarities: low mountainous areas with often narrow valleys with steep slopes [40]. In the “Bergisches Land” and especially on the northern edge of the Eifel, these quantities of precipitation that could have been distributed in the lowlands, ran off quickly and caused small rivers and streams to swell. Thus, the previous record level of the Ahr River at Altenahr of 371 cm on 2 June 2016, was surpassed with almost double the value of about 700 cm on 15 July 2021 (the value is an estimate because the gauge was not designed for such a high water level; [41]). Numerous landslides further complicated the situation. The floods damaged and destroyed numerous buildings, infrastructure facilities from bridges to roads and railroad tracks. Mud and debris clogged canals, making it difficult for the water to drain away, the power supply collapsed in the affected areas, and dams threatened to burst. These events were met by a population that was used to floods, but not to floods that rose at such a high speed and were so destructive. Instead of leaving their homes and running for safety, many people tried to minimize the damage to their own homes. It also proved to be problematic that, with the end of the Cold War, the siren warning network in Germany was thinned out considerably, so that the population (especially in the case of power failures) could not be warned sufficiently (e.g., [42]). As of 28 July 2021, 181 deaths had been counted [43].



In the days following the flood disaster, work began on sounding out the damage. At the same time, the German Federal Armed Forces, the Federal Agency for Technical Relief (THW) and fire departments moved in to make infrastructures usable again, to clear cellars of mud and to clean out sewers. Simultaneously, countless private initiatives were developed to help the victims of the disaster. Immediate aid in the form of donations in kind (especially goods for daily use) were collected and brought to the disaster region, and emergency shelters were organized for people who had become homeless. Furthermore, by means of social media, regional radio stations organized fundraising campaigns, and the First German Television (public service) organized a fundraising gala. On the weekends following the floods, professional helpers were often unable to reach the affected regions, because so many helpers had set out to help with the cleanup work that access roads were blocked (an overview is available at [44]). No sooner had the first news about the flood disaster—the extent of which could hardly be estimated at the time—become known, a heated debate broke out on social media about its interpretation and evaluation, the subject of this article.
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Figure 1. The 72 h sum of precipitation in North Rhine-Westphalia and Rhineland-Palatinate, own illustration based on: “Hydro-klimatologische Einordnung der Stark- und Dauerniederschläge in Teilen Deutschlands im Zusammenhang mit dem Tiefdruckgebiet” Bernd “ vom 12. bis 19 July 2021” [45]. 
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3. “The Flood and Its Consequences in the West of Germany”—Key Messages of the Video


The video under investigation, which was published on YouTube on 15 July 2021, covers the flood disaster in the summer of 2021 in western Germany in 41 min. The ZDF special is titled “Das Hochwasser und seine Folgen im Westen Deutschlands” (The Flood and its Consequences in western Germany) and includes reports from the affected regions, as well as interviews with experts from various fields (ZDF = “Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen”; a Germany-wide public television channel with the highest audience market shares of all German TV stations (13.9% in September 2021; [46]). The report begins with private footage from the flooded regions, showing the initial extent of the rainfall. The footage shows, among other things, the masses of water and destroyed houses and cars. In terms of the impact of the floods, ZDF says that 40 people have died, with (at the time of the video’s filming) quite a few people still missing. Among these fatalities are firefighters and other helpers.



Beyond the private shots, there are also camera shots from the ZDF, which were shot from the air or on site. The aerial shots show that many roads are impassable, rivers have burst their banks and a dam has been damaged, threatening to burst. During these on-site shots, various local residents are interviewed, who describe their view of the situation and describe personal fates, such as the unsafe condition of their own homes. Aspects such as solidarity, the extent of the damage and the demand for rapid help from the state are mentioned. Furthermore, politicians such as Malu Dreyer, Prime Minister of Rhineland-Palatinate, and Armin Laschet, Prime Minister of North Rhine-Westphalia, express their sympathy for those affected and promise rapid financial assistance from the federal states and the federal government. Malu Dreyer here speaks of EUR 50 million as immediate aid and demands, in view of this disaster, more climate protection and better flood protection. She also considers the flooding as a motivation to invest more in climate protection in the future.



The ZDF weather editorial team explains the special nature of the heavy rain event, which is unique in its intensity. Furthermore, the aspects of weather development explained above are presented. For comparison with this heavy rain event, earlier floods are included, such as the flood in August 2002, when the Elbe burst its banks and flooded regions, particularly in Saxony. As a more recent example, the 2013 floods are cited, which affected the whole of Central Europe and resulted in damage of around EUR 12 billion.



The ZDF special also looks at Germany’s neighboring countries, such as Belgium, Switzerland and the Netherlands. Similar situations can be observed there to those in western Germany. In the province of Liège, severe flooding has also occurred, there is no electricity and, as of the time of writing, nine deaths have been counted. Regarding the causes and further future flood dangers, experts are consulted, such as the specialist for spatial and environmental planning Prof. Dr. Jörn Birkmann from the University of Stuttgart and the head of the ZDF environmental editorial department Volker Angres. Jörn Birkmann notes that solutions must be found for further heavy rainfall events, for example by using existing roads as drains and combining reconstruction with climate adaptation. In addition, heavy rain hazard maps should be used when building on land. Volker Angres sees not only climate change as a cause of flooding, but also the continuously increasing sealing of land in Germany. Additional reasons cited are river straightening and the loss of floodplain areas that can serve as retention areas. In order to prevent flood events such as these, Volker Angres calls for a new water management, a stop to land sealing and the upgrading of rural areas, where already built-up areas that are no longer in use are reintegrated into the housing market. At the end of the video, the question of whether there is hope for an improvement in the climate situation is answered by saying that the climate system is very fragile and that we must expect further severe weather events.



Before these contents of the video are analyzed in more detail, a presentation of the framing theoretical foundations will now follow.




4. The Theoretical Framework I: Morality and Mass Media


The concept of morality is understood as a system of normative rules and values that (co-)determine people’s actions. This system is the—preliminary—result of social conventionalization processes. While ‘rules’ give clear guidelines for behavior in concrete social situations, ‘values’ are broader: norms formulate facts desired by a society (or at least a large subset of it) [47], they thus serve as orientation [48], they legitimize norms and they form a guide for ‘identifying purposes’ [49]. In doing so, they follow a dichotomous and complementary logic: every ‘value’ is opposed by an ‘unvalue’ or ‘negative value’ [50,51,52]. In the context of morality, ‘good’ is opposed to ‘evil’. Conventions exhibit a degree of variability that allows, for example, conventions to adapt to changing social conditions [53,54]. This variability takes place not only in a temporal context, but also in a social or cultural context. For example, conventions of social interaction differ between proletarian and academic milieus; what is considered desirable in one culture is undesirable in another (sometimes secured with legal consequences). Moreover, Douglas posits, that blame is used in most societies as an effective means of social control, ultimately resulting in ideological domination [55].



Social conventions (such as values) are the result of communication processes, and communication in turn is also based on conventions. The sociologist Niklas Luhmann [56] understands communication as the only original social action, which—if this view is followed—is the foundation of every society. Communication is divided into a threefold selection: information, communication and understanding [56]. Only when these three selections are completely finished is communication successful. Communication can fail in different ways; for example, communication depends on the information being comprehensible, i.e., it has to be suitable for the further communication process.



Even in early modernity, moral norms were grounded in religion. Religion sharply contoured normality against abnormality, “a scheme of generalization transverse to the situational and behavioral type” [56] (p. 126). The modernization of society brought a differentiation of functional systems with specific tasks for society, which was expressed, for example, in a progressive division of labor and the formation of specialized occupational profiles. The differentiation of society meant not least an increase in “conflictuality and the capacity for conflict,” but also a differentiation of moral values [56] (p. 220) and a differentiation of moral ideas, which increasingly competed with religious morality and largely replaced it in the process of the secularization of society. [57]. Moral communication changed its formative medium: it was no longer dominated by Sunday sermons, but increasingly by the press, radio and television [58]. At present, a threefold process of differentiation can be noted in this context:




	
The progressive differentiation of society, for example, through increasingly specialized approaches to social challenges (e.g., in the form of specialized job profiles);



	
the differentiation of morals through the disappearance of overarching moral obligations;



	
the differentiation of communication media through the emergence of digital social media.








This differentiation is contrasted by the longing for unification of the world [59], which uses the code of morality, because this always has a de-differentiating effect, economic questions no longer on the basis of economic criteria and political questions no longer on the basis of political criteria, etc., but rather morally. In place of the consideration of whether something makes economic sense or is politically opportune, a moral judgment takes the place of a factual discussion (for example [60,61]). Gray [30] (p. 12) even assumes that moral communication is a constitutive feature of current socially differentiated democratic societies; they “can hardly communicate factual issues in any other way than in the mode of excitement and indignation”. This simplification comes with some side consequences, for, “when starting points for conflict are already present,” moralization “tends to generalize the material of conflict”. [56] (p. 128). Stigmatizing the acting person as ‘typical’ leads to personally discrediting him or her [60,62,63]. The typification has a far-reaching effect, because “the ideological adversary becomes a pathological case. And with patients one does not discuss, patients must be cured” [50] (p. 47). With another metaphor: “Moralizing communication now treats everyone equally like children, since it does not accept their actions and statements as mature behavior but subjects them to permanent judgment.” [64] (p. 44). This, in turn, is associated with the side effect that those exposed to moralizing would begin to behave like children: “They react out of fear of punishment or seeking praise, or they revolt against the chastisement” [64] (p. 44). The hierarchical superiority of one’s own position and the subordination of the other position associated with moralization is associated with “creating strife, arising from strife, and then exacerbating the strife” ([65] (p. 370)). Moralizations are also difficult to take back (cf. [66]). The differentiation of morals mentioned at the beginning, in turn, increases the complexity of moral communication, because the expected disciplining effect (with regard to the adherence to one’s own social norms; [60,63]) fails to materialize because the target person/target group has other, often incommensurable, morals. This, in turn, is fed back by the increase in the importance of electronic social media. Particular morals are recursively consolidated and made absolute in echo chambers, the moralization of the other on their basis then breaks out, for example, in discussion forums on contributions by the ‘classic mass media’, such as the press, radio and television [67,68,69,70,71], which in turn makes the study of these forums very fruitful for scientific insights into the genesis and development of social conflicts [72,73,74]. Hereof, the ambiguity of the Internet as a medium becomes clear [75] (p. 127): “Never in the history of mankind has there been such an opportunity for freedom of expression as this. And never before have the evils of unlimited freedom of expression—death threats, pedophilic images, sewage floods of abuse—flowed so easily across borders.”




5. The Theoretical Framework II: Ralf Dahrendorf’s Conflict Theory


In the previous section, we addressed conflicts that develop from the application of moralizations on the one hand and from the application of different morals on the other. In the following, we will now address the question of how conflicts arise and how they can be regulated so that they can develop their productive potential and not have a destructive effect. For this purpose, as announced at the outset, we will draw on the conflict theory of Ralf Dahrendorf, a German-British sociologist and political theorist who was concerned with social conflicts throughout his academic life (inter alia. [76,77,78,79,80,81]; summarized: [82,83,84,85]).



Before approaching the details of Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory, we will—in the spirit of neopragmatic framing—take a look at alternative but unused theories of social conflict.



Social conflicts form an essential element of societies and have been a central subject of social science research from early on (an overview: [86]). For Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, social conflicts are triggers for revolutions and thus are motors of social development [87]. Georg Simmel counters this macro-sociological perspective with a micro-sociological one by locating the driving forces for social conflict in the subject’s drive and interest in certain objects [88]. Like Marx and Engels, social conflicts are not dysfunctional for Simmel, as they are for Talcott Parsons [89], who viewed them—again macrosociologically—as a disruption of the functional structure of society. Pierre Bourdieu, in turn, focused his conflict theory on the mechanisms of distribution of symbolic capital, as well as on how, using economic, social and cultural capital, conflicts are played out in the fields of society (roughly to compare with Parsons’ social subsystems) according to different rules of the game, integrating the micro- into the macrosociological perspective [90,91,92]. In this study, however, we follow the conflict theory of Ralf Dahrendorf, who, on the one hand, adopts a meso-sociological perspective and analyzes typical courses of social conflicts as well as giving indications under which framework conditions social conflicts can be productive for social development and under which they are not. Due to this combination, his conflict theory stands out among the alternatives ones by providing the theoretical framework in which individual conflicts can be understood against the background of social developments.



The starting point for Dahrendorf is to establish the normality of social conflict, so the idea “may be unpleasant and disturbing that there is conflict wherever we find social life: it is nonetheless inevitable for our understanding of social problems” [93] (p. 261). However, Dahrendorf does not merely state the normality, but rather states for him a constructive significance of conflicts for the development of societies: “In conflict lies [...] the creative core of all society and the chance of freedom.” [94] (p. 235). Hereby he distances himself from conservative ideas of a normative ‘natural’ or ‘God-given’ harmony as well as from socialist utopias of a conflict-free final society. Both would bring social developments to a standstill and minimize individual chances in life, especially with regard to the possibilities of individuals to have an innovative effect in societies through their achievements [95,96].



Constitutively supra-individual, social conflicts, as Dahrendorf [78] notes, follow a characteristic pattern: in the first phase of the ‘structural initial situation’, ‘quasi-groups’ emerge initially, which—in certain contexts—have similar interests. In the second phase, the ‘awareness of latent interests’, the conflict parties emerge as the ‘quasi-groups’ become aware of their interests. In the third phase, the ‘phase of formed interests,’ the degree of organization of the conflict parties increases “with a visible identity of their own” [78] (p. 36). Now, the conflict parties face each other dichotomously and differentiated interpretations of the conflict’s object and form are transformed into internal conflicts within the individual conflict parties [78]. For Dahrendorf [78], there are three principal possibilities in dealing with conflicts: their suppression, their solution and their regulation. He rejects the first two possibilities, as in suppression, neither the object nor the cause of the conflict are eliminated, but rather an eruptive (and violent) outbreak threatens. Solution is rejected, because it is connected with the elimination of the social antagonisms underlying the conflict, and is therefore utopian, because there is no society without social antagonisms (this is also not desirable). The method of dealing with conflicts favored by Dahrendorf, their settlement, is characterized by five aspects:




	
The concrete conflict (as in social conflicts in general) must be recognized by the conflict parties as normal (not as a contradiction to the ideal of a ‘harmonious conflict-free’ society).



	
The settlement refers to a concrete object of conflict, as well as to forms and manifestations of the conflict. It does not refer to the social causes of the conflict (this means an attempt to resolve it).



	
A high degree of organization of the conflict parties increases the chance of a settlement of the conflict.



	
The success of conflict resolution, in turn, depends on the conflict parties’ compliance with rules. This compliance also refers to the mutual recognition of the equal value of the conflict parties as well as the fundamental justification of the world view of the respective other conflict party.



	
The ability to regulate a social conflict depends on the existence of an institutional framework. This framework is formed by a third authority that sets binding rules for dealing with conflicts and has the means to end the conflict externally if necessary. This is what Dahrendorf calls [97] (p. 385) “freedom under the protection of the law”. This authority, in turn, is subject to the imputability of responsibility for its decisions, for example, through a rotational review of satisfaction by the electorate [98].








Conflicts can additionally be differentiated in terms of their subject matter [99,100]: Factual conflicts refer to the concrete facts of the matter (such as whether a mobile or immobile protective device is more suitable for flood prevention at the specific location), while procedural conflicts refer to the type of conflict regulation (such as the type and extent of citizen and expert participation). Conflicts of identity relate to the construction of collective identities, in particular, in order to distinguish them from others (“we affected people” go “the wise guys”), and conflicts of values finally relate to fundamental and incommensurably constructed world views (e.g., advocacy of the “ecosocial transformation” versus defense of the “harmonious homeland”). The controllability of conflicts thereby decreases from the factual to the procedural and identity to the value dimension. In the following, we will deal—with the manifestation of conflicts around the July flood in western Germany—with the handling of the underlying conflicts.




6. The Methodology of the Study


In the sense of the neopragmatic approach, the discussion about the flood is also examined on the basis of the comments below the video on the platform “YouTube”, with a method mix of qualitative and quantitative analysis: a quantitative categorization, as well as a qualitative content analysis of the 1000 comments considered. In total, a data corpus of about 55,000 words was analyzed. The comments analyzed were the first 1000 comments published under the video (of a total of 3474 comments in response to the video as of 8 October 2021). Due to the high number of sub-comments, only comments responding directly to the video content (not to another comment) were considered. Advertisements and links to pornographic content were not considered. The sample size may be small, but this number is quite sufficient for the investigation in the form of an explorative study. Even before the number of comments examined had been reached, no new patterns of interpretation were found. In this respect, the inclusion of further comments would not have yielded any qualitative gain in information, especially since an in-depth qualitative investigation by means of theoretical sampling is not possible with this method, since neither the gender nor the place of residence or age of the commentators are known from the data basis. The qualitative analysis aims to identify typical differentiated patterns of interpretation and evaluation; with the quantitative analysis, we estimate frequencies in relation to three inductively determined categories. The analysis is complemented by a quantitative word frequency analysis, which is presented graphically in the form of a word cloud and can provide information about frequently addressed topics.



For the quantitative categorization, the comments were first copied into Excel, screened, and coded using an inductively developed scoring matrix. After an initial review, three main sentiments and consequently categories according to moralization were identified: ‘hostility’, ‘objectivity’ and ‘empathy’. The categorizations and their definitions were recorded in the excel spreadsheet. The first analysis revealed that comments about politicians, such as Armin Laschet, Malu Dreyer and Angela Merkel, as well as topics such as the broadcasting fees or the ZDF, are to be rated in the hostility category. Comments about conspiracy theories (chemtrails, HAARP), God and the actions of politicians were analyzed in the objectivity category. Offers of help, donations and expressions of sympathy were rated in the empathy category. In a second review, comments were rated in all three categories. They were assigned the numbers one to five. One represents the category ‘does not apply’, two ‘rather does not apply’, three ‘partially applies’, four ‘rather applies’ and five ‘fully applies’. For each comment, all three inductively determined categories—‘hostility’, ‘objectivity’, and ‘empathy’—were scored. Some comments could not be translated into German from various foreign languages. These were scored as zero (as in Figure 2, in 7—Empirical Results).



The qualitative content analysis of the 1000 studied comments was initially based on the inductive formation of a code system, based on the evident interpretations and attributions of the flood and its aftermath. Overall, the qualitative content analysis was oriented on the content analysis according to Mayring [101]. In the end, a complex code system was developed, where each comment could be assigned a code. A distribution of the developed codes, and the number of comments assigned to each, is shown in Figure 5 (in 7—Empirical Results). To gain further insight into the present interpretations and attributions of the flood and its aftermath, different patterns of interpretation were derived based on the developed code system. Each pattern represents an identified perspective on the event, which will be presented in more detail in the following chapter.



In addition to the quantitative categorization and qualitative content analysis, a quantitative word frequency analysis was also carried out as a way to visualize frequently used words. The 1000 anonymized comments were inserted, adjusted and finally displayed on the wordart.com (accessed on 19 August 2021) website (Figure 6, in part 7—Empirical Findings). During the adjustment, articles and certain filler words such as ‘and’ were excluded from the analysis. Since the program does not detect word duplications or spelling errors, these were checked and, if necessary, eliminated or combined into one word to determine the correct word frequency.




7. Empirical Results


The following paragraphs present the empirical findings of analyzing the 1000 considered comments. The first step is to look at the quantitative categorization of the comments in order to gain an initial insight into the discussion, followed by a more in-depth look at the patterns of interpretation identified in the qualitative analysis. In the quantitative categorization of comments, 21 of the 1000 comments could not be translated and are therefore scored as zero. The most common category determination was ‘does not apply’. Among these, 448 comments were categorized as non-hostile, 215 comments were categorized as non-objective, and 333 comments were categorized as non-empathetic. A total of 685 comments were classified as number 2, ‘rather not true’. A total of 207 comments wew in the area of hostility, 279 in the category of objectivity and 199 in the area of empathy (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Categorization and assignment of the 1000 comments (own representation based on own survey 2021). 
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In total, 144 comments were categorized as rather or fully hostile. It was noticeable that the ‘hostility’ was directed mainly against the politicians. A total of 180 comments were partially hostile and partially not. Very or rather objective were 214 of the 1000 comments. A similar situation can be observed in the ‘empathy’ category. Here, 281 comments were categorized as rather or fully empathic.



Excel was used to calculate the average assignment (Figure 3). The average value of the category ‘hostility’ was 2.03 and thus at ‘tends not to apply’. The categories ‘objectivity‘ and empathy were 2.55 and 2.51, respectively, and thus between ‘tends not to apply’ and ‘somewhat/partly applies’. It can be observed that all three categories can be located between ‘rather disagree’ and ‘partly agree’ and can therefore be assigned to a predominantly moderate range.



In the qualitative content analysis of the comments, in addition to those from which no interpretation of the video content was apparent—including far-reaching links, comments that cannot be translated into German without further knowledge and comments from which no interpretation of the flood was apparent (“other”; a total of 132 comments, which will not be discussed further below due to lack of relevance)—four other forms of interpretation in particular could be identified: inferences are drawn from the sequences shown in the video (1), the content stimulates a wide-ranging, mostly negative expression of opinion (2) and people react to the video with rational and empathetic comments (3). In particular, however, there were various attempts to discuss the reasons why the flood was caused (4) (see also Figure 4). According to these patterns of interpretation, a closer look at the patterns of interpretation discernible from the comments takes place in the following paragraphs. It should be noted that the majority of the comments—as far as can be seen—were not published by those affected by the flood; accordingly, the patterns of interpretation identified predominantly represent the interpretation of people who were not affected themselves. Based on the inductive coding of the comments, in a further step it was possible to work out four patterns of interpretation of the floods, which will be elaborated on in more detail in the following paragraphs. This consideration is supplemented by exemplary comments that illustrate the expression and tone of the discussion. It should be noted that the commentators’ handling of the rules of German spelling and grammar was very casual. Therefore, the examples shown here have been adapted for better comprehensibility.



7.1. Interpretive Patterns Drawing Conclusions from the Severe Weather


A total of 269 of the comments examined revealed conclusions drawn by the commentators from the storms, in particular interpretations with political connotations (a total of 155 comments, see Figure 4). However, these were predominantly negative: “If the water comes, the media-hungry politicians will puke” (K776). The political reaction to the storm is seen as a prime example of “not needing a caste called ‘professional politicians’” (K038), and some of the comments accuse politicians of not providing good help: “Just hollow phrases. If the political busybodies had rather taken a shovel in [their] hands. And brought clothes and food to those affected instead of putting themselves in the limelight in a media-effective way and then laughing like idiots. The people need energetic help, not gossip” (K041). Special reproaches are addressed thereby directly to Armin Laschet (Prime Minister of North Rhine-Westphalia), because he should have “the missing flood precaution to answer for and push[e] everything on the alleged climatic change” (K320). In addition, the German chancellor Angela Merkel and Malu Dreyer (Prime Minister of Rhineland-Palatinate) are mentioned by name. The high importance of politics in the discussion about the storm, its causes and consequences are also particularly evident in Figure 5, showing the word frequencies of the analyzed comments. In addition, connections are made to the federal election in September, which on the one hand classify the political behavior (“And the politicians make a promotion tour out of it to catch votes in September”, K784), and on the other hand the interpretations go partly to the extent that connections between major elections and flood events are assumed: “On the subject of floods and election in DE. Election 1990 flood—Election 1994 flood 1993 and 1995 Election 1998 flood 1999 Election 2002 flood 2002 Election 2005 flood 2005 Election 2009 flood 2009 in Bavaria Election 2013 flood 2013 Election 2017 flood 2017 Election 2021 flood 2021 (Coincidence! All coincidence?! Certainly not.)” (K373). Similarly, speculation about financial support from the state can be found, but even these are often framed pessimistically, as the support would be misapplied: “I do not want to write Evil but realistic. Dear Federal Government immediately stop all EU Covid 19 aid and build our country with this money. Immediately!!! No long debates no long discussions stop and pay out. This time Germany needs its money itself” (K470), or more clearly: “Our tax money should be used for such situations and not given away to the whole world!!!” (K911). In this context, the expectation towards other countries to now support Germany financially is recognizable in some of the comments: “Let’s see if now as much help comes from the countries we have [helped] in the course of time as Germany has always distributed so abundantly. I don’t just mean financial aid […] “ (K737). Other commenters draw a more pragmatic conclusion from the storm: that the warning system and the handling of the flood was poor. “Here you really have to ask yourself, why weren’t people warned and what do we have early warning systems for in Germany???” (K326). Likewise, there are doubts about the deployment of aid workers and calls for more commitment: “And the police and fire department send helpers away. Politics does nothing, what do the Bundies [short for soldiers] do? They have nothing to do, go there!” (K227). Other commentators see the storm as finally available proof that the Covid 19 pandemic was much more insignificant than generally portrayed: “And suddenly Covid 19 moves into the background, fortunately, because now it’s really about lives...” (K909). On the other hand, a lack of adherence to the mask requirement in the scenes of the video is criticized and a wait-and-see attitude is taken towards the future, as “First Covid 19 now flooding [...] What’s next?” (K642). Complementary demands for increased mitigation and adaptation become clear, because their insufficient attention by politicians is partly responsible for the damage of the flood:“POLITICS blames I failure on climate change, there have been much worse floods, now they have let the infrastructure decay for decades and that takes revenge.” (K129), or more succinctly, “Maybe flood protection instead of climate protection?” (K303). In parts, the comments examined also include direct apportionment of blame: “To Ms. Dreyer: Anyone who blames climate change for the flood and wants to change the climate back, whose mental suitability for an elective office I must doubt very much...this is a weather catastrophe. We have to deal with it and protect people as best we can.” (K277). Overall, in the aftermath of the storms, there are corresponding interpretations of political failure, personal attacks on political decision-makers, and criticisms of the warning systems and disaster management, which ultimately lead to connections with the COVID 19 pandemic and pleas for a strengthening of climate adaptations.




7.2. Patterns of Far-Reaching, Mostly Negative Interpretations


For some commentators, the coverage of the storm and its consequences provides reasons to express their frustration about what they have seen, as well as various other social and political aspects (a total of 38 comments, see Figure 4). For example, people doubt that the reason for the flood is to be found in climate change, express political disappointment via the question of why warnings were not issued in time, and, finally, to use comparisons to the Christian Flood (cf. K015). Accordingly, the storm and its consequences serve as a stimulus for further, predominantly negative expressions of opinion, as well as associated suggestions of a possibly better implementation: “I also think it’s a pity that only people with a migration background were interviewed. Were there no Germans there. The people there have to be helped, so you can do without gender crap. And what does that have to do with CO2? And take Laschet away, he is totally out of place there.” (K992). Overall, some of the comments contained a wide range of negative opinions, based on far-reaching negative interpretations of the flood and its consequences in western Germany.




7.3. Rational and Empathic Patterns of Interpretation


In this pattern of interpretation, a total of 198 comments conveyed sympathy and compassion (see Figure 6), in addition to reports and offers of help. “My deepest sympathy to those affected! Much strength for the next time! Hopefully there will be no more human losses. Would be nice if the existences could be rebuilt as painlessly as possible! […]“ (K025). These are not only from Germany, but come from different countries, written in various languages: “I hope it will be back to normal as soon as possible. Stay strong everyone. Much love from Tokyo, Japan” (K018) or “courage a vous, de tout coeur avec vous” (K091). Reports about the floods were identified only five times within the analyzed comments, and it can be assumed that the focus of affected people was taken up by the situation on site. Only in one of the comments is the situation clarified: “My beautiful hometown: (I got out at just before one meter, that was a good decision by the way! My losses refer only to my apartment and my inventory (about 3000€) others it has hit much worse ... Homeless I am now for the time being nevertheless to find an apartment here is very difficult” (K551). Beyond that, inquiries are found for donation possibilities and offers of assistance to support those affected. Accordingly, a large proportion of the comments contain rational expressions of sympathy and offers of help, which contrast with the comments, some of which are negative, apportion blame and seek causes.




7.4. Interpretative Patterns of the Flood’s Causes


With a total of 309 comments that could be assigned to this interpretation pattern, this is the most frequently identified interpretation pattern (Figure 4). Most frequently, the causation of the flood is associated with climate change. However, it must be noted here that the storm is seen both as a confirmation of climate change and its effects (e.g., K183: “To all car drivers, meat eaters; single-family home dwellers, Greta haters, climate change deniers and vaccination opponents! YOU ASKED FOR IT! These are the effects of a climate sow lifestyle!”, a total of 93 comments, here the transformation from a factual conflict to an identity and value conflict is also evident, as well as “climate lies” (K161), “climate protection propaganda” (K394) and “scaremongering” (K907: “Again this scaremongering by the government! I’m an opponent of flooding, it’s only a light rain!”) is classified. Thus, on the one hand, there is a call for increased climate protection, while at the same time climate change is negated. Climate change is only associated with warming, and climatic changes are interpreted as normal developments: “Of course, climate change is to blame. There have never been flood disasters before [...] The way the Greens directly exploit this is absolutely disgusting” (K762). In the discussion about flooding, the high importance of climate change becomes evident by the analyzed word frequencies, which are visualized in a word cloud shown in Figure 6. However, it is not clear whether climate change is confirmed by the storm or continues to be denied. Furthermore, in a large number of comments, the blame for the flood and its consequences is attributed to the people themselves, which pints out the moral charge of the discussion in the comments (a total of 95 comments). In addition to alleged misconduct in the immediate run-up to the storm, particular reference is made to a “planning failure” of recent years, especially land sealing and the construction of settlements in flood plains and floodplains: “Because soils are sealed, everything is built up and rivers that need space are diverted into canals. Everything only around more building land to get. Nature is displaced and that is the receipt. […] “ (K144). In parts, there is even a direct attribution of blame to those affected: “[...] my condolences to the relatives of the dead, but whoever builds in a flooded area must expect that this will happen” (K039). Another interpretation is the assumption that the storm is a punishment of nature for the ‘bad handling’ by mankind. Thereby, in parts, a personification of nature takes place, because it “strikes back” (K794). A similar interpretation can be found in religious references drawn in connection with the floods (47 comments in total): In parts, the flood is interpreted as God’s punishment for people’s sinful behavior and analogies to the Flood are often referred to (e.g., K946: “God gave the rainbow after the Flood as a sign of peace, but man uses the rainbow for something else...no wonder then that God allows such (floods)...he calls sinners to himself...”). Moreover, many of the commenters see the reasons for the floods as clearly rooted in conspiracy theories: “Who ordered these floods? It’s clear that [...] weather manipulation is taking place! First Covid 19 now water! What do they want from us? Mass destruction?” (K521). The storm is said to have been influenced by means of chemicals and thus could be used as a “climate weapon” (K213): “That was indeed ‘man-made’, but not by too much CO2 but probably by H.A.A.R.P. and geoengineering, the conscious and deliberate manipulation of weather and climate by ‘science’ and the military, worldwide on behalf of governments!!!” (K495). Chemtrails and “HAARP” are mentioned (among others K315) which are said to be responsible for the extreme weather, justifying their use in “weather manipulation to push through the climate agenda!” (K217). Often there is a comparison to the COVID 19 pandemic, which is now followed by severe weather: “[...] This is not a natural disaster!!! Who has staged pandemic, who has also caused floods, this is NOT a NATURAL disaster!!!! […]” (K124). In addition to these explicitly named triggers of the storm, there are also a variety of criticisms of the public broadcasters to be found, who are accused of misinformation. Amongst other things they are called “propaganda television” (K048) and, not least, are accused of complicity: “the consequences? Total loss of confidence in the state media, which, despite knowledge, refrained from warning the people.” (K334). At the same time, however, the request is made: “Send us helpers instead of reporters!” (K473). Overall, the speculations of the commentators regarding the causation of the flood can be divided into two categories: Reasons that can be located beyond the current scientific consensus and those reasons that are based on scientific evidence. In addition, the comments examined often involve personal attacks on fellow commentators, as well as blaming institutions and political figures.



Overall, only a very small proportion of the comments reflect on the opinions expressed. Although some comments are the subject of lively discussions about their correctness, agreement or justification, conclusions are only very rarely drawn from the comments read. If a reflection does take place, however, it usually results in a request to close the comment function below the video: “Please, please close the comment bar. What is written by lateral thinkers is inconceivable, unrealistic and unworthy of human beings.” (K983; In Germany, “Querdenker” (roughly: unconventional thinkers) is the name given to a movement that opposes government measures to contain the COVID 19 pandemic). Because: “The next catastrophe is the comment process here ... who is to blame? Who didn’t do what, politics failed, the community would have failed, climate change is to blame ... etc. Many many THANKS to all who helped and still help!!!” (K119). The political classification of the comments made here also points to a frequently recognizable skepticism within the comments towards the recognized scientific, social and political consensus and a turn towards alternative, socially less accepted theories and world views (conspiracy theories).





8. Discussion


Against the background of the theoretical foundations of the presented investigation, a high degree of moralization of communication on the one hand and a high degree of conflict on the other hand can be observed. The presented investigation shows a high degree of ‘pre-generalization’ of the conflict. The focus of the discussion is not on the flood and how to deal with it, but this is fitted into pre-formed patterns of interpretation and evaluation and is morally charged. In this respect, the incomplete communication (because the step of ‘understanding’ the utterance of those who do not follow one’s own interpretation of the world is suppressed) has something ritualistic about it; the conflict is actualized on different occasions, in this case a concrete flood. Following the logic of moral communication [60], this takes place in large parts in an individualized way and is aimed at discrediting the person who has a different (also moral) interpretation of the world. In this process, it is not only the personified other conflict party that is moralized; rather, the desire for its disappearance (for example, through conflict suppression or assimilation) becomes clear, which in turn indicates a lack of recognition of the normality of conflicts on the part of the conflict parties.



The results of the present study provide another example of the transformation of factual and procedural conflicts, as presented in the initial video, into identity and value conflicts [96,99,102]. This transformation is taking place as a result of the use of modern communication technologies at a hitherto unprecedented speed [103]. In Dahrendorf’s sense, this makes it more difficult to regulate these conflicts; a polarization occurs that increases to dichotomization. At the same time, the moralization of the conflict means, on the one hand, the mobilization of the members of one’s own conflict party, and, on the other hand, one’s own submissions to the communication. Thus, freed from the argumentative burden of factual and procedural questions, utopias can be used without any worries as standards of comparison for current social situations.



Against the background of the current state of the scientific debate on conflicts in the context of strategies to deal with climate change (for instance, at [5,104,105,106,107,108,109,110]), the empirical findings obtained here can be categorized in light of Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory as follows: The high degree of moralization means the exaggeration of one’s own worldview, and the formation of the other ‘quasi-group’ (phase 1) is accordingly stigmatized as not legitimate. The awareness of alternative interests takes place under their pathologization (phase 2). The manifestation of the openly visible conflict (phase 3) accordingly cannot result in an effort to find a settlement acceptable to both sides. This fails not least because the principle of moralization is based on discrediting and pathologizing. The legitimacy of the other party to the conflict cannot possibly be regarded as legitimate. However, as the study has shown, the conflict over how to deal with climate change has reached a state that goes beyond the framework of dealing with social conflicts stretched by Dahrendorf and fundamentally calls into question the possibility of settling the conflict. There is neither a social consensus on the framework in which conflicts are to be dealt with, nor on a basic set of what is to be regarded as ‘real’ [111].




9. Conclusions


In the sense of Ralf Dahrendorf, conflicts played out by means of moralization—this study provides a current example—can be outlined as negative-productive. The transformation of factual and procedural conflicts into morally charged identity and worldview conflicts can be understood as an expression of a “new search for homogeneity” [79] (p. 9), connected with the desire of numerous people “to live among their own kind” [79] (p. 9). This, in turn, is related to the “suppression of minorities internally and artificial demarcation externally. Put less innocuously, civil war and war often follow from the false god of the homogeneous nation” [79] (p. 9). The irony of such utopian striving for harmony lies not least in the fact that the measures of moralization taken to achieve it have the opposite effect of what they want to achieve: a “release of aggressions” [112] (p. 35) which become all the greater the more intensive the attempts to suppress social conflicts, precisely through moralization. The two dominant utopias, which become recognizable from the comments, stand thereby in exclusivist and incommensurable interpretation sovereignty competition. On the one hand stands the utopia of a harmonious unity of humans and nature, coined by climatic neutrality, regional economy, vegan nutrition, living in a community of the like-minded (beyond the nuclear family) in multi-unit houses in rather urban spatial contexts, etc. On the other hand stands the utopia of satisfying individual (material) needs in an otherwise stable material-spatial and legal framework in scattered settlements. Politically, these utopias can no longer be classified in the classic right-left scheme; for example, the first utopia, with its strong pressure on the individual to conform to communal norms, also contains conservative elements, while the classic socialist approach to emancipation from social ties is hardly relevant anymore. The second utopia, on the other hand, combines the conservative desire for stability with libertarian elements of self-empowerment (cf. in this context: [113,114,115,116,117,118,119]). The position of science is instrumental in both utopias: In the first case, affirmative, yet selective with respect to certain earth system sciences, and scientifistic, with the basis of sciences, doubt and the diversity of theories and methods, left out. In the context of the second utopia, science is framed as one of many alternative interpretations of the world, which, moreover, is always under establishment suspicion (more detailed: [96,120,121,122,123]).



In this context, productive conflict resolution is hampered to the point of impossibility. This ranges from the non-recognition of the normality of conflicts, to the moral pathologization of the other conflict party, to a barely existing consensus on what is recognized as ‘true’ (even if only ‘viable’) and how fundamentally societal conflicts should be negotiated. Thus, there is also a lack of an arena for negotiating the underlying conflict over questions of how to deal with the consequences of climate change that do justice to the politically aroused hopes for participation in the design for mitigation and adaptation in relation to climate change, against the background of balancing constraints on current individual lifestyles against generalized expectations of preserving life chances for future generations [121,124,125]. In this respect, the discussion forums for reporting on current events (in this case a flood disaster) are merely an outlet for releasing individual or conflict group-specific moral overpressure, with no or minimal chance of (political) effectiveness. Here, the Janus-faced nature of social media also becomes clear, using the July flood in West Germany as an example: on the one hand, they enable the coordination of a large number of individual offers of support; on the other hand, they represent the central medium for increasing the destructiveness of social conflicts—here, using the flood.



Less pessimistic is the reflection of the ‘neopragmatic’ framework of the present study. The two theoretical frameworks have proven to be complementary and have demonstrated their potential to contribute to the explanation of the complex subject of mass-media-mediated and -intensified conflicts. The triangulation of methods has also yielded results that could not have been achieved with only one method (for example, without inductively qualitative categories, deductive categorization, in all likelihood less appropriate to the topic, would have characterized the quantitative study). The researchers’ triangulation produced different perspectives (specifically on how digital social media works), and the data triangulation in turn served to corroborate the findings of the exploratory study. This explorative study has clarified the potential of a neopragmatic approach to media content, but it has also shown that there is still a great potential for differentiation, for example, with regard to the negotiation of the topic of the July flood in media contexts that are not primarily German-language or with regard to different digital social media, but also in the comparison between these and analog media. Here, further differentiated insights into the social construction of anthropogenic climate change and, in particular, how to deal with it and the accompanying moral polarization could be achieved. Our article aims to contribute to the disclosure of the harmfulness of closed discourses. Moral polarization can only be prevented if society succeeds in breaking up monardization into closed discourses. Moralization (here in the sense of Douglas’ blaming theory [55]) supports the cohesion of society when there is a unified moral foundation. If there is not, it contributes to monardization into different sub-societies [60,64,121,125]. Without such an opening of discourses, a constructive approach to the challenges of reducing anthropogenic climate change and dealing with its consequences will not be possible.
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Figure 3. Average category assignments of the 1000 YouTube comments (own representation based on own survey 2021). 
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Figure 4. Distribution of the four identified interpretation patterns by percent, the sample size amounts to 868 without the comments categorized as “other” (own representation based on own survey, 2021). 
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Figure 5. Word cloud of the examined 1000 comments below the analyzed video. (Own representation using wordart.com; accessed on 19 August 2021; based on own survey 2021). 
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Figure 6. Number of comments assigned to the inductively developed codes. If comments could not be clearly assigned to individual codes—for example, religious references that could also be interpreted as conspiracy theories—the dominant code was selected. For the present study, it was already possible to obtain far-reaching information with this procedure, but it opens up the possibility of examining these overlaps more closely in future studies. (own representation based on own survey 2021). 
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